
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    Broken Feather 
 
    (Black Seminole Scout) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeanie P. Johnson 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    OTHER BOOKS BY THIS AUTHOR 
 
      
 
    Native American books 
 
    Across The River 
 
    Apache Pride 
 
    Beyond The Heart 
 
    Cherokee Courage 
 
    Gentle Savage 
 
    Gedi Puniku (Cat Eyes) 
 
    Kiowa White Moon 
 
    Kiowa Wind Walker 
 
    Little Flower 
 
    No Price Too High 
 
    Paiute Passion 
 
    Papago Promise 
 
    Plenty Proud 
 
    Sagebrush Serenade 
 
    Savage Land 
 
    Shadow Hawk 
 
    Shoshone Surrender 
 
    Son of Silver Fox (sequel to Gentle Savage) 
 
    White Hawk and the Star Maiden 
 
    Within The Heart (Sequel to Beyond the Heart) 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Historical or Regency/Victorian Romance Books 
 
      
 
    A Bride for Windridge Hall 
 
    Defiant Heart 
 
    Highroad 
 
    Indentured 
 
    The Deception 
 
    Wild Irish Rose 
 
    Winslow’s Web 
 
    Contemporary Western Romance Books 
 
    Georgie Girl 
 
    Grasping at Straws 
 
    Mattie 
 
    Passion’s Pride 
 
    Single-handed Heart 
 
      
 
    Historical Western Romance Books 
 
    Elusive Innocents 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20th Century Historical Romance Books 
 
    Italy Vacation 
 
    Moments of Misconception 
 
    Radcliff Hall 
 
    Reluctant Flapper 
 
    Samuel’s Mansion 
 
    Taxi Dancer 
 
      
 
    Action and Adventure Mystery Romance Books 
 
    Ghost Island 
 
    Holding On 
 
    Payback 
 
      
 
    Futuristic Action and Adventure Romance Books 
 
    Chosen 
 
    Pony Up 
 
    Project Rat Pack 
 
    Surviving 
 
    The Division 
 
    The Dominion 
 
    The Mechanism 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Time travel/Reincarnation Romance Books 
 
    Egyptian Key 
 
    Letters From The Grave 
 
    Seekers 
 
    Seekers Two 
 
    Seekers Three 
 
    The Locked Room 
 
    The Vortex-book One 
 
      
 
    Non Fiction Books 
 
    A Collection of short stories (some true) 
 
    Chief Washakie (short history of Shoshoni Chief) 
 
    Dream Symbols Made Easy (how to analyze dreams) 
 
    Peaches (inspirational) 
 
    The Prune Pickers (my childhood) 
 
    Whimper (true story of racial conflicts) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Children’s Picture Book 
 
    Dandy The Horse 
 
    Monster In My Closet 
 
    The Hen Mrs. Cackle 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction and all characters are out of the author’s imagination.  Any resemblance to anyone living or dead is unintentional. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Story by  
 
    Jeanie P. Johnson 
 
      
 
    © Copyright 2019 
 
    All rights reserved 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The brave Seminole people had been pushed out of their land from the beginning of the exploration of the American Continent by the English and other foreign nations.  The Spanish claimed the southwestern part of the Americas, and Florida was their buffer against the English expanding their hold.  Florida was a wild, tropical forest, difficult to inhabit or settle.  Therefore, the Spanish were pleased when the Seminole tribe chose Florida to dwell in.  It would assure that no English would cross over to expand their settlements. 
 
    The Seminole were a fierce fighting force, so that, coupled with the swampy, tropical setting of Florida, kept them safe from both Spanish and English rule.  The Spanish were lax in requiring anything from the Seminoles because they were already serving a good purpose for them. 
 
    As slavery grew in the American colonies, many slaves managed to escape their captors.  They had been raised in the jungles of Africa and knew how to use nature to their advantage.  Florida was a perfect place for them to run for shelter.  Not only was the landscape difficult to maneuver through, for those hunting them, but the Seminole Indians were not to be reckoned with, so it became a safe haven for those black people known as Maroons. 
 
    The Seminoles welcomed the Maroons because they knew how to tame the tropical wilderness, learned from their early years in Africa.  They knew how to farm and build in ways that the Seminoles had not mastered.  Their talents were beyond the Seminoles because as slaves, they had been taught many useful trades by the whites.  The Seminole allowed the Maroons their own space, and the two cultures dwelled in harmony together.  The Maroons were also adept in warfare from their early years of living in the jungle, which worked to the Seminole’s advantage.  While they were considered slaves by the Seminoles, the only thing the Seminoles demanded of them was a portion of their crops, and they became more like sharecroppers than slaves.  As a result, everyone dwelled happily together.  
 
    As the years passed by, the Maroons began intermarrying with the Seminoles, producing what would be known in the future as the Black Seminoles.  However, the Seminole belief was that only children who had mothers with Seminole blood could be considered Seminoles and a part of the tribe.  All others would remain Maroons. 
 
    Eventually, Florida was taken over by the English.  By this time, the colonies were now under American rule.  Since it was impossible to remove the Maroons from the Seminole land in Florida, the American Army promised all Maroons and Black Seminole Indians their freedom if they surrendered to the Americans, and that they would be given land in Indian Territory, if they agreed to be relocated to Oklahoma.  The Maroons wanted to be free of the constant oppression of slave hunters, and being considered Seminole slaves as well, so they agreed to surrender. 
 
    However, the Seminoles believed that the Maroons had betrayed them by surrendering to the Americans, and without the added force of the Maroons fighting with them they too were forced to surrender.  Due to Seminole protest, the army was unable to fulfill its promise to the Black Seminoles, and when both groups reached Indian Territory, problems arose as to the status of the Maroons and Black Seminoles. 
 
    Now, although the Maroons were living in Indian Territory, they still did not have the freedom they had expected.  They discovered that because of the stipulations of a treaty centered on the removal of the Indians to Indian Territory, the Seminole tribe would be under the Creek Indian rule, which did not sit well with a majority of either Seminoles or Black Seminoles. 
 
    Upon reaching the reservation in Oklahoma, the Black Seminoles ended up losing their status with the Seminoles and no longer were considered a member of the tribe.  After the Seminoles agreed to Creek rule in 1845, Maroons found themselves subjected to the Creek slave codes, which prohibited them from owning weapons and property and threatened the existence of their independent communities.  Black Seminoles found their former allies, the Seminoles, increasingly unwilling to support them in their efforts to resist the oppressive Creek codes.  As a result, they became the slaves of the Indians instead of the whites. 
 
    Fearing the loss of their autonomy, the Maroons rejected Seminole authority and turned to the army for protection.  However, the army refused to support the Maroons’ claims of freedom and insisted that they return to Seminole rule, which often meant being sold to Creek or white slave owners. 
 
    Finally, the Black Seminoles revolted, and led by Juan Caballo, a substantial number of Black Seminoles went to Mexico in 1849.  Now that they were in Mexico, the Mexican government used them to patrol the Texas-Coahuila border against Comanche’s and Apaches, offering the Maroons and a splinter band of Seminoles, led by Seminole warrior Wild Cat, a joint grant of land at the juncture of Rio San Rodrigo and Rio San Antonio. 
 
    The Maroons were now referred to as Mascogos.  The Maroon communities in Mexico continued to be a haven for runaway slaves and freed blacks of mixed blood.  The Americans kept besieging the Mexican government with requests that blacks within their boundaries be returned into slavery.  So the Mexicans moved both the Maroons and the Seminoles further inland.  Because the Seminoles were more interested in fighting other Indians, while the Maroons and Black Seminoles were intent on settling the land and living in peace, the Seminoles returned to Indian Territory, leaving the Maroons and their half-Indian brothers behind. 
 
    Kvcke Tafy, (Ca-ch-ka Ta-va-a) meaning Broken Feather in the Muscogee-Creek language, which the Seminoles spoke, resided with the Black Seminoles, who remained in Mexico.  His grandfather was black and his grandmother was Seminole.  His mother was Seminole, and his father was Black Seminole.  So he was considered Black Seminole by Seminole standards. 
 
    He watched as more and more Black Seminoles escaped to Mexico and joined the ones who were already there.  However, after the Civil War, in 1870, the United States Army entered into an agreement with the leader of the Black Seminoles to employ Black Seminoles as Indian scouts and fighters in West Texas, in exchange for the government’s promise to support the people until they were moved to the Seminole Nation in Indian Territory.  The scout’s knowledge of English, Spanish, and various Indian dialects were valuable to the army, as was their experience in fighting Indians in Mexico.  In 1876 the Black Seminoles were moved from Fort Duncan to Fort Clark. Their promise of being given land in Indian Territory was not honored, though, because they did not consider the Black Seminoles to be Indians, since they were part Negro.  Once again, the promise of the Americans had failed the black Seminoles. 
 
    Broken Feather was one of the young, Black Seminoles, who became a scout for the United States Army.  Having lived with the Maroons, he spoke part Gullah, which was the language of the black slaves, with a mixture of Muscogee-Creek language of the Seminoles, along with Spanish and English. 
 
    He was torn between loyalties to the Americans, who were in command of him, and to his Black Seminole roots.  However, neither seemed to lend any loyalty to him, and he was like a man without a country.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    “Broken Feather, behind you!” the voice of Captain Renton blared through the dust created by thundering hooves.  He knew he did not have a clear shot at the Comanche threatening Broken Feather’s life. 
 
    Broken Feather turned just in time to see a Comanche barreling down on him.  He managed to squeeze off a shot with his rifle just in time before the Comanche could release his arrow.  The Arrow flew up in the sky instead, as the Comanche brave tumbled backwards off of his horse, the bullet catching him between the eyes. 
 
    The stolen horses were in a scattered tangle among Comanche, who had taken them and the military, who were hot on their heels.  Several other Black Seminole scouts were in the regiment that had been sent out to retrieve the horses. 
 
    The chaos of yapping Comanche, and screaming horses, mixed in dust so thick they could barely see, filled the Texas canyon.  Broken Feather turned his horse on its haunches just in time to see Captain Renton’s horse go down with the swift thud of an arrow to its lungs.  Captain Renton was thrown clear of his horse but a Comanche brave had leaped from his horse, his tomahawk brandished above his head, intent on ending the white soldier’s life.  Broken Feather, took another shot, stopping the Comanche in his tracks.  Then he was reaching down, grabbing the Captain’s arm and helping him swing up on the back of his own horse. 
 
    A few more resounding shots, and the Comanche renegades, had all been eliminated.  Now all that was left to do was round the horses up and head back to Fort Clark. 
 
    “Good work,” Captain Renton praised.  “I owe you for this.” 
 
    “You kept me from being shot as well,” Broken Feather returned the compliment.  “I think we are even.” 
 
    “Well, this day’s work is about done.  Don’t know what we’d do without the help of you scouts.  You are death on the Comanche!” 
 
    “Do you know when the promise of sending us to the Seminole Nation will take place?  We are happy to serve, in exchange for the promise.”  Broken Feather gave a hopeful look as he turned his head to the man behind him.  Already he had been working as a scout for five years, and had just been transferred to Fort Clark. 
 
    “They are working on it.  You know all the red tape involved any time the government undertakes a project.  They have to put it through all the correct committees and have it signed by all the important governing bodies, and then those in charge of the Indian Territory have to agree and sign off on it.  They are trying to determine if you scouts are even considered Seminole, since the main tribe refuses to accept you as one of them any longer.  Until then, we are privileged to have you working beside us.”  
 
    “I have the right Seminole blood.  Both my grandmother and mother were Seminole,” Broken Feather argued. 
 
    “Only those in charge seem to think that if you have any Negro blood in your veins, you are considered black, not Indian or any other nationality, regardless of your parentage.  If they don’t consider you Indian, you can’t share in the Indian’s grant of land and assistance by the government.  I doubt you will be given a place in the Seminole nation, Broken Feather.  If you wish, you can choose to go back to your people in Mexico.  However, you will always have a job here with the army as a scout.” 
 
    “It was a promise made by the whites in exchange for our service as scouts.  So now this promise will also be broken, like all the other promises made to my people?” 
 
    “I have no say in the matter.  I just work for the government, the same as you.  Only I’ll put in a good word for you, Broken Feather, to make sure you continue to have a place here with us if you wish to stay.  You deserve something for your loyalty and contribution to the army.” 
 
    Captain Renton could feel Broken Feather stiffen.  He knew how much it had meant to him to have a place with what he considered his Indian people.  He, too, was disappointed in the government for constantly breaking Indian treaties to suit their own purpose.  He patted Broken Feather on the back.  He liked the young Black Seminole.  The young man had proven himself to be a hard worker even though, like many of the other Black Seminole scouts, he disliked doing things by the book.  They often claimed the whites did not know how to fight the Indians, and if it was left up to them, everyone would end up getting killed.  Discovering this often to be the case, the military leaders were willing to allow the scouts a certain leniency in the way they conducted themselves which they did not offer the other members of the army when it came to following traditional army protocol. 
 
    Captain Sam Renton felt bad for the way the Black Seminoles had been treated by the government, but his hands were tied.  However, if the Black Seminoles were never allowed to join the other Seminoles in Indian Territory, they could remain working as scouts, and that suited him just fine.  He hoped Broken Feather would choose to stay because a certain bond had been growing between them.  He almost thought of him as the son he never had, if it weren’t for the fact that he was part black and the rest Indian.  
 
    For now, he was tired, and had other things to worry about.  He had received notice from his daughter, Vanessa, telling him she was on her way out to Texas.  There had been no explanation in the telegram as to why she was leaving Louisiana, where she lived with his aunt after his wife had passed away, and there was no way he could house his daughter at the fort.   
 
    Also, he was upset at the loss of his treasured horse, but better the horse losing its life than him, he told himself, as he rode behind Broken Feather.  One of the men in his unit had retrieved the saddle from the back of his horse when the skirmish was over, so at least, he had not lost the saddle too The troop had been tracking the Comanche for three days with little rest, so he was eager to get back to the fort, take a hot bath, and get some long deserved sleep.  When the stolen horses were returned to their rightful ranch owner, everyone could get a little rest until the next assignment. 
 
    The impending arrival of his daughter, troubled Sam, but he had already decided on how he was going to resolve the problem, if it came to that, and had made all the arrangements, the moment he learned she was coming to Texas.  He only hoped she would not put up a fuss.  Sam knew how stubborn his daughter could be, and this worried him.  She had always had a rebellious streak in her, knowing she got the trait from her mother.  He certainly hadn’t lent anything but guidance to his daughter, when it came to family traits.  She had always been an enigma, from the day she was born, he thought a little sadly. 
 
    The welcoming sight of the fort came into view as it rose up out of the shimmering heat that distorted everything in the distance.  The long, two story stone soldier’s barracks that housed the troops stood out against the bright Texas Sky.  Close by were three officers’ quarters, and farther on, stood the stone hospital and a two story stone house for the hospital staff.  Not far away was a man-made lake of sorts, created from Las Moras Springs, at the head of Las Moras Creek, where the water needed for the fort was accessed.   
 
    However, when the fort was built back in the 1850’s, there had been no access to wood, and so it was made out of the stone found in the area.  Since then, a few trees had been brought in and planted around the barracks and lake area.  The land belonged to a woman of wealth who leased it to the army.  Later the army added a wooden stable yard to house the horses, the wood having to be hauled in from somewhere else to accomplish the job. 
 
    Fort Clark was situated not far from the town of Brackettville, which had sprung up when the fort was first constructed.  There, a stage station, general store, and small hotel-saloon were established.  A few resident houses had started to appear, but over the years of Indian raids, many of the pioneer settlers had packed up and moved out.  Therefore, the town had turned into a rough and tumble stop over, much like the gold rush towns during the early gold fever days, where many unsavory men stopped on their way to Mexico, either fleeing from the law or looking for illegal adventure.   
 
    It was not a proper place to allow his daughter to live, though, and was worse than her staying at the fort, which would be unwise, considering having her there would be too much of a distraction for the infantry men.  Therefore, Sam Renton’s plan seemed to be the only way to make sure his daughter was cared for, once she arrived. 
 
    Sam, slid down from Broken Feather’s horse, just as they reached the main door of the stone barracks.  As soon as his feet touched the ground, the door flew open and suddenly, his daughter was standing there.  He couldn’t believe how much she had grown.  He barely recognized her… it had been so long since he had seen her.   
 
    Sam had to admit she had turned into a beautiful young woman.  Her curly, long, honey-brown hair was twisted up around her head, some of the strands straying from its confines, the curls brushing against her forehead.  Her startling blue eyes, beneath finely arched eyebrows, were smiling at him as she approached.  Her full pouting lips parted, as she called to him.  It took him a little off guard because he hadn’t expected her to arrive so soon. 
 
    “Papa, I am here!” she said as he stood motionless, staring at her. 
 
    Broken Feather was swinging down from his horse, as he eyed Captain Renton’s daughter.  He thought he had never seen any woman as beautiful as the lovely sight that stood before them.  He watched as his superior officer greeted his daughter. 
 
    “Goodness, Nessie, you have turned into a woman,” Sam greeted.   
 
    He refrained from hugging her though, because he was dirty and blood-splattered from his earlier ordeal, and she was dressed so primly in a black traveling dress, though she looked a little worn from her journey. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you are here, though,” he mumbled.  “Why didn’t you remain with Aunt Mildred?” 
 
    “Didn’t you receive my letter?  She took ill and died.  Although she left us the plantation, there was no way I could remain.  She had lost so much money on the last crop because of the flood washing out the cane fields, and the place had been struggling ever since the war.  She couldn’t pay the workers.  Without slaves, it was almost impossible to keep the plantation going the way it had before the war broke out.  The workers left, so I shut the plantation up since there was no way to support it.  Besides, you are never home.  I decided if you couldn’t come to me, I would come to you.” 
 
    “This is preposterous, Nessie.  An army fort is no place for a young woman, and the closest and only town, is even worse.  However, I have made arrangements for you.  I need to get cleaned up, though.  Broken Feather can entertain you until I am ready to bring you to my lodgings and offer you some food.”   
 
    He glanced over at Broken Feather, who was holding his horse’s reins, looking on with astonishment.  He wasn’t sure he knew how to conduct himself in front of a white woman. 
 
    “Broken Feather, this is my daughter Vanessa.  Keep her company while I get cleaned up.”  Then he turned and went inside the stone building, leaving Broken Feather to his own devices. 
 
    Vanessa now focused her attention on the Black Seminole Indian with some interest.  Strangely, he reminded her of Zack, a young black slave that had been her childhood friend until he was sold.  She had been so heartbroken when he left that she vowed never to befriend another slave again, and from that moment on, adopted an indifference towards all black slaves.  She looked up at him from under her half closed lids, her long, thick lashes shading the blue of her eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t know the army had black servants,” she drawled in her southern accent.  “Only why are you dressed up like an Indian?” 
 
    “I am a Black Seminole Indian,” he informed her.  “I am not a servant.  I am an army scout.  They wanted me to wear their uniform, but I have my own form of dress.  Since the army desired my services, they allowed me a few individual choices.”  Already, she was rubbing him the wrong way in spite of her beauty. 
 
    “Well, at least, you have been working on your dialect.  Most blacks on our plantation use that Gullah language, which I can barely understand.” 
 
    “Uh know’um dat langwidge. Muh gran’puh wuz Maroon an talk’um dat langwidge. Yo wantuh hab muhself talk’um dat langwidge?”  Broken Feather said sarcastically, feeling that she was looking down her nose at him. 
 
    Vanessa started laughing.  “You are an interesting character,” she smiled, and her smile struck Broken Feather like an arrow to his heart.  He was certain he had fallen in love with her already.  “I prefer regular English language, if you don’t mind,” she said.  “Apparently, you know it well enough.” 
 
    “I have to put my horse away,” he said abruptly, fearing that she would suspect by the way he was looking at her that his feelings were in turmoil, half hating her for her superior attitude and feeling his heart weaken at the mere sight of her.   
 
    He was finding it too hard to breathe when he looked in to those crystal-blue eyes.  He had never been this close to a white woman before.  Broken Feather turned abruptly, leading his horse in the direction of the stables.  He stopped and looked over his shoulder at her, as she stood with raised eyebrows as though she felt he was being rude. 
 
    “Yuz a com’un mis?” he said snidely.  “Mu Mass Renton say uh haffuh keeps yo happy.” 
 
    “I doubt you could come close to keeping me happy,” Vanessa muttered, as she started to follow behind, “but since I don’t have anything better to do, I’ll suffer with your company until my father is ready for me.” 
 
    “Sorry you have to suffer on my account,” he smiled.  “It shouldn’t be long, though.  Then we can both be done with each other.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual,” Vanessa said, looking at him out of the corner of her eye.  She wished he did not have such an effect on her, reminding her so much of Zack that it hurt. 
 
    Broken Feather had reached the stables and was starting to pull the saddle off of his horse as Vanessa watched on. 
 
    “I saved your father’s life today,” he said, wanting her to know that he was an asset to her father, not a servant.  “However, he saved my life as well,” he added. 
 
    “Oh,” Vanessa squeaked, not expecting the statement.  “Then I must thank you for keeping me from becoming an orphan.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.  Your father has been kind to me and is a good leader.” 
 
    He took the bridal off his horse, pushed his mount into the stall, and then went to the tack room to put the saddle and bridle away.  As he headed in that direction, the saddle blanket slipped from the saddle seat, where he had it flung, and just as he was bending over to reach for it, Vanessa also stopped and started to stoop down to retrieve it.  Vanessa found herself face to face with Broken Feather, their noses almost touching.  
 
    For a heart-stopping moment, their eyes locked, the depth of his stare seeming to grab Vanessa in a way she had not expected.  She grabbed up the blanket, to break the unexpected tie between them, and stood up. 
 
    “Thank you,” he murmured. 
 
    “It’s the least I could do for someone who saved my father’s life,” she said softly. 
 
    He turned and smiled at her, and then entered the tack room to deposit his saddle and bridle.  She tossed the blanket at him and he put it away as well. 
 
    “Would you like a tour of the fort?” he asked, not knowing what he should do, now that he didn’t have anything to distract him, from those blue pools of hers, which sparked at one moment and then went all soft and appealing the next. 
 
    “I suppose.  Papa says I can’t stay here, so I might as well see the place before he packs me off someplace.  I am wondering what he plans to do with me.  I can’t go back to Louisiana.  What does he expect me to do?” 
 
    “I am sure he knows best,” Broken Feather shrugged, as he led her from the stables and out towards the lake area.   
 
    It was a shame that her father intended to send her away, he thought.  He would like to get to know her better, yet he couldn’t understand why.  She was his commanding officer’s daughter, and on top of that, was a white girl…way off limits for a black man or an Indian alike.  Only there was something about the way she looked at him that he needed to understand.  He felt something was hidden behind her appraising stare, which he hoped to uncover before Captain Renton hustled her away to parts unknown. 
 
    When he reached the lake, which also served as a swimming hole for the men, he sat down on a bench, pulling Vanessa down beside him.  The pool was already alive with activity of men who had returned from chasing the Comanche, and were trying to cool off and find enjoyable relaxation, even though the water was always exceptionally cold.  When they saw Broken Feather with a woman, the activity stopped, and several men swam over to investigate. 
 
    “Who do you have there, Broken Feather?” one of the men called. 
 
    “She happens to be Captain Renton’s daughter, so you had better keep your eyes to yourself,” Broken Feather replied. 
 
    “I didn’t know he had a daughter.  Hell, I didn’t even know he was married!” 
 
    “My mother died,” Vanessa offered. 
 
    “Oh, sorry to hear that, ma’am,” the young man replied.  “Welcome to Fort Clark.” 
 
    “She won’t be here long.  Her father is sending her away.  She is just here to visit,” Broken Feather told him. 
 
    As they were talking to the men in the pool, they heard someone clear their throat behind them, and the men suddenly swam in the other direction. 
 
    “I am sure this is not a suitable scene for you to be witnessing, Nessie.  Those men are half dressed!  What is the matter with you, Broken Feather?  My daughter is a Southern bred young lady.  This is one of the reasons it is impossible for her to remain here,” Sam said, causing the two to suddenly turn and face him. 
 
    “Sorry, Sir,” Broken Feather mumbled. 
 
    “Never mind, I want both of you to come to my quarters.  I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Broken Feather raised his eyebrows.  Why was his presence needed, he wondered?  However, he didn’t ask any questions and merely followed beside Captain Renton, as Vanessa pushed her arm through her father’s elbow. 
 
    It was then that Sam noticed the haggard look on Broken Feather’s face and realized the young man hadn’t had any time to freshen up yet. 
 
    “Why don’t you go and get cleaned up, Broken Feather, while Vanessa and I have our meal.  When you are through and had a chance to eat as well, come to my room.  
 
    Broken Feather nodded, and turned in another direction down the hall when they reached the barracks, while Sam and Vanessa continued on to his quarters.  He opened the door for her and invited her in.  The room contained a desk with papers and books scattered on its surface, accompanied by a sturdy chair.  A bed was pushed up against one wall, and a table with four chairs was on the other side of the room.  She could see the table was set with food, and Sam helped his daughter to be seated. 
 
    For a moment, Sam merely stared at Vanessa.  All those childhood days of her scampering about the house, flashed before his eyes.  He had always thought she was too noisy and underfoot, back then.  He was astounded at how much she looked like her mother now, except for her curly hair.  Only those piercing blue eyes belonged to her mother, even though Glenda had wavy blond hair, unlike her daughter’s.   
 
    Vanessa had often asked where she got her curly hair, because she claimed she hated it.  He would merely shrug, and say the angels gave her those curls and she shouldn’t complain.  He tried to brush those memories aside.  It caused his heart to be touched with guilt, concerning his treatment of her mother, who now rested in a graveyard, not far from his Aunt’s plantation.  Only now, Vanessa stood before him and was a young woman, starting out in life and no one to support her, the way she needed to be supported. 
 
    He had buried himself in his work as a military man, after his wife had passed away, trying to cure the ache in his heart that her memory always brought to haunt him with, to no avail.  Now he had his daughter here conjuring up memories of her mother that he thought he had buried, along with her body.  Though he was happy to see his daughter, the very appearance of her, brought back vivid recollections of his past life, which pained him still.   
 
    They had argued, the last time he had seen Glenda, and he regretted it, hating the whole, stupid situation, and then taking off, back to his regiment without even telling her he loved her.  He wondered if he had loved Glenda.  Even now, he found it hard to forgive her for betraying him.  He knew Glenda had never forgiven him for his last parting words, and it weighed heavy on his conscience.  Yet the grievance between them had begun long before he returned from the war, and then left again.  It had been one of the reasons that had pushed him away in the end, and Glenda knew it. 
 
    “Well, now,” he smiled as he started to cut his steak.  “You have caught me off guard here, by showing up so unexpectedly.  I am sorry to say, I never received your letter.  It must have gotten lost in the mail.  The Comanche and Apache are constantly raiding stagecoaches and travelers alike.  Even any trains in the area, within their reach, are not safe if they can manage to board them.  However, when I received your wire that you were coming, I made arrangements for you.”  He looked at his daughter, giving her a weak smile, dreading what he was about to say next. 
 
    Vanessa was looking up at him expectantly, appearing so innocent and trusting.  He swallowed hard and then continued.  “I happen to have a friend, who owns a ranch farther north of here in Texas.  He is in the need of a wife, and you are in the need of a protector who will take good care of you.  I trust Jason Mills and know he will make you a good husband.  I have contacted him, and he has agreed to take you on as his wife.  Therefore, I am sending you to his ranch, where he will take you under his wing and give you a good life.” 
 
    Vanessa dropped her fork to the plate, causing a clatter, as her mouth fell open in total surprise. 
 
    “You have chosen me a husband?” she croaked. “I can’t marry a total stranger!” 
 
    “He is not a stranger to me.  He is nice looking, and a well-bred southerner who has a successful cattle ranch here in Texas.  I have known him for years, which is why I knew he was in the market for a wife.  Women are hard to come by out here, and a man needs a wife to give him children to leave his estate to when he dies.  You have lived on a plantation, and should have enough knowledge of how to help run a ranch, so I am sure the two of you will get along famously.” 
 
    “You can’t do this to me,” Vanessa wailed, jumping up from the table and starting to pace the room. 
 
    “I am your father.  Of course, I can find you a worthy husband and Jason is as worthy as I can think of.  You have no place to go.  You can’t stay here.  You can’t return to Louisiana.  You have no other choice.  Tonight, I will have Broken Feather escort you to the hotel in Brackettville, where you will stay the night.  In the morning, he will escort you to Jason’s ranch, which is about a week’s journey from here.  He is the best scout I have and will make sure you arrive there safely.” 
 
    “What?  You expect me to travel with that Black Indian?  How can you trust him?  He is no better than a darky slave!” 
 
    “He has been under army command for five years now, and is trustworthy.  He saved my life today, and will protect you with his own life, if necessary.  I assure you, Broken Feather is not just some darky slave.  He is a person with honor, bred into him by the Seminole Indians.” 
 
    “I will never forgive you for this, Papa,” Vanessa cried.  “You abandoned Mother, and now you are as much as abandoning me!” 
 
    The words stung.  They had been similar to the last words her mother had spoken to him before he departed, with her swearing she would never forgive him for leaving her to go back to the military regardless of their differences.  Earlier, the Civil war had been raging, and he had to serve his country.  Later, military life became a part of him, and he did not want to give it up.  It was a way to try and distract himself from what he believed to have become a failed marriage.   
 
    While he supported his wife, he knew he had failed her emotionally, because he had not been there for her at the beginning of their marriage.  It had been a marriage of convenience and he had resented having to marry her.  As a result of his indifference towards her, she had betrayed him early on in their marriage when he threw himself into the working the plantation, to distract himself from the unwanted marriage.  He never discovered who the man was, but he had never forgiven her for it, and seeing his daughter, only brought it back so fresh in his mind. 
 
    Now his daughter looked at him with that same anger in her eyes his wife had thrown at him.  It was like history repeating itself all over again, he thought sadly. 
 
    Only he hardened his heart.  He felt he had no other choice, and he trusted Jason.  It was the only alternative he had, and Vanessa would just have to get over it.  She would thank him in the end, he believed.  Only a twinge of guilt still tried to push through, as he realized he was doing to Vanessa what his father had done to him by insisting he marry Vanessa’s mother. 
 
    At that moment, there was a tap on the door, and Sam stepped forward and opened the door to Broken Feather.  The moment Broken Feather stepped into the room, he knew something was not right.  The angry look on Vanessa’s face and the stern look on Captain Renton’s face alerted him to stormy waters. 
 
    “Sit down and finish your meal,” Sam said to his daughter as he let Broken Feather into the room. 
 
    Vanessa stomped over to the table and plopped down on the chair, stabbing her meat with the knife and fork, grunting under her breath. 
 
    “I have an assignment for you, Broken Feather,” Sam said, ignoring his daughter’s outrage.  “I need you to escort my daughter across Texas to the ranch of my friend, Jason Mills.  I will give you a map to follow and expect you to deposit Vanessa safely there.  You are to remain until she is securely married to my friend, so you can return and assure me that she followed my orders.  Tonight, you will take her to the hotel in Brackettville, and remain with her there, making sure no harm comes to her from the riffraff that frequent the place, remaining stationed outside her door, to make sure she is safe.” 
 
    Broken Feather’s eyes widened.  He could not believe what he was hearing.  Although he was attracted to Captain Renton’s daughter, he knew she was not fond of him, and clearly showed that she felt he was beneath her.  Spending however much time it took to deposit her safely at some ranch, would be like pulling teeth.  He had already gotten off on the wrong foot with her, and the very idea of being with her alone made him nervous. 
 
    “Perhaps you could send someone else with us,” he suggested, believing the company of another soldier might make it easier to deal with Sam’s uppity daughter. 
 
    “I can’t spare anyone else.  I’ve got to send those horses back to their owner.  The Comanche have been too restless lately.  We are short of men and it is bad enough I have to allow you to leave, but you are my most trusted scout, so I am sure you are up to the assignment.” 
 
    Vanessa turned in her chair and gave him a scathing glance.  “Are you sure you don’t have a white soldier that could escort me just as easily?” she asked her father, dismissing Broken Feather with a disapproving glare.  
 
    “I know you think you can give one of my soldiers the slip, in order to get out of this, Nessie, which is why I am sending Broken Feather.  He is not only a trusted scout, but he is one of the best trackers we have.  If you do manage to give him the slip, he will track you down and fulfil his duty to me.”  He gave her an exacting look that told her he would not tolerate her rebelling against his wishes and would make Broken Feather follow through with his assignment, regardless of what Vanessa did to try and deter him. 
 
    “Stop calling me by that childish nick-name.  I am a grown woman now!  You are heartless,” she hissed, and turned back to her meal. 
 
    “I’m afraid you may discover that Vanessa could turn out to be a handful,” he sighed to Broken Feather, “but I want her safely married, and then it will be her husband’s duty to watch out for her after that.  Hopefully, she will adjust to the situation and end up finding happiness.”  He gave Broken Feather, a pat on the back, ignoring his daughter’s rudeness.  He had never been able to find happiness in his own arranged marriage, so what made him think Vanessa could do what he had failed at? 
 
    At that remark, Vanessa gave a scornful laugh.  “You just want me out of your hair, like you wanted my mother out of your hair.  You claim to love us, but I think you believed that we were holding you back from adventure.  If you wanted adventure so bad, why did you bother marrying my mother in the first place?” 
 
    “I loved your mother in my own way,” Sam grunted.  “Only once I joined the military, I knew I had a duty to my country as well.  It was better she remained with my Aunt in Louisiana.” 
 
    “Of course, this is no place for a woman, and you knew it.  You came here on purpose so neither she nor I could come with you.  And now that I am willing to come here to be with you, you choose to send me away and marry me off to some rancher! “ 
 
    “Had she come with me, we would have put you in boarding school, or left you with my aunt.  It is one thing to have a wife at a barracks filled with men, but a fly away girl such as yourself, would have been hazardous.  You needed your mother there with you in Louisiana, so it was the best arrangement. 
 
    “Now, you are a single, young woman.  The men here need to keep their attention focused on business, not let their tongues hang out, fighting for a chance to impress you.  Besides, your mother made me realize one thing.  A soldier’s life does not lend itself well to accommodating a woman.  I do not want to have you ending up falling for some young soldier, here at the fort, and be treated the way I treated your mother.   
 
    “A Soldier’s life can get in his blood too deep sometimes.  It is better you set your sights elsewhere, which is why I am recommending you marry my rancher friend.  Staying here would give you no choice but to end up marrying a military man.  I know the hazards involved.  Either you would end up losing your husband too soon, or he would end up having to choose between you and his duty to country.  It is better this way, Vanessa, so no more complaining.  I have thought this through, and I am not going to change my mind!” 
 
    Vanessa stood up from her chair.  “It was nice seeing you again, Papa, even though it will be short-lived.  You will need a wagon to transport my trunks, if I am forced to travel across Texas to meet my miserable future, you have planned for me.  My mother never should have married you!” 
 
    The words hurt, but Sam was thinking that Vanessa was probably right.  He would have done better if he had led a single life, only at the time, neither he nor Glenda had a choice, and that could not be changed now.  He stiffened his back, as Vanessa walked towards him, then gave his daughter a kiss on the cheek and handed Broken Feather a map. 
 
    “See that she arrives safely, and make sure she does not back out on the marriage!” he told Broken Feather gruffly.  
 
    Broken Feather, took in a deep breath.  This had all come on so suddenly.  He had never expected it.  One moment he was chasing Comanche renegades, and the next, he was expected to escort a beautiful young white girl across Texas.  The way she looked at him as she passed, told him all too clearly that she detested the idea of having to travel with him, though.  He had a feeling it was not going to be an enjoyable trip for either of them. 
 
    “I left my trunks at the Stage station in Brackettville,” she told Broken Feather as he escorted her out the door. 
 
    “I will have to load up supplies before we leave,” he told her.  “Wait for me here,” he said, motioning to a bench situated outside the barracks.  “I will try not to take too long.” 
 
    Broken Feather headed towards the stable yard to collect the wagon and hitch a horse up to it.  He glanced over his shoulder at Captain Renton’s daughter.  She sat on the bench, not looking as regale as she had when he first laid eyes on her.  Her shoulders were hunched and the way they were shaking, he could tell she was crying.  Only he had no power to change her destiny.  If he did not obey Captain Renton’s orders, he might as well forget about being a scout.  At the looks of his own future, he may end up being with the army for a very long time so he couldn’t risk losing his position.  He could feel Vanessa’s frustration, though.  Sometimes life was unrelenting. 
 
    Vanessa watched as Broken Feather put her trunks on the wagon.  She marveled that he lifted them up as though they weighed nothing.  She could see his muscles bulging against the sleeves of his leather shirt.  It reminded her of the strong slaves they once owned, who had bulging muscles and could do the work of two men.   
 
    One, in particular, she felt sorry for because she could see crisscross scars of the whip across his back, when he went without a shirt.  They called him Seth and he was what was known as a quadroon, having more white blood than black.  However, she had learned to steel herself against sights like that.  According to plantation owners, blacks were less than human and more like cattle that you had to train, no matter what amount of black blood they had.  They couldn’t read, and they spoke the Gullah language that was barely decipherable, and on top of that, they sang incessantly.  However, the songs had grown on her and she often sat on the veranda listening to the slaves singing in the field. 
 
    “Do you know how to read,” Vanessa asked abruptly, out of the blue. 
 
    Broken Feather looked over his shoulder at her as he pushed the trunk into place. “Why do you ask?” he mumbled, giving her a crooked smile. 
 
    “I was just wondering.  Slaves were never allowed to learn how to read or write, and very few black servants can read either.” 
 
    “I am not a slave or servant,” Broken Feather grumbled, even though he felt like a servant to the United States government.  “Of course, I can read.”  He had the mission nuns in Mexico to thank for that, he thought.  “I not only read the English language, but I can read Spanish as well.  How do you think I am able to follow your father’s map and instructions, if I can’t read?” 
 
    Vanessa shrugged.  “Sorry, I was just curious, is all.”  Her estimation of him started to rise a little.  At least he was educated, she thought appraisingly. 
 
    “Is there anything else you would like to know about me before we start this adventure?” he asked, eyeing her. 
 
    “How old are you?”  He looked young, but rather experienced by the way he seemed so capable at whatever he was doing. 
 
    “I am twenty-five.  I have been working as a scout for five years now.  It was supposed to be temporary until we could be placed in the Seminole Nation and given our own land.  Now it seems like that promise is never going to be fulfilled.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t expect the Government to give a black person land, do you?” 
 
    “In the beginning the Maroons were promised their freedom and land if they surrendered and relocated in Oklahoma.  That was never granted them, so they fled to Mexico.  Once again we are given more promises if we help the army fight against wayward Indians, and still no promises have been kept.   
 
    “I can see you are right.  The government wants us to give up our fight for land of our own, and help them fight their own battles, while offering us empty promises.  I didn’t realize they hated the blacks so much.  After all, we have served them for hundreds of years against our will, but we are worthless in their eyes, unless we are still serving them.” 
 
    “When I was little I had a close friend who was a slave.  You remind me of him a little.  Only he was sold and I never saw him again.  I have discovered it is not wise to get tangled up with black people.  If you don’t own them or they don’t work for you, they are considered a liability.  Therefore, I hope you don’t think you are going to be able to strike up a friendship with me.  You are merely supposed to transport me to my destination.” 
 
    “Yus, Ma’am.ah is jus a no’count blaky of leetle wut in yo aze.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be impertinent,” she muttered, to cover up her own bad manners. 
 
    Broken Feather turned back to his work.  She had made it perfectly clear that she had no use for him except to protect her and take her to her destination.  Only she was not much better off than he was, he thought.  She, too, was being forced to bow to those in power, regardless of her own wishes.  He actually felt sorry for her. 
 
    “I’ll put the horse and wagon in the livery stable,” he mumbled.  “Then I’ll get you a room at the Horseshoe Room and Saloon.” 
 
    “It sounds lovely,” she grumbled. 
 
    “You are the one who chose to come here,” he reminded her. 
 
    “I suppose I should have stayed at the plantation and starved, instead,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe there would have been a man of your liking in Louisiana you could have married,” he suggested. 
 
    “Ah, yes, if I had only known I was supposed to select one to save me from my poverty.  I thought I had a father to do that.  I should have known better.” 
 
    “He only wants the best for you.  I hear Texas ranchers are rather wealthy now that the train can take their cattle to the slaughter house, saving them a lot of work and money.  There is a healthy demand for meat from here to the east.” 
 
    “I don’t care how wealthy the man is.  I refuse to marry someone I don’t even know, and my father, nor you, are going to force me to do it!” 
 
    “I suppose you have other plans?” 
 
    “Whatever they are, they don’t include marrying a stranger.” 
 
    “In that case,” Broken Feather stated, “you don’t have any need for my services.”  He started pulling the trunk off the wagon.  “Your father gave me a job to do.  I am not going to fight you over his orders.  So he can just get someone else to deal with your disrespect of his wishes.” 
 
    “Disrespect!  He disrespected my mother and me, when he left us so he could be a part of the all so important army!  Why should I respect any of his wishes?  I just turned twenty years old, which makes me old enough to do as I please.” 
 
    “At what peril?  You want to end up dead or captured by the Indians?  Besides, I think you have to be twenty-one to be considered an adult.” 
 
    “Oh, phooey! I made it this far on my own, whether I am twenty-one-years-old or not,” she huffed. 
 
    “Texas is not a safe place to be without a man to keep watch over you.  Maybe you would have better luck if you just returned to Louisiana.” 
 
    “Maybe I will!” 
 
    “Do you want me to see about getting you a stage ticket?” 
 
    Vanessa sank down on the bench in front of the station. 
 
    “It’s six to one and a half dozen to the other,” she sobbed.  “No matter how I look at it, I am doomed!” 
 
    “Getting married to a worthy man, as your father seems to think Jason Mills is, can’t be considered being doomed.  Why don’t you wait until after you meet him, before you decided against it.  If you truly hate him, once you arrive, I will send you on a stage back to Louisiana, myself.”  
 
    Vanessa looked up at him with unshed tears shimmering in her eyes.  She gave a little sigh, knowing she actually had no other choice but to do as her father ordered her to do.  A woman on her own was powerless.  “Put the trunk back,” she mumbled.  “I guess I am just going to have to swallow the medicine whether I like it or not.” 
 
    Broken Feather pushed the trunk back in place, and then led the horse, pulling the wagon over to the livery stable and made arrangements to leave it there overnight.  When he returned, Vanessa looked more composed, as she stood up from the bench, clutching her carpet bag in her hand. 
 
    “Lead the way,” she said, trying to smile, handing Broken Feather her carpet bag. 
 
    Broken Feather offered her his elbow, wondering if she would actually take it.  She surprised him when she grabbed hold, as though she needed his support in more ways than one.  The feel of her small hand on his arm caused an unexplainable tingle to go through him.  However, her opinion of him had already put a wall between them and he decided he needed to follow her advice and not try to make friends with her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    “What do you intend to do with that chair?” Vanessa asked, as Broken Feather placed it beside the door of the room he had just gotten for her. 
 
    “Your father said I should station myself outside your door to keep the riffraff from bothering you.  I am not going to stand her all night, so I brought me something to sit in.” 
 
    “Are you actually going to sit there all night?  That is outrageous!  You won’t get a bit of sleep, so how are you going to be alert when you drive me out into the wilderness where an Indian might decide to scalp me, probably after he rapes me?  I am sure no one is going to try and break down the door to get to me.  However, if you are so worried about my safety, you can come in and sleep at the foot of my bed.” 
 
    “Like a faithful dog?” he asked snidely. 
 
    “Something, like that,” she responded in like manner. 
 
    “I should probably stay out here.  Your father wouldn’t like it if I…” 
 
    “Fiddlesticks!  Papa is not here!  I don’t plan to see him again for a very long time, if ever.  I am not going to have you lose sleep and be useless to me in the morning.  Besides, you are under my command now.” 
 
    “Indians can go for several days without sleep,” he informed her. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it does not affect their alertness.  I am not going to argue with you.  Once I am dressed for bed, I will tap on the door.  You can count to ten while I get in bed, then come in and lock the door.  I will put some pillows and blankets on the floor at the foot of my bed for you.  It may not be that comfortable, but will be better than sitting in a chair all night.” 
 
    Broken Feather shrugged.  “Whatever you say,” he mumbled, opening the door for her, and then sitting in the chair to await her tap on the door. 
 
    After the tap, he counted to ten and then slowly opened the door.  The room was dim, just a single oil lamp beside the bed on a small table lit the room, and Vanessa had turned it down, so it cast dim shadows on the walls as the flame wavered.  He could see the blankets and a pillow at the foot of the bed, and he smiled.  He had slept in worse conditions than this before.  Before he sat down on the blankets to take off his moccasins, he glanced around the room.  Her black dress and frilly petticoats lay across a chair.  The sight of them made his heart quicken, so he looked away, and focused on the bed, where Vanessa sat, leaning against the headboard with the covers pulled up to her chin. 
 
    “I hope you don’t snore,” she said.   
 
    She knew it had not been proper to invite the scout into her room, but at this point, she was so angry at her father, she didn’t really care.  If her reputation became sullied over it, what difference did it make?  She was already practically married to her father’s friend.  She hoped her father heard about Broken Feather sleeping in her room, just to irk him.  Then she felt bad, for fear Broken Feather may get in trouble with her father for doing so, if he ever discovered it. 
 
    Broken Feather sank down and sat on the floor, feeling he had violated her by just looking at her sitting in her bed, knowing she wore nothing but a night dress.  He began occupying himself with removing his moccasins.  He could still see Vanessa’s long, flowing hair, in a tangle of curls, falling around her shoulders, in his mind’s eye.  He longed to touch that hair.  A forbidden thought, he knew, as he admonished himself for even thinking it.  He tried to push the thought out of his mind, as he attempted to make himself comfortable, placing his head on the pillow and pulling one of the blankets over his shoulder. 
 
    “Did your mother ever sing to you when you were little?” he heard Vanessa’s soft voice disrupt the disturbingly fast beating of his heart. 
 
    “My mother was a Seminole Indian.  They don’t have songs like white people do, but she would hum made-up tunes to me sometimes.  My grandfather knew many of the old songs his people used to sing.  They were mostly spiritual songs, and I heard him singing them from time to time.” 
 
    “I had a Mammy who cared for me when I was growing up,” she told him, feeling alone and nostalgic for some kind of family tie.  “She used to sing to me all the time.  I loved listening to her deep, soothing, voice when she sang.  To put me to sleep, she would always sing the same song to me, and now, to think of it, it makes me sad.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind hearing it, if you would be willing to sing it to me,” Broken Feather murmured.  He liked listening to the sound of her voice, and wanted to hear her sing. 
 
    “I could never do it justice, the way Mammy Sue could, but I’ll try,” she half whispered. 
 
    Then Broken Feather could hear her start to softly sing, first very quietly and then louder as the song progressed.  The very sound of her voice made goose bumps jump out on his arms. 
 
    “Way down in old Virginy, beneath the southern skies.  A little pickaninnie was closin’ sleepy eyes.  His Mammy rocked him to and fro, as she crooned a tune soft and low.  But pickaninnie baby kept crying for the moon.  He didn’t want his Mammy to leave him quite so soon, for he loved to hear her sing and sigh, to the pickaninnie lullaby.  Go ta sleep ma pickaninnie go ta sleep.  Close yo eyes so shinnin’ bright.  Don’ yo weap, ma pickainnie don’ yo weap, till yo Mammy’s sweet goodnight.” 
 
    The room was quiet for a moment, when she stopped singing, as Broken Feather took in his breath and tried to shake off the effect her voice had over him. 
 
    “That was beautiful,” he murmured.  “You have a lovely singing voice.” 
 
    “You know, I miss my old Mammy.  After the war, everything changed.  All the slaves were freed.  They didn’t know what to do, and we didn’t know what to do.  Many of them came back to their old plantations later, because there was no other place for them to be.  They sometimes offered to work for their food, which was pretty much what they had been doing as slaves, only then, no one had any say over them like before.   
 
    “The slave overseers and slave hunters didn’t have a job anymore.  No one could beat the slaves if they didn’t do a proper job.  It was frustrating for the old owners and the displaced slaves as well.  Many went looking for their family members, who had been sold.  It was hard to keep track of where they went.  No one had any last names, unless they took on their owner’s last name, and all of the slaves had been given names by their owners, when they first bought them, or kept the names given to them by the owner that they were purchased from.” 
 
    “I never knew what it was like to be a slave,” Broken Feather admitted.  “They tried to make us slaves of the Creek, which is why my family escaped Indian Territory and went to Mexico.  There, we were treated decent, given land to work and allowed to build houses to live in.  We never lived in tepees like most plains Indians do.  We had a different kind of background, and we made little houses to live in.  The Seminole Indians had always built huts, and the Maroons knew a lot about building, which they learned when they were slaves.  They taught the Seminoles things they never knew how to do before the Maroons started joining their tribe.  It was a good relationship until they sent us to Indian Territory and the Seminoles decided to disown us because they thought the Maroons had betrayed them for surrendering to the white army.  They were probably right.  It didn’t turn out well for any of us. 
 
    “In Mexico, the Maroons and Seminoles joined together again, only the main tribe in Indian Territory won’t accept us, and the white leaders think of us as blacks, rather than Indians.  It is like we have no country and no place to call our own.” 
 
    “Yet they let you be scouts in the army.  You have the fort to call your home,” Vanessa insisted. 
 
    “It is not the same.  How can we start a family if we have to live at a fort?  Like your father said, it is no place for women.  What do we call our land, if none is allotted to us?  When the scouts were stationed at Fort Duncan, before we were relocated to Fort Clark, we were given our own plots of land to live on.  We were expected to grow our own food to support ourselves, but when the land would not produce enough for us, the government wouldn’t supplement us any.  We could barely survive.  Only once we agreed to be scouts, we couldn’t leave without permission, or we would be considered deserters.   
 
    “It is a lot better at Fort Clark, though.  Only now, we have nothing to look forward to because, once again, the promises we were given are all being broken.  As past slaves, we have nothing, and as American Indians, we are given nothing.  We were known as Maroons, the Mexicans called us Mascogos, we call ourselves, Black Seminoles or Freeman Seminoles, only no matter what we are called, no one will agree on who we really are!” 
 
    “They say America is the land of the free, but sometimes I wonder about it.  Only men in power are truly free.  Indians can’t even keep their own land.  Women are under the rule of men and can’t vote.  None of the free slaves can vote either.  It seems some people are only able to make choices when they are given permission to do so by someone over them,” Vanessa murmured. 
 
    “I’m thinking of going back to Mexico and joining my people there, if the government won’t let me join the Seminole Nation here.  I can’t remain a scout forever.” 
 
    “Papa believes you are the best scout they have.  I suppose it would be a shame to lose you.” 
 
    “I have my own dreams,” Broken Feather sighed. 
 
    “What kind of dreams are they?” Vanessa asked, wondering what he could even look forward to, other than scouting, which he seemed to be good at. 
 
    “I think farming is in my blood.  The Maroons farmed for the whites, and Seminole Indians are farmers too.  They didn’t move around like other tribes do, following the buffalo.  They stayed put and built up the land, farming and raising what animals they could, even though they did hunt.  I wouldn’t mind having a small farm of my own, where I could plant something to keep me alive, and maybe sell a little on the side.” 
 
    “I have a plantation that my great aunt left to me and Papa when she died.  Papa will never go back.  He is dedicated to the army now.  I don’t have anyone to work the plantation and can’t afford to pay someone to work it.  I suppose I could let the free blacks sharecrop the land, which a lot of the plantation owners are doing to stay alive, but I can’t do it on my own.  No one respects women in charge of things.  They think we are simple-minded and don’t have the aptitude to run a business.” 
 
    “The land, where Fort Clark is located, is owned by a wealthy woman.  I suppose if you have money, others will respect you if you are a woman in charge,” Broken Feather pointed out. 
 
    “Well, it is a sure thing, I am not wealthy, and we can’t even sell the plantation unless Papa decides to do so.  It has been in his family for generations, so I don’t think he is about to do that.” 
 
    “When you get married to that rancher, you will have plenty of money,” Broken Feather suggested. 
 
    “No, everything will belong to my husband.  Even if I had my own money, once I got married, my husband would then be the owner of everything I had.  Like I say, a woman has no power because men will always be in charge.  That wealthy woman you speak of is probably a widow, and that is why she has control of her money.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you will just have to be happy living on a ranch,” Broken Feather mumbled.  It was merely his job to get her there, and not worry about her welfare once she arrived. 
 
    “I suppose living on a ranch is a little like living on a plantation.  Only we grew sugarcane crops, and he raises cattle.” 
 
    “You probably won’t have to do much except for housewife duties.” 
 
    “I do have experience in that, only we usually had slaves or servants doing things for us,” Vanessa admitted feeling a little unsure of herself. 
 
    Broken Feather didn’t know what to tell her, so he said nothing, and the conversation seemed to come to an end.  Eventually, he fell asleep. 
 
    When Broken Feather woke up, Vanessa was already up and dressed, packing her small carpetbag she had brought inside with her. 
 
    “Do you think they serve breakfast here?” she asked when she saw that Broken Feather was awake. 
 
    “I think we can get something down in the saloon,” he offered.  “I still have money left from what your father gave me to pay for the room.  We can use that to get something to eat,” he suggested. 
 
    When the two went downstairs to the saloon area, where tables were set up for playing poker or eating, it was fairly empty.  The Saloon was more active at night, and those staying in the hotel part of the building did not appear to be early risers.  Then they were informed that the place only served lunch and dinner when the patrons started to frequent the place.  The stage station was the only other place to get ready made food, since it served those traveling through, when the stage stopped to change horses, they were told. 
 
    “I wasn’t that hungry anyway,” Vanessa mumbled.  “I guess I can wait until we stop to eat along the way.” 
 
    “There are crackers and cheese in the wagon with our food supply,” Broken Feather told her.  “I also took a fresh loaf of bread from the kitchen and some sliced beef if you would rather have that.” 
 
    “I suppose it will do for now,” Vanessa agreed, and Broken Feather rummaged through the food in their wagon, cut some bread and put meat and cheese between the slices, handing it to Vanessa. 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured. 
 
    “I’ll pay the livery stable man, and then we can be on our way,” he said, leaving Vanessa sitting on the bench of the wagon eating the food. 
 
    As the wagon pulled away from Brackettville, Vanessa tried to resign herself to her situation, but she was having a hard time doing it.  Not only did she not wish to marry a stranger, but she didn’t think she would enjoy being a rancher’s wife.  She looked around at the stretch of wilderness before her, which looked bleak.  One, long, dusty, road rambled out from the town with scrub brush, a scattering of trees, mixed with the sight of endless nothingness filled with mostly grass and occasional jutting rocks pushing towards the sky, all a panorama leading towards the Pecos mountains in the distance.  As the wagon rolled along, they were surrounded by dust, kicked up by the horse’s hooves.  Not a single breeze offered relief from the relentless heat of the day, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t get much hotter,” Vanessa grumbled as she pulled a parasol out from under the canvas tarp, covering the wagon, and opened it against the streaming rays of the sun. 
 
    Broken Feather turned and looked at her.  He thought she was much like a misplaced flower, transplanted where she just might wilt if she wasn’t pampered and cared for.  He wished he could be the one doing that. 
 
    “We are heading north, so maybe there is hope the weather will be cooler where the ranch is located,” he said optimistically.  He glanced up at the sky and frowned, though.  “I see thunder clouds in the distance.  I don’t think that is a very good sign.  I hope we don’t get caught in a downpour.” 
 
    “I feel a slight breeze picking up.  Maybe the wind will blow the clouds away,” Vanessa predicted. 
 
    “The breeze is blowing in our direction, which means it will probably blow the storm to us, if it gets stronger, or it is merely caused by the storm itself.” 
 
    “The clouds are so far away, though.  It will probably rain before we ever arrive to where they are.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you are right,” Broken Feather mumbled.  “At least, if it does rain, it will cool everything off.”   
 
    Sitting in the wagon, covered only with a tarp to protect their supplies, would give no shelter to them if a storm broke.  They would have to stop and pitch the tent if it looked too threatening, when they got closer, he decided.  Only if the wind picked up too much, they would just have to take shelter under the wagon. 
 
    The closer they got, the harder the breeze began to blow, and soon, it was turning into a full-fledged wind storm. 
 
    “There is no way we can pitch a tent with this much wind blowing,” Broken Feather grumbled. 
 
    Vanessa had almost lost her parasol when the wind whipped up, so she closed it, putting it back under the tarp that was over the supplies.  Now she was grasping at the strings of her bonnet to keep it from blowing off of her head, but she was too late and it tumbled away in the distance. 
 
    “Oh,” she cried in despair, only Broken Feather wasn’t paying attention to her. 
 
    “There is a bluff in the distance, which might shelter us from the wind.  We’ll park the wagon up against it and wait until the storm passes.  We can shelter under the wagon, but there is so much dust blowing around, I don’t know if it will be much of an improvement.  If it starts to rain, though, it will settle the dust and the wagon will probably keep most of the water off of us.” 
 
    When they finally reached the bluff, the tarp tied over the wagon was ruffling madly, threatening to be pulled off by the strength of the wind.  However, once they were up against the bluff, it blocked most of the wind.  Broken Feather put on the brake, so the horse couldn’t pull the wagon away, if it got frightened for some reason.  He helped Vanessa down from the bench, and the two of them crawled under the wagon. 
 
    “This is a bad omen,” Vanessa grumbled. 
 
    “It probably can’t get much worse than this,” Broken Feather tried to remain cheerful.  “I have lived through some very bad storms, and this in nothing compared to what it could be.  At least, I didn’t see any tornado funnels in the clouds.” 
 
    “Thank God for small miracles,” Vanessa chirped, giving him an exasperated expression. 
 
    Just as she spoke, a gust of wind whipped under the wagon, grabbing her skirt and blowing it up over her head as she lay on her stomach.  Broken Feather started laughing as he tried to help her pull her skirt and petticoats back down.  Vanessa started slapping his hands. 
 
    “You keep your black hands off of me!” she bellowed. 
 
    Broken Feather stopped short.  “Black hands?  What about the black hands of your Mammy Sue, you miss so much?  You didn’t seem to mind her rocking you in her black arms.  Is it the fact that I am black that irks you so, or is it because I am part Indian?  I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “I don’t need you touching me!” she hissed. 
 
    “Fine, if you hate my company so much, I will leave you alone!” 
 
    He crawled out from under the wagon, and walked away, hunching down against the shelter of the bluff, looking out at the dust blowing around, catching tumbleweeds and other debris in its path, his eyes squinted and his hands clamped into fists, trying to calm his anger at her insolence towards him.  
 
    Vanessa glanced over to where she could barely see Broken Feather through the swirling dust, leaning up against the bluff, his knees pulled up and his head leaning against his knees.  She suddenly felt drained and angry, not only at her father for putting her in this position, but at herself for being so rude to Broken Feather.  After all, he was just there because her father ordered him to go with her, and he probably didn’t like it any more than she did.  She felt impatient with herself, as tears started streaking her face making trails through the dust on her skin. 
 
    “Come back, Broken Feather!” she called through the rumble the tarp was making as it flapped in the wind.  “I’m sorry!  Don’t be angry with me.” 
 
    Broken Feather lifted his head and looked over at her.  He gave a shrug, and came back to the wagon. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said that,” Vanessa apologized.  “I really don’t have anything against you.  I am just upset at all of this, and now we are caught in a wind storm.” 
 
    Just as she spoke, large drops of rain started plopping on the ruffling tarp. 
 
    “Looks like it’s turning into a rainstorm, now,” Broken Feather stated, as he crawled back under the wagon with her. 
 
    He could see the streaks the tears made on her cheeks, and against his better judgment, he gently took his finger and attempted to wipe her tears away.  At first Vanessa stiffened, but then she smiled, and allowed his small act of kindness. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Vanessa.  I will get you safely to the ranch, and then you won’t have to be bothered by having a black Indian tending to you.” 
 
    “It’s not you.  I am just upset, is all.  You don’t know how much I hate the idea of having to marry a stranger.” 
 
    “You might end up liking him,” Broken Feather said with a crooked smile. 
 
    “If he is my father’s friend, he is probably as old as my father is… or probably close to it.  I just have a bad feeling about it all.” 
 
    “Wait until you meet him before you judge him,” Broken Feather suggested. 
 
    Now the noise of the rain pelting against the tarp on the wagon seemed to drown out any possible conversation, so the two continued to lie under the wagon on their stomachs, watching the rain pour down around them.  The wind had let up a bit, but it still blew rain at them under the wagon.  However, the dust was no longer a problem, and Vanessa took in a deep breath. 
 
    “I love the smell of rain,” she murmured.  “It almost makes me want to eat the dirt, it smells so good,” she giggled. 
 
    “I assure you, it does not taste the way it smells,” Broken Feather smiled. 
 
    “Goodness, look at all the water rushing past,” Vanessa said, changing the subject. 
 
    “It looks like it’s turning into a flash-flood,” Broken Feather grunted. 
 
    “The water is coming under the wagon, and I’m getting all wet!” Vanessa bellowed. 
 
    “It may not be safe to remain here,” Broken Feather exclaimed, as he started pulling Vanessa out from under the wagon. 
 
    “Just look at my dress!” she cried.  “It is covered in mud!” 
 
    “I think that is the least of our worries,” Broken Feather cried.  “It looks like a river rushing towards us!  Quick, get back up into the wagon!  We need to get it out of here before we all get swept away!  It has been so dry the water can’t soak into the ground fast enough and doesn’t have any place to go.” 
 
    Already, the horse was stamping in the water, eager to leave, and Broken Feather jumped up onto the bench, pulling Vanessa up beside him, and released the brake.  The horses started splashing through the water, but there didn’t seem to be any high ground in sight.  All they could see was a torrent of water rushing over the grass and rocks that were barely visible now. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Vanessa screamed.  “It’s getting deeper!” 
 
    The water was as high as the bottom of the wagon, which made it harder for the horse to pull it.  The horse started losing ground, and the wagon began turning around as the water worked harder to sweep it into the current.  They were up against the bluff again, the wagon banging against the side of the bluff. 
 
    “There’s only one thing to do,” Broken Feather told her.  “Grab onto that bush growing out of the bluff.  We are going to have to climb to the top.” 
 
    “I can’t climb in my dress,” Vanessa whimpered. 
 
    “I know,” Broken Feather said, and the next thing she knew, he was ripping her skirt and petticoats away, leaving her clad in her pantaloons.  “Start climbing,” he said, pushing her up above him.  “I am right behind you, I won’t let you fall!” 
 
    As he spoke, he could feel the wagon tipping, and he pushed off from it, pushing Vanessa up ahead of him, as he grasped onto rocks and bushes to keep from sliding down.  He looked back to see the wagon tip on its side, causing one of the shafts connecting the horse to the wagon to snap, releasing the horse as the leather tethers tore loose.  The wagon started tumbling, and the horse was swimming away with the current.  
 
    Vanessa was screaming in fear, but Broken Feather kept encouraging her, as he helped her up the side of the bluff until they reached the top.  The rain pelted down on them, and Broken Feather, pulled Vanessa into his arms to try and shelter her from as much of the rain as he could, hunching his shoulders over her, with his back to the wind. 
 
    “We are never going to make it out of here alive,” she whimpered into Broken Feather’s shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  These storms end as abruptly as they start.  Once it stops raining, we will go find the wagon and salvage as much as we can from it.” 
 
    “Should we try to make it back to the fort?” she asked. 
 
    “It might be a good idea.  We might have to walk, though, unless we manage to find the horse still alive.” 
 
    “I knew this was a bad omen,” Vanessa muttered. 
 
    He only hugged her tighter.  Even if they found the wagon, their food supply would be soaked.  If he managed to find the horse, he might be able to rig up a travois to pull whatever they manage to salvage on it, he thought.  He would just have to wait and see, though. 
 
    Slowly, the rain started to let up, and finally, the sun was shining again, as though nothing had happened.  From their vantage point, Broken Feather could see the land below.  He saw the wagon in the distance lying on its side, the water still flowing  
 
    around it, but not as deep as it had been when the wagon was washed away.  He didn’t see the horse anywhere, but he figured he could track it down easy enough.  He wondered how many supplies remained in the wagon. 
 
    “Do you feel up to climbing back down?” he asked Vanessa. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do it,” she mumbled. 
 
    Broken Feather, watched as the steam began to rise from their wet clothes, once the sun started warming everything up again.  “I don’t think you have much choice,” he told her.  “Sit on my shoulders, once I get down on the side of the bluff.  All you have to do is keep hold of whatever you can grab onto as I lower us down. 
 
    Vanessa nodded reluctantly, but did as he told her, and they began to make the slow descent down the side of the bluff together.  When their feet finally touched the ground below the bluff, there was ankle-deep water, flowing around their legs. 
 
    “The wagon is up ahead,” he told Vanessa, as he steadied her. 
 
    They were both covered in mud.  Vanessa’s hair had fallen down around her shoulders, the dampness had caused it to kink up in the curls she hated so much, and her expression looked frightened through the smears of mud on her face. 
 
    “When we get to the wagon, you can find something in one of your trunks to wear,” he told her, knowing she felt self-conscious, being so scantily dressed. 
 
    “I must look horrible,” she murmured, running her fingers through her curls, trying to straighten them a little. 
 
    “On the contrary, I think you look exceptionally beautiful,” he laughed, dipping his hand in the water and washing some of the mud off of her face. 
 
    “You are making fun of me!” she cried. 
 
    “Never,” he stated.  “I never say what I don’t really mean.  Whether you are in your fancy dress, or standing here with mud on your face, dressed in pantaloons, to me you look beautiful.” 
 
    Vanessa looked away, not knowing what to say.  Broken Feather took her small hand in his.  “Let me hold you steady so you don’t fall in the water,” he murmured, clasping her hand tighter. 
 
    She released her hand from his, and pushed it through his elbow, holding on to his arm with her other hand as well. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    As they walked to the wagon, they discovered several bundles that had been flung from the wagon as it tumbled in the water.  Broken Feather reached down and grabbed up what he could, and Vanessa began to help him.  They finally reached the wagon, their arms laden with the castoff supplies.  Already, the water had receded even more, but now the mud was sucking at their feet.  The remainder of their supplies were in a pile around the tipped over wagon, and Vanessa dropped her load and sat down on one of her trunks. 
 
    “There is so much mud,” she sighed.  “Where will we ever camp when it starts to get dark?” 
 
    “I’ll turn the wagon back upright, and we can camp inside of it.  Take all the blankets and drape them over the sides of the wagon to dry.  We will tack the tarp back over the top and use it like a tent.  While you are drying out the blankets and changing your clothes, I’ll go look for the horse.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to leave me here all by myself,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Nothing is going to happen to you.  I doubt there are any marauding Comanche out on a day like this.  Just sit tight until I return.” 
 
    “What if you don’t come back?” she cried, flinging her arms around his neck.  I won’t know what to do!” 
 
    “I promise I will come back,” Broken Feather said softly, looking down in her fearful eyes, believing he could drown in their depth.  
 
    “I will be too frightened, if you leave me here,” she cried, tightening her grip on his neck.  “Don’t go.  Take me with you!” 
 
    Broken Feather paused, his arms found their way around her waist, holding her against him.  “You won’t be able to keep up with me, once you put those bulky skirts on again,” he murmured against her damp, muddy curls. 
 
    “Then I won’t put them back on!  Help me put the blankets over the wagon sides so they can dry while we are looking for the horse.” 
 
    “No telling how long it will take.  Are you sure you are not too tired to keep up with me?” 
 
    “You have to take me with you, no matter what!  I won’t sit here wondering when you are ever coming back.  If something happened to you, I would be waiting forever!” 
 
    “Something may happen to both of us, if you insist on joining me.” 
 
    “I would rather it be that way.  At least we would be together and…” 
 
    “I would never forgive myself if something ended up happening to you, though.  I am supposed to be protecting you.” 
 
    “If you leave without me, you won’t be here to protect me,” she reasoned. 
 
    Broken Feather stood looking down at her for a long moment, as he enjoyed having his arms around her waist.  “Alright,” he said at last.  “Only you have to promise to keep up with me.” 
 
    “Oh thank you,” Vanessa squealed, and without thinking, she planted a kiss on his lips in her excitement. 
 
    The moment she felt his lips beneath hers, she realized the mistake she had made, and started to pull away, only it was too late,  Broken Feather had her head captured in his hands and was returning the kiss with a passion he hadn’t intended. 
 
    Vanessa started to struggle, but then found herself relaxing, and accepting the kiss.  She realized this was the first kiss she had ever shared with a man, and it was doing something to her insides that she couldn’t explain.  Finally they broke apart and stood staring at each other, then Broken Feather, dropped his arms from her. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he mumbled.  “I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “We should get busy,” Vanessa murmured, turning to find the wet blankets and starting to throw them over the sides of the wagon.  She was trembling all over, and didn’t want Broken Feather to realize how the kiss had affected her. 
 
    Broken Feather began helping her.  Once all the blankets and the tarp were laid over the wagon to dry, Broken Feather took Vanessa’s hand in his and pulled her along with him as he began to sprint in the direction he had last seen the horse swimming. 
 
    As they jogged, the ground started to dry up more, and their clothes were drying as well, the mud flaking off of them as they moved.  Vanessa was trying to keep up with Broken Feather, but finding it harder to do as they continued to sprint.  In desperation, Broken Feather suddenly swept Vanessa up in his arms, as he continued to keep up his pace. 
 
    “How can you do this?” Vanessa asked in wonder. 
 
    “From a young age, braves are expected to run every day.  They are told to run to the highest peak and then back again with water in their mouths, to force them to breathe through their noses.  When they return, they are to spit out the water to show they had kept their mouths closed.  Each day they are expected to run even further.  It is almost like walking to us after a while.  If we ever lose our horse, we can continue running to reach our destination,” he explained to her. 
 
    Suddenly, Broken Feather stopped, and put her down, then lowering and putting his ear to the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Vanessa asked puzzled. 
 
    “I am listening to hear if the horse is any place near.”  He waved for her to be silent as he listened.  Then he stood up and grabbed her up in his arms again.  “I think the horse is not too far off, now.  The water washed his tracks away.  However, now that the ground is drying they are starting to appear again.  I think he is tired, or looking for food from the looks of the tracks.” 
 
    Now Broken Feather was trotting with Vanessa in his arms, clinging to his neck.  The feel of his easy gate soothed her, and she found herself falling asleep.  She realized their ordeal had sapped her strength, and couldn’t understand how Broken Feather could remain so tireless. 
 
    “There!” he called, causing Vanessa to jerk awake.  “I can see him.  He is still wearing the harness!” 
 
    Now Broken Feather was actually running, as though he had not been sprinting for, it seemed, miles. 
 
    The horse was not moving, and when they reached it, Broken Feather discovered its reins had gotten tangled in a bush.  He quickly loosened the lines, put Vanessa up on its back and swung up behind her.  A moment later, they were headed back to the wagon at a gallop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Broken Feather kept one arm around Vanessa’s waist as he urged the horse back to where they had left the wagon.  He liked the way she leaned back against him, her hair flying back with the breeze, her curls mingling with the strands of his own wavy, dark hair.  When they reached the wagon, he slid off the horse and lifted Vanessa down, holding her a little longer than was necessary before lowering her the rest of the way to the ground.  She had felt so good in his arms when he had been carrying her.  He was astounded at how light she felt, like he barely had a burden to carry.  Now he feared this would be the last time he would be able to hold her, and he almost didn’t want to let her go. 
 
    Vanessa glanced up at him, and smiled.  Her hair was a tangle of uncontrollable curls about her shoulders, she had smudges on her face, and dried mud on her clothes, but to him she was the most beautiful thing he had ever laid eyes on, and nothing about her could change that in his estimation. 
 
    “I guess we had better make up a bed in the wagon before it gets too dark,” she suggested, yet she did not pull out of his arms. 
 
    “You seem tired,” he mumbled, as his hand started stroking her hair. 
 
    “I am,” she said, laying her head against his chest.  “I want to thank you for helping me climb the bluff, and then bringing me down safely.” 
 
    “It is my job to watch over you,” he said, wishing he could keep that job for eternity. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to be like this, though,” she sighed. 
 
    “I suppose there is nothing we can do about it now.  Why don’t you rest while I make up the bed,” he suggested. 
 
    “It will go faster if we both do it,” she pointed out, and finally pulled out of his arms and started grabbing up the blankets from the wagon. 
 
    Once the blankets were situated in the wagon, some used for cushion and one to cover them with, Broken Feather lifted Vanessa up and placed her on the makeshift bed, and then began hooking the tarp back over the top of the wagon, tying it securely in case the wind whipped up again, while she removed her encrusted high-top button-up boots.  Then he was crawling under the tarp and lying down beside her, after kicking off his moccasins. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I cannot sleep at the foot of the bed,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I would rather have you beside me,” she said softly, moving to where she could rest her head on his chest.  “I don’t think I will ever feel clean again, though,” she half-smiled. 
 
    “The first river we come to will solve that problem,” he told her. 
 
    “I am sorry I am causing you so much trouble,” she said. 
 
    “This is nothing,” he assured her, “and you are not any trouble.” 
 
    “Are you planning to go back to Mexico after you take me to the ranch?” 
 
    “I have been thinking about it.”  Only he didn’t tell her that he was going to dread having to leave her behind. 
 
    “I presume you can find yourself a wife, once you join your people again.” 
 
    “Eventually, I suppose,” he murmured. 
 
    “I hate having to go back to the fort and face my father.  Isn’t there any way you can fix the wagon?” she asked, suddenly. 
 
    “In the morning I will look at it and see if there is some way to repair it,” he promised. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the mean things I have said to you, Broken Feather.  You saved my life back there in the flood, helping me climb the bluff.” 
 
    “You were very brave,” he told her. 
 
    “First you save my father’s life and then you save mine.  We owe you so much.” 
 
    “I am not looking for a reward.” 
 
    “I promise to try and not cause you any trouble,” she told him. 
 
    “It wouldn’t matter if you did.  I am dedicated to making sure you get to your destination safely.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about the government breaking their promise to you and the other scouts.  You deserve to have a place to call your own.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like that is ever going to happen,” he said glumly. 
 
    “I wish I didn’t have to marry that rancher.” 
 
    “I don’t think there is any way you can get out of it.” 
 
    “Are you planning to stay there and make me do it, so you can report back to my father that you fulfilled your duty?” 
 
    “If there was any way I could save you from it, I would,” he admitted. 
 
    “Really?” she asked, feeling astonished by his answer. 
 
    “I just want to see you happy.  If there was a way I could make you happy, I would.  Only I don’t know how I am able to do that, so you will just have to do as your father wishes.” 
 
    “Maybe we can think of a way,” she murmured. 
 
    “You are asking for a miracle.” 
 
    “I know, but don’t you believe in miracles?” 
 
    “I haven’t experienced any yet.”  Only he knew he was wrong.  The very fact that she was lying with her head on his chest, talking softly to him, trusting him, seemed like a miracle to him. 
 
    “I’ll pray for one, then,” she mumbled before she finally fell asleep. 
 
    When Vanessa woke in the morning, she was in the wagon alone.  She crawled to the end of the wagon and poked her head out from under the tarp. 
 
    Broken Feather was at the front of the wagon, and she could hear him hammering on something. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, as she crawled down from the wagon bed. 
 
    “I found the piece to the hitch shaft,” he informed her.  “Luckily, only one of them broke, and I pulled a few nails out of the wagon to nail the shaft together again, and then wrapped it with one of the broken leather lines.  I brought a few tools with me just in case the wagon broke down, he smiled.  Now they have come in handy. I had to cut some leather from my shirt to repair the harness, but I think it will hold good enough.” 
 
    “You are a mighty handy person,” Vanessa smiled. 
 
    “Why don’t you go get dressed, while I finish this up, and then we will see what we can salvage from the supplies,” he suggested.   
 
    Seeing her half-dressed, standing before him, made his heart catch in his throat.  He couldn’t help but remember how her wet pantaloons had clung to her body, the day before, and he had to keep distracting his mind from it as they struggled through the water.  She had felt so good in his arms, as they laid in the wagon, but now, in the morning light, he had to discipline his emotions, knowing that when they got to that ranch, she was going to marry some man her father had chosen for her, and he was going to have to leave her behind.  He didn’t want to make it any harder than it already was, he told himself.  Even if she didn’t have to marry some rancher, she could never belong to him the way he wished she could.  He kept remembering her words…keep your black hands off of me…and knew she was right.  He was a black Indian, and would never be accepted by society if she ever consented to be with him, which was something he knew she would never do.  He knew full well it was against the law for a white person to marry an Indian, not to mention not being able to marry a black. 
 
    Vanessa turned and opened one of her trunks.  The trunk had been watertight, so nothing had gotten wet.  She stood behind the wagon and pulled her dirty clothes off, dropping them on the ground, and then put on clean underclothes and a dress, but left the petticoats in the trunk, deciding they would be even more hampering added to her long dress.  She fished out a brush from the trunk and started to brush the dried mud out of her hair. 
 
    As she was doing so, she felt a hand take the brush from her hand as Broken Feather came up behind her.  “Here, let me do that for you,” he said, as he started brushing her long, honey-brown curls.  He just couldn’t help himself and needed the feel of her hair between his fingers. 
 
    Then he was pulling her hair together and braiding it in a long braid down her back, as small curls sprang up around her temple.  The feel of his fingers in her hair, felt soothing to Vanessa, and she was overly aware of his nearness.  She thought about how comforting it had felt to sleep in his arms the night before.  She had never slept in a man’s arms before.  She decided she liked it.  It was too bad he was a darky she thought sadly.  She realized she was starting to like him, but knew that society would never accept him as her partner.  Intermarriage with people of any other color than white was against the law in America.  So she tried to push the thought right out of her mind.  Only that heart-stopping kiss kept coming to mind to disquiet her thoughts, and haunt her soul. 
 
    When he finished doing her hair, Broken Feather placed the brush back in her hand, letting his fingers linger against her hand.  Their eyes locked, it seemed like for an eternity, before he finally pulled away and went back to hitching up the horse to the wagon, to make sure everything was going to work correctly. 
 
    Vanessa continued to watch him, feeling a tingle in her fingers still, even though he was not touching her any longer.  She let out a long breath.  How was she going to live through this journey with him, and keep her emotions intact, she wondered?  She shook her shoulders, trying to cast off forbidden thoughts, and started going through what supplies they had salvaged. 
 
    Broken Feather came up alongside of her, pulling the tarp off the wagon and rolling up the blankets to make room to deposit everything back in the wagon.  He lifted up her trunks, and the tent, along with the tools, pushing them in place over the floorboards of the wagon.  Then he started helping her go through the food stuff, to see if there was anything they could still use. 
 
    “Looks like the flour and sugar got wet,” he grumbled as they started opening cloth sacks to inspect the food.  “This crate of food in tins can be used, though.  There are canned beans, corn, peas, peaches, jams, fish, beef, but a lot of the paper labels are hard to read now.” 
 
    “The bread and crackers have been ruined, but I think the cheese is salvageable,” Vanessa added. 
 
    “I can hunt for meat along the way.  We didn’t lose the rifle or ammunition.  I think we have enough here to last us the week it will take to finish our journey if you are willing to risk it,” Broken Feather said. 
 
    “As long as we don’t run into anymore gully-washers,” Vanessa laughed, “I am game.” 
 
    “Good.  Then let’s finish packing up the wagon and get on our way, and hope the rest of the way is smooth sailing,” Broken Feather grinned. 
 
    Vanessa laughed.  “I hope that doesn’t mean more water to contend with,” she teased. 
 
    He gave her a sideways glance and chuckled.  “As long as it is a river where we can bathe, I won’t complain,” he told her.  “According to the map your father gave me, I think we have to cross a couple of rivers before we get there,” he added. 
 
    “Let’s just hope they are shallow,” she mumbled. 
 
    Broken Feather finished tying the tarp down and helped Vanessa up in the wagon again.  The horse seemed a little skittish after its ordeal, but once they got back out on the road again, which was already starting to turn into dust as the wheels cracked through the puzzle-like dirt chips that blanketed the road, once it had dried up, the horse seemed to settle down, pulling the wagon steadily along.  
 
    “It looks like the shaft is going to hold as long as we don’t end up stressing it out, so we should probably take it slow,” Broken Feather suggested. 
 
    “I guess you know what you are doing,” Vanessa murmured, glancing up at him as he focused his eyes ahead.   
 
    She had seen a shielded look in his eyes, when he had helped her up in the wagon, and now he seemed a little distant, as though his thoughts were elsewhere.  She could feel a subtle change between them, as they rode silently, not finding anything to talk about.  Vanessa knew he was regretting that kiss, and the way he had held her to him all night.  It all must have had to do with the ordeal, where either of them could have lost their lives, she decided.  Now that things were back to normal again, she was once again his charge that he was responsible for, and nothing more.  She wondered why her heart started to sink at the thought.  She didn’t think her life could ever be normal again. 
 
    They stopped along the way, eating cold beans out of the can, passing it back and forth between the two of them as they shared the makeshift meal.  Then Broken Feather whipped up the horse again, and they started out as the same kind of landscape stretched out before them for another whole day.  The sun was just as hot as it had been before the rain, and the rain hadn’t seemed to cool anything off much.  Vanessa was making use of her parasol again, to keep the sun out of her eyes, now that her bonnet was gone.  She lifted her head to watch an eagle circle in the sky overhead, and noticed Broken Feather was watching it too. 
 
    “It is such a majestic bird,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Yes, the plains Indians believe it is a sacred bird.  We don’t make war bonnets like other Indians do and have no use for the eagle feathers that they seem to treasure.” Broken Feather told her.  “The name Seminole comes from a Spanish word meaning wild, but we are probably more civilized than other Indian tribes,” he explained.  “I will tell you the legend of how my people believe the world began.” 
 
    Broken Feather cleared his throat and began to speak again. “When the Creator, the Grandfather of all things, created the earth, there were many things he wanted to put there, birds, animals, reptiles, insects, and many different living things.  The Creator did have certain favorite animals.  He liked the Panther, Coo-wah-chobee, meaning crawls on four legs, close to the ground.  The Panther would sit beside the Creator and He would pet the Panther, over and over, across its long, soft, furry back. 
 
    “The Creator made sure that certain animals and plants possessed unique healing powers.  When the Creator touches certain things longer than normal, His powers automatically go into what He touches.  He told Panther, ‘When it's complete, I would like for you to be the first to walk on the earth.  You are majestic and beautiful.  You have patience and strength.  There is something special about you.  You are the perfect one to walk the earth first.’ 
 
    “Creator went to work making all sorts of animals and birds.  Animals on all fours, animals with hooves, animals with paws, birds with claws, insects, reptiles… there was nothing the Creator left out.  When the earth was ready, Creator put all the animals in a large shell.  He set it along the backbone of the earth … the real high mountains.  ‘When the timing is right,’ He told the animals, ‘the shell will open and you will all crawl out.  Someone or something will crack the shell and you must all take your respective places on the face the earth.’ The Creator then sealed up the shell and left, hoping the Panther would be first to come out. 
 
    “Time went along, and nothing happened.  Alongside the shell stood a great tree.  As time passed, the tree grew so large that its roots started encircling the shell.  Eventually, a root cracked the shell.  The Panther was patient, which the Creator liked.  But, at this particular time, Panther was too patient.  The Wind started circling around the crack in the shell, round the outside and round the inside, so vigorously that the crack was made larger. 
 
    “The Wind, however, remembered that the Creator wished for the Panther to be on earth first.  ‘We will fulfill the Creator's wishes,’ said the Wind, reaching down to help the Panther take its place on earth. 
 
    “The Wind was everywhere.  The Wind was the air we breathe.  After Wind helped the Panther out first, the Panther thanked Wind for the honor.  Next, to crawl out was the Bird.  The Bird had picked and picked around the hole, and when the time was right, stepped outside the shell.  Bird took flight immediately.  After that, other animals emerged in different sequences.  Bear, Deer, Snake, Frog, Otter.  There were thousands of others… so many that no one besides the Creator could even begin to count them all.  All went out to seek their proper places on earth. 
 
    “Meanwhile, as Bird was flying around looking for a place to live on earth, the Creator was watching.  He watched each animal and did not intervene, but left the animals on their own.  The Creator often allows things to happen along their own sequences.  Sometimes a thing must happen on its own merits.” 
 
    At this statement, Broken Feather stopped and eyed Vanessa knowingly.  Maybe there was hope for things to change for her, he inwardly thought, caused by her own merits.  Then he shrugged and continued. 
 
    “When the Creator saw that all was done, He decided to name the animals and put them into Clans.  For being such a good companion, the Creator rewarded the Panther with special qualities:  ‘Your Clan will have the knowledge for making laws and for making the medicine which heals,’ Creator told Panther.  ‘You, the Panther, will be in possession of all knowledge of different things. The Panther will have the power to heal different ailments and to enhance mental powers.’ 
 
    “Creator believed the actions of the Wind were very honorable and noble, so He told the Wind:  ‘You will serve all living things so they may breathe. Without the wind or air, all will die.’ 
 
    “ ‘The Bird, for being able to take flight, will be ruler of the earth,’ said the Creator:  ‘The Bird will make sure that all things are put in their proper places on earth.’ 
 
    “So this is how the beginning was made.  Some call it the Creation.  Though there were many, many animals put on this earth by the Creator, all came to know their proper places on earth. 
 
    “Today, among the Seminoles and other Indian people, there are ceremonies on the occasion of the greening of the earth.  At these ceremonies, you can see the Panther, with brother Wind, mixing the medicines for all people to use.  The people followed the path of the Creator and gave their clans names of animals. 
 
    “If you enter the festival grounds and don't know your place, you seek out the head of the Bird Clan, usually a man ranked high within the Clan, and ask where to make your camp.  He will ask you ‘What is your Clan?’  If you say ‘Panther,’ he will give you a direction and instruct you to seek out the head of the Panther Clan and he will tell you exactly where to sleep. 
 
    “Stories such as the Creation and many other legends have important meanings to us.  Sometimes, however, interpreting them may confuse us.  Seminole, Miccosukees, Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and many other tribes tell tales of Creation.  These stories may change from Clan to Clan because they all live in different locations on the earth and that has much to do with the way the stories are told.  Yet we all believe that a Creator made us, just like the white man believes God made them. 
 
    “When my people were in Oklahoma, the Baptist missionaries came and taught them the white man’s religion.  In Mexico, the Spanish taught the Indians their Catholic religion.  Though Indians have a similar spiritual belief as each other, I have found there are many things about our belief that match those from Christian beliefs…but like the story of creation, depending on who is teaching you, each has their own version.” 
 
    Broken Feather gave Vanessa a long look, wondering if she had even been interested in the legend.  “All the animals that the Creator made looked different from each other,” he pointed out.  “The Panther was black, while the white wolf was not.  Yet each animal had their place.  They did not look upon one animal and say it was less of an animal than they were because it looked different from them.  They understood that together, they made up nature and each fulfilled a purpose.  They willingly exchanged their lives for one another in order for earth to survive, but they never took more than they needed, so nothing would be over used and disappear. 
 
    “White people believe that animals are below them, and are not as smart as a human, while Indians learn from watching animals and nature, to make them smarter, knowing they have something to teach them about survival.  The animals do not take slaves, or try to take over the territory of another animal.  They learn to work together in order to survive.  A wolf may kill another animal in order to survive, but if they are not hungry, they do not kill something for the thrill of it.  They know without the combination of the whole, many of them would suffer.  It is too bad people are not like that.” 
 
    Vanessa widened her eyes, thinking this Black Indian was wiser than she had given him credit for.  Only, regardless of what she believed, or he believed, she knew neither of them could change the opinion of society, and those, who made the laws of the land concerning the black’s and Indian’s position in society, would never let anyone defy them without facing the consequences.  Even the Seminole Indians had the power to refuse to allow the Black Seminole a place in their own society, just as the white society shunned the blacks and the Indians in the same way.  She was beginning to believe that life was more complicated than she wished it was. 
 
    They rode in silence once more and after about an hour, the first river they were to cross came into view.  The noise of the water flowing was a welcoming sound, and Vanessa started cheering, at the thought of being able to wash all the dust from her body. 
 
    “We should camp here for the night,” Broken Feather suggested.  “We can wash our bodies, and I can wash the dried mud out of my buckskin clothes.” 
 
    “What will you ever wear, if you wash your clothes?” Vanessa gasped. 
 
    “I can wear a breechcloth until my clothes dry,” he told her.  “If you wish to bathe first, I will set up camp while you do it.  Then after we eat I can take my own bath and wash my clothes.” 
 
    He helped Vanessa down from the wagon, and she grabbed a bar of soap out of her carpet bag, and found something to dry with to take with her to the river. 
 
    Broken Feather watched her head for the river, and then busied himself unhitching the horse and hobbling it.  He pulled the tent from the wagon and set it up, throwing the blankets inside of it, saving some out for him to use to sleep under the wagon.  Then he got ready to build a fire.  Once the fire was going, he brought out some food to eat, and started heating up some beans and canned beef in a cast iron skillet for when Vanessa came back from bathing. 
 
    Just about when the food was warm enough to eat, he could see her walking towards him.  Her hair was all damp and hanging around her shoulders.  She appeared refreshed, wearing a pink dress, looking like a new spring flower pushing up from the soil.  For the hundredth time he was captivated by the blue of her eyes, and the soft pout of her mouth.  He tried not to look at her mouth too long, remembering how her lips had felt under his own lips when he had returned her kiss. 
 
    “Something smells good,” she smiled as she reached the camp. 
 
    Broken Feather gave her his crooked smile and dished up a tin plate for her.  She took it and sat down on a nearby log.  Then he dished up his own plate, and sat down beside her. 
 
    “Did you enjoy your bath?” he asked, liking the fresh smell of her hair. 
 
    “It was very refreshing.  I would have stayed longer, but I knew you were fixing something to eat and didn’t know if I was hungrier than I was eager to remain in the water.  I chose food instead.” 
 
    Broken Feather laughed.  “Eat all you want.  You can have peaches for desert.  I opened a can.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you manage to use that contraption to open the cans.  I never could figure it out myself.  I would probably end up starving to death if I was left to my own devices with nothing but can food to eat,” she chuckled. 
 
    “I will show you how to use the can opener, if you wish.  It is rather simple, once you get the knack of it.  You just punch the point into the lid, and then work it back and forth against the edge of the can.  I could also use my knife, but as long as I have the proper tool, it isn’t really necessary.” 
 
    They finished eating and then Broken Feather shared the can of peaches with Vanessa, loving to watch the way the corners of her mouth turned up, at the first taste of the sweet fruit. 
 
    “I’ll wash the dishes while you go bathe,” Vanessa offered, and Broken Feather headed to the river. 
 
    “Take my bar of soap,” Vanessa called, jumping up and grabbing the soap and then tripping up to him, and holding out her hand with the soap in it. 
 
    Broken Feather, took the soap from her hand.  “Thank you,” he murmured, feeling a tremor going through his body as their fingers touched. 
 
    Vanessa stood and watched him walking away to the river, liking the way his body moved so powerful and in control.  He always seemed so sure of himself and was exceptionally capable, being able to fix the wagon, and climb the bluff, while making sure she made it to safety, and carrying her while he ran.  She admired him more and more, as she began to trust and rely on him.  She thought of how she had despised the thought of having to travel with him in the beginning, but now, it seemed her opinion of him was slowly changing.  She realized she was going to miss him, once she ended up on that ranch and the wife of a stranger. 
 
    Vanessa had just finished washing the dishes at the bank of the river, when Broken Feather came strolling up, and started draping his wet clothes over a tree branch nearby.  She found herself drawing in her breath when she saw him.  He was clad only in a breech cloth, and his muscles rippled as he walked, glistening from still having water on his skin.  His long, dark, hair dripped against his shoulders, causing rivulets of water to slide over those strong muscles.  Other than the soldiers, who had been swimming in the pool at the fort, Vanessa had never seen a man so scantily dressed before.  The soldiers had been wearing undershirts, as they swam, along with cotton trousers that came to their knees.  This was something much different, leaving very little to the imagination, as her eyes moved from one bulging muscle to the next and then rested on his flat stomach. 
 
    He walked over to her, bending down and scooping up the dishes in one hand, his damp hair brushing against her cheek as he did so.  “I’ll help you with those,” he said as he took the dishes from her. 
 
    Vanessa followed timidly beside him, afraid to look at him so close up, while yearning to do so.  She wasn’t paying attention to what she was doing and accidently caught her toe in the root of a tree, causing her to trip.  Instinctively, she grabbed out for his arm to steady herself, and he put his arm around her waist, to help her across the rough sod.  It made her all the more aware of him, and the fact he was practically naked, walking so close to her.  His hand on her waist made her feel secure, though, like it belonged there, and she found herself lightly leaning her head against his shoulder as they walked. 
 
    When they reached the wagon, Broken Feather, put the dishes down inside the wagon, but did not let go of her waist.  He liked the fact that she was leaning on him for strength and support.  It made him feel needed and trusted by her. 
 
    “Your hair smells good,” he murmured, turning his face and resting his cheek against her head. 
 
    “You don’t know how good it feels to be clean again,” she smiled. 
 
    “I think I do,” he laughed.  “Indians usually bathe every day.  We believe it keeps the body pure.” 
 
    “I see you put the tent up,” she said, glancing over at it. 
 
    “It should be suitable enough for you,” he told her.  “I will sleep under the wagon.” 
 
    “Why?  It is not like we have not slept next to each other before,” she complained, not wanting to be by herself all of a sudden. 
 
    “It just seems proper,” he informed her. 
 
    “After all we have been through together, and all of a sudden you wish to be proper?” she almost gasped. 
 
    “I didn’t think you would desire me to share the tent with you.” 
 
    “Yet you only brought one tent,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to need to use it.  I am used to sleeping out under the sky at night.” 
 
    “Actually, I have never slept in a tent before, but it couldn’t be much different than sleeping in the wagon, which we did together,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I did enjoy sleeping next to you, only you are about to be married to someone, and I will be going on my way, once that happens.” 
 
    “It is not like I am in love with the man I will be forced to marry, and will be betraying him by sleeping next to another man.  In fact, if there was any way I could get out of it, I would.  Maybe if he learned we slept in the same tent together, he would decide he didn’t want to marry me after all,” she said slyly. 
 
    “He would probably shoot me, if that was the case, even if he didn’t marry you.  You know very well what he would think.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t let him shoot you,” she insisted. 
 
    “I just don’t think it would be wise,” he murmured, yet he did not remove his arm from her waist. 
 
    “None of this is wise, if you ask me.  Even marrying some rancher does not seem wise to me.  I just don’t want to be alone.  You are the only friend I have right now.” 
 
    “At one point you didn’t want anything to do with me,” he reminded her. 
 
    “That was before I discovered what a thoughtful person you could be.  You carried me for miles without even complaining!” 
 
    “I would carry you farther than that if necessary,” he told her.  “You weigh practically nothing!” 
 
    “Don’t make me sleep all alone,” she pouted, looking up at him. 
 
    Broken Feather turned his head and lowered it, wanting so much to touch those lips again, only he knew he would be asking for trouble if he weakened. 
 
    Vanessa lifted her hand to his cheek. “Please,” she begged, caressing his cheek with her fingers. 
 
    His heart took a summersault, at her touch, and he took her hand in his and brought her palm to his lips and kissed it.  “Since you claim you are in command, perhaps I have no choice,” he mumbled as his resistance started to crumble. 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed, timidly pulling her hand from his.  “Wait until I have a chance to put my nightdress on and I will call you,” she told him, turning from him and going to the tent. 
 
    When Broken Feather heard her call him, he tried to still his heart that was beating out of control.  He could barely breath, knowing he would be spending yet another night, with Vanessa, snugly in his arms.  His wildest dreams were starting to come true and he was starting to believe in miracles after all. 
 
    Broken Feather, ducked into the tent, and crawled under the blanket beside Vanessa.  She turned to face him, placing her head on his bare chest, listening to his heart beating rapidly against her ear  He could feel her fingers, tracing over the muscles of his chest. 
 
    “You have beautiful muscles,” she murmured.  “We used to have slaves that had muscles like yours.  I always admired them for their strength.  It makes me feel safe, knowing you are strong and capable.” 
 
    “You know I am here to protect you,” he reminded her. 
 
    “And so far, you have done that,” she praised. 
 
    Broken Feather, found his fingers begin to become tangled in her curls, running his fingers through the soft strands, leaning his head down to breathe in the fragrance of her hair. 
 
    “The Indians believe the hair is the soul, which is why they never cut their hair, or they would be losing part of their soul,” he told her.  “You have a lovely soul.” 
 
    “So do you,” she returned, reaching up and placing her fingers in his hair as well. 
 
    The feel of her fingers in his hair excited him, and he allowed his arms to encircle her, pulling her closer to him, liking the feel of her body, through the thin material of her nightdress, pressing against his own body.  He could hear her sigh and give a little whimper as he tightened his hold on her. 
 
    Vanessa’s own heart quickened as Broken Feather snuggled her against his, strong, hard body.  It made her feel small and vulnerable.  She simpered as she felt his hand that wasn’t entangled in her hair, smooth over her hip, caressing her through the material of her night dress, sending a shower of sparks throughout her body.  Then he was turning her, pressing himself against her, as he found her lips, and nibbled against them. 
 
    Vanessa felt helpless to resist him, and allowed his kiss to progress into a passion that was taking her by storm, pulling at her soul and causing her to clutch tighter to him, encouraging him to plunder her mouth with his. 
 
    Broken Feather began to lose himself in the taste and feel of her lips as his mouth hungered for more, seeking more, abandoning his resolve to keep himself from becoming emotionally involved.  He was already sure he had loved her the moment he saw her, and she was responding to his kiss in a way that only heightened his desire. 
 
    His hands ached to feel her bare skin against his palms, but he restrained himself.  He was already too deeply involved by just kissing her.  His kisses warmed them, lighting a fire that longed to consume the both of them.  When he felt her tremble beneath his lips he was contented beyond explanation.  However, he knew in the morning they would have to wake from their dream. 
 
    Vanessa did not feel ashamed that she allowed Broken Feather to kiss her the way he was.  She marveled at how he was making her feel, and craved more of his kisses, knowing it was wrong, but not caring.  Soon she would be married to some stranger whom she may despise.  In the back of her mind, she knew this could never last, and the short time she would be able to experience Broken Feather this way, was all she could look forward to. 
 
    Eventually, she fell asleep in his arms, having had something awoken in her in a way she had never dreamed possible.  Broken Feather hugged her to him, knowing he was treading on thin ice, vowing to refrain from violating her, making sure she remained a virgin for her future husband so he would never suspect she had been with a man.  It was a sure thing Broken Feather could never become her husband, so he tried to remind himself, to hold himself back because this could never last. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    As the journey continued, there was no more threat of rain.  During the day the wagon trudged forward, slowly, while the shaft to the hitch held.  At night, Broken Feather held Vanessa in his arms, but restrained from doing more than kissing her goodnight, or stroking her hair, as he held her against him, wishing she could be his completely.  The closer they got to their destination, the more forlorn he felt, knowing he would eventually have to turn his back on Vanessa and, most likely, never see her again. 
 
    The countryside slowly began to change into greener grass and rolling hills.  They crossed another river, where they stopped to bathe, and though Broken Feather longed to bathe with Vanessa, he gave her the privacy she deserved and held his desires at bay.  He could tell that she was starting to become nervous, the closer they came to their destination. 
 
    “There must be a way I can get out of this marriage,” she wailed to Broken Feather, as she lay in his arms at night. 
 
    “You have no choice.  Where would you go?  Who would care for you?” he mumbled back. 
 
    “You are right.  I can’t go back to the plantation, so even if you could take me someplace else, there is no one to take me in.” 
 
    “I am sure it will not be as bad as you fear,” he tried to sooth her, while trying to sooth himself as well.  Thinking of having another man holding Vanessa, the way he was at the moment, pained his heart. 
 
    When they finally looked upon the ranch in the distance, Vanessa took a deep breath, and tried to stop herself from shaking, sitting a little closer to Broken Feather on the wagon bench, and clutching his arm. 
 
    The ranch house sat up against hills in the background with shade trees surrounding it.  It sprawled out to accommodate, either a large family, or ranch hands living there.  It boasted a large barn and several outbuildings, corrals where horses were kept, and in the distance roaming cattle could be seen beyond the main ranch area.  The house itself was painted white, with a wraparound porch.  The main part of the building, in the center, had a second floor, while the two wings, on either side, were single story. 
 
    As the wagon started down the well-worn drive, leading to the ranch, chickens, pecking for food, flapped their wings to escape the wheels of the wagon, as it approached the ranch house.  They saw that someone had come out onto the front porch, with a rifle in his hands to see who was arriving. 
 
    Vanessa assumed it must be Jason Mills, and sat a little straighter, pulling away from Broken Feather, not wanting her future husband to suspect that if she had a choice, she would stay with Broken Feather, while all the time knowing, that too was an impossibility.  The tall, dark-headed man glared at them as the wagon came to a stop, and Broken Feather, jumped down from the seat, helping Vanessa to dismount.  Jason’s features softened when his eyes lit upon Vanessa.   
 
    Before they had reached the ranch, Vanessa had put on a fresh dress with all her petticoats in place, along with stockings and stylish shoes on her feet.  She looked like some exotic flower, transplanted into a wild setting, as she stepped down from the wagon. 
 
    “I see you have arrived safely,” Jason stated, as he leaned his rifle against the wall and approached them.  “Your father was correct when he claimed you were a beauty,” he murmured, taking Vanessa’s gloved hand and kissing it.  “I hope you had a pleasant journey out here.” 
 
    “Actually, it was quite horrid!” Vanessa drawled.  “We were almost swept away by a flash-flood, and had Broken Feather not helped me up to the top of a bluff, I may not be standing here today.” 
 
    “I appreciate Broken Feather’s efforts at keeping you safe,” he said, barely glancing at Broken Feather.  “I am sure you wish to rest, but since I have been expecting you, I invited the local preacher to be here when you arrived, so he could perform the marriage, making everything all proper, now that you are here.” 
 
    “Oh, mercy, I thought I would be able to get to know you better first.” Vanessa complained. 
 
    “I thought it best that we should get married as soon as possible, since you are a single lady, staying under my roof.  The agreement had already been made, so I see no reason for putting it off.  Since Preacher Jones has been here a couple of days already, so he could be here when you arrived, I would not want to keep him waiting any longer than he has to.” 
 
    Jason gave Vanessa an encouraging smile.  His green eyes twinkled at her with friendship.  She had to admit, her father had been right about him being a nice-looking man, and though she could tell he was older than she was, at least, he was not the same age as her father.  She eyed him, trying to decide whether she was going to like him or not. 
 
    “Why don’t you put Vanessa’s trunks on the front porch?” he suggested to Broken Feather.  “Then you can put your wagon and horse away in the barn.  By the time you are through with that, Vanessa and I should be married.  You can stay, along with preacher Jones, for dinner.  The boys, my work hands, will join us for dinner as well.  You can remain for the night and rest, if you wish, then I will give you a written message to take back to my friend, Sam, telling him that his daughter and I were safely married, and I will gladly take on the responsibility of her from now on. 
 
    Broken Feather merely nodded, trying to restrain himself from just grabbing Vanessa up, depositing her in the wagon, and riding away with her.  Only once that happened, he had no second plan, so he knew it was useless to even think about it.  He merely took the reins to the horse and started leading it to the barn, looking over his shoulder at Vanessa, seeing the confused expression on her face, and hoping that in the end, she would find happiness.  He knew for himself, he would never feel happy unless he could have Vanessa by his side, while knowing it was an impossible hope, which wouldn’t stop eating at him. 
 
    Broken Feather was glad that Jason had not invited him to witness the marriage, even though, by right, he should be there so he could tell Captain Renton he knew for certain the two were married.  However, he didn’t think he could stand there and watch Vanessa be pledged to a man as his wife without trying to stop it.  Therefore, it was better this way, he told himself. 
 
    Vanessa glanced at Broken Feather as he led the horse and wagon away.  It had seemed so natural to be with him, yet now, she realized that was all going to change.  His comforting arms would never hold her again, and his passionate lips could never touch hers again either.  She had known the whole time it was going to be fleeting, yet, now that she had to face it, she was starting to feel frightened.  She trusted Broken Feather.  She didn’t even know this man who stood holding her hand. 
 
    Only she had to admit, that a week earlier, she hadn’t known Broken Feather either, and at first she had not liked him, so there had to be hope for this new relationship she was entering into, she told herself, sternly.  She swallowed down her fear, and followed Jason into the house. 
 
    “This is my foreman, Bradford Kent” Jason introduced a man who stood before them as they entered the great room.  “He will be our witness.”  The man with sandy colored hair dressed in cowboy garb, tipped his hat at her.  “And this is Preacher Jones,” he continued as the preacher, a thin man with a mustache, came up to them and smiled. 
 
    Jason ushered her to a large stone fireplace, and stood in front of it.  “This should be as good a place as any, to perform the marriage,” he told Preacher Jones, pulling Vanessa to his side, and putting his arm around her waist. 
 
    “Very well,” the preacher said, clearing his throat. 
 
    Vanessa heard him read something from the bible he held in his hand, but she wasn’t really listening.  Her eyes couldn’t remain on Jason or the preacher, and she darted them around the room, glancing at Bradford only briefly before forcing herself to look back at Jason, who was smiling reassuringly at her.  She just didn’t think it was reassuring enough.  The next thing she knew, she was being asked if she agreed to take Jason as her husband, and she could barely hear her shaking voice squeak ‘yes’…while her heart was screaming no.  She felt a ring being slid onto her finger, but didn’t look down at it, knowing it would make it all the more real.  Right now, she didn’t feel like it was actually happening. 
 
    “You may kiss your bride,” Preacher Jones stated. 
 
    Only when Jason bent in for the kiss, Vanessa turned her head at the last minute so the kiss landed on her cheek. 
 
    “I see you are shy,” Jason murmured.  “I am sure you will get over it soon enough, though,” he predicted. 
 
    Jason shook Preacher Jones’ hand and thanked him for coming out special, and handed him some money.  Then Jason was leading Vanessa and the preacher into the dining room. 
 
    “Have the cook ring the dinner bell,” Jason told Bradford, “And call that Black Indian scout in to eat, while you are about it.  It’s the first time I have ever seen a Black Indian before,” he mumbled. 
 
    Vanessa could hear the bell ringing, and soon the room was filled with four hired hands, along with the foreman and Broken Feather. 
 
    “Sit anywhere,” Jason told Broken Feather, motioning to the chairs that were around the long dining table he and Vanessa were sitting at.  The other men were finding their own seats.  “After dinner, you can do as you please.  Bradford will show you what room to sleep in.  However, my wife and I need to get acquainted, so we will retire to our room, once the meal is over,” he informed Broken Feather and the others. 
 
    “I suppose I should introduce you to my ranch hands,” he said, turning to Vanessa who sat on one side of the table closest to Jason, sitting at the head of the table.  Then he began rattling off names, as he pointed to each man.  “This is Clyde, Chuck, Morton, and Jessie,” he told her.  “We hire more men when it’s time to drive the cattle out to the stockyard in order to load them onto the train.  Only that won’t be happening for some time yet.  We have to herd the cattle quite some distance before we even reach the stockyards, where the train can be used.” 
 
    The group started passing the food around the table and dishing up their plates, talking among themselves in a jovial manner, while congratulating both Jason and Vanessa.  Broken Feather had lost his appetite, and let most of the food be passed by him, as it was distributed from person to person.  What little food he did put on his plate, he merely pushed around with his fork, eager to leave and go to his room.   
 
    The look of fear on Vanessa’s face was too painful for him to stay and witness.  The one look she managed to give him seemed to beg him to rescue her, and he knew he couldn’t do it, so he looked away.  Finally, everyone was pushing their chairs back and leaving the room, Jason ushered the preacher out, and Bradford showed Broken Feather where his room was, in the west wing of the house where all the other hired hands had their rooms as well. 
 
    When Jason returned from bidding farewell to the preacher, he took Vanessa’s hand and started to lead her upstairs.  “I’ll have Bradford bring your trunks up later,” he told her, as he directed her to their room. 
 
    The room was large, with heavy, dark furniture, making it look masculine, and a little foreboding to Vanessa.  The bed, which commanded the most space, had thick carved, four posters, the mattress being covered with a heavy green spread.  A cowhide rug was spread over the dark, wide hardwood floorboards, on either side of the bed, while a buffalo rug was flung across the floor at the end of the bed.  The rest of the room was filled with the typical assortment of dressers and night tables, with a padded bench at the end of the bed. 
 
    “I hope you like my room,” Jason said, as he went about lighting one of the lamps on the night table, after closing the door and locking it. 
 
    Vanessa glanced at the door knob with the key protruding below it, as a shiver crawled over her skin. 
 
    “I suppose it is suitable enough, even though it is not really my taste,” she murmured. 
 
    “You probably like frilly things, but you will get used to it.  This marriage opportunity came rather suddenly, and I wasn’t quite prepared to have a woman in my life so soon, yet it is a pleasant thought at the moment.” 
 
    “It was totally a complete surprise to me,” Vanessa admitted. 
 
    “However, I think it should suit the both of us.  I will take good care of you, while you take good care of all my needs.” 
 
    “You seem to have all the help you need.  I mean a cook and men to take care of everything.  I helped my aunt run a plantation, though, so I suppose running the household for a ranch won’t be much different.” 
 
    “The household is run pretty smoothly by my cook and housekeeper.  She and the cook are married, and live in the opposite wing of the house from my hired hands.  The bedrooms on this floor are for guests, if we ever have any,” he informed her. 
 
    “Goodness, then there won’t be a lot for me to do, except be a hostess when we have guests,” Vanessa said, wondering what he expected of her, or why he even needed a wife, except to have children with.  The thought caused her to hesitate. 
 
    “I’m sure you will find things to occupy your time,” he murmured, as he turned and looked at her, once the lamp was lit.  “In the meantime, it is our wedding night.  You don’t know how I have been anticipating this, ever since your father suggested I marry you.” 
 
    I have not been anticipating it at all, Vanessa’s thoughts shivered through her, but she gave him a brave smile. 
 
    “You are exceptionally, beautiful.  I can barely believe it,” Jason breathed, as he stepped closer to her.  “I must admit, I can barely wait to experience you,” he murmured as he pulled her down to the bed, unexpectedly. 
 
    “I am sure there is time…” Vanessa started to reply, only she was distracted from finishing her sentence when Jason started pushing her skirts up around her waist.  “Goodness, what are you doing?” she exclaimed, trying to push her skirts back down. 
 
    “You must know…” Jason responded, as he pushed her farther up onto the bed.  “A wife has certain duties to fulfill, other than being a hostess,” he informed her. 
 
    “Yes, I know, but…” 
 
    “Then why are you acting so surprised?” he asked as he started to position himself over her, moving her skirts out of the way to find the opening to her pantaloons and unfastening the front of his trousers. 
 
    “I thought we were going to get acquainted,” she cried in surprise as he started groping for her. 
 
    “That is exactly what I plan to do here.  My need for you is overpowering, at the moment, and you are my wife,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Are you telling me you can’t control your urges?” she asked, in astonishment. 
 
    He didn’t answer her, though.  Instead she could feel him crushing her beneath him.  A moment later she was crying out in fear and disgust, and then pain as he took his right as a husband. 
 
    Vanessa felt mortified, as she tried to squirm from beneath him to no avail.  She kept thinking of how gentle Broken Feather had been when he had kissed her that first night in the tent.  He had refrained from taking her like this though, and she was certain he never would be as demanding as Jason was now being, paying little attention to whether Vanessa was even enjoying it or wanting it. 
 
    His breath came heavy and fast as he continued to seek his own fulfillment, while Vanessa lay helpless to prevent him.  She considered it more of a rape than a consenting wedding night.  She had barely consented to marrying him, she thought.  Since she couldn’t stop him, she remained emotionless, allowing him his husbandly right, as tears escaped her eyes and trickled onto the spread of the bed.  When Jason finally finished, she took in a relieved breath, and pulled away from him, but he grabbed her back. 
 
    “I don’t know where you think you are going,” he said.  “Go ahead and remove your clothes.  Now that I have had my first taste of you, I will look forward to enjoying this night together.” 
 
    Vanessa raised her eyebrows.  “Certainly, you do not expect me to…” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, Vanessa.  You are my wife now.  That means that I own you.  You will always be expected to do as I say.” 
 
    “And my father insisted I would like you!” she spat.  “You are not making it easy for me to enjoy this arrangement!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you will get used to it, eventually, and once you conceive my child, I will lighten up on you a bit.  The ranch takes up a lot of my time during the day, but during the night I should have some enjoyment at having a wife, and I have always longed for an heir.” 
 
    Vanessa merely stared at him. 
 
    “Don’t just sit there.  Do as I tell you, unless you wish me to do it for you,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her. 
 
    Vanessa began removing her dress, and as she did so, she realized he was also removing his own clothes.  She felt a little shocked.  The closest she had come to seeing a man without clothes, was when Broken Feather wore his breechcloth.  Now her eyes widened, and he laughed at her, which made her look away. 
 
    “Don’t be frightened.  I don’t mind you looking at me, he said as he began parading around the room in front of her.  In fact, I enjoy it.  Only you haven’t removed all of your clothes yet.  Don’t keep me in suspense,” he smiled.  “I can’t wait to look upon your beautiful body.” 
 
    As soon as her clothes fell around her feet, Jason was picking her up and putting her back upon the bed.  His eagerness to touch her and fondle her had not changed from his first assault, only this time there were no clothes to hamper his progress.  Vanessa closed her eyes, willing it to be over, realizing he had not kissed her once, or even mentioned any feelings he may have for her.  It was plain that any desire he had for her was based on his physical need for a woman’s body, and he wasn’t even trying to gently introduce her to what he expected of her.  He touched what he wanted, explored her body however he wished, and proceeded to take her at his whim.  This time, his efforts lasted longer, making Vanessa wonder if he would ever tire. 
 
    When Jason finally collapsed on top of her, he now seemed entirely spent, and Vanessa listened as he started to snore.  She pushed him off of her, feeling the ordeal was over with, and she could take a relaxing breath.  Vanessa was thinking she would just leave the room, but when she glanced at the door, she saw the key was gone, yet hadn’t remembered when he had removed it from the door.  It must have been when she was getting undressed, and he was traipsing around the room, she decided.  Now there was no escape, so she merely pulled the spread back and crawled under the covers. 
 
    Just as Vanessa was starting to fall into a dream, she was awakened by the feel of Jason’s hands on her again, as he pulled the spread away.  He situated himself behind her, and was pulling her up against him, eager to continue from where he had left off earlier.  Before she could complain, or even consent, Jason was clutching her to him in his iron grip to prevent her escape from his demands. 
 
    Once again she endured his requirements without complaint knowing she had little choice, totally shocked that he would press her for submission so many times in one night.  And he wanted her to submit completely in ways she had not expected or imagined.  Yet if she even started to complain, he merely laughed and continued with whatever he requested she comply to. 
 
    At that moment, Vanessa vowed that she would make Broken Feather take her away.  She refused to spend another night under the same roof with Jason, whether she was married to him or not! 
 
    After the third assault, Jason fell immediately asleep.  She knew he must be more worn out than she felt, since he had been making all the effort, while she remained listlessly accepting it.  Since he seemed to sleeping so soundly, she decided to rummage around to see if she could discover what he had done with the key.  The lamp was still lit, and cast shadows on the wall, causing a deeper gloom to wash over her.  Jason didn’t need a wife, he needed a woman’s body to occupy himself with, she told herself, angrily.  She was beginning to hate her father as much as she now felt she hated Jason, for putting her in this position. 
 
    Vanessa checked the pockets of Jason’s trousers, but did not find the key there.  She wondered if maybe he had pushed it under one of the pillows, but discovered she was wrong, when she investigated the theory.  It had to be there somewhere, she thought frantically, as she started to get dressed, thinking she would continue to look for the key, once she had her clothes on again.  It was as she was putting her shoes on, that she realized he had dropped the key into one of her shoes, and she retrieved it, tiptoed out of the room, and locked the door from the outside, putting the key down the front of her dress, laughing to herself. 
 
    However, Vanessa did not know which room Broken Feather was in, and she was not going to wake up anyone to discover where he was, so she went out to the barn, and crawled under the tarp on the wagon, falling asleep almost as soon as she found a comfortable place to lie down. 
 
    Broken Feather was awakened by a commotion going on in the house, and then someone was flinging open his door. 
 
    “Where is she?” Jason was bellowing at him. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Broken Feather asked, noting the uncontrolled anger that emanated from Jason’s face. 
 
    “That little bitch, locked me in my room, and I had to wake the house by pounding on my door, so the housekeeper could bring a skeleton key to unlock my door!  Now she is nowhere to be found!” 
 
    Broken feather leaped to his feet, and grabbed Jason by the collar of his shirt.  “What did you do to her to frighten her off like that?” he demanded.  “The only reason she would lock you in your room would be to prevent you from coming after her or touching her.  You have frightened her away, and when her father hears of it, he will…” 
 
    “Unhand me, you black bastard!” Jason bellowed, pushing Broken Feather’s hands away.  “I didn’t do anything to her that any other husband wouldn’t have done.  Apparently she doesn’t like her position as a dutiful wife!” 
 
    “She was a virgin!  What did you expect?” Broken Feather scowled. 
 
    “You need to track that woman down and bring her back,” Jason demanded.  “She is my wife and I have rights!  Her father has no say in how I treat my wife.  I didn’t hurt her.  She was just too squeamish and was a little naïve about her wifely duties.  She’ll settle down once she accepts her place as my wife.  After all, she agreed to the vows…honor and obey… Besides, she may have conceived and can’t be trying to escape with a baby in her belly!  On top of that, there are Comanche in the area, it is not safe.  You are supposed to be a tracker, so do your job and bring her back.” 
 
    Broken Feather shrugged.  “You are right.  If anyone can find her, I can,” he agreed, but did not mention anything about bringing her back if he did find her.  “I’ll get right to it,” he said, pulling on his clothes and heading out the door. 
 
    When he came down off of the porch, Broken Feather scanned the ground and could clearly see Vanessa’s small footprints, mixed with bigger footprints and they were leading straight to the barn.  He wondered if she had taken one of the horses, but it didn’t take him long to realize she was hiding in the wagon.  However, he merely hitched the horse up to it, and led it out of the barn. 
 
    “I think she is headed back towards the fort,” Broken Feather lied to Jason who was standing outside the barn waiting for him.  “I saw her footsteps leading in that direction.  How long do you think she has been gone?” 
 
    “Sometime early this morning, I think,” Jason stated. 
 
    “Then she hasn’t gotten much of a head-start.  It shouldn’t take me long to track her down.” 
 
    “Maybe I should send someone with you,” Jason suggested. 
 
    “I work better alone,” Broken Feather muttered.  “Besides, if I run into any Comanche, I speak their language.  They don’t seem to like white people very much, so your hired hand would just make it more difficult if that happened.  If the Comanche have her, it would be easier for me to talk them into releasing her, if I was alone.” 
 
    “Fine, then.  Good luck!” 
 
    “I am sure I will have good luck,” Broken Feather stated, smiling to himself, as he whipped up the horse.  He had no intention of ever bringing Vanessa back, even though all of her trunks were still on the front porch, but there was nothing he could do about that. 
 
    When Broken Feather had gone about a mile from the ranch, he pulled the wagon over, and pushed back the tarp.  “You want to remain there, or come up and ride on the bench with me?” he asked, smiling down at Vanessa as she looked up at him with her blue eyes brimming with tears. 
 
    “You knew I was here?” she asked in amazement.  “You are not going to take me back are you?” she cried suddenly. 
 
    “If I wanted that, I would have exposed you as soon as I knew where you were.  What did he do to you to make you run away from him?” 
 
    “Oh, Broken Feather, it was horrible.  He no sooner got me to his bedroom when he was all over me, before I even knew what was happening.  Then he made me submit to him in such disgusting ways, not only once but several times.  I could not look forward to a future like that, where someone believes I am merely there to satisfy their most base desires!” 
 
    Broken Feather’s brows pulled together, at the mere thought of what she was claiming, and he wanted to go back and beat the man half to death for his treatment of her.  It made his heart ache to even think of what she had to go through with her first experience of a man. 
 
    Vanessa was on her knees in the wagon bed, throwing her arms around Broken Feather’s neck, sobbing into his shoulder, as he stood beside the wagon.  He lifted her up out of the wagon and sat down with her in the grass beside the road, holding her in his lap and rocking her. 
 
    “What are we going to do now, Vanessa?  If I take you back to your father, you know he is required to send you back to your husband.  You are legally married to Jason.” 
 
    “I will never go back!” she whimpered. 
 
    “So what do you suggest?” 
 
    “While I was hiding in the wagon, I was trying to think about what I should do, only you will have to agree to it as well,” she began. 
 
    “You know I will agree to anything you ask of me,” he told her, holding her tighter. 
 
    “It would mean you would have to leave the army, and never tell my father what happened to you.” 
 
    Broken Feather frowned.  “Go ahead,” he encouraged.  “I was thinking of leaving the army anyway, but I had planned to let your father know.” 
 
    “If he knows, he will put a stop to it,” she insisted. 
 
    “Put a stop to what?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, you said you always wanted to be a farmer.  I have a Plantation in Louisiana and no one to work the fields.  If you came with me, you could help me get the plantation up and running again.  We could get some sharecroppers to work the land as well.  I would feel safer if you were there with me, than trying to do it all on my own.  I just need you to agree to it, though.” 
 
    Broken Feather held Vanessa from him, and looked down at her.  “Are you asking me to be your partner, or your servant?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t afford to pay a servant, and you certainly cannot become my partner, since the plantation also belongs to my father.  However, you can pose as my servant, since even if I could make you my partner, it never would be accepted by the gentry in the area anyway.  You know how they feel about black people not deserving of the same rights as white people.” 
 
    Broken Feather was silent.  He wondered if Vanessa was intending to take advantage of his good nature, and his obvious love for her.  After all, he was part black, and being Indian was just as bad. The law would never accept him, and if Vanessa was not willing to openly accept him either, he would be more like her slave than any kind of partner to her on any level. 
 
    “I know what you are thinking,” she murmured hastily when he didn’t reply.  “I shouldn’t ask this of you, but I don’t know of any other way.  I would be willing to pay you as soon as the plantation started bringing in enough money.  Only Jason may try to come after me.  Maybe you can make him believe that a Comanche took me and killed me or something.” 
 
    “If you are believed to be dead the plantation will go to your father,” Broken Feather said. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose if he believed I was dead, it would revert to him.”  She paused and sighed, her face falling.  “Only if he discovered I am alive, he will force me to go back to Jason.  When Jason tells him I left, he will know exactly where I would go, and one of them would come looking for me.  If they discovered you are with me, and had brought me back, it might go bad for you.” 
 
    “You could come with me to Mexico,” Broken Feather suggested. 
 
    “I can’t live with the Indians,” Vanessa mumbled.  “My only other choice is to go back to Jason,” she sobbed. 
 
    Broken Feather’s heart fell, thinking she would rather go back to Jason than go with him to Mexico.  Perhaps she didn’t feel the same way about him, as he felt about her, he decided. 
 
    “Where do you wish me to take you then?” he asked at last, losing all hope that Vanessa would ever accept him completely, the way he hoped she would. 
 
    “I don’t know.  I need to think about it.  Let’s go find a place to camp, and in the morning, I will make up my mind.” 
 
    Broken Feather shrugged, deciding to leave it up to Vanessa since it would be up to her in the end anyway.  He lifted her up, and helped her onto the wagon bench, and then started in the direction of the river, which he knew was not far away.  They rode in silence, neither brave enough to say what they were truly thinking.  By the time they reached the river, it was midday.  Broken Feather climbed down from the wagon and helped Vanessa down. 
 
    “Do you want me to fix something to eat?” he asked, as he busied himself taking supplies out of the wagon. 
 
    “I am too tired to eat.  I barely got any sleep last night, for Jason pawing me every moment he could.  Just set up the tent.  I want to rest.” 
 
    When Broken Feather finished setting up the tent, Vanessa crawled inside, and Broken Feather followed her.  He, too, had barely slept the night before fighting off thoughts of Jason being with Vanessa, and it had been worse than he had imagined, according to what Vanessa had confessed.  He wanted to comfort her in some way to let her know not all men were like Jason, when it came to pleasing a woman. 
 
    “I’m so frightened,” Vanessa murmured, as Broken Feather settled beside her in the tent.  “I tried to be brave about all of this, but I did not know what it would be like having a husband demanding things of me that…” she didn’t finish, as she started to sob.  “I don’t know if I can face going back,” she whimpered into Broken Feather’s shoulder as she placed her arms around his neck for comfort.  “I…I thought it would be like when you kissed me.  You were so kind and gentle.  Jason didn’t even kiss me once!” 
 
    “He is crazy to have assumed you would like what he was doing without showing some kind of affection or concern for your feelings.  Yet, he probably didn’t care if you liked it or not.  It is one thing to take a woman, whether she is your wife or not, and another thing to make love to her.  I want you to know that when I kissed you, it was out of love, not a need to satisfy my lust for a woman.” 
 
    Vanessa stilled.  After a long pause she took in her breath.  “Are you telling me that you love me?” she asked, while realizing the answer when she remembered the way Broken Feather had treated her from the beginning. 
 
    “You must know I do,” Broken Feather sighed.  “What little good it does me.  You would rather return to Jason than to risk going to Mexico with me.” 
 
    “You know if I did that, I could never face my father or any of my friends again.  I could even be arrested.  While I want to be with you, because of the bond that has grown between us, it could only be in a setting where you appeared to be my servant, not my lover.  Otherwise I would be cast out by society for wanting to be with a black man, let alone an Indian!  The laws are quite strict on that point.” 
 
    “And yet, I am shunned from society because I am black and an Indian, whether I am with you or not.  Apparently our bond is not strong enough for you to take on some of the burden I have experienced my whole life!” 
 
    “You make me sound cruel!” Vanessa said, sitting up.  “I don’t want to hurt you, Broken Feather, but you must know it is impossible for us to be a couple beyond a working relationship.” 
 
    “Like me being a scout, protecting you, saving you, bringing you to your destination safely.  That is all I am to you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No…I can’t deny I have very fond feelings for you.  I was fond of a slave we had when I was young and discovered how painful that turned out to be.  It taught me just because I liked someone, did not make it right, especially when society is against it.  We all have our place, Broken Feather.  We have to remember that.” 
 
    “You can remember it, but I won’t!  I have been fighting all my life to fit into the white man’s world, and nothing I can do will change their opinion of me.  I have fought beside the soldiers to get rid of my own kind.  I have saved your father’s life on several occasions.  I have been a dutiful soldier, following the rules the white man gives me, and none of that is taken into consideration, even to make me a part of my own tribe in Indian Territory.  I don’t even have a place in Indian society, let alone white man’s society, merely because I have black blood in my veins.  And now you, too, reject me because of it.” 
 
    Broken Feather started to pull away from Vanessa in an attempt to leave the tent, but she grabbed his hand. 
 
    “Don’t leave, Broken Feather.  If you truly love me the way you claim, you have to help me!” 
 
    “Help you do what?  Return to a man who knows nothing about showing a woman love?” 
 
    “I wish he had treated me the way you have, during our journey here.  You have always been kind and gentle.  It gave me hope that being married wouldn’t be as bad as I feared it might.” 
 
    “Yet you would choose him over me.” 
 
    “Only because I can’t choose you, even if you are the one I want.” 
 
    “Am I the one you want?” he asked, trying to grasp at a little hope. 
 
    “I don’t think I could bear it if I had to see you leave, the way Zack was forced to leave me,” she whimpered.  “If I do go back, you have to promise to stay at the ranch.  I will make it a stipulation to Jason that the only way I will agree to remain there is if he hires you on as a worker on his ranch.  That way, if he does mistreat me, I know I will have a friend who will help me escape for good!  My wedding night was just a shock to me.  Maybe it will get better.” 
 
    “So I must remain and watch you with another man, while you are the only woman I could ever love?” he moaned. 
 
    “It is the only way I can make sure you will be with me,” Vanessa cried, and suddenly she was flinging herself into Broken Feather’s arms and kissing him.  “Say you won’t leave me,” she begged.  “I need you Broken Feather.  You can’t leave.” 
 
    Broken feather, buried his head into Vanessa’s long, flowing hair, tangling his fingers in it, and then cupping her face in his hands and bringing her into a long, passionate kiss.  This was maddening, he thought, but he couldn’t help himself, even if she did go back, he needed to be near her.  At least she was admitting to a deep feeling for him, which was more than he had hoped for, considering the situation. 
 
    “I will never leave you,” he breathed, as he began kissing Vanessa’s face. 
 
    Slowly, his kisses progressed to her neck and then he was unfastening her dress, pulling her clothes away so he could have access to her softness, as his lips continued to wander over her. 
 
    Vanessa knew what she was allowing Broken Feather to do would be considered adultery, yet the thought did not daunt her.  If Jason ever found out, he could just divorce her, and then she would be done with him, she thought, angrily.  Only she feared if he did find out, he might kill Broken Feather, so she vowed he would never learn of it, as she began to respond to Broken Feather’s touch. 
 
    Broken Feather knew this would be the last time he would be able to touch Vanessa in this manner, and beyond his love leaping to fulfill itself, he wanted Vanessa to discover that he was nothing like Jason, and that he wished to please her in every way.  If she ever submitted to her husband again, he wanted to give her something to compare it with, and so this time, he did not restrain himself.  He let all of his love pour out on Vanessa as he introduced her to the way a husband should make love to his wife. 
 
    Vanessa marveled at the way Broken Feather was making her feel, causing her to desire to become part of what he was offering her.  His seduction of her made her heart leap and skip a beat at every touch, and when she felt him take her completely, her body rose to the pleasure, heightening her own desire, wanting all that Broken Feather could give.  In that moment of complete fulfillment, she felt more than just enjoyment of making love to Broken Feather.  She truly felt a very part of him as well and wished she did not have to go back to Jason, hating the fact that society was keeping her from having her fondest wish.  However, she knew better than to hope for a change in society’s opinion of the black man, let alone the Indian, so she decided to enjoy this closeness as long as she could before she returned to the life of a rancher’s wife. 
 
    Vanessa discovered, now, why Jason had desired her several times in the night.  Surprisingly, it seemed she could not get enough of Broken Feather loving her, and never wanted the magic to end.  She submitted willingly as often as Broken Feather approached her for added ecstasy, and welcomed his every touch, caress and expression of the love he felt for her.  Vanessa realized she loved him too, but it was an unpromising sort of love and surely should never be encouraged, despite the fact that she was encouraging it. 
 
    As Broken Feather carried her away to a world of wondrous discoveries about how he could make her body and soul feel, Vanessa never wanted to return to reality.  She could not face it if she could never share this with Broken Feather again, which made her all the more anxious to have him remain at the ranch with her, even if it meant she would have to submit to Jason’s wishes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Something is not right,” Broken Feather almost whispered as they got closer to the ranch. 
 
    He stopped the wagon and jumped down, searching the ground, as Vanessa sat and wondered at what he was doing. 
 
    “A band of Indians have been on this road,” her murmured, as he climbed back up in the wagon. 
 
    They hadn’t remained at the camp overnight, but instead, had decided to return to the ranch before dark.  Now the sun was hovering in the west in the distance, and Jason began to notice extra horse tracks on the road, covering the tracks his wagon had made earlier when he first started out.  Not only that, but the tracks were of unshod horses, a sure sign that the riders of those horses were most likely Indians, not white men, who usually kept shoes on their horses.  He knew they were not just a small herd of wild horses, because of the depth of the prints, indicating they carried riders.  
 
    “I’m going to leave you here with the wagon and hide it behind that cove of trees, and go ahead on foot, just to make sure that no danger lies ahead,” he told Vanessa, as he led the horse and wagon over to the trees.  “This is too close to white men’s property for a band of Indians to just be passing through.  I believe this may be a raiding party.  You stay here.  If I do not come back, I suggest you head back to the fort, because it will mean the worst has happened.” 
 
    “Please don’t leave me here,” Vanessa begged. 
 
    “I have no choice.  I need to see what is going on at the ranch.  These are fresh tracks, and there are more Indians in this group than Jason has workers at the ranch.  They won’t have a chance if they are caught unawares.  I just hope I am not too late to help them.”   
 
    Broken Feather pulled the rifle out of the wagon, filled his pouch, slung over his shoulder, with ammunition, and gave Vanessa one long look.  She jumped down from the wagon, flinging her arms around Broken Feather’s neck. 
 
    “I love you, Broken Feather.  Don’t get yourself killed!  How will I know how long I should wait for you?” 
 
    Broken Feather held her against him, thrilling at her confession of love.  He didn’t have time to savor the moment, though.  “If I am not back here by morning, or you see a band of Indians passing through before that, it will mean I have not accomplished my goal.  Hopefully they will not see the wagon if they do come through this way, and once that happens, you must leave as soon as they are out of sight.”   
 
    “I’ll come to the ranch, then,” she whimpered.  “I won’t leave until I discover what happened to you, if you don’t come back or I see the Indians leaving.” 
 
    “It would be best if you didn’t,” he mumbled. “You might not like what you see, but knowing you, I doubt you will listen to me,” he shrugged.  “Just do not come until morning if I don’t return, or you haven’t seen the Indians pass.  They may go another direction, and you won’t know.  Just wait until morning for me to return, before you take off, if you don’t see any Indians pass by.  Indians don’t like to raid at night, unless it is a full moon, so you should be safe enough overnight.” 
 
    “You are scaring me, Broken Feather,” she shuddered. 
 
    Broken Feather gave her a parting kiss, and then started sprinting off in the direction of the ranch, holding his rifle in one hand.  He decided he would stay a safe distance, as he approached, taking cover to discover what was happening there, if anything. 
 
    As he got closer, he could see the front yard clearly.  A collection of Comanche ponies were gathered in front of the house, painted in war paint.  On the front porch, they had assembled their prisoners, who appeared to have their hands tied behind their backs, and the Comanche braves were ransacking the house, while others were gathering up some of the horses. 
 
    Broken Feather counted the Indian ponies to discover how many Comanche there were, compared to how many he could see in the yard.  He assumed there must be some in the house as well.  He counted a dozen war ponies and could see three Comanche braves with the ranch horses, two watching the captured ranch hands, and assumed the others were in the house, gathering whatever they wished to take with them.  They may decide to take the ranch hands as prisoners and use them for ransom, or just torcher them to death, for the pleasure they would get out of it.  Only that would probably come later, after bringing them and the horses, along with what they plundered, back to their camp. 
 
    Broken Feather decided to wait until the braves started coming out of the house to load what they stole onto their horses.  He sat quietly, where he was hiding, the end of his rifle barrel propped up on the top of a tree stump, while he lay behind the stump, viewing the Indians through the sights of his rifle, making sure he had a clear shot at each one of them. 
 
    He could hear them laughing and talking among themselves in their own language about what they planned to do to the white men, once they brought them back to their camp.  It didn’t sound pretty, and Broken Feather was well aware of all the horrible things the braves delighted in doing to make someone suffer beyond endurance.  It would be a long torturous death for all of them, and if they didn’t kill the housekeeper, they would most likely rape and use her until she wished she was dead, he thought. 
 
    Since they assumed there was no one to stop what they were doing, the band took their time, gathering what they wanted and bringing it out to the horses, using one of the horses they were stealing as a pack horse, tying gunnysacks filled with what they had taken, to ropes flung over the horses’ backs. 
 
    Now they were all mounting up, getting ready to ride out, leading the horses, and the prisoners, whom they had tied together with a lead rope to pull the group behind them.  It was the moment Broken Feather was waiting for, and he started picking off the braves one at a time, before they had a chance to even lift their bows from their backs, since they hadn’t expected a fight.  The captured horses jerked from their lead ropes, the moment the gunfire began, causing more confusion as they stampeded around the yard.  All the prisoners fell to the ground, keeping out of the way of fire and the Comanche were starting to lift their bows, but didn’t know where to shoot, since Broken Feather was too far away for them to even see.  Those who weren’t shot off of their horses, were now fleeing away to escape more gunfire.  Broken Feather had picked off at least nine of the Comanche. 
 
    As he stood up, and headed down to the ranch yard, the men were untying themselves, and scrambling to their feet again.  Jason ran out to greet Broken Feather, grabbing his hand in a handshake of gratitude. 
 
    “You saved our lives,” Jason exclaimed.  “How did you know…”  He stopped.  “You are by yourself.  Couldn’t you find Vanessa?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    “She is safe.  When I was returning with her, I saw the Comanche tracks, and assumed it was a band of raiders, so I came to investigate, leaving Vanessa behind with the wagon.” 
 
    “Well, you made it back just in time.  How can I ever repay you?” 
 
    “Actually, there is a way,” Broken Feather replied.  “I was wondering if you had a job for me.  I have decided to leave the army, since they have not kept their promise to give me land with the Seminole tribe.  I don’t know much about cattle, but I am good at training horses, if you could use me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind having someone like you at the ranch, to help protect us from the Comanche, even if you didn’t have anything else to offer,” Jason smiled. 
 
    “Then I will go back and get Vanessa, so she doesn’t worry.  I told her if I didn’t come back by morning she needed to head back to the fort.  She will be relieved that everyone is safe now.” 
 
    “You did a good job, Broken Feather.  I can see why Sam trusted you to bring his daughter safely to me.” 
 
    Broken Feather merely shrugged and raised his eyebrows, remembering what Vanessa had told him about her wedding night.  At least this way, Jason would not suspect what was behind Broken Feather’s true reason for asking for work, which he may have if Vanessa had ended up insisting that Broken Feather remain at the ranch.  Now that she wouldn’t have to demand Jason let him stay, there would be no suspicions on Jason’s part. 
 
    “Take one of the horses then,” Jason said.  “The boys and I will start cleaning up the mess those Indians made, and bury what heathens you managed to kill.” 
 
    Broken Feather swung up on one of the horses, bareback, and guided it out of the ranch yard, eager to return to Vanessa so she wouldn’t worry about him.  When she saw him coming, she ran towards him, and he leaped from the horse before it even managed to stop, gathering Vanessa up in his arms. 
 
    “Everyone is alright,” he told her.  “I got there in time to stop the Comanche from taking everyone prisoner, and out of gratitude, Jason gave me a job at the ranch.  Now I can remain here to make sure you stay safe, and that Jason does not mistreat you.  It is a lucky thing, because this way, he won’t be concerned why I truly requested to be hired on at the ranch.” 
 
    “Good,” Vanessa smiled.  “I will have demands of my own, once I return, though, if Jason wants me to stay,” she told him. 
 
    “Did you mean what you said about loving me?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    “Of course, I did,” Vanessa giggled.  “I don’t know how I am going to refrain from showing how I feel about you while you are at the ranch.  If Jason ever found out about us, though, I would hate to think what he might do.” 
 
    “Then we must be very careful,” Broken Feather, told her. 
 
    Then he was enfolding her in his arms, and finding her lips, wishing he did not have to take her back to the ranch, as he found himself drowning in the kiss, which revitalized him and gave him more of a purpose for living. 
 
    “I don’t know what will become of all this,” Vanessa murmured when their lips parted.  “I just know I have to have you near me, Broken Feather.  Somehow we will find a way.” 
 
    Only Broken Feather feared that day would never arrive.  She was going back to Jason and he was her legal husband.  How could they ever find a way, he wondered? 
 
    Broken Feather tied the horse to the back of the wagon and the two started out again, both filled with their own concerns and neither knowing what the future held for them.  When they arrived at the ranch, Jason came out to greet them.  Broken Feather noticed that all the dead Indians had been removed and he could see a few painted horses in with the rest of the ranch horses. 
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself, Vanessa?” Jason asked as he came up to the wagon, offering her his hand.” 
 
    Vanessa folded her arms over her chest and glared at him.  “If you think I am just going to come simpering back because you demand it, you have another think coming,” she half hissed.  “Your disregard for me last night was appalling.  I resented the way you felt you could just use me like I was some loose fancy woman coming to be at your service.  As your wife, I deserve more respect than that, so if you wish me to stay here willingly, I have a few demands of my own.” 
 
    Jason drew his brows together, and then gave her a half-smile.  “And just what are these demands?” he replied. 
 
    “I realize you wish to have an heir, and since that is a wife’s duty, I know I must comply.  However, it will be on my terms.  I refuse to share a room with you, but once a month, I will invite you to my room where you can carry on with your disgusting method of trying to impregnate me.  I feel you have no real feeling for me, other than supplying you with an heir, so why pretend otherwise?” 
 
    Now Jason had a scowl on his face as he narrowed his eyes at her.  “You cannot order me around like…” 
 
    “Order you around?” Vanessa broke in.  “You are lucky I have consented to return at all!  If you have any complaints concerning this arrangement, then I will promptly have Broken Feather turn this wagon around and take me away from you and your ranch.” 
 
    “You are my wife.  You are obligated to stay.” 
 
    “Then you will have to tie me up to force me to do it, and I can assure you, it won’t last long, because if I don’t find a way to escape, I will just have to resort to killing myself!” 
 
    “You are being overly dramatic,” Jason scolded. 
 
    “Do you want to take that chance?” she asked.  “It is up to you, Jason.  You showed me how unfeeling a person you are, when it comes to handling a woman.  You don’t deserve to even have a wife, so it is my way, or no way at all!  I can only suffer the thought of your hands on me as little as possible.  You are lucky I have agreed to comply that much!” 
 
    “I am beginning to regret I ever took your father up on his offer,” Jason grumbled. 
 
    “Not half as much as I regret it,” Vanessa hissed. 
 
    “Since I seem to have no other choice, I will have to concede to your wishes.  However, if you don’t manage to conceive a child in the next six months, the arrangements will have to be altered, until you do conceive.” 
 
    “And the moment I do conceive, you will no longer touch me, is that understood?” Vanessa added. 
 
    “For now, I suppose so.  I only hope you begin to change your opinion of me.  I admit I made a mistake by frightening you the first time I touched you.  I will work at being more considerate in the future.” 
 
    “That is at least something to hope for,” Vanessa mumbled. 
 
    “Then, in that case, let me help you down from there.  I’m afraid the Indians went through your trunks.  I don’t know how well the boys repacked them, though.” 
 
    “Never mind, just have them put in one of the guest rooms for me,” she told him as she allowed him to help her down. “I understand you have hired Broken Feather.” 
 
    “Yes, he seems to be an asset to the ranch, considering he saved all of our lives,” Jason smiled. 
 
    “My father will miss him.  He told me Broken Feather was the best scout he had.” 
 
    “Apparently the army has not appreciated his services enough, seeing as how they have not kept their promise to the Black Seminole Indians after recruiting them to become scouts on that promise.” 
 
    “I agree, so I hope you show your appreciation to him when he starts working for you.” 
 
    “I plan to.  I believe he is a good man.  He didn’t have to come back here and get rid of the Comanche for us, and he didn’t have to go looking for you either, but he did.  I appreciate both efforts, which is another reason I have decided to hire him on.  When we drive the herd to the stockyards, he can help us keep the Comanche from attacking the herd, if they end up trying to steal any cattle.” 
 
    “Then I suppose it is a good situation all the way around,” Vanessa said.  She made a point of passing close to Broken Feather, as Jason started guiding her to the house.  As she passed, she reached out and touched his hand.  “I hope you enjoy working here,” she said, smiling and gazing into Broken Feather’s eyes, longer than she should have. 
 
    “I am looking forward to it.  I will be sending your father a detailed explanation of why I am requesting to be released from the army, and the fact that I choose to remain and work here and, while I am about it, make sure his daughter remains safe, now that she is married.” 
 
    “I appreciate your kindness,” she smiled.  “We will probably have the opportunity to get to know each other better, now that you will be working here.  I can never thank you enough for all the care you have given me on our way out here.” 
 
    “I will always be at your service, when your husband is not at your side, tending to your comfort and safety.”  He glanced up at Jason.  “I hope there will be no future reason to be hunting your wife down,” he said, stabbing Jason with his glare. 
 
    “I have learned a good lesson here,” Jason replied.  “I assure you I will handle my wife gently from here on in.” 
 
    “Then, hopefully, everyone will be content,” Broken Feather said.   Then he turned to take the wagon and horses to the barn to tend to them. 
 
    Vanessa followed Jason into the house, which had been turned upside-down when the Comanche went through it taking what they pleased. 
 
    “I fear the place is in a lot of disorder,” Jason mumbled, “but it will be set right soon enough.”  He turned and looked into Vanessa’s eyes.  “I am truly sorry if I frightened you.  I was being a little brash, in my expectations.  Like you, I am new to this.  The only women I have ever been with were women of the night, and they get down to business when accommodating a man.  I thought all women wanted to just get to the matter of the act.  On top of that, you are so beautiful I wanted more of you.  I hope you will forgive me and accept my apology.” 
 
    Vanessa gave him a sideways glance.  “I will try to be understanding, yet I do not see any true feelings between us.  You seem more caught up in your ranch than worrying about making your new wife feel cherished.” 
 
    “How can I cherish someone I have barely met?” he asked. 
 
    “It is the principle of the matter, considering I am the only wife you may ever have.  Why not cherish me on that knowledge alone?” 
 
    “I’m just a cowboy, who is rough around the edges.  I come from a family of boys.  I have had no real experience with women because I have been too busy carving out a life for myself in country rougher than I am.  Perhaps you will have to school me in the finer ways of treating a lady,” he smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “We will see what kind of student you make,” she laughed, “However, I am tired, and I still have all my clothes to put away,” she sighed. 
 
    “The housekeeper could help you,” he offered. 
 
    “No, I need to go through everything and see if the Indians caused any damage, or took any of my belongings.” 
 
    “If they did, it would be in one of the bags they packed on the horses.  I will have the boys keep an eye out for anything frilly, when they go through them,” he promised. 
 
    “That is thoughtful of you.” 
 
    “Once things have settled down a bit, I will have MacGregor, my cook, send something up for you to eat.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I have eaten very little today.  I must tell you, Broken Feather had to do a good amount of talking to get me to return.  I would have left straight back to Louisiana, otherwise.” 
 
    “Then I am glad he has decided to work for me.  He can keep an eye on you and make sure you don’t take off again.” 
 
    “He seems to be a nice person.  He looked out for me on the way out here, as I told you.  I would trust him with my life.” 
 
    “Then I will not worry when you are in his company,” Jason smiled.  “He seems to be a good fellow to have around.” 
 
    “I quite agree,” Vanessa murmured, feeling a little guilty, yet not so guilty that she didn’t want to be in Broken Feather’s arms again. 
 
    Vanessa headed for the stairs, as Jason watcher her believing she may turn out to be a better wife than he expected.  He would just have to tread lightly, when it came to Vanessa, he decided. 
 
    Vanessa gazed down at the jumble of clothes that had been crammed back into her trunks after the Indians had fumbled through them.  She let out an exasperated sigh, pushed the curls of her long hair out of her eyes, which she had neglected to do anything with since she fled from the ranch, and began pulling things out of her trunk. 
 
    “They have probably spoiled everything,” she fumed as she started taking articles out of the trunk and inspecting them. 
 
    The room she had been put in was pleasant enough and she saw that it was right next door to Jason’s room, for easy access, she thought.  She noticed there was even an adjoining door between the two rooms.  Either this had been designed as a mistress’ room, or built during a period when wives and husbands had their own separate rooms, she decided.  She tried the door and saw it was locked.  Since there was no key in the door, she assumed that Jason most likely had the key, if the housekeeper didn’t keep it with all the other keys to the house.  This worried her, yet she knew that if Jason did not keep his part of the bargain, she would have good reason to leave.   
 
    The thought pained her, though.  There was no place for her to go, unless Jason kicked her out.  Then she would certainly return to Louisiana and take Broken Feather with her.  However, she doubted Jason would ever insist she leave.  He wanted a wife and heirs, and it was her job to comply, if she wanted a roof over her head.  She would just have to make the best of it, she thought, thinking up ways she could find to be with Broken Feather alone.  The memory of their time together in the tent before they headed back was still fresh on her mind.  She couldn’t deny she was looking forward to more moments like that with Broken Feather. 
 
    She should be ashamed of herself for thinking such thoughts, she told herself, yet she could not find one tender feeling in her heart for Jason to make her feel ashamed of herself.  This marriage was just one of convenience and not born out of love.  What she had with Broken Feather, pulled together all her past feelings she had had for Zack and the frustration of keeping her heart from getting entangled with any future slave.  It gave her the freedom to let her emotions escape in a way she never thought she would allow it.  And now she couldn’t get Broken Feather out of her thoughts. 
 
    She had managed to put the majority of her belongings away in the clothes press and bureau drawers when there was a tap on her door, and the housekeeper put her head in. 
 
    “I brought you something to eat,” she said cheerfully.  “I am Mags.  I don’t think we were formerly introduced,” she smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Mags,” Vanessa murmured. 
 
    “You should light the lamps,” Mags told her.  “It is starting to get dark in here.” 
 
    “I was thinking about it, but also I was just thinking about going to bed.  I am fairly worn out.” 
 
    “I can help you get undressed, if you wish.  There was a time in my life when I was a ladies maid, before my husband and I came here from England.” 
 
    “That is very thoughtful of you,” Vanessa said.  “I haven’t had a personal maid for a very long time, now.” 
 
    “It is no bother.  Jason is not accustomed to having women in the house, me being the only one.  He needs to take special care of you and make you feel like the lady that you are.” 
 
    She put the tray down on the nightstand and started lighting the lamps.  “I’ll help you get dressed for bed, and then after you eat, you can go straight to bed,” she suggested.  “It’s not much, just soup and bread, seeing as how those heathens tried to take most of the food stuff, and it is all having to be put back in place again.” 
 
    “Well I appreciate whatever you have to offer me,” Vanessa mumbled. 
 
    Mags came and started undoing the buttons on Vanessa’s dress, after she had laid out a nightgown for Vanessa, which had been sitting on top of one of the empty trunks, because Vanessa was thinking of getting ready for bed and had flung it there. 
 
    “I will take your clothes down to the washroom,” Mags offered.  “If there is anything else here, you wish me to have washed, just let me know.” 
 
    “There is a pile in that corner,” Vanessa pointed to where she had thrown the dress she had changed out of before they got to the ranch. 
 
    Mags put the nightgown over Vanessa’s head, and then went to collect the soiled clothes, and left the room.  Vanessa sank down on the bed, put the tray in her lap and started to eat the soup, feeling at odds about everything that had transpired since she arrived.  When she was finished, she placed the tray, back on the dressing table and was getting ready to blow out the lamps when there was another knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Vanessa called, as she sat on the edge of the bed, watching the door open slowly. 
 
    Jason stood, his arms filled with an assortment of material, which Vanessa recognized as some of her clothes, the Indians had apparently taken a liking to.  He stepped into the room and smiled. 
 
    “I thought I would bring these up to you,” he told her. 
 
    “That was thoughtful of you,” she mumbled, realizing she was only clad in her nightgown.  However, he had seen her in less, so she tried to relax. 
 
    Jason walked across the room and dumped his load in one of the open trunks she had not finished emptying yet. 
 
    “I hope they did not cause too much damage to your belongings,” Jason said, coming and standing in front of Vanessa.  “Do you approve of the room?” 
 
    “It is rather nice,” she shrugged.  “I didn’t realize there was a connecting door between this room and yours, though.” 
 
    “It has always been locked for as long as I can remember,” he told her.  I don’t even know if it has a key.” 
 
    “How did you get out of your room?” Vanessa suddenly asked.  “I took the key with me.” 
 
    “That was very naughty of you,” Jason said, sitting down on the bed beside her.  “Mags has a skeleton key that fits all the doors,” he explained. 
 
    “So she would have a key to the door between our rooms, then.” 
 
    “In a sense, however, you have made yourself clear about me having little permission in your room unless I am invited,” he said, pinning her with a pointed stare. 
 
    “So far, you have not lent yourself to deserving such privileges,” she murmured, turning and looking at him.  “We barely met or talked before you decided to take your right as a husband.  It was very unfeeling of you!” 
 
    “I realize that now, and I hope to make amends.  However, it has dawned on me that I have not even kissed my new bride.  You turned your head when I attempted to, and I didn’t think you would enjoy me kissing you during our coupling, so I didn’t try.  So now, I will humbly ask your permission for a kiss, if you will be so kind to permit it of me.” 
 
    Vanessa lifted her gaze from her lap and looked at his face, and then his lips that were smiling sweetly at her at the moment.  She noticed again how handsome he looked, which had been overshadowed by his actions to her earlier.  She supposed it was only right to allow him to kiss her, seeing as how she was his wife, so she slowly nodded. 
 
    “If you wish,” she said softly. 
 
    “I do wish,” he whispered, leaning towards her and placing his mouth over hers. 
 
    At first it was a mere soft kiss, which Vanessa felt was fitting of him showing a little tenderness towards her.  He lifted his mouth briefly. “You have a very sweet kiss,” he murmured against her lips, and then pressed his mouth to hers again, lingering longer than he had with the first kiss. 
 
    He was being so gentle and considerate, that Vanessa was taken a little off guard, discovering that she actually liked the way he was kissing her.  She hadn’t intended to kiss him back, but she felt her mouth parting, somehow welcoming his kiss, deciding to forgive him for his earlier treatment of her, since he was trying to show her kindness now. 
 
    When Jason felt her respond to his kiss, he found his arms surrounding her, holding her against him as his kiss progressed with more feeling, liking the way her lips felt beneath his own. 
 
    Vanessa could feel her heart starting to beat faster, as the kiss overtook her in a way she hadn’t expected.  She should push him away, she thought, wanting to force him to keep his word about touching her, yet at the same time, she told herself, he was her husband, and he had done more than just this with her.  She couldn’t play the chaste wife.  He wanted to make amends, and maybe this was the way he chose to do it, she decided.  She should at least give him a chance to show her the gentleness he had promised her, she relented. 
 
    Vanessa wasn’t sure when her own arms reached up and entangled them around his neck during the kiss.  She just knew that her breath was coming faster as the kiss progressed, and he was being so kind and gentle, it was bringing out a softer side of her.  She felt him lowering her to the bed, without breaking the kiss, and she didn’t resist. 
 
    “Please forgive me for last night,” Jason breathed into her neck, and then his lips were caressing the side of her neck, which caused Vanessa to take a sudden breath at the feel of his day old whiskers tickling her neck and sending chills over her skin. 
 
    “Like you said, you knew little about how to handle a new wife,” she responded.  “I think you are beginning to learn, though.” 
 
    “Am I pleasing you?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I can tell you are trying to,” she replied. 
 
    “Then allow me to continue to try and mend my ways,” he begged, as his lips started to wander down her neck to the opening of the top of her nightgown that he started to unbutton. 
 
    Vanessa did not answer because she was trying to control the emotions that were starting to surge through her at the feel of his lips on her skin, and the way his hands were gently touching her, his fingers brushing against her skin, as he pushed the top of her nightgown open, allowing his mouth access to her. 
 
    Once he found that access, Vanessa gasped with the feel of his mouth on her, and she found herself relenting completely, actually wanting to feel his hands and mouth on her, when before she had detested it. 
 
    She thought of how she had hated Broken Feather in the beginning and then grew to know him better.  It seemed, now the same thing was happening with Jason, and it was making her all the more confused.  She knew she loved Broken Feather, but this was her husband, and if she was to furnish him an heir, she might as well enjoy the process, she told herself.  The sooner the better, maybe, and then she could insist he no longer touch her. She may not love him, but she was starting to like him, just a little, she realized, as she let out her breath, and responded to his caresses, with a small murmur.  The thought of him no longer touching her, started to weaken. 
 
    Jason discovered a greater reward in seducing Vanessa than just taking her because he could.  It not only heightened his own desires, but he found that Vanessa was responding to him in the way he had dreamed she would respond.  Now he was starting to understand the finer side of a woman, and was determined to make her want him as much as he now wanted her.  If it took all night to remove all her defenses and get her to confess her need of him, he was willing to take that time. 
 
    Jason had already had his fill of her the night before, so now he wanted her to have her fill of him, instead, for as long as she desired.  He would make sure she continued to crave for more. 
 
    Vanessa felt her body responding to the touch of Jason in a way it had never tried to the night before.  His caresses grew more passionate and she realized she was no longer wearing her nightgown.  Her hands traced over his chest, as he hovered over her, and she discovered he too was no longer wearing his clothes.  She pushed the thought aside, as a new wave of pleasure started to wash over her, having allowed Jason to bring her desires to the surface, little by little.  And then it seemed that those desires were running away with her, craving his very nearness.  She wanted to feel his skin against her own, crushing her softness beneath his hard, muscular body that was toned from the hard work he did daily. 
 
    She found her fingers tracing those muscles, enjoying the feel of them beneath her fingers and palms.  It caused him to catch his breath, and she liked it that her touch had that kind of effect on him, which made her explore the feel of him even more.  Now it seemed she was seducing him in a way she hadn’t expected to do, wanting to learn more of what made him start to shiver at her touch.  He turned onto his back to give her whatever access she desired. 
 
    Vanessa had never blown out the lamps and the light from them still wavered in the room, casting a soft glow over both of them.  She thought of how Jason had paraded in front of her the night before and how it had embarrassed her, yet now, she felt her eyes drawn to him, intrigued by the way his muscles were shaped, and how the touch of her fingers against him, caused him to draw in his breath, and then give a soft groan as she let her hand smooth over him, daring to be braver than she had even been with Broken Feather.   
 
    She had allowed Broken Feather to please her in whichever way he wished, yet now, she was discovering another side of pleasure she hadn’t thought about before.  Actually touching a man in such a way, that it was like a power she had over him.  She liked that feeling of power.  She liked the fact that Jason wanted her to touch him as much as he liked touching her.  She had never thought about it before.  Now she was eager to take advantage of it, and he seemed to be just as eager as she was. 
 
    Discovering another side of Jason caused Vanessa to question her own need and desires.  How could she enjoy this interaction with Jason, when she knew her heart had been captured by Broken Feather?  She had been looking forward to sharing times like this with Broken Feather whenever they managed to be alone with each other.  Yet here was a man who wanted to be with her as often as she desired, which in the beginning, would have been as little as possible.  Now she had to admit, even though she did not feel that she loved Jason, she did enjoy what they were sharing.  It made her future look a little more promising.  At least, she did not hate Jason, the way she felt she had.  She realized he was starting to win her over. 
 
    Before she had any more time to try and untangle her confused thoughts, she felt Jason pulling her down on top of him, knowing that his need for her had grown to a peak, yet he was letting her make the decision, and she made it, without thinking, or even arguing with herself.  She let him have his wish, while she remained in control of how the dance would progress, leading in a way she didn’t know she could do.  Liking it that she could slow down, right when Jason craved to move faster, prolonging the ending until she was desirous of it.  Hearing the disappointed sigh, as Jason waited for her to pick up the pace again, and then hearing him laugh as she gave him his way, until they were both completely satisfied with the outcome. 
 
    As Vanessa relax in Jason’s arms, she realized she had submitted to him in such a way that she could never back out of, while still clinging to the love she felt for Broken Feather.  In a way, she felt she was betraying Broken Feather, even though he knew that she had to submit to her husband, and that Jason had told Broken Feather he would start to treat her more gently.  She had already betrayed Jason by making love to Broken Feather, and she knew she planned to betray him in the future as well.  How could she want two men in this way, she wondered?  One she knew she loved, and the other she was using for her own pleasure.  Perhaps she was wicked and in the end, she would be punished. 
 
    For now, she decided to try and deal with her own confusion, allowing Jason to continue to prove himself to her, while hoping for the next chance she would have to be with Broken Feather. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Vanessa woke, feeling warm and contented with someone’s arms around her.  At first, she thought she was in Broken Feather’s arms, and turned to kiss him, stopping short when she realized it was Jason who was holding her so tenderly.  He had anticipated the kiss, and she felt his mouth close over hers, and then the memories started flooding back from the night before.  It had been filled with an exchange that kept expanding with each new encounter, and now she had no recourse to refuse him in her bed.  He knew she had enjoyed the exchange, and there was no way to lie to him. 
 
    Vanessa looked seriously at Jason as the kiss ended.  She asked herself if she truly had any deep feeling for him, searching her heart for some sort of sign.  She didn’t hate him, she knew that.  However, there was still something missing.  He was being kind, but being with him did not fulfill her in the same way being with Broken Feather did.   
 
    She and Broken Feather had a kind of bond that overshadowed any connection that she and Jason may have gained.  To her, Broken Feather was exciting.  Jason was just a cowboy, going about the business of running a ranch.  Broken Feather risked his life to save others.  Perhaps the very danger of being discovered was another element that drew her closer to Broken Feather.  Maybe her rebellious nature was taking over more than it should.   
 
    She just wondered if her sharing this with Jason would cause a bond to grow between them.  She didn’t know if she wanted it to or not.  And yet, she was married to him, and there was no way she could change that, no matter how much she believed she loved Broken Feather. 
 
    “You seem a little confused,” Jason murmured, as she pulled away, when he tried to kiss her again.  “I thought you enjoyed what we were doing last night, much more than your first experience, I am sure.” 
 
    “You were very gentle and did try to erase those earlier memories I had of you,” she admitted.  “I know you are doing it to make sure I welcome you in my bed, though.  If it is an heir you are worried about…” 
 
    Jason put his hand over Vanessa’s mouth.  “I know you think this is all about you having my heir, but it is more than that, Vanessa.  You are an intriguing woman.  Your boldness pleases me.  Even your fiery temper amuses me.  I know I got off on the wrong foot with you, but I am trying to change that.” 
 
    “It is going to take time,” Vanessa mumbled.  “You took me unawares last night.  My body responded to everything you attempted, but it was just my body, Jason.  I don’t even know you as a man.” 
 
    “However, I am your husband.  Eventually you will get to know me as a man.  Until then, don’t ruin what we shared last night.” 
 
    “Just give me time.  I need to straighten out my own thoughts.  So much has happened since I left Louisiana, I have barely been able to take a slow breath.  Until I feel more sure about this, my earlier wishes must be honored, if you truly want to gain my entire trust.” 
 
    Jason’s face fell, but she was probably right.  How could he expect her to fall in love with him, when they had merely known each other for barely two days?  They had the rest of their lives to try and work things out, he decided.  He was just being impatient, the same way he was on their wedding night.  She had shown him a side of herself he wanted to explore more, but he would have to bide his time until she was ready to give herself to him without any reservations. 
 
    “Very well, I am not upset.  You are right.  We just met, and I should accept the fact that things will have to move slowly before we can gain each other’s complete trust.” 
 
    Vanessa looked away.  How could he ever learn to trust her, when she knew full well that she would be going to Broken Feather every opportunity she got?  Only she was stuck in this marriage and so was he.  It was all her father’s fault, she blamed.  
 
    Jason got out of bed and started getting dressed.  “Take your time, Vanessa.  I will give you a little reprieve, while you try to straighten out your thoughts and get used to the idea of being my wife.  I put too much store on believing just because your father offered you to be my wife that you wished for the same thing.  I can see he did it out of concern for your welfare, rather than satisfying your heart.   
 
    “The boys and I are going to pick up some cattle we bought from a neighboring ranch.  I had intended to put it off some, since I was expecting you, and wanted us to get acquainted.  Only now, I believe you need a little space to settle in.  I will be gone for about three days.  By the time I return, I hope you will be feeling better about the situation.” 
 
    Vanessa shrugged, while he heart leapt.  It meant she would have three days to spend with Broken Feather, before she had to return to being a dutiful wife again, she thought.  Jason didn’t even know what a favor he was doing for her.  She just had to be careful that MacGregor and Mags did not suspect their relationship. 
 
    Vanessa rose from the bed, and kissed Jason softly on the cheek.  “Thank you for trying so hard to be kind to me,” she said. 
 
    “Does it look like I am trying hard?” he asked.  “I thought I was doing it naturally.” 
 
    “I suppose that came out wrong,” she shrugged, “but you have been kind, so thank you.”  
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to seeing you again,” he mumbled, and then left the room. 
 
    Vanessa watched from her window, as Jason and three of his ranch hands rode away.  Two had been left behind to take care of the ranch chores, along with Broken Feather, who was getting ready to get acquainted with the horses at the ranch to see which ones needed working more, and which ones needed training. 
 
    Vanessa got dressed, and then finished putting her clothes away.  When she went downstairs, Mags told her they had kept her breakfast warm for her, so she went into the dining room and ate what had been fixed for her.  Then she wandered out to watch Broken Feather working with the horses. 
 
    It was a warm day, and Broken Feather was shirtless, wearing some denims that had been given to him, she supposed.  She had always seen him dressed in his buckskins and breechcloth. 
 
    “You look hot,” Vanessa said when he turned to see her leaning against the fence, watching him. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he called over his shoulder at her.  “How have you been getting along with Jason?” 
 
    “He and the boys have left to get some cattle they bought,” she told him. 
 
    “I know.  He said for me to keep an eye on you while he was gone.  He seemed to be in a pretty good mood, though.” 
 
    “Yes, I think we were able to mend our differences.  He is treating me more kindly now.” 
 
    “Good.”  He gave her a long look.  “I feel jealous that he has you there with him, and will be able to foist an heir upon you, while I have to keep my distance.” 
 
    “We have three days, Broken Feather.  Wouldn’t you like to take a break and go to the river to cool off?” she asked. 
 
    Broken Feather walked over to the fence to face her.  “What are you saying?” he asked. 
 
    “Jason told you too keep an eye on me, and I want to go to the river to cool off.  The least you can do is accompany me,” she smiled. 
 
    Broken Feather looked around as though he feared someone was watching them.  “You sure that is acceptable?” 
 
    “Why not, I’ll let Mags know you are taking me, so no one will think we are doing it behind anyone’s back.” 
 
    “I’ll get us a couple of horses ready,” he said, as she turned to go to the house. 
 
    When she came back, Broken Feather was standing with two horses saddled and waiting.  He helped Vanessa up, and admired how her long skirt billowed around her and over the horse’s rump.  Then he swung up on his own horse and they rode off in the direction of the river. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Vanessa?  I don’t like that we have to sneak around to be with each other,” Broken Feather complained. 
 
    “No more than I do, Broken Feather.  Only there is no other way to do it.  I am a married woman, and you are a black Indian, what else do you suggest?  Don’t tell me to come to Mexico with you, either.  Jason is being kinder to me, but my feelings for you overshadow that.  If this is the only way we can be together, then we will just have to make do,” she insisted. 
 
    They had reached the river, and Broken Feather helped Vanessa down from her horse.  As soon as she was on the ground, she started removing her dress. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Broken Feather asked with a smile. 
 
    “I intend to go swimming,” she laughed.  “I don’t know about you, but if you expect to keep a close eye on me, you should probably join me so I don’t drown.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Broken Feather chuckled as she started removing his boots.   
 
    By the time he had them off, Vanessa ran towards him, barreling into him and pushing him into the water, wearing only her pantaloons and chemise.  The moment they hit the water, her clothes turned transparent and clung to her body in an enticing way that made Broken Feather’s heart skip. 
 
    “Goodness, you didn’t bother to take your denims off,” she laughed.  “Maybe I should help you with them,” she said, starting to work the top buttons open. 
 
    “You have become rather brazen,” Broken Feather laughed, helping her with his buttons. 
 
    “We only have three days,” she smiled, as he pushed the wet slacks from his body and tossed them up on the bank. 
 
    “You know part of that time I have to be working, or someone will suspect that…” 
 
    “Then stop wasting time,” she encouraged, as she flung her arms around his neck. 
 
    “You have a might too many clothes on yourself,” he told her, as he pulled her pantaloons from her body, and then lifted her up, warping her legs around his waist as he walked out into deeper water, with her clinging to him. 
 
    She felt him meet her as she slid lower and once they made contact, the rest became natural.  Her body welcomed him, as he held her snugly to him, moving with a rhythm that created a ripple of waved to circle around them.  As they were overcome with the need to fly away into oblivion, they found their reward, and Vanessa clung more tightly to Broken Feather, hugging him with her legs and arms, letting her breath out in delight, and then purring in his ear, as she licked the water from his neck. 
 
    Then they were stumbling to shore, and Broken Feather laid her in the soft, green grass, admiring the look of her and eager to continue enjoying their time together.  Slowly he began to worship her body, with every caress his lips and hands could bestow, bringing Vanessa into his own world of pleasure and surprise.  He continued showing her the focused attention she deserved, delighting in her response and the sound of her whimpers when he managed to please her, and her panting begging for him to never stop. 
 
    When he did stop, Vanessa surprised him by pushing him back onto the grass, giving him the same focused attention he had given her, causing him to beg her never to stop. 
 
    “You know I love you, Broken Feather,” she murmured against his skin.  “However, I am expected to submit to Jason to give him an heir.  Once that is accomplished, my commitment to submit to him can come to an end.  Just don’t be upset at the amount of time I must spend with him.  Know I am thinking of you always.” 
 
    “And then what, Vanessa, then you and he will have a child you must raise.  You don’t expect to leave your child do you?  What will ever happen to the two of us and the love we feel for each other?  It will never end.  You will be stuck here raising your child together while I watch on.  And what if he wants more than one child?  Coming here to work was a terrible plan.  I should go back to Mexico, and get out of both of your hair.  Jason is a decent man, and he doesn’t deserve this. I don’t deserve this!” 
 
    “No…no, don’t do that, Broken Feather.”  She clutched him around the neck and started kissing his lips.  “What Jason and I do together is only physical.  It is something that is necessary, but when I am with you, I feel complete.” 
 
    “I can’t be your lackey boy forever, Vanessa.  What if you end up having my child instead of Jason’s?” 
 
    Vanessa stilled.  He was right.  What would Jason do if she ended up having Broken Feather’s child?  She started to shiver. 
 
    “I should never have married him.  I wish I had stayed in Louisiana,” she cried. 
 
    “But you did marry him, and maybe it would be better if we did not share each other’s bodies again, until after you fulfill your obligation of bringing forth an heir.  We’ve only shared one another a couple of times, maybe it didn’t take.  Pray that when the time comes to birth your child, it belongs to you and Jason.  If not, I believe all hell will break loose!” 
 
    “Alright, alright, but you have to promise not to leave.  I need you here, Broken Feather.” 
 
    “I suppose we can still kiss if you wish,” he murmured, with a smile, and pushed her down and began kissing her, eventually straying from her face and traveling over her body. 
 
    “If this is all we can have, we will have to make do,” she murmured, wondering how she was going to get herself out of the fix, and knowing there was no way to do it.  She couldn’t stop loving Broken Feather, and she couldn’t get out of her marriage, and even if she could, she and Broken Feather could never have a life together where people wouldn’t be shunning them.  Broken Feather was right, what did she plan to do after she had Jason’s child?  It would be her child too! 
 
    “You know, once I conceive, it wouldn’t matter if we shared each other’s bodies,” she murmured, trying to push her worried thoughts aside, and think about being with Broken Feather.  “Then there would be no risk of having a child with you.” 
 
    “That is true,” Broken Feather murmured, more caught up in what he was doing than listening to her, though. 
 
    “So, perhaps the sooner I get with child, the sooner we could be together like this again.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying?” he asked, leaning up on his elbow and looking down on her to focus better. 
 
    “No one knows when a woman may conceive.  The more often she is with a man, the more chance she has at conceiving.  I had planned to keep Jason at arm’s length, only being with him once a month, thinking I could spend more time with you.  Now I am thinking that if I couple with him more often, I would get a child sooner, and then you and I could be closer and not worry about it being your child.” 
 
    “This is not looking good, Vanessa.  Besides, it is not natural.” 
 
    “Ha!  Men have mistresses all the time, using them when they are not with their wives.  It is the same thing, only it is the other way around now!” 
 
    “You have a unique way of looking at things,” Broken Feather laughed. 
 
    “So what do you think of my plan?” she asked. 
 
    “Thinking of you in Jason’s arms more often is not a pleasant thought to me.” 
 
    “Only once I discover if I am going to have his child, he will have to keep his word and not touch me anymore.  Then I will be all yours, as often as we can manage it.” 
 
    “I wish you were all mine without him.  You could leave him and come to Mexico with me and nothing could be done about it.” 
 
    “If you want me, it has to be this way,” Vanessa said stubbornly.  “I am a southern-born lady.  It is bad enough I have to live on a cattle ranch.  I could never live like an Indian, regardless of me falling in love with one.  Besides, you don’t even have a tribe.  The Seminoles won’t accept you as one of them.  You are considered no more than a Maroon!” 
 
    Broken Feather sat up abruptly.  “I think we had better get back,” he said, trying to keep his sudden anger at her words down.  It wasn’t her fault, but the blunt reminder hurt.  “I will stay for now, Vanessa, but I can’t share you with another man indefinitely.  Once you have your child, I am leaving.  Then you will have to choose if you wish to come with me and leave your child behind, so Jason can have his heir, or stay with Jason to raise it together, but you can’t have it both ways!” 
 
    Vanessa watched as Broken Feather pulled his denims on and then she got up and got dressed too.  The magic seemed to be broken.  It was going to be too hard to cling to Broken Feather and remain married to Jason, but at the moment, she didn’t think she had any other choice.  She decided she would follow through with her plan, though, so once she knew she was with child, she could have Broken Feather completely, and he would change his mind about staying with her, even after she had her child.  The thought of him leaving her was too painful.  Something would come up in the meantime, she kept telling herself. 
 
    For the next three days, Broken Feather was always too busy to spend time with Vanessa and she knew he was avoiding her on purpose, to make her see reason.  Only at this point, she was in too deep.  For all she knew she was already carrying Jason’s child, and hoped she could not be carrying Broken Feather’s child.  Regardless, one way or the other, she would refrain from being with Broken Feather, until she knew she had conceived, which meant she would have to spend more time with Jason in her bed.  At least he would be happy, she thought.  It would be worth it in the end, she kept telling herself. 
 
    Vanessa languished around the house, feeling sorry for herself, wishing Jason was back, since Broken Feather chose to ignore her.  She felt bad for Jason, knowing she was in the wrong, but she couldn’t help herself.  The situation was the way it was, and nothing could change it unless she gave up either Jason or Broken Feather.  However, Broken Feather was in no position to support her, and Jason was.  Going to Mexico was not an option.  The thought of having to give up Broken Feather in the end, frightened her more than she wanted to admit, though, so she tried to push it all out of her mind.   
 
    At least, Broken Feather was willing to stay until after she had her child, and then she would have to make a choice.  She shivered at the thought.  How could she leave her child behind, and how could she take it away from Jason to go with Broken Feather?  Neither solution seemed acceptable. 
 
    When Jason returned, Vanessa ran out to greet him, not realizing how excited she felt to have him back.  The truth was she was lonely, and Broken Feather did not help her forlorn disposition.  He was trying to force her to make the decision he wanted her to make, and she was feeling just as stubborn about his choices for her, as she had felt about Jason’s choices.  Only she was certain that when she was able to let Broken Feather make love to her again, everything would change, and he would be willing to remain at her side, no matter what. 
 
    “You seem happy to see me,” Jason smiled as he got down from his horse, while the others drove the cattle out to the pasture.  
 
    “The truth is, I have been bored while you were gone.  I thought maybe Broken Feather would keep me company, but he was far too busy to bother with me.”  She looked up at him through her lowered lashes, giving him a hint of a smile. 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked. 
 
    “So I hope you are willing to entertain me,” she said, braving a steady glance, and meeting his eyes.  “Maybe then I can discover the man you really are.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind spending time with you,” Jason smiled.  “I could take you on a tour of the ranch and show you the boundaries.  It stretches out pretty far.  It would probably take all day to do it, so maybe we could start out in the morning, and take a lunch with us.” 
 
    “Yes, I think I would like that,” she said eagerly. 
 
    “Have you gotten your thoughts straightened out?” he asked, as they began walking together towards the stables to put his horse away. 
 
    “Yes.  I have been giving everything a lot of thought, and since you are so set on having an heir, I have decided to accommodate you in the matter.”  She paused and gave him a sideways-glance, and then continued.  “You treated me gently the last time we were together and made sure I was enjoying your advances.  Therefore, I will welcome you in my bed until I conceive.  Only after that, I wish to have my privacy, until the baby is born.” 
 
    Jason stopped and looked down at her.  “I suppose I can’t complain too much,” he murmured.  “I am glad you are at least trying to give this marriage a chance to grow in the right direction.” 
 
    “I know I am not in love with you, but at least I can try to like you a little,” she responded. 
 
    “I hope I don’t disappoint you, then.  I do want this marriage to work, Vanessa, and I will do anything in my power to make you happy, if that is what it takes.” 
 
    It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him to release her from the marriage then, if he wanted her to be happy, but she was not brave enough to suggest it, and she still would not have a place to go, unless Broken Feather was willing to go with her to Louisiana.  Only she knew he would not consent to pretend to be her servant because it would bruise his pride too much, and she really didn’t blame him.  Only she realized that if she returned to Louisiana with him as her husband, she could possibly be arrested for breaking the law. There was just no way to fulfill either of their desires. 
 
    Jason put his horse away, and then took Vanessa’s arm, leading her back to the house.  “I am in need of a hot bath, and once I am cleaned up, we can visit for a bit,” he told her. 
 
    Vanessa swallowed hard, and then lifted her head to brave herself.  “Perhaps you would wish your wife to assist you in your bath,” she said, looking away for fear he would see how timid she actually felt for suggesting it. 
 
    “You continue to surprise me, Vanessa.  Of course, you know I would love that.  You seem to have improved your outlook on our relationship.” 
 
    “I am merely trying,” she murmured. 
 
    “Like you thought I was trying to be kind?” he asked. “If you don’t feel comfortable in offering…” 
 
    “No, no, it’s not that.  It is just that I am new to this, the same as you are.  I want to at least put forth a good effort.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose this is a start,” and Jason surprised Vanessa by lifting her up in his arms and carrying her into the house and up to his room.  “We have hot running water, fed from a spring and running through the cook stove, which is on most of the time because MacGregor is always cooking one thing or another,” he told her as he put her down.  “Why don’t you go to the bathroom, down the hall and start the tub?  I will join you shortly.” 
 
    Before Vanessa could pull away to carry out his suggestion, he brought her into his arms, and kissed her soundly on the mouth.  “I have missed you,” he murmured, and then released her. 
 
    Vanessa made her way down the hall to the bathroom where a large claw-foot tub filled most of the space.  Her thoughts were more confused than ever as she touched her lips, still tingling from Jason’s kiss. She distracted herself by trying the faucet, letting it run until it became warm, before putting in the plug.  The steam began to float up, filling the room, and then the door opened, and Jason came in, wearing a robe.  He gave Vanessa a smile. 
 
    “It is nice to have you here, willing to give me some comfort,” he told her. 
 
    Then he let the robe drop around his feet and stepped into the tub.  Vanessa could not help but admire his body as she watched him settle himself in the tub, letting out a long sigh, and closing his eyes as the warm water soothed his aching muscles.  She liked it that his eyes were closed because then she could look upon him boldly without him making her feel nervous.  When the tub finished filling, she reached over to turn off the faucet.  As she did, she felt Jason grab her hand, and the next thing she knew, he had pulled her into the tub with him. 
 
    Vanessa let out a squeal, and Jason started laughing, refusing to let her up as she floundered around a bit, trying to get out of the tub.  
 
    “You looked like you were in the need of a hot bath as well,” Jason chuckled, once she stopped fighting against it. 
 
    “Now my clothes are all wet,” she complained, giving him a scolding stare. 
 
    “So they are,” he laughed.  “I guess we will have to take care of that,” he told her as he started unfastening her dress, and then pulling it up over her head, wringing it out and tossing it in the nearby sink.   
 
    He continued removing her under clothes, tossing her shoes on the floor and the rest in the sink with her dress. 
 
    “That is much better, he told her, when she lay naked against him.  “Now I think you said something about attending to me.”  He handed her the soap. 
 
    Vanessa sat up, straddling him, as she began to push the soap over his strong chest, letting her fingers trail behind the soap as she worked it over his body.  She could feel his excitement growing and then his hands were around her waist, lifting her up and then placing her down over him until he was snuggly where he wanted to be.  Jason took the soap from her hands and began smoothing it over her breasts as she slowly began to move against him, giving him the pleasure he was seeking. 
 
    The water in the tub sloshed out onto the floor as Vanessa’s passion began to rise yet they were oblivious to everything else but each other.  Vanessa realized that she was enjoying the interaction more than she had expected.  Her loneliness melted away as she joined in with Jason to draw out more pleasure between them.  Now all she wanted was to respond and enjoy the moment, forgetting all of her worries, trying to find some joy in her situation and not being disappointed when she managed to find it. 
 
    When their breathing slowed, Jason turned Vanessa in the tub beside him, and began kissing her mouth, deepening the kiss, pulling her lower lip into his mouth and savoring the taste of it.  Vanessa found herself welcoming the feel of his mouth on hers, wanting more of his kisses, telling herself this was the way she was going to encourage him to cause her to conceive all the sooner, and then…  She did not finish the thought.  She was enjoying everything too much to think about a time when this would all end and then she could be with Broken Feather again in this way.   
 
    Her heart was torn.  She could feel herself becoming more entangled with Jason than she had planned to be.  Only she knew she could never give Broken Feather up.  Not even now that she was starting to enjoy Jason’s company… not ever, she told herself. 
 
    Her time like this with Jason would soon end, once she conceived, and then all her focus could be turned to the man she really loved, she assured herself, only the feel of Jason’s lips on her filled her thoughts at the moment.  Broken Feather would just have to be patient. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The bright morning Texas sun streamed down on Vanessa and Jason as they rode out over the countryside that was a part of Jason’s ranch.  Vanessa looked around her, starting to marvel at all the property that her husband owned.  She thought about how Broken Feather had claimed that Jason was probably a wealthy rancher and she should appreciate the fact.  Vanessa was starting to appreciate more than just the fact that Jason had a large spread and could provide well for her. 
 
    Her thoughts were lingering on the night before, after Jason had lifted her from the tub and brought her to his room.  She had convinced herself that her whole purpose in allowing Jason to be with her was to hasten the inviable outcome of the exchange.  However, the way she was beginning to enjoy it made her stop and examine the possibility of a more pleasurable motivation behind her submission to him.  She was torn between feeling guilty and wishing to please Jason.  Yet at the same time, she was strangely pleasing herself as well. 
 
    “You seem deep in thought,” Jason said, bringing her out of her introspection. 
 
    “I am just trying to get used to all of this.  My life has been turned upside down ever since my great aunt died, and now here I am in a strange part of the country, married to a man I barely know.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to object to getting to know me better last night,” he smiled at her. 
 
    Vanessa was silent for a moment, and then smiled.  “It was rather enjoyable,” she had to admit.  “Yet I feel guilty, since I don’t know you well enough to know how I feel about you yet.” 
 
    “At least you do not detest me, like you seemed to do, when Broken Feather brought you back.  It gives me hope that you will learn to love me, eventually.” 
 
    “Perhaps by the time we have a child, I will feel more secure in our relationship,” she half promised, knowing it would be the moment of truth and she would have to decide what she was going to do by then.  Only it seemed so far off at the moment, she decided not to worry about it. 
 
    “Speaking of Broken Feather,” Jason said, “I am very impressed with him.  He seems to have a way with horses that none of my other hands have.  I am glad he offered to work on the ranch.” 
 
    “Yes, he has many talents,” Vanessa murmured. 
 
    “I feel a little safer as well, since he has proven he knows how to handle the Comanche, and is a pretty good shot with that rifle of his.” 
 
    “He saved my father’s life a couple of times during skirmishes with renegade Indians.  I am sure he knows what he is doing when it comes to outwitting his own kind.” 
 
    “I have heard of the success of the Indian scouts, which makes it sad that the government wouldn’t come through with their promise to the Black Seminoles.” 
 
    “It seems the government has a hard time keeping any promises they make to any Indians, Black Seminole or not,” Vanessa responded. 
 
    “I will have to pay him well for his services,” Jason told her, “so he will remain with us for a long time.” 
 
    Vanessa didn’t answer, knowing that once she had Jason’s baby, either Broken Feather would leave both of them, or she would be leaving Jason with Broken Feather.  She didn’t like thinking about either outcome, so she changed the subject. 
 
    “I was thinking that since there is not much for me to do in running the household, I should start a flower garden.  We had a lovely little garden I tended when I was in Louisiana.  It would help occupy my time when you are busy with the ranch and cattle.  And it would be nice if you could get a piano.  I noticed you didn’t have one, and I do so love to play.” 
 
    “I think those are great ideas,” Jason smiled.  “I would love to hear you play the piano, and if you had your own little flower garden, it would make you feel the ranch is as much yours as it is mine.” 
 
    Vanessa laughed.  “You know full well that men own everything including their wives,” she said.  “You even told me you owned me, don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Even so, it doesn’t mean we can’t share the enjoyment of the ranch together, along with our family that you will soon produce for us.  I will look into getting a piano at my first opportunity.  I want you to feel comfortable here, Vanessa.  I was so upset when you ran off, I felt like a total failure as a husband.  I promise not to treat you as though I own you in the future.” 
 
    “In that case, I won’t be running off any time soon,” she laughed. 
 
    “I never want you to run off at all,” he told her.  “Your father would never forgive me if I made you feel unwelcome in your own home, now that you are my wife.  I hope we can both adjust to each other so there will not be friction between us.” 
 
    “Sometimes it is easier said than done.  I doubt I will make a totally acceptable wife, considering I have never had any experience at how to be a wife, let alone an obedient one.  I am rather independent in my ways, having been an only child, growing up.” 
 
    “As soon as we get accustomed to each other’s likes and dislikes, we should settle down into a satisfactory relationship, I believe.  I will try to be patient with you. ” 
 
    “After our rocky start, I suppose things can only improve,” she mumbled.  “I did not like Broken Feather when I first met him, but we ended up becoming friends, so I suppose there is hope that you and I can learn to get along better.” 
 
    “I should hope so.  There is a nice little place down by the river where we can have our lunch,” he said, pointing in the distance.  “So far, I am enjoying this time we are spending together.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how much land you own,” Vanessa breathed, as she continued to look about her at the far-reaching fields and rolling hills in every direction. 
 
    “I actually came here to escape the Civil War.  I hated the thought that brother was fighting against brother and the States were being torn apart.  Texas wasn’t as involved with the war like the other States were.  Your father was happy to fight the war and tried to convince me to follow.  I was a lot younger than he was, though, and even though young boys that were barely more than children were recruited into the army on both sides, I chose not to take sides. 
 
    “I got a position on one of the ranches out here and, eventually, got my own spread.  All the ranchers were making pretty good money during the war, furnishing meat to the troops, so I figured I had contributed something to the cause, before I ended up owning my own land.  It was hard work, but it has been worth it.” 
 
    “I hated the war too.” Vanessa told him.  “It changed everything for us and made so many southern plantations that managed to survive the war, go under in the aftermath.  When my father’s aunt died, I had no choice but to come out and join my father.  I was not aware that he would just marry me off to someone to get me out of his hair.” 
 
    “He was very concerned about you, Vanessa,” Jason said quietly.  “He knew I was a stable person and would take good care of you, and that is just what I plan to do.  We will make the best of it, you and me.  You will see.” 
 
    Vanessa gave him a long appraising look.  In a way she wished she had not fallen in love with Broken Feather, because Jason was making it easier to like him more each day.  Perhaps they could have had a successful marriage, if Broken Feather did not stand between them.  She couldn’t explain her overwhelming feelings for Broken Feather, except for the fact she felt they were meant to be with each other, even in the face of all that stood against them.   
 
    Perhaps it was a lesson both of them needed to discover, on how to trust love in the face of all odds, she thought.  Maybe her strong feeling for Zack was a forerunner to her future, preparing her for when she and Broken Feather met.  Having lost Zack had been a hard blow to her young life at the time.  It seemed to be a turning point to her in some way.  Could it be that she was trying to make it up to herself for having to give up her friendship with Zack by falling in love with Broken Feather?  Life was such a mystery, she thought. 
 
    Jason was pulling the rolled up blanket off of the back of his saddle and laying it in the grass by the river.  Then he helped Vanessa down from her horse and led her to the blanket. 
 
    “Sit here, my sweet, while I bring the food, he told her, kissing her hand before she seated herself on the blanket.   
 
    She gave him an affectionate smile, liking the way he had called her ‘my sweet’.  Vanessa watched as he pulled the lunch MacGregor had prepared for them from his saddle pouch, thinking he was looking rather handsome, dressed in his clean work clothes.  He had a certain swagger when he walked that she was beginning to admire.  The morning was warm and now as the sun was straight overhead, it was even warmer.  Jason had unbuttoned several buttons on his shirt, and Vanessa liked the way his tanned skin was peeking through at her between the gap. 
 
    “I hope you like the food,” Jason was saying as he approached.  “MacGregor is a fine cook.  He used to cook for a well-to-do family in England before he came to America.” 
 
    “Yes, Mags was telling me she used to be a lady’s maid when she was in England.  They must have worked in the same household.” 
 
    “Maids were not supposed to hobnob with the men who worked in the house.  The gentry wanted their maids all to remain single.  Having children would just disrupt a maid’s routine, and the hired help was to appear invisible, you know.  The only way they could be together was to leave the establishment.  However, they never did have any children together, which is a shame.  I wouldn’t have minded it if they had a family.” 
 
    “I suppose you like children, by the way you talk,” Vanessa said. 
 
    “I was the oldest in my family, having seven younger brothers.  I am glad they were all too young to go to war.  I was pretty much in charge of them, growing up, until I left.  I do miss them all.  I offered to give them a job here on the ranch, but they had already gotten involved in their own lives by then, and some are still too young to be living a rough Texas ranch lifestyle.” 
 
    Jason settled down beside Vanessa and began opening up the packages of food, handing Vanessa a sandwich, and taking one for himself. 
 
    “MacGregor packed a bottle of wine, but no glasses to drink it from, so we will have to share the bottle,” he smiled, after removing the cork, and passing the wine to her. 
 
    “I am sure we can manage,” she smiled, taking a sip.  “This is very good,” she mumbled. 
 
    “My favorite,” he responded, as she passed the bottle back to him, and he took his own swallow. 
 
    “This is turning out to be a very lovely day,” Vanessa murmured, after she had eaten her sandwich and leaned back on the blanket.   
 
    She was feeling a little droopy-eyed after consuming more wine than she had intended. 
 
    “I agree,” Jason said.  “Let me feed you some grapes,” he suggested, popping a grape into her mouth. 
 
    “If you keep this up, you will start to spoil me,” Vanessa laughed as she ate the grapes Jason kept popping into her mouth, while eating some himself. 
 
    “Anything for you, my darling,” he smiled. 
 
    Now he was calling her his darling, she thought.  It sounded rather sweet, she decided lazily to herself. 
 
    “So I am your darling now, am I?” she murmured. 
 
    “I do believe you are,” Jason said, leaning in and kissing her lips.  “Your lips taste of sweet wine and grapes,” he whispered, before kissing her again. 
 
    Vanessa couldn’t stop herself from reaching her hands out and caressing his bare chest through the opening of his shirt. At her touch Jason deepened the kiss, while his fingers fumbled with the buttons on the front of her dress, seeking the same pleasure. 
 
    Vanessa caught her breath, at the feel of Jason’s fingers caressing the softness of her breasts, and when his lips wandered down to join his fingers, she let out a contented sigh. 
 
    At that moment, they heard someone clearing their throat.  The two had been so involved with what they were doing they hadn’t heard the rider approach. 
 
    “I am sorry to intrude,” Broken Feather stated, “but I was sent out to find you.  One of your hired hands was gored by a steer, and they need you back at the ranch.  They have sent for the doctor but felt you should be there when he arrives.  We are not sure how serious the injury is, but it didn’t look good!” 
 
    Jason jumped to his feet.  “Who was it that got injured?” he asked as he began buttoning up his shirt. 
 
    “It is your foreman.  He was working with branding some of the new cattle, and one of the steers took a disliking to it, and managed to catch Bradford with one of his long horns. Mags is tending to him right now until the doctor arrives.” 
 
    “Take care of Vanessa for me,” Jason ordered.  “Let her rest a bit, though, I think she has taken too much wine and isn’t steady enough to ride.”  Then he was leaping upon his horse.  “I will see you back at the ranch later, my dear,” he called over his shoulder to Vanessa, who watched, wide-eyed, and then let her eyes settle on Broken Feather.  He looked a little blurry, though, so she closed her eyes.  Jason had been right.  She had drunk too much of that delicious wine. 
 
    “You looked like you were enjoying yourself,” Broken Feather murmured, looking down on her, noticing the opening in her dress that she had neglected to button back. 
 
    “I was with my husband.  He has every right to enjoy me however he wishes.  Why don’t you have some wine, Broken Feather?  There is some left in the bottle.  It might put you in a better mood,” she said noting the gruffness in his voice when he had accused her of enjoying herself. 
 
    He had no right to be upset at her, she grumbled to herself.  She was trying to get this conceiving business over with, she justified. 
 
    “Maybe I will have some wine,” Broken Feather stated, as he picked up the half-empty bottle, uncorking it and taking a long swig.  “This is pretty good stuff,” he murmured, taking another long drink. 
 
    He knelt beside her on the blanket, his eyes focused on the opening of her dress, and the view of her soft mounds jumping up at him.  He smiled and started to take another drink of wine, but some spilled onto Vanessa’s skin and she gave a start. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Broken Feather smiled, “I’ve got it,” and he dipped his head and began licking the wine off of her bare skin. 
 
    When Vanessa purred at the feel of it, he poured more wine upon her and began lapping it up as well.  As he enjoyed the taste of the wine and the feel of her skin beneath his tongue, he continued working the buttons of her dress open, giving him more territory to distribute more wine.  When she didn’t complain, Broken Feather finished undressing her until she lay so beautifully before him, a perfect receptacle for him to apply more wine to lap away. 
 
    Slowly Broken Feather dripped more wine upon Vanessa’s body, making a trail to places he wished to sample, and then he sampled them freely.  Vanessa was a little confused, not sure whether it was Jason or Broken Feather making her feel so divine.  At the moment, her mind was too fuddled to try and straighten it out, so she just accepted the deliciousness of it all. 
 
    As Vanessa whimpered beneath Broken Feather’s attempt to sample the wine from her body, he became bolder in his desires.  He regretted that he had not taken advantage of the three days they could have been together if he hadn’t been so stubborn in his need to get Vanessa to agree to leave Jason and become his woman instead.  She seemed to be enjoying her husband too much for his own liking and now he wanted that same enjoyment Jason had been sharing with her. 
 
    The wine was starting to affect his thinking, now, and all he could consider was how wonderful Vanessa felt against his lips and how the taste of the wine mixed with the texture of her skin was starting to go to his head.  The trail of wine slithered over her body tempting him to follow the path it took, eagerly encouraging it to lead him to more rewards.   
 
    Yet once he achieved each reward, it wasn’t quite enough.  He had to have her completely, and against his better judgment, he took what he felt was due him for remaining on the sidelines, while Vanessa tried to conceive an heir for her husband.   
 
    It didn’t’ make sense, Broken Feather growled to himself.  If she loved him, why didn’t she just refuse Jason until he gave up and asked her to leave him?  Broken Feather was frightened that she would turn from him and go to Jason in the end and the very thought prodded him on, taking her in a rush of desire and fear, all mixed into one. 
 
    Vanessa responded to him the way he dreamed she would, but from time to time she murmured the name Jason, seeming to forget she was with Broken Feather.  It must be the wine, Broken Feather decided as he reminded her it was him who had her in his strong embrace, pouring out his frustrated love upon her in spite of his vow not to touch her in such a manner, for fear of her conceiving his child instead. 
 
    “You know how much I love you, Vanessa,” he whispered as he continued to enjoy the moment.  “Come with me to Mexico and forget about giving Jason an heir.  It will just make everything too complicated.  If you want babies, I will give you all you desire.” 
 
    “Jason likes children,” Vanessa murmured, and then gasped when she felt Broken Feather surge forward a little more demanding than she had expected.” 
 
    “But he won’t like it if it happens to be my child that you bare,” he said gruffly.  “You belong to me, not him, Vanessa.  You should be trying to have my children, not his.” 
 
    “He is my husband, I owe him,” Vanessa muttered in reply. 
 
    “And what do you owe me, the man who saved you from being washed away in the flash-flood?  You said you love me, Vanessa.  Does it mean anything to you?  Come away with me, right now.  Leave Jason and stop this madness!” 
 
    Vanessa opened her eyes, trying to clear her head.  “What is real madness is that you are here with me like this, Broken Feather!  I thought we were going to wait until I had conceived before we risked…” 
 
    “I am risking everything the longer you remain with Jason.  If you don’t leave him and come with me, I am going back to the army, and leave you here to deal with your choice.” 
 
    “You would leave me?” Vanessa cried?” 
 
    “Why should I stay only to witness you in another man’s arms?  You married the man, so you might as well face whatever your choice brings.” 
 
    “You can’t mean it,” Vanessa whimpered, starting to sober up a little. 
 
    Broken Feather didn’t reply.  Instead, he tried to lose himself in the feel of her and the smell of her, and how between anger and love, his body was taking over, rushing to be fulfilled in a demanding force that was beyond his control.  Vanessa cried out, whether in pleasure or pain, he wasn’t sure.  He was too consumed in taking all he could from her as his final act of defiance and love. 
 
    When he reached the crescendo, his body was spent, trembling in the aftermath, as Vanessa murmured something he didn’t bother to decipher.  He must have passed out either from the effort involved or the wine.  When he woke, Vanessa was still beneath him.  It appeared she had passed out from the wine, and was still sleeping. 
 
    Just having her there beneath him excited him once again, and he couldn’t stop himself from taking advantage of her, as he tried to heal his wounded heart, knowing this would be the last time he ever touched Vanessa.  He vowed to leave, as soon as he deposited her back at the ranch. 
 
    Vanessa never woke as he enjoyed her sleeping body, and he decided it was just as well.  He wouldn’t be able to face any rejection from her, when she came to and realized he had used her in such a way, even if it was out of love.  He hoped she didn’t even remember it.  She seemed rather confused as to whether it was even him or Jason making love to her.  She could just believe it was Jason, for all he cared.  He had to wash his hands of her, or he would go mad, he decided.  Besides, she was a married woman, and if they ever got caught, they would both be punished.  It was just as well, he decided. 
 
    Broken Feather got dressed and took his bandana, rinsing it in the river, coming back and washing it over Vanessa’s body, cleaning every trace of wine that may have clung to her.  Then he put her clothes back on, and watched her as she slept.  When she finally blinked her eyes open, she looked at him in confusion. 
 
    “Broken Feather, what are you doing here, and where is Jason?  I must have fallen asleep, because the sun is starting to go down.” 
 
    “You drank too much wine,” Broken Feather told her the truth.  “Jason had to go back to the ranch for an emergency. Bradford got hurt.  He left me here to watch over you until you had rested enough to ride back to the ranch.” 
 
    “Goodness.  Have you been here waiting all this time?” 
 
    “I enjoyed it,” Broken Feather mumbled.  “However, during that time, I was able to think everything out, and I believe it may be best if I return to the army again.  I can’t remain here watching you with Jason, and if you don’t love me enough to come with me to Mexico, then you might as well stay with Jason and make the best of it.” 
 
    “You can’t leave me,” Vanessa cried, leaping to her feet and flinging her arms around him. 
 
    “You know very well, this is never going to work, Vanessa.  You said so yourself.  I am Black and an Indian.  If you can’t accept me for who I am, who else will?  I can’t pretend to be your servant, or remain here as a ranch hand so you can have your cake and eat it too.  You ask the impossible of me, Vanessa, and though I love you, I can’t continue with this charade.  You must either choose Jason or me.  You can’t have both of us.  I will give you time to decide.  I will remain at the fort with your father for a year, and if by that time you have not produced an heir for Jason, and change your mind, or if you change it sooner, you can come to me.  If you decide to remain with Jason, I will return to my people in Mexico, and wish you happiness.” 
 
    “No,” Vanessa sobbed.  “Jason is kind to me, but I don’t love him.  I don’t think I could ever feel about him the way I feel about you.” 
 
    “Then come to Mexico with me, and stop all of this madness!” 
 
    “You have no way to support me, and I can’t live like an Indian.  If you came with me to Louisiana…” 
 
    “Jason would have to divorce you, before he would ever allow you to go back to Louisiana.  If you admitted to our love affair, he would have a reason to divorce you.” 
 
    “No, he would probably shoot you first, and then I would have nothing!” 
 
    “Then I suppose you must content yourself with Jason.  As much as it pains me to let you go, I have no other choice.” 
 
    “Jason just said today that he was happy you were here working for him and he was going to pay you well to insure you remain.  Would you want to give that up?  The army barely pays you anything!” 
 
    “In the end, he will regret I ever remained here, Vanessa, and you know it.  As long as we are in a place where we can see each other, we could never remain apart, and we would eventually get caught.” 
 
    “This is all unfair,” Vanessa wailed. 
 
    “I agree.  Only you refuse to have me on my own terms, and I can’t have you on yours.  So it is better this way.” 
 
    Vanessa clung tightly to Broken Feather until he finally pried her lose and sat her up on her horse, throwing the blanket up behind her and attaching it to her saddle.  Then he swung up onto his own horse, and started galloping in the direction of the ranch, and Vanessa was hard put to keep up with him.  He didn’t want to give her the opportunity to talk him out of it, because he was already starting to regret his decision as it was.  One sad look from her and his heart would cave, and he would be right back where he started from. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” Jason bellowed as the two rode into the yard.  “I was about to go searching for you.” 
 
    He could see that their horses were covered in sweat, and frowned. 
 
    “We hurried back as fast as we could,” Broken Feather informed him.  “Vanessa passed out from drinking too much wine, and I couldn’t arouse her, so I had to wait until she woke up.”  At least, part of the statement was true, he thought.  “How is Bradford?” 
 
    “He will survive.”  Jason went to Vanessa and helped her down from her horse.  “You have been crying,” he stated as he saw the streaks on her cheeks and her red eyes. 
 
    “Broken Feather was in a rush to return, and I have a splitting headache from drinking the wine.  I wish to go straight to my room.” 
 
    “I will have Mags run you a bath,” he told her.  “It will make you feel better, and maybe some warm milk will calm your stomach.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she mumbled as she passed him. 
 
    Jason started to follow, but Broken Feather stopped him.  “I need to talk to you before you go in,” he said, placing a hand on Jason’s shoulder. 
 
    “Certainly, what is it, Broken Feather?” 
 
    “I have come to the conclusion that I don’t have the disposition to be a ranch hand.  I suppose I am too used to the excitement of being a scout, so I have decided to return to the army, and then later, return to Mexico.  I will be leaving first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that, Broken Feather.  I was looking forward to having you remain here for as long as you wished.  You seem to know plenty about training horses.  You saved all of our lives, and I appreciate that.  With Bradford laid up for a bit, I need the extra help.  Are you sure you won’t change your mind?” 
 
    “Yes, I am sure,” he mumbled.  Then he reached out his hand.  “I am confident you will take good care of Vanessa,” he said, shaking Jason’s hand.  “One of the reasons I asked to stay was I wanted to make sure the two of you got along, after that first night, when she ran off.  I was hesitant to leave her here for fear she would try to take off again, and I felt she was my responsibility since her father entrusted her to my care.  However, today, she assured me that you were getting along well, and she had no plans of leaving you, so I feel better about it now.  You seem to have made your amends with one another.” 
 
    “Yes, I realized I had been too abrupt with Vanessa on our wedding night.  I left for three days just to give her a chance to think everything over and give her some space.  When I returned, she assured me she wished to stay and give me an heir, so you have nothing to worry about.  You can tell her father she is happy to remain here with me and I will take good care of her.” 
 
    “I will do that.  I intend to stay with the army for a year before I go back to Mexico.  If anything happens between then and now, where you need my help, be sure to contact me.  Vanessa seems to be a little fickle at times, so I am not sure if she will throw a tantrum for some unknown reason and take off again.  If she does, I will come and assist you in any way you wish, to make sure she is safe.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less,” Jason responded.  “However, I doubt she will have a reason to leave in the future.” 
 
    “Then I have nothing to worry about,” Broken Feather said, trying to smile. 
 
    He turned and took the horses to the stable to rub them down and cool them off before he put them away.  His feelings were torn, but he knew his mind was made up, and once he left, there may be a slim chance of getting Vanessa out of his system.  Only it was a very slim chance, he thought sadly. 
 
    Broken Feather woke early, wanting to leave before anyone was up, so he wouldn’t have to face anyone before he left.  He packed up the wagon and hitched the horse to it.  MacGregor had given him enough food to last on the trip back, when he learned that Broken Feather was leaving.  He planned to ride straight back and only stop for short periods of time to rest.  The more distance he put between him and Vanessa, the sooner his heart could start mending. 
 
    He gave one last look over his shoulder, as he started to pull the wagon out of the yard.  It was then he looked up and noticed Vanessa looking down at him from her bedroom window.  She opened the window and waved. 
 
    “I love you, Broken Feather,” she called out on the crisp, morning air.  “Please don’t leave!” 
 
    “Goodbye, Vanessa,” he called back, “I wish you all the happiness in the world.  It will be easier for you to find it without me.”  Then he turned, and did not look back again for fear he would suddenly change his mind and turn the wagon around. 
 
    Broken Feather remembered many occasions where it took a great amount of bravery to face what was ahead of him, but this seemed to be the hardest thing he had ever done.  He would rather be fighting a whole tribe of Comanche, instead of having to leave Vanessa behind. 
 
    Vanessa stood at the window, tears steaking her face.  She wanted to rush out and jump in the wagon with Broken Feather, but she wasn’t brave enough to do it.  She had been pampered all her life.  This trek across Texas had shown her how hard life could be if you didn’t have a man helping you through it.  Having Broken Feather there had been her one saving factor, but a future life like that, having to face the wilds daily, was more than she felt she could deal with.  She liked the safe feeling living in the ranch house gave her, even with the risk of Comanche raiding the place, it was better than living in some hut with a bunch of Indians, she told herself. 
 
    She would just have to put Broken Feather behind her.  After all, she had gotten over losing Zack.  Then she stopped, and stared out at the wagon as it started to disappear in the distance.  The truth was, she had never gotten over losing Zack, and it was the very reason she had not wanted to lose Broken Feather, either.  She realized in that moment, she would never get over losing Broken Feather either. 
 
    Vanessa felt a hand on her shoulder, and she turned to see Jason.  “Didn’t you hear me knock?” he asked as he turned her to face him.  “You have been crying again,” he murmured, wiping the tears from her eyes. 
 
    “I feel horrible, Jason.  I think I am coming down with something.  I should probably go back to bed.” 
 
    “I see Broken Feather has left,” he said, leading her back to the bed.  “Did he tell you he planned to leave?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I tried to talk him out of it, but he wouldn’t listen.  We formed a close friendship during the time we traveled here.  I was sure he would consent to stay if I asked him.” 
 
    “He seems to like army life better than ranch life.  I guess working here was a little dull compared to all that is required of the scouts during this time of turmoil with the Indians.” 
 
    “I hope it makes him happy,” she muttered.  “The army doesn’t even pay him what he is worth.” 
 
    “He said he would be leaving for Mexico in a year, maybe by then, he will change his mind and be willing to work here again.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” she replied, as she lay down on the bed.  “I think I need to rest,” she murmured. 
 
    “I will send Mags up with something for you to eat.  I think the wine must have gotten the better of you.  Next time you shouldn’t drink so much.” 
 
    “I suppose you are right,” she shrugged, and then he left the room. 
 
    Vanessa remained in bed for the next three days, and Jason called the doctor, but she knew the doctor could not cure what ailed her.  It would just take time for to get over the loss of Broken Feather, she told herself. 
 
    Jason tapped on her door on the fourth day, and entered her room.  “Are you feeling any better?” he asked.  “If so I need you to come downstairs because I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    “A surprise?” she questioned.  “Why can’t you bring it up here to me?” 
 
    “When you see it, you will know,” he told her with a smile.  “Here, let me put your wrapper on you, and I will carry you down if you are not feeling well enough to manage the stairs yourself.” 
 
    He placed the robe around her shoulders, and lifted her up in his arms.  Jason brought her down the stairs and into the great room, where Vanessa took in her breath, giving a little squeal. 
 
    “You got me a piano!” she exclaimed, wriggling down from his arms to inspect it. 
 
    “That I did,” he laughed.  “I had to do something to cheer you up.  Do you feel up to playing it?” 
 
    “Oh, Jason, you are too kind to me,” she cried, rushing to him and kissing him.  “Of course I will play it!” 
 
    “It looks as though you are starting to feel better already,” he beamed. 
 
    “You know the best medicine for me,” she praised. 
 
    “I also had one of the boys dig up a plot for you to start a flower garden in.  When you feel up to it, you can start planting the seeds I bought for it.” 
 
    “That is wonderful, Jason.  I am sure, once I get out in the sun and start working in it, I will recuperate soon enough.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would.  I have been feeling lonely with you cooped up in your bedroom for so long.  You have to start getting better.  The doctor says there is nothing physically wrong with you.  He seems to think you are just depressed.” 
 
    “I suppose I am feeling depressed, having to leave Louisiana, and then Broken Feather taking off.  Besides you, he was the only person I knew out here, and now he is back at the fort.” 
 
    “Maybe he will come to visit us sometime.  I will write your father and ask about him, if you wish.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” she murmured, as she sat down on the bench and opened the dust cover to the upright piano. 
 
    Her fingers touched the keys, almost lovingly, and then she began to play, softly at first, and then more vibrantly as the song progressed. 
 
    “You play wonderfully,” Jason said, as he sat beside her on the bench.  “Keep playing, I don’t think I could ever tire of listening to you play.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The days began to pass slowly as Vanessa occupied herself by working in her flower garden and playing the piano, trying to keep thoughts of Broken Feather out of her head.  At night, Jason would take her into his arms and gently make love to her.  It only distracted her mind slightly, as she got lost in his caresses, but when it was over with, she realized she craved Broken Feather’s caresses, no matter how kind Jason was to her. 
 
    She received a letter from her father, asking how she was and wanting to know what had happened between her and Broken Feather, because he refused to talk about her.  She didn’t bother to answer the letter.   
 
    Vanessa sometimes spent hours playing the piano when Jason was out working on the ranch, just to fill her emptiness with music.  Her small plants were coming up, showing promise, and she was looking forward to when all her flowers would be in bloom.  Somehow she managed to get over most of the pain at losing Broken Feather, and tried to turn her attention towards Jason because he was trying so hard to please her. 
 
    One morning she awoke with a start, and sat up in bed.  Jason had already left the house, having to rise early to start working the ranch.  It suddenly dawned on her that she hadn’t bled for a very long time, and she tried to remember the last time she had her course.  It was just before she had come out to Texas, she remembered, which was a sure sign she had conceived.  She sat shivering in the bed, wondering if she should tell Jason or not. 
 
    She couldn’t tell him until she was certain, she decided.  Besides, if she told him, he would start hovering over her, and may decide to stop making love to her the way she had requested earlier.  She knew she would miss his touch, if that was the case, and there was plenty of time before she would know for sure, she decided. 
 
    She had fallen into a comfortable routine with Jason.  He had grown gentle with her, and often confessed that he loved her, only she refused to admit her feelings one way or another to him.  She kept hoping that Broken Feather would miss her so much he would decide to return to the ranch, but so far, that hadn’t happened.  He had been right, though, she thought.  She couldn’t have her cake and eat it too.   
 
    Vanessa was growing fond of Jason, and didn’t want to hurt him.  Thinking she was carrying his child caused a bond to grow tighter between them, and if Broken Feather returned, it would just confuse her all the more.  Maybe Broken Feather had been right.  Maybe it was better this way.  Now she would soon have a child to care for, and it would need a mother and a father.  She would have to put Broken Feather behind her for good, and get on with her life. 
 
    By the second month of keeping her secret to herself, she was certain she must be carrying a child, and it was only right that Jason should know.  She knew he would be overjoyed, but to her, it was bitter sweet, because it meant she had to commit herself to Jason and work on learning to love him with the same passion she had felt for Broken Feather.  He made it very easy to like him, and maybe love would grow on her eventually, she hoped. 
 
    “You look rather chipper this morning,” Jason said, as Vanessa came outside to stroll through her flower garden that was actually starting to look like a garden, rather than just a dug up plot. 
 
    “Why don’t you come and look at my flowers with me?” she asked, as he approached her. 
 
    Jason hesitated, and then shrugged.  “I have quite a bit to take care of this morning, but I suppose I can spend a few minutes with my wife.” 
 
    “I barely see you, except at night,” she murmured. 
 
    “The ranch takes a lot of work, and with Bradford having been out of commission for a couple of weeks, it put us all behind and we had to double up on the work.  However, he is recovering nicely now, and we have to start getting ready for the roundup, to move the cattle out to market.” 
 
    “Does that mean you will be gone?” she asked. 
 
    “For as long as it takes us to drive the cattle to the stockyards, which may take a few weeks going there, and maybe a week coming back, since we won’t have cattle to contend with, then.  We will be hiring on more help, when the time comes.” 
 
    “I will miss you, when you leave,” she murmured. 
 
    “You will?  You have been so quite lately, I thought you were tiring of my company.” 
 
    “I have been trying to gather my thoughts, because I need to tell you something,” she said slowly. 
 
    Jason’s face turned to worry, as he grabbed for her hand.  “Don’t tell me you wish to leave me, Vanessa.  Broken Feather said you were fickle and might try to leave again.  I don’t want to come back from the drive and find you gone!” 
 
    “No… I don’t plan on leaving you, Jason.  I have actually grown very fond of you.  You have been so kind to me.” 
 
    “Then what is troubling you?” he asked.  “Whatever it is, I will try to fix it.” 
 
    “I don’t think you will wish to fix what I have to tell you,” she smiled, tightening her grip on his hand that was still holding hers. 
 
    “What is it, then?” he asked impatiently.  The way she was gripping his hand, he didn’t know what to think. 
 
    “I think, when you return from the drive, you can start looking forward to being a father,” she replied at last. 
 
    Jason stood still, looking down at her, and then his hand went to her stomach, as a smile stretched across his face.  The next moment he was crushing her in his arms. 
 
    “This is wonderful news,” he cried, smothering her in a kiss.  “It is what we have been working towards, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.  I just didn’t think it would happen so fast.  I have known about it for a couple of months now, but I just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    “Oh, Vanessa, I can’t tell you how happy this makes me!” 
 
    “Me too,” Vanessa admitted. 
 
    “We should have the doctor come and look at you to make sure you are healthy, and what you say is true.” 
 
    “I suppose, if you wish.  I feel perfectly fine.  I haven’t even been getting sick like most mothers do when they start out.” 
 
    “I just want to stay on the safe side.  I suppose we should refrain from…” 
 
    “I’ll ask the doctor about it.  I don’t know if it would cause complications or not.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything happening to our child, Vanessa.  If you rather I stay in my own bed at night…” 
 
    “I would be even lonelier, seeing that is the only time I get to see you,” she murmured. 
 
    “Then I will treat you with respect while we are together,” he assured her.  “You had said in the beginning that when you conceived…” 
 
    “That was then,” she interrupted.  “This is now.  My feelings for you have changed since then, and I enjoy having you hold me at night.  If the doctor believes it is acceptable, I would allow you to express your need for me, if you wish.” 
 
    “I love you, Vanessa,” he whispered in her ear.  “Now we will start to be a true family.” 
 
    “I may be starting to learn to love you as well,” Vanessa said, not being able to commit to the thought of loving anyone other than Broken Feather.  Only now, she could never have Broken Feather back again, she realized. 
 
    “I will tell Mags to keep a close eye on you while I am gone on the drive.  It won’t be for a few weeks yet, though,” he told her. 
 
    “Then we have time to enjoy each other’s company before you take off,” she murmured. 
 
    “I got a letter from your father,” he said, changing the subject.  “He is worried about you because he said you never answered his letter.” 
 
    “He wrote to me when I was so depressed.  I didn’t feel like writing to him back then.  I suppose I can write and tell him about the baby, though.  It will make him happy to learn he will soon be a grandfather.” 
 
    “It will just make him feel old,” Jason laughed, “but I am sure the news will make him happy.  He said Broken Feather has not mentioned you once since he returned and wondered if the two of you had argued before he left.  Is that why he decided to leave, Vanessa?” he asked seriously. 
 
    “We did have a sort of falling out.  Only it wasn’t that which caused him to leave.  We argued because he had decided to go back to being a scout, and I accused him of not being my friend.  When I was young, there was a black slave I had grown very fond of, and when he was sold, it took me a long time to get over it.  Broken Feather reminded me of Zack, and I suppose it was just like losing Zack as my friend all over again.  I didn’t want him to leave.” 
 
    “He has his own life, though.  He didn’t seem to like the ranch life as much as he enjoyed working for the army.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, he had promised he would stick around and make sure I was safe.” 
 
    “You have me and the boys to do that,” he insisted. 
 
    “Only when the Comanche came, you and the boys would have been killed, or made captive.  Broken Feather told me he heard what the Comanche braves were saying about what they planned to do with you, and you wouldn’t have enjoyed it!” 
 
    “Well, that is what the army is for.  They are working on keeping the Comanche at bay.  We will just have to be more careful until they are all rounded up and put on reservations.” 
 
    “Anyway, that is why Broken Feather and I argued.  I felt like he was abandoning me, after promising he would stay and work here so he would always be there to be my friend.  It was just another feeling of being abandoned, since my father also abandoned my mother and me, after the Civil War.  First he was gone during the war, and then no sooner was the war over, he takes off again.  I barely know my father, so it is no wonder I don’t wish to talk to him about my feeling that Broken Feather was abandoning me, because I felt he had abandoned me too.” 
 
    “Only you have me now, Vanessa.  I can be a friend and a husband to you,” he offered. 
 
    “I suppose.  It just isn’t the same.  It was almost like my friend Zack had returned to me, when Broken Feather came into my life.” 
 
    “Only you said you didn’t like him at first.” 
 
    “It was because I was afraid to become his friend.  I was still suffering, after all these years, from losing Zack as a friend, and I didn’t want to become friends with a black person, knowing how society treats them, and knowing just being his friend would cause people to look at me with contempt.  My father had discouraged my friendship with Zack, because back then, I was too young to understand the implications of what being friends with black people entailed.  I am surprised he even had Broken Feather escort me here.” 
 
    “Perhaps your father has had a change of heart concerning black people.  Besides Broken Feather is more Seminole Indian than Maroon.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter now that he has left me, so I refuse to have anything to do with him any longer.  That is why he won’t mention me because I begged him to stay, and he refused, so I told him I never wanted to see him again, if he left.” 
 
    She hadn’t said that, but she wished she had, thinking about how Broken Feather left, regardless of her pleading. 
 
    “He told me if you ever needed his help, he would return, though,” Jason said to make her feel better, while knowing Broken Feather would only return if she took off again, in order to help him find her. 
 
    “I don’t care because he has already forsaken me.  My father should leave well enough alone.  He is the one who sent me out to you, and had Broken Feather escort me here, which caused our friendship to grow in the first place.  Now that I am your wife, he shouldn’t worry whether Broken Feather and I are no longer friends.  Broken Feather did his job and then went back to the army.  Besides, I have gotten over it now.  I didn’t even know him that long anyway.” 
 
    “I suppose it concerns your father because it has been affecting Broken Feather’s performance.  Sam say he doesn’t have the kind of drive he used to have, and is always in a bad mood.” 
 
    “That is his problem, not mine,” Vanessa sniffed. 
 
    “It is too bad we are so isolated out here.  There isn’t much of a social life for you here, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “It has been hard, since I had an active social life in Louisiana.  I miss all my friends.” 
 
    “Well, I need to get back to work, but I am so happy you decided to tell me about your condition.  I will send for the doctor tomorrow.” 
 
    Vanessa smiled.  She decided she would go up and write her father a letter, telling him how happy she was, and that she was expecting, hoping he would tell Broken Feather, so he would regret ever leaving her behind.  It would probably put him in a worse mood she smiled to herself out of revenge. 
 
    Thinking about Broken Feather, made her remember her friendship with Zack.  Unlike Broken Feather, Zack had not wanted to leave her.  She had been warned by her father several times about becoming too close of friends with Zack, and that slaves were sold all the time, which made it unwise to form a friendship with them.   
 
    Her mother never discouraged her, though, and when Zack was sold, she told Vanessa that she had begged her father not to sell the boy.  She knew how much his friendship meant to Vanessa.  Vanessa believed that her father had sold Zack on purpose so she couldn’t be friends with him.  It was shortly after that, that her father went off to war, and then she didn’t see him for a long time.  When he returned, he left again, after arguing with her mother. 
 
    Vanessa had heard the argument, but hadn’t really been listening to the words, except when her mother cried and called her father a bastard, and then her father laughed and said she had a nerve calling him that, after what she had done.  Vanessa often wondered what it was her mother had done, but was afraid to ask. 
 
    Now it was too late to ask because she would never have the nerve to ask her father what it was her mother had done.  He was far worse, she thought, for leaving them because the army called.  After her father had left, it was the quadroon slave who had welts on his back, who consoled both her and her mother.  Seth started doing little thoughtful things for both of them, but it didn’t keep her mother from dying in the end, she thought.  She blamed her father for that death.  No matter how much he had claimed to love her mother, he had still left her, the same way Broken Feather left, even though he claimed to love her. 
 
    In a way, Broken Feather was like that quadroon, she thought, only instead of being three quarters white, he was three quarters Seminole.  Still, black was black, no matter how little you had in you, and having Indian blood along with black blood was even less desirable, it seemed.  She wondered if there would ever come a day when both the blacks and the Indians would be accepted by society. 
 
    Vanessa forced herself to focus on writing a crisp, indifferent reply to her father’s letter, telling him how overjoyed she was to be having a child.  She did mention it was rather lonely on the ranch, since if he read the letter to Broken Feather, she hoped that Broken Feather would guess that she missed him.  She was starting to lose hope, though, that she would ever see Broken Feather again.   
 
    Once she had the baby, she knew she could never leave it behind, to go with Broken Feather, and she couldn’t take it away from Jason either, so she had to accept the fact that she would have to live her life as a rancher’s wife, and Broken Feather would have to go back to Mexico alone.  She would have to forget about Broken Feather and even Louisiana and focus her attention on being a mother and learning to like Texas.  A thought she was having a hard time dealing with, because it was nothing like Louisiana there in Texas. 
 
    When she was finished with the letter, she took it downstairs and put it in the bowl in the entryway where mail was put for one of the hands to take out to a drop off box, for the mail wagon, which came once a week to leave or pick up mail from the ranch. 
 
    As she started to turn back to the great room, she almost bumped into Bradford. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she mumbled, as she started to sidestep. 
 
    He reached out his hand and steadied her, to keep her from tripping.  “How are you feeling?” he asked.  “Jason told me about him soon becoming a father.” 
 
    “I am feeling fine,” she murmured.  “Jason is very happy about it.” 
 
    “Just as he should be.  Only I can’t help but wonder if your little bundle belongs to him or not?” 
 
    Vanessa jerked her head up and glared at him.  “What are you implying?” she asked in shock. 
 
    “I was just remembering back when that Seminole scout was staying here, and Jason was gone to get the cattle.  He left me here along with Morton and Broken Feather, to take care of things while he was gone, as you may remember.” 
 
    “So?” Vanessa responded. 
 
    “Well it seems there was a hot day when taking a dip in the river was inviting and it happened that while I was down there, who do you suppose showed up there too?” 
 
    Vanessa widened her eyes. 
 
    “I must admit, I got quite an eyeful, which I thoroughly enjoyed.  At the time, I knew Jason was letting you decide if you wanted to remain with him.  After you took off, like you did, we didn’t think the two of you would last long.  So when I seen you two together at the river, I wasn’t that troubled about it, thinking you had been forced to marry Jason anyway, and you would probably end up going back to your daddy.  I was just surprised you were doing it with that Black Seminole. 
 
    “Then when I got gored by that steer, Jason was fit to be tied, worrying about you not coming back for so long, but he trusted that Broken Feather would take good care of you, and I am sure he was doing just that.”  Bradford gave her a knowing wink.  “For Jason’s sake, I hope it is his child you got cooking in your belly.  Only I’m just wondering where your loyalties lie?” 
 
    “Broken Feather never touched me after that incident at the river!  I was passed out drunk from drinking so much wine, and he was waiting for me to wake up!  That is why it took so long for us to return.”   
 
    “That’s your story, but it doesn’t make it so.  Jason is leaving me behind when they go on the drive.  He doesn’t think I will be mended well enough for a long, rough ride like that, so I will be staying to keep an eye on things here.  I wouldn’t mind keeping a closer eye on you, if you had a mind to give me the time of day.” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you are suggestion,” Vanessa said in a huff, and started to walk away. 
 
    Bradford grabbed her arm and stopped her short.  “Don’t play all innocent now.  Jason mentioned you were an independent women and was concerned about you stepping out of line when he least expected it.  He would hate to hear about the arrangement you and that scout had.  I would keep it all to myself, if you made it worth my while.  I can be right pleasing, where women are concerned.” 
 
    “Take your hand off of me!” Vanessa hissed.  “You are out of your mind if you think…” 
 
    “I noticed you were getting on better with Jason now.  I would hate to see that all changing, if he learned about his wife’s indiscretions.  Me and Jason go back a long way.  He’ll trust what I tell him is true.” 
 
    “So you suggest I betray your friend… my husband?”  She started to laugh. “Talk about my indiscretions!  Look to your own! My friendship with Broken Feather, at least, had some meaning.  Doing anything with you, would be merely disgusting!” 
 
    “You would choose a black Indian over me?” 
 
    “I fell in love with Broken Feather before I ever met Jason. So, I would choose him over my husband, as well.  However, you and I both know that would be impossible, even if I wasn’t married to Jason.  My father forced me to come here, so I had little choice about marrying Jason.  Therefore, I suggest you find someone else to try and blackmail.” 
 
    “So you just liked having a darky on the side, did you?  Apparently, you don’t value your position here, much.  No telling what Jason would do if he found out.” 
 
    “If he did, I would confess, and then inform him of what you suggested I do with you in order to keep my secret.  So we would both lose out in the end.  It is up to you!  If Jason kicks me out, because of stories you may tell him, which I will deny, I can always go to Mexico with Broken Feather, and take Jason’s child with me!  You, on the other hand, will most likely lose your job and friendship with Jason.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, but the husband always gets any children after a divorce, or didn’t you know it?”  
 
    “He can’t very well rip it from my body before it is born.  The cattle drive will long be over before I give birth.  Jason loves me, and if you ruin that for him, he will never forgive either of us, so you are just out of luck!” 
 
    “There is still time for you to think about it,” he chuckled.  “The cattle drive is not for a week or two yet.  I am sure you will think better of risking your marriage, when it comes down to it.” 
 
    “Just because you are woman-starved, doesn’t mean you can use me like a floozy,” she hissed. 
 
    “Isn’t that what you are, though?” he said through a menacing smile, and then turned from the room. 
 
    Vanessa glared at Bradford’s back as he swaggered away.  She had never been very fond of him from the beginning, but now, she considered him an enemy, and thought about insisting Jason get rid of him.  The only problem was, Bradford was an old friend of Jason’s, and Vanessa was still trying to work on their marriage.  Lately, Jason had less time to spend with her, and now he was getting ready to leave her on her own with a man he thought he could trust.  She realized he had thought he could trust her and Broken Feather too, and neither was so. 
 
    “You look upset,” Jason said, as he passed her in the hall, when he came in for lunch. 
 
    “I am just worried about being here on my own, while you are off on the cattle drive,” she murmured.  “Even though you are leaving Bradford here to take care of things while you are away, I don’t really like Bradford, and do not want to be left here with him.” 
 
    “I have known Bradford for years.  He is my most trusted hand, which is why he is the foreman.  Usually, he is in charge of the drive, but I don’t want him to push himself after his accident.  He will take good care of you.  Morton will be here too.” 
 
    “You may trust him, but I don’t.” 
 
    “Why don’t you trust him?” 
 
    “He has shifty eyes,” she said lamely. 
 
    Jason laughed.  “You are merely imagining things,” he chuckled.  “You just haven’t gotten to know him well enough.” 
 
    I think I know him too well, she said under her breath, and knew she was not going to get out of being left alone with Bradford. 
 
    “Maybe I could visit my father while you are on the drive,” she suggested. 
 
    “One of the reasons your father wanted me to marry you, was that he said a fort was no place for a woman.  That hasn’t changed any since you left,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe Broken Feather would come back and stay here, while you were gone.  I would feel safer if he was here.” 
 
    “You told him you didn’t want to see him again.  He may not agree to come.” 
 
    “Write my father and ask him,” she suggested. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you are making a fuss.  Bradford is perfectly capable of watching over the place while I am gone.” 
 
    “What if the Comanche come while you are away?” 
 
    “You think one more man here will make that big of a difference, if they come?” 
 
    “Broken Feather can speak their language.  He could reason with them if they showed up, and he had no other way to protect us.” 
 
    “You worry too much.  The Comanche already failed in their first attempt to raid the place.  You think they are going to make the same mistake twice?  I think they learned their lesson the last time.” 
 
    “I agree,” Bradford said, as he came up beside the two.  “That Indian scout is not needed here.  If you send for him, you may regret it.  I don’t think he likes you that much.” 
 
    “He seemed friendly enough, and saved all of our lives,” Jason pointed out. 
 
    “You can never trust those heathens.  I think he had his eye on some of your property, and would have taken it with him, if he had the chance.  It was lucky he left when he did.” 
 
    “Broken Feather would never take something that wasn’t his,” Vanessa defended. 
 
    “Really?” Bradford sneered.  “I heard different, and I think you know what I am talking about.  He couldn’t keep his hands off of things.  I caught him in the act of taking something.  Vanessa knows about it too.  Why don’t you tell him, Vanessa?” he said, glaring at her. 
 
    “It was nothing.  He wasn’t trying to take anything.  I offered it to him.  He wasn’t just taking it!” 
 
    “My wife does have a little say around here,” Jason said.  “If she gave Broken Feather something he wanted, there shouldn’t’ be a fuss.  After all we owed him our lives.” 
 
    Bradford laughed.  “Yeah, I guess he earned it,” he said and went on into the kitchen to get his share of the lunch MacGregor had made for the work crew. 
 
    “You can see why I don’t like him.  He didn’t trust Broken Feather, and he doesn’t like me much either.” 
 
    “Well, you know things have changed since I married you.  He and I were always close, but now my spare time is spent with you, and having a woman as part of the household, with a little more say than he has is probably a little daunting to him.  There may be some jealousy involved.” 
 
    “Maybe he should find himself a wife.  He seems a little woman-starved, and I don’t like the way he looks at me.” 
 
    “You can trust Bradford.  He would never touch you.” 
 
    “What if he did?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “I don’t think he would, but if that was the case, he would be on his way, no matter what kind of friends we have been over the years.  If anyone touches my wife, they had better fear for their life.” 
 
    “Yes, I thought as much.  I am sure he will mind his manners, then,” she mumbled. 
 
    “I am glad you are willing to trust him,” Jason smiled, “so we won’t have to send for Broken Feather after all.” 
 
    “I suppose it would complicate things if we did.  After all, Bradford doesn’t like him, and they may be at each other’s throats, if they had to remain here together while you were away.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand Bradford.  That scout saved all of our lives.  If it hadn’t have been for Broken Feather, we would be dead in our graves right now.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Indians would have buried you though.  They would have left you for the coyotes to eat, after they disfigured your body!” she mumbled. 
 
    “You are probably right, which is all the more reason Bradford needs to put his prejudice behind him.” 
 
    “Since Broken Feather won’t be here, I suppose that is not a worry.  I just don’t like the way Bradford keeps accusing Broken Feather of things, and disrespecting me for befriending him.” 
 
    “I will talk to him,” Jason promised, kissing her temple, and squeezing her hand.  “I have known Bradford for a long time, and I trust he will treat you with respect, once I give him a good talking to.” 
 
    “It is yet to be discovered,” Vanessa shrugged. 
 
    Two weeks later, Vanessa stood beside Bradford, on the front porch, watching Jason and the rest of the cowboys riding off with the herd, driving them out to the stockyards.  It took a long time for the dust to settle, and Vanessa remained watching the cloud of dust in the distance, feeling unsure of herself, wishing she did not have to remain there with Bradford. 
 
    Bradford looked down at Vanessa beside him and smiled.  “I suppose you think that because Jason has warned me against upsetting you, I have forgotten about my threats.  Once Jason learns the truth about you, this ranch can go back to functioning the way it should, without the meddling of a woman whining to her husband about his hired help.   
 
    “Jason and I are practically partners, and before you came along, there was no talk of wives or heirs.  If a man wants to get under a woman’s skirts, he doesn’t need a wife to accomplish the job.  There are plenty of chorus girls at the saloon, in the next town over, that are willing to share their charms with a man.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you take advantage of it.  If you want to leave for a couple of nights, I won’t complain,” she smiled up at him. 
 
    “When there is a warm woman right here, standing beside me?” 
 
    “You forgot to mention a married woman,” she sneered. “If you plan to remain in Jason’s good graces, I would tread very lightly, if I were you!” 
 
    “The thing is I just can’t get the sight of you and that scout together at the river out of my mind.  I didn’t know you were such a feisty woman when you got with a man, you looking all prim and proper when you arrived.  I’m just wondering if you are as aggressive with Jason as you were with that black Indian.” 
 
    “You disgust me!” Vanessa hissed, as she started to turn away. 
 
    “Not so quick, little lady,” he said as he grabbed her arm.  “I kept your secret for you, before Jason left, to give you the opportunity to reconsider my offer.  Once he returns, I won’t be so accommodating if you haven’t complied.” 
 
    “I told you before, what my answer was, and it hasn’t changed.”  She narrowed her eyes at him as she twisted free.  “If you touch me again, I will talk to MacGregor about your insolence.” 
 
    “What is he going to do?  He is just an old man whose only ability is to cook.  He can’t stop me, any more than you can.” 
 
    “Only he will be my witness that you are trying to force yourself on me.” 
 
    “It won’t make much difference, after all is said and done.  Jason is still going to get rid of you, once he finds out about your black lover.” 
 
    “I certainly don’t see what ever made Jason choose you as a friend, if you are the kind of man who wants to use his wife, and ruin his happiness.  He loves me.  When I first came here, I had no choice but to marry him.  Of course I was going to rebel, and I do love Broken Feather, only now, my feelings have changed.  I don’t want to ruin Jason’s happiness, and you shouldn’t either if you are truly the friend you claim to be.” 
 
    Bradford shrugged.  “That does sound all sweet and sappy, but you just haven’t touched a soft spot, yet,” he grinned.  
 
    “Apparently you don’t have a soft spot,” she muttered. 
 
    “That’s because you just make me too, dang hard, whenever I get near you,” he chuckled, as he pushed her hand down against him. 
 
    Vanessa struggled to withdraw her hand, but he only laughed.  “Keep that up, little lady, and I might just take you on the spot,” he said, refusing to allow her to move her hand away.  “You’re making me feel mighty good!” 
 
    Vanessa took her other hand and slapped him in the face, which only made him laugh again. 
 
    “Now you are really exciting me,” he said, grabbing the hand that slapped him and bringing it to his lips.  “I like a feisty woman, like I told you.” 
 
    “In one moment, I am going to scream for MacGregor, and then I am going to jump on a horse and collect my husband, and let him tend to you!” she threatened. 
 
    Bradford released her, but merely smiled.  “I like it when a woman plays hard to get,” he told her. 
 
    “You are delusional!  I am married, as you well know.  I am not playing hard to get!” 
 
    “Funny, you were married when you were messing around with that scout.  You weren’t playing all hard to get with him, so I just can’t believe a word you say!  I’ll give it time, though.  We have a few weeks to start seeing eye-to-eye, still.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath,” she said as she scurried away, went to her room and locked the door, trying to stop the uncontrollable beating of her heart.  Vanessa decided she would write her father and request that he send Broken Feather out there.  She just hoped he would get the letter soon enough for Broken Feather to show up before Bradford got any braver than he already was. 
 
    After the letter was deposited safely in the letter box, Vanessa felt much better.  She made sure that Bradford was nowhere in sight, and instead of leaving the letter in the bowl to allow someone else to take it to the letter box, she went out the back way and scurried to the letter box herself.  She knew the box would be checked the next day.  When she returned, Bradford was sitting on the front porch, watching her approach. 
 
    “Where have you been?” he asked as she got closer. 
 
    “I went for a walk.  There was a stench here that I could barely stand.  I needed some fresh air,” she said, starting to swish past him on the front porch. 
 
    Bradford stuck out his foot, to block her progress.  “Don’t be all high and mighty, thinking you are better than me, my dear,” he almost growled.  “You carousing around with that half-breed Indian, says what kind of woman you are.  You ain’t any better than those chorus women and, eventually, I am going to prove it.” 
 
    “Only in your dreams,” she spat, stepping over his leg, and continuing on into the house. 
 
    Although the majority of the cattle had been taken to the stockyards, there were still cows with calves and the heifers left behind, which would be bread to the main bull, to increase the herd, along with the younger steers that were not big enough to send to market, that had to be taken care of.  With only Bradford and Morton left to keep the ranch running, Vanessa felt lucky, considering most of Bradford’s time was taken up doing chores checking the cows that were about to drop a calf, and those who had just had one.  She didn’t even see him for the first few days, thinking by that time, her letter should have reached her father. 
 
    After a while, she decided that Bradford’s bark was worse than his bite, and started taking an easier breath, when he stopped harassing her. Maybe he had just been trying to scare her away, hoping that while Jason was gone, she would hightail it out of there like she had before.  When almost a week had gone by without any further incidents, she started letting down her guard. 
 
    The day was hotter than most, so far, and Vanessa decided to make her way down to the river, to cool off.  She had seen both Bradford and Morton heading out to the pasture to check on the cows about to give birth, and decided it was safe enough to find a few solitary moments where she wouldn’t be bothered.  When she reached the river, she couldn’t help but remember that time with Broken Feather, Bradford had taunted her with, and it made her heart ache. 
 
    She had been a lot slimmer back then, but even now, she was barely showing.  Mostly her hips and breasts had filled out, with just a little pooch to her stomach.  She smoothed her hand over her stomach, through her pantaloons that she had left on, along with her shift, as she started walking down into the cool water.  She wondered if she was carrying a boy or a girl, and what she would end up naming it, once it was born.  She and Jason hadn’t even discussed names, and she decided that when he returned, she would approach him about it. 
 
    Vanessa lay back in the water, floating on her back, looking up into the clear, blue sky, with just a few faint hints of clouds floating overhead.  She could hear the frogs croaking and birds chirping in the cottonwoods along the bank.  White down from the cottonwoods floated on top of the water, like little miniature fairies dancing on the smooth surface.  It was the time of the year when the river was not flowing very fast and was almost standing still. 
 
    She couldn’t help but think about Broken Feather, remembering when they were there last, and she wondered when he would show up or if he would actually come.  Her father may end up having to send someone else, if Broken Feather refused to come.  Only if he knew she had asked for him to come, he may think she had decided to go with him to Mexico after all.  Now she worried that he would be angry when he discovered she was going to remain with Jason. 
 
    Vanessa’s thoughts and the singing of the birds were interrupted by the sound of a familiar voice. 
 
    “Fancy seeing you here,” she heard Bradford saying, which caused her to upright herself and sink down under the water, with just her head sticking up. 
 
    “I don’t know why you are acting so modest.  I already got an eyeful, and I saw you all naked with that scout.  Not anything new to these hungry eyes,” he chuckled.  “I knew if I waited long enough I would find you in a compromising position, and now here we are all prepared to have a little fun.” 
 
    “Go away, Bradford,” Vanessa demanded. 
 
    “I brought us some wine to drink,” he said, holding up a half empty bottle, as he started to stumble towards the bank. 
 
    “You are drunk!” she accused. 
 
    “Why not, I’ve been drowning my disappointment in sweet, sweet wine, and then, what do you know, I see you heading towards the river.  You should drown your disappointment too.  I know you don’t want to be married to Jason.  What you really want is that black Indian.” 
 
    “Sometimes we don’t always get what we want,” she murmured. 
 
    “Well, today, I think that is going to change,” he said as he plopped down and started taking off his boots.  “We are out her all alone, and you can scream for MacGregor all you want, and it won’t do you a lick of good.  You might as well join me in a drink,” he said. 
 
    “You need to leave,” Vanessa warned, backing up in the water, when she saw Bradford pulling his denims off and discarding his shirt. 
 
    “Nope, I think I’m coming in to join you,” he smiled as he grabbed the bottle and brought it with him.  “Share some of this wine with me.”  He held the bottle out to her. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, thinking to humor him.  Maybe she could get him even drunker and he would be too inebriated to do anything.  “You have another drink first.” 
 
    “Fine with me, this is Jason’s best wine, you know.  He might be a might upset when he discovers I broke into his favorite supply.” 
 
    “And he trusts you so much,” Vanessa half sneered. 
 
    “Well, there comes a time in a man’s life where he just has to follow his desires, and right now, I desire the best wine, when I plan on enjoying the most beautiful lady I have ever seen.” 
 
    “You flatter me.  I think it is the wine talking,” Vanessa said coyly. 
 
    “Nope, it’s the truth.” 
 
    He had already reached Vanessa and stopped to pull the cork out of the wine bottle with his teeth.  He took a swallow and handed it to her. 
 
    Vanessa put the bottle to her lips and tipped it, but she didn’t take a drink, handing the bottle back to him again. 
 
    “Yep, this is right good wine,” he smiled as he took another drink and corked the bottle again.  “Now it’s time for me to taste something more than just wine,” he murmured, as he started to lunge for her, only she stepped back, and he ended up falling face first into the water. 
 
    Vanessa sidled past him and started heading towards the bank, but when she looked back, Bradford was still face down in the water. 
 
    “Bradford!” Vanessa called, and turned back, trying to pull his face up out of the water. 
 
    “Gotcha!” Bradford sputtered, as he grabbed Vanessa the moment she touched him.  “Fooled, ya didn’t I?” he laughed as he gripped her wrist in his iron fist. “I have a great capacity for holding my breath for a long period of time,” he snickered. 
 
    “Let go of me!” she screamed, pulling back. 
 
    “You might as well give in,” he laughed, pulling her to him and putting both arms around her waist, crushing her against him.  “Your body feels so good pressing up against mine like this,” he mumbled in her ear. 
 
    “Please Bradford, you are hurting me,” she cried, trying to work herself out of his imprisoning arms. 
 
    “Then just relax.  I can be gentle, ya know.”  As he was talking he was struggling with her pantaloons, trying to pull them free of her, while still holding her with his other arm.  “You just got me all hot and bothered, and I need something sweeter than that wine to quench my thirst.  Just hold still now!” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” Vanessa bellowed, as she tried to push him away, only he was stronger than she was, and she was starting to lose the battle, as Bradford started dragging her back to the shore. 
 
    “You might as well accept it, little lady, I have been dreaming of this from the moment I laid eyes on you.  You don’t even like Jason, and you aren’t fit to be his wife, so there is no reason why I shouldn’t have a part of you too!” 
 
    Now Bradford had her pinned beneath him, holding her in place until he could position himself, and then his weight fell upon her, forcing her to accept him, as she let out a blood curdling scream, and started to scratch his back with one hand, while her other hand found itself grabbing a rock beside her, lifting it, and crashing it into Bradford’s head. 
 
    When the blow hit, Bradford immediately went limp, and Vanessa pulled herself out from under him, panting in fear. 
 
    “What is going on here?” she heard a voice say behind her, and she turned to find Broken Feather standing there. 
 
    “Broken Feather!” she cried and crumpled into his arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Vanessa clung to Broken Feather’s neck sobbing with fright.  Only he wasn’t hugging her to him.  Instead, he had his hands on her waist, pushing her from him, forcing her to look at him. 
 
    “Tell me what is going on here, Vanessa.  Your father said you feared for your safety, only he said you didn’t tell him why you feared that.  He insisted I come out here and investigate. What are you and Bradford doing here together like this?  Where is Jason?” 
 
    “Are you blind?  Bradford just tried to rape me and I hit him with a rock.  When he comes to, you need to deal with him!” 
 
    “Why would he do that?  He is Jason’s foreman.  I thought they were friends.” 
 
    “He was there at the river that first day Jason left to buy the cattle.  He saw us together, and has threatened to tell Jason if I didn’t let him have his way with me.  Only I refused, so he decided to force me.  Jason left him and Morton here to take care of the ranch while he was gone on the drive.  When Bradford threatened to take me against my will if I didn’t comply, I wrote to my father to have him send you here, so you could keep Bradford in his place.” 
 
    “Why do you even bother, Vanessa?  You should come away from here.  You don’t even love Jason, and now you have Bradford to contend with.” 
 
    “Didn’t my father tell you?  I am expecting a baby, Broken Feather.  I have to stay with Jason now.  I’m going to be the mother of his child.” 
 
    “So I see you have made your choice.  You don’t need me here, Vanessa.  Now Bradford knows about us, which makes everything even worse.  If he tells Jason, Jason will report it to your father.  I will get kicked out of the army for having touched you, when your father put you in my care, and you will just go on your marry way, like none of this ever happened, living happily ever after with Jason, raising your children together.” 
 
    “Only I love you, Broken Feather.  I have never stopped loving you!” 
 
    “A lot of good that does either of us, I thought your life was in danger, and what really is going on is you having to face up to your infidelity to Jason.  Only I am the one who is going to suffer in the end.  When I leave here, I might as well just go back to Mexico!  One way or another, someone is going to shoot me over this debacle.” 
 
    “Don’t you put all of the blame on me, Broken Feather!  It took two of us to betray Jason, and you had no problem participating in it!  I thought you loved me!” 
 
    “Heaven help me, I do love you, Vanessa, only unless you come with me to Mexico, there is no hope for that love ever being fulfilled.  If you are having Jason’s baby, it is just what he wanted from you.  Now there is no hope for us to be together.  And since Bradford knows about us…”  He glanced over at Bradford who was still lying limp where Vanessa had left him, blood oozing out of his head.  “Are you sure he is just passed out?” Broken Feather asked abruptly. 
 
    “He had been drinking a lot of wine, and I did hit him in the head with a rock,” Vanessa mumbled. 
 
    Broken Feather left Vanessa’s side to examine Bradford.  When he knelt down and turned him over, he let out a shocked breath.  “I think you killed him, Vanessa,” he murmured, feeling for Branford’s pulse in his neck. 
 
    “I couldn’t have.  I didn’t hit him that hard.” 
 
    “He’s not breathing, and I can’t find a pulse.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she asked, her voice shivering in fright. 
 
    “Get dressed.  This does not look good.  There is no way you can prove that Bradford was attacking you.  There is a bottle of wine, there by the bank, and neither of you have any clothes on. 
 
    “My pantaloons are in the river somewhere,” Vanessa mumbled. 
 
    “Forget about them.  You can find them later.  Just get dressed, and we need to put Bradford’s clothes back on him too.” 
 
    “Then what?” Vanessa wanted to know. 
 
    “He’s been drinking.  Grab the bottle out of the river and put it in his shirt pocket.  There’s a canyon, not far from here.  I’ll put him on his horse, take him there, and let him roll down the side.  Eventually, his horse will probably return to the ranch.  When he is found, it will look like he got drunk and either got or fell off of his horse, then slipped and fell, hitting his head, and died.   
 
    “You go back to the ranch, and sit down and play the piano I saw in the great room.  No one knows I am here.  When I didn’t find you in the house, I followed your tracks to the river.  I think Mags and MacGregor must have been in the kitchen and didn’t hear me come in.  The house seemed empty and I was trying to figure out why everyone was gone.” 
 
    “Everyone is on the cattle drive and Morton and Bradford had gone out to check the new mother cows, which is why I didn’t think Bradford would even know I was at the river.” 
 
    “Never mind, after I get rid of Bradford, I will come and knock on the door, like I just arrived.  When Bradford does not come back or his horse shows up without him, they will probably ask me to see if I can track him down, which I will.  Once I find him, we will send Morton for the sheriff, and that will be the end of it.  I will tell everyone that your father sent me out here to check on you, since he hadn’t heard from you for a while.” 
 
    “At least, Bradford can’t tell Jason about us now,” Vanessa mumbled. 
 
    “And you can live happily ever after, while I spend the rest of my life trying to forget you,” Broken Feather grumbled back. 
 
    “I am so sorry, Broken Feather.  I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.  My father should have never made me marry Jason.” 
 
    “No use crying over spilt milk.  I will probably have to remain here to help out until Jason returns, though.  It is what it is, and once I leave here, I’m never coming back, Vanessa.  You can’t just send for me every time you feel like it.  It is time you take responsibility for your actions now, and I have to do the same.  At the end of the year, I’m going back to Mexico.  I know you won’t come with me, but if something happens between then and now, I will be at the fort, where you will be able to find me.” 
 
    “You know, once I have the baby, I will have to remain here,” she mumbled. 
 
    “I knew that would be your choice in the end.  Even if Jason wasn’t in the picture, you will never accept me for who I am.  I don’t know why I ever believed you would.” 
 
    “You are right.  It is one thing for a white master to give his slave a baby, or have a black mistress on the side, but when it comes to marriage, no one is going to accept a white woman with a black man, or the other way around.  You are not only part black, but you are an Indian.  Our love was doomed from the beginning.” 
 
    “Not in Mexico,” he reminded her. 
 
    “I am not going to Mexico!” she stated emphatically. 
 
    Vanessa busied herself getting dressed, as Broken Feather slung Bradford over his horse.  She wouldn’t let herself even look in that direction, not wanting to see Bradford’s dead face, or it would haunt her for the rest of her life.  She couldn’t believe she had actually killed him. 
 
    Vanessa hurried back to the ranch house, not bothering to look back.  When she got there, she did as Broken Feather suggested and sat down and started playing the piano with a passion. 
 
    “There you are,” Mags said as she came into the great room.  “I wondered where you got off to.  I thought I heard you in the main part of the house a little while ago, but when I went to look, you were nowhere to be found.  My husband wants to know if you are ready to have lunch.  Morton just came in, and we are waiting for Bradford to show up, but he’s not here yet.” 
 
    “Yes, I think I will have something,” Vanessa mumbled. 
 
    “Then come in the kitchen and join us, since it will just be the five of us. 
 
    Just at that moment they heard a knock on the door and Mags looked up in surprise.  “Who could that be?  We aren’t expecting any visitors, are we?” 
 
    Vanessa shrugged, but said nothing, and Mags went to the door.  “Broken Feather,” Vanessa could hear her exclaiming, “what brings you here?” 
 
    “Captain Renton was worried about Vanessa, so he sent me out to check up on her.  She has neglected to write to her father.  I hope there is nothing wrong with her.” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, she is doing right fine for a woman preparing to start a family.  Jason and everyone except for Bradford and Morton have all gone on the drive.  We are about to have lunch.  Would you like to join us?  We are just waiting for Bradford to show up.” 
 
    “I would love that,” Broken Feather smiled.  “I have had a long ride, and appreciate your hospitality.” 
 
    “Then come in the kitchen with us.  Vanessa, Broken Feather has shown up.  Why haven’t you been writing your father?” she called, and then smiled when Vanessa joined them in the entry.  “I would think you would want to write and tell him about him becoming a grandfather.” 
 
    “I have written, only I guess the letter hasn’t gotten to him yet,’ Vanessa said.  “Hello, Broken Feather.  How are you?” 
 
    “Tired, to tell you the truth.  I hope you are doing well.  You shouldn’t ignore your father so much.  He has no way of knowing what is happening to you if you don’t inform him of your situation.” 
 
    “I will make a point of writing him more often in the future.  In fact, if you wish, I will write you as well to put your mind at ease.” 
 
    “I doubt that will be necessary.  Your father can pass on the news.  When is Jason due home?” 
 
    “It will be at least three weeks or more before we expect him back,” Mags answered for her, as she led them into the kitchen.  “How long do you plan on staying?  The boys could probably use your help if you are not in a hurry to get back.” 
 
    “Captain Renton told me to remain as long as it took to assure his daughter was safe and well.  I am sure he wouldn’t mind if I stayed for a few days, considering most of the men are away.” 
 
    “When Bradford returns, you can ask him about staying.  He has been put in charge while Jason is away.” 
 
    As they came into the kitchen, they found Morton already sitting at the kitchen table, and MacGregor was getting ready to dish up the plates. 
 
    “We have an extra guest,” Mags said, nodding at Broken Feather. 
 
    “Well, where did you come from?  I thought you had gone back to the army,” MacGregor commented. 
 
    “Just here for a short visit,” Broken Feather told him. 
 
    “Where in the hell is Bradford,” Morton complained.  “He took off while we were out checking the cows, saying he had to take care of something, and then never returned.  He didn’t come back here did he?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of,” Vanessa told him. 
 
    “He usually takes care of ranch business and doesn’t mess around, and he certainly knows when it is lunch time.  He should be here by now.” 
 
    “I am sure he will come dragging in soon,” MacGregor smiled.  “I noticed a bottle of Jason’s favorite wine was missing when I was checking the supplies.  He is probably enjoying it somewhere, and may be sleeping it off, if he drank too much.  I’ll keep something warm for him.  No use waiting since the majority of us are here, wanting to eat.” 
 
    “That is not like Bradford.  I have never known him to get into Jason’s wine before.  Did you take it, Vanessa?” he asked, turning to her. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.  I don’t know why you would think that I did.  Since I have been in a mothering way, I have refrained from drinking wine.  It makes me nauseous.  If Bradford took the wine, I will report it to Jason when he gets back.  You know how Jason feels about his wine supply, especially his favorite vintage.  Bradford needs a good talking to.”  
 
    “I doubt Jason will be very hard on him,” Mags smiled.  “They have been friends for a long time.  He sometimes lets Bradford get away with a lot more than he allows the other boys to do.” 
 
    “Yes, Jason said he trusts Bradford more than anyone else, so maybe he won’t even care.”  She thought how Jason apparently didn’t know Bradford as well as he thought he did.  He had been so sure Bradford wouldn’t try to touch her, and then Bradford ends taking the best wine, and tried to rape her.  He would have succeeded if that rock hadn’t been handy.  Maybe he needed the wine to give him enough courage to do it, she thought.  He could have tried early on during the week, but hadn’t approached her. 
 
    When the meal was finished, Morton started getting nervous.  “You know how to track people, don’t you?” he asked Broken Feather.  “I can’t imagine what would be keeping Bradford this long.  I wonder if a Comanche got him.  Maybe we should go look for him.” 
 
    “If you take me to where you last saw him, I could follow his tracks from there,” Broken Feather suggested.  He glanced at Vanessa, who had a worried look on her face. 
 
    “I’ll take you there,” Morton said, getting up from the table.  “This just isn’t like Bradford.  I wonder what it was he said he had to take care of.  I didn’t know of anything extra that needed doing besides checking on the new calves and cows that were about to drop a calf.” 
 
    “I guess we will discover it, when we find him,” Broken Feather stated.  “Something must be detaining him that he hadn’t counted on, so I guess we had better get to it.” 
 
    Vanessa went out on the front porch, along with Mags to watch the two riding off together.  She was literally shaking, knowing what they would end up finding. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mags said, soothingly, when she saw Vanessa shaking.  “Bradford can pretty much take care of himself.  There is probably a very simple explanation, and we will all laugh when we discover what it is that made us worry so.” 
 
    “I just have a bad feeling, is all,” Vanessa murmured. 
 
    Broken Feather followed Morton to the place where he claimed they had last been together, checking on the cows.  He got down from his horse and studied the tracks, and then got back up on it and started following the tracks, which led straight to the river.  Bradford must have known Vanessa would be at the river, he thought, unless he had just planned to go there to down the wine. 
 
    “Did you notice if Bradford had the wine with him?” Broken Feather asked. 
 
    “Not as far as I could tell.  That is why I think it is strange to accuse him of taking it.” 
 
    “Maybe what he had to take care of was going back to get the wine, only his tracks do not lead back to the house.  Maybe he had gotten the wine earlier, and stashed it somewhere between here and the river.”  They were just approaching the river as he spoke. 
 
    “Bradford knew we had business to take care of.  Why would he take off to the river to drink?  He could have waited until after we were through working to get drunk, don’t you think?” 
 
    Not if he was looking for Vanessa and knew she was at the river, he thought.  “It was a hot day,” was all he said, though.   
 
    He must have been watching Vanessa, because she claimed she didn’t think he knew she was at the river.  Whatever the case, he went to the river, had the wine, and tried to take advantage of his friend’s wife.  Maybe he deserved to die, Broken Feather thought angrily to himself. 
 
    “What’s that on the bank,” Morton asked, pointing to something white, which looked like maybe a dead duck or something.  Broken Feather swung down from his horse, and checked.  It was what he expected it to be.  It was Vanessa’s pantaloons.  There was no way he could hide them, so he fished them out and wrung them out. 
 
    “Looks like women’s pantaloons,” he mumbled. 
 
    “They must belong to Vanessa, but why would she leave her pantaloons out here?” 
 
    “Maybe she went swimming, and when she went to get dressed the wind had blown them into the water and she couldn’t find them,” he suggested.  “I’ll take them back and ask her about them.” 
 
    Broken Feather turned to look and saw Morton getting down from his horse. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked.  “The tracks lead away from here, but I do see he got off of his horse, so maybe he was drinking the wine here.” 
 
    “His hat is on that branch of the tree, which means he has been here, only I noticed something strange,” Morton stated.  “There is blood on this rock, and a puddle of blood in the grass.  Also, the grass is all pressed down as well.” 
 
    Broken Feather came to inspect what Morton was looking at, kicking himself for not thinking to throw the rock in the river, and get rid of the blood.  He hadn’t even noticed Bradford’s hat in the tree when he was there.  Everything else took center stage at the time.” 
 
    “That is strange,” Broken Feather stated.  According to the tracks, it looks like he must have tripped and hit his head on that rock.  The fact that the grass is pressed down indicates he was lying here for a time.  Maybe he was out for a bit and his head bled, then he got up and rode away.  Could be, if he was drunk, hitting his head may have disoriented him and that is why he left his hat and has not come back.  Maybe he is wondering around drunk and unable to focus on what direction he is going, or has passed out somewhere.” 
 
    “It just isn’t like Bradford to do that.  Besides, his horse would have brought him back,” Morton insisted. 
 
    “Not if he fell off his horse.  I guess the only way to find out is to follow the tracks and see if we can hunt him down.” 
 
    Once again Broken Feather started following tracks that he had made himself, when he took Bradford to the canyon.  On the way back, he had covered his own tracks, leaving only Bradford’s tracks to follow.  He was anxious to get this over with.  Morton may question things, now that he noticed the blood, and Vanessa’s pantaloons.  He was just hoping that Morton wasn’t smart enough to try and piece things together.  It was plausible that Bradford had tripped and hit his head, and then woke up and rode away in a drunken stupor.  Luckily, by the time the Sheriff inspected everything, most of the evidence would be trampled over by him and Morton. 
 
    “There’s Bradford’s horse.  It looks like he’s ground-tied so no wonder he didn’t come back to the ranch.  Bradford must be around here somewhere and that is why his horse is waiting for him.  I just don’t know why he would come out all this way.  This isn’t even near the pasture where the cows are.” 
 
    “If he was drunk, he may not have known where he was going,” Broken Feather reasoned.  “Guess we better take a look,” he suggested as he swung down from his horse. 
 
    “Bradford!” Morton called out, “you out here?”   
 
    There was no reply.  Broken Feather hadn’t expected one.  He decided he would hold back and let Morton find the body, so it didn’t look like he knew anything about what they were about to discover.  It didn’t take long before Morton was excitedly calling to him, telling him he could see Bradford down in the canyon. 
 
    “It doesn’t look good,” Morton called.  “He’s mighty still!” 
 
    “Go down and check.  I’ll throw you a rope so we can pull him back up,” Broken Feather instructed. 
 
    “I think he’s a goner,” Morton called up, when he had reached Bradford’s body.  “He’s already getting stiff. Throw the rope down and I’ll tie it around him, to pull him up.” 
 
    The two managed to bring Bradford’s body up the side of the canyon wall, which hadn’t been very steep.  Broken Feather could see added scrapes and scratches on Bradford’s face, beyond the place where his head had been hit with the rock. 
 
    “I found the bottle of wine.  It was broken.  He must have had it with him when he fell,” Morton stated.  “Only, what was strange is that when I went to tie the rope around him, his shirt was up and I could see scratches on his back, which didn’t look like they got there from his fall.  They look like fingernail scratches, to me… four of them all in a row.” 
 
    “Had Bradford been out with any of the local ladies of the night, lately?” Broken Feather asked. 
 
    “Nope, he has been here the whole time, and these scratches look fresh.” 
 
    “You know Bradford better than I do.  What do you suppose happened causing him to get those scratches?” 
 
    Morton pulled Bradford’s shirt back to show Broken Feather the scratches.  “They are pretty deep, which means it wasn’t love making that caused them, and I can’t imagine Bradford ever having a tussle with a woman, in such a way that she would scratch him like that.  Besides, his shirt would have had to be off at the time.  I don’t see any rips in his shirt, unless whoever scratched him pushed their hand under his shirt if it hadn’t been tucked in.  Bradford usually tucked his shirt in.” 
 
    “You don’t suppose he got in a fight with a man recently, do you?” 
 
    “Men usually don’t have long fingernails,” Morton pointed out. 
 
    “Apparently something happened, and the only woman near this ranch is Vanessa.  You don’t suppose Bradford would have put her in a position for her to scratch him, do you?” 
 
    “Never!  Jason would have his head if that had happened!” 
 
    “Even if he was drunk?”  Broken Feather looked closely at Morton. 
 
    “Now that, I can’t say, because I haven’t seen Bradford drunk very many times, and not when he was around a woman.  I just don’t think he would betray Jason that way, even if he was drunk.  He was supposed to be keeping an eye out for Vanessa.” 
 
    “People sometimes do strange things when they get drunk,” Broken Feather pointed out. 
 
    “So do you think something happened between them?” Morton asked. 
 
    “Only Vanessa would know, and I don’t think she is going to tell anyone.  Whatever happened, Bradford took off on his horse, and ended up at the bottom of the canyon.” 
 
    “You think maybe he threw himself off to the bottom of the canyon, out of self-loathing, after trying something with Vanessa?” 
 
    “If he was drunk, no telling what he would do, but I would keep this between you and me.  We don’t want to upset Vanessa any more than she is going to be when she discovers Bradford is dead.  There is nothing we can do about it now anyway.  We might as well let Vanessa keep her dignity, so don’t mention anything to the sheriff.  Just let him ask all the questions and only answer what you know.” 
 
    “I guess you are right.  I just can’t imagine Bradford ever…”  He shook his head in disbelief, not even finishing the sentence. 
 
    “I guess I had better stay at the ranch until Jason gets back.  You are going to need the help and Vanessa will need moral support.  I am the only friend she has, other than the ranch hands.  When we were together on the way out here, we became close friends, after almost getting washed away in a storm together.  She says I remind her of a young slave that was her friend when she was growing up.” 
 
    “I suppose I should go get the sheriff when we get back to the ranch.  Why don’t you take Bradford back to the ranch and lay him out in his room, and I’ll ride out to and get the sheriff.” 
 
    “Yeah, the sooner this is over, the better.” 
 
    Morton kicked his horse and galloped away, as Broken Feather led Bradford’s horse with him slung over the saddle.  Since he was already starting to get stiff, Broken Feather didn’t want him to be too stiff so he couldn’t lay him out, once he got him back. 
 
    Broken Feather told his tale when he brought Bradford’s body back to the ranch, explaining that Morton went for the sheriff.  Vanessa ran up to her room, and sat shivering on the bed, while MacGregor helped Broken Feather put Bradford in his room, and pulled the sheet over his body.  Then Broken Feather went upstairs and tapped on Vanessa’s door, after MacGregor returned to the kitchen, shaking his head at the unexpected news of Bradford’s demise. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Broken Feather asked Vanessa, as she opened the door and threw herself into his arms. 
 
    “This is just horrible,” she mumbled into his shoulder. 
 
    “Morton saw scratches on Bradford’s back and could tell they were fingernail scratches.  Did you scratch him?” 
 
    “I may have, I don’t really remember, everything happened so fast.” 
 
    “I just hope the Sheriff doesn’t notice them or say anything if he does.  I have him laid out on his back, so I don’t suppose the Sheriff is going to turn him over to inspect his body after we tell him how we found Bradford at the bottom of the canyon and suspect he fell to his death, because he had been drinking.   
 
    “Morton could only come to the conclusion that you may have scratched Bradford, since there are no other women around, but he can’t bring himself to believe that Bradford would try to harm you.  I told him it was best if he didn’t say anything, and I was not going to ask you about it, because I didn’t want to upset you.  It is best if all of this is forgotten and not even spoken about until Jason returns, and then we say as little as possible.  By the way, we found your pantaloons and there was no explanation for them being in the river.  I suggested to Morton that they may have blown into the river when you were swimming and since you couldn’t find them you left them behind.  We should stick to that story, and make sure it took place sometime last week, if anyone asks.” 
 
    Vanessa nodded.  “Jason is going to be devastated.  Bradford was his close friend.  They knew each other for about forever!” 
 
    “He should have kept his hands to himself, then,” Broken Feather muttered. 
 
    Vanessa clung all the tighter to Broken Feather, and he found himself putting his arms around her to try and comfort her.  Not only had she been traumatized by Bradford’s treatment of her, but now he was dead and she had been the cause of it.  He could well understand how she must feel. 
 
    “It will soon be over with,” he soothed, as he stroked her hair, liking the way her curls felt beneath the palm of his hand. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered, enjoying his fingers in her hair. 
 
    “Only not enough to leave Jason and come with me to Mexico.” 
 
    “You know I can’t now.” 
 
    “Then don’t tell me how much you miss me,” he half moaned. 
 
    “I can’t help how I feel about you.  And I can’t help that society would never allow us to be together.  I just want you to know that even though I am staying with Jason because of our child, I can never forget you.” 
 
    “Which only makes it all the harder, because I can never forget you either,” Broken Feather groaned, and then he broke down and did what he vowed he would not do, once he got there.  He enfolded Vanessa in his arms and found her lips, devouring them in a passion that seemed to overtake him.  
 
    Vanessa welcomed his kiss, hating herself for not giving in and leaving with Broken Feather before Jason could return home, and letting Broken Feather help her raise her child, somewhere in Mexico among the Black Seminole tribe.  However, she just couldn’t bring herself to do it.  She realized her feelings for Jason were too strong, and she couldn’t hurt him by taking his child away.  Despite the fact that she loved Broken Feather, they would have to remain star-crossed lovers, never meant to be together. 
 
    Only for now, she had him there, holding her and kissing her, taking her breath away, for whatever amount of time they had together.  She would have him there for the next two or three weeks, and the thought thrilled her in spite of the guilt she felt for betraying Jason, and disappointing Broken Feather by not going with him to Mexico. 
 
    She would have to be careful, though.  It was bad enough that Bradford found out about her and Broken Feather.  It would be devastating if anyone else found out about it. 
 
    “I don’t know why I allow you to affect me like this,” Broken Feather murmured, against her cheek.  “If anyone discovers us, it will be worse than Bradford dying.” 
 
    “I know,” Vanessa murmured, straightening up and pulling out of his arms.  “I suppose you had better go.  I just can’t wait until we can be together again without worry of someone seeing us.  If you stay, we will have plenty of chances to be with each other.” 
 
    “It isn’t right,” Vanessa. 
 
    “I know, but I can’t help myself.  Soon you will leave, and then when you go to Mexico, I will never see you again.” 
 
    “I wish I was Jason,” he groaned. 
 
    “So do I, it just isn’t fair.” 
 
    “I’m going to go down stairs to wait for the Sheriff.  Since you aren’t expected to know anything about Bradford’s accident, I suggest you remain in your room, unless the Sheriff wishes to talk to you for some reason, seeing as how Bradford worked for your husband.” 
 
    “Yes, I really don’t want to face anyone right now.  I may say the wrong thing and give myself away.” 
 
    “I agree.  I will tell the Sheriff that you are in shock and are in a delicate way, so we don’t want to upset you any more than necessary.” 
 
    “Thank you, Broken Feather.  You always come through for me.  You got here just in time.  I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up when you did.” 
 
    “Just my crazy luck,” he chuckled, and then straightened his face.  “We will just have to get through this, and when Jason comes home, be extra careful about what you say.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to think about Jason coming home, because then you will have to leave again.” 
 
    “Then don’t think about it.  It will come soon enough,” he smiled, and then opened the door and left her watching him walk down the hall, loving the way he moved his body, and those muscles that always had attracted her.   
 
    It made her think of Seth.  She wondered whatever happened to him after the war.  He had always been so thoughtful to her and her mother.  Even after her mother died, Seth had been there to comfort her.  Aunt Mildred had never really liked her mother for some reason and had been rather distant to both her and her mother.  It seemed like Seth was the only one who cared.  He had hugged her and cried when it came time for the slaves to leave the plantation.  He seemed almost like family to her because she had known him all her life, only she figured she would never learn where he went.  Having slaves was all behind her now, and besides, she most likely would never return to Louisiana again. 
 
    When Morton returned, he informed Broken Feather that since the death had been assumed an accident, the sheriff had said there wasn’t much reason for him to come out all that way, and to just bury Bradford in their family burial plot.  Broken Feather breathed a sigh of relief that they wouldn’t have to go through some sort of investigation, and he and Morton worked at building a box to put Bradford in.  They knew they could not wait until Jason returned, so the ceremony was rather small and simple. 
 
    Morton gave a few words about Bradford and his experiences of the man, and then MacGregor gave a semblance of a prayer, saying he wasn’t much good at giving funeral services, but would try.  Vanessa cried silently, not because she would miss Bradford but because it had all suddenly hit her that she had killed him, mixed with the relief that it was all over and no one could question how the death actually happened.  Also, now, Jason would never discover what Bradford knew. 
 
    She glanced over at Broken Feather, feeling happy that he was there and glad she had sent for him, only the look he gave her was not very comforting.  He must be angry that he had been dragged into all of this and now there were more secrets to keep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Three weeks went by way too fast for Vanessa.  Broken Feather was kept busy most of the time helping Morton out, and when the day’s work was over, and supper was eaten, he usually went straight to his room.  Vanessa came to the conclusion that he had no intention of being with her alone at any time while he was there, and it hurt her feelings.  Yet she couldn’t really blame him.  Their love for each other was a hopeless dream unless she consented to going with him to Mexico, and she knew she could never raise her child in an Indian village, and there was no way she would agree to leave it behind.  Therefore, she was bound to her marriage vows whether she liked it or not, and would have to resign herself to the fact. 
 
    She would watch Broken Feather from afar as he worked, and smile at him over the kitchen table joining in with small talk as they all ate their meal.  There were times she went to the river to cool off, hoping Broken Feather would come and join her, but he never did.  She made it a point not to go back to the part of the river where Bradford had died.  Yet even so, being at the river just brought back sad memories.  Either she would try to relive the time she spent with Broken Feather there, feeling empty when she knew it was merely a memory, or shiver at the thought of Bradford dragging her to the bank. 
 
    She turned her thoughts to her future child, but even that could not distract her.  Jason was always so busy working, she barely saw him, and it would be like living her life all over again when only she and her mother shared their lives together because her father was always away.  She feared the same fate would befall her and her child, once it was born.  As it was, she only had a fond feeling for Jason, and if he was never around, even that feeling would grow weak, she worried. 
 
    Every time Broken Feather even looked her way, her heart would lurch and she would lose her breath, trying to slow her heartbeat.  Then when he glanced away, her heart fell to her stomach, and she had to hold back her tears of disappointment.  He was set on avoiding her as much as possible, and then when Jason came back, he would be gone for good.   
 
    Perhaps he was doing it to weaken her into agreeing to leave with him to Mexico when Jason came back.  The thought of how devastated Jason would be if she did that, was the only thing stopping her, beyond the distasteful thought of living with Indians.  Only if she went with Broken Feather, there was no other place to go, and if she left Jason, now that she was carrying his heir, Jason would not leave a stone unturned hunting her down and dragging her back, at least until after the baby was born.  She could see no way out of her dilemma and finally had to stop looking for ways. 
 
    Now she wished she had not sent for Broken Feather, except for the fact he had helped her get rid of Bradford’s body and directed the blame of his death away from her.  She spent long hours playing the piano trying to block all her hopes out.  As she sat playing, she took in a sudden breath when she started to feel the life quicken inside of her and marveled at how it felt like butterflies were flitting around in her stomach, each time the child moved.  It made it all the more absolute that there was a life growing within her.  Her fate was sealed, and she was bound there with Jason forever, now, she thought. 
 
    “This is just how I imagined it would be when I returned,” she heard a voice behind her say as she was in the middle of playing a piano piece, and she stopped playing the piano to turn and look. 
 
    Jason couldn’t have returned so soon, she thought, and then realized it wasn’t so soon, she just hadn’t kept track of the time once Broken Feather arrived.  She turned on the bench and faced him, smiling, as she cried inside. 
 
    “I could hear the music as I rode up,” he told her.  “I have missed you Vanessa.  You don’t know how much I have missed you.” 
 
    Then he was lifting her from the bench and holding her in his arms, covering her face with kisses as Vanessa tried to calm the fear of knowing now that Jason was home, Broken Feather would leave. 
 
    “I have missed you too,” she lied, but returned his kisses. “So much has happened since you left,” she murmured. 
 
    “I saw that Broken Feather was here.  Did he decide to leave the army again?” 
 
    “No, he just came by to check on me and then ended up staying to help out until you returned.  I will let him tell you about it.  Something horrible happened to Bradford.” 
 
    “What?  Did he have a relapse from his wounds?” Jason asked anxiously. 
 
    “It is worse than that, only I don’t want to talk about it.  Broken Feather will explain it all.  I think I will go up to my room while you talk to him,” she told him. 
 
    “This sounds serious.  I will go find Broken Feather and get some answers,” he muttered, “then I will come to your room.  I am in need of a hot bath though, and I can barely stand, I am so tired.” 
 
    “I’ll run a tub for you,” she murmured and headed for the stairs, as Jason went out the front door, looking for Broken Feather. 
 
    When Jason returned, his face was ashen and his eyes looked glazed, an expression of disbelief had crept over his face.  Vanessa could barely look at him, her heart shivering in fright if he ever discovered the truth about Bradford’s death.  Only, how could he, if she never mentioned it to him.  As far as he knew, she knew nothing about how Bradford actually died. 
 
    “Your tub is ready,” Vanessa mumbled as she met Jason in the hall. 
 
    “This is a terrible situation,” Jason strained.  “I am glad that Broken Feather was here, though, to help out.  He seems very capable.  I invited him to remain on the ranch, but he turned me down.  He said he would be returning to the army now.  I just can’t believe that Bradford is dead.” 
 
    “Come take a bath,” Vanessa encouraged.  “It will relax you, and I will remain in the room so we can talk, if you wish.” 
 
    “Yes, I would like that.  It is so good to be back, but having to face this news is devastating.  Bradford was my right-hand man.  I suppose I will have to make Morton foreman now, and hire on another work hand.” 
 
    Vanessa followed him into the bathroom and watched him shed his clothes and lower himself into the tub. 
 
    “You have lost so much weight,” she said in a little astonishment. 
 
    “The drive takes a lot of energy out of you.  It is a constant effort to keep the cattle together and moving, going out for strays to bring them back into the herd, and pushing the herd all day and barely sleeping at night.  Then I was so anxious to get back, I tried to extend each day’s ride so we would make better time.” 
 
    “Well, you are home now, and since the herd is smaller, there won’t be as much work to do for a while.” 
 
    “Except for the branding when the calves are old enough,” he reminded her.  “How have you been feeling?  I can see our child has grown some.” 
 
    Vanessa looked down at her stomach and smiled.  “I suppose so.  I can feel it moving inside of me.  It is the most unusual sensation.” 
 
    “I will look forward to when it is born.  It will be nice to have a child in the house and, eventually, I am sure there will be more to join it in the future.” 
 
    The thought caught Vanessa off guard.  If she remained here, she would be raising a brood of children to ultimately grow up and work on the ranch next to their father.  The realization of it was rather daunting. 
 
    Jason laid back and closed his eyes, and Vanessa began to bath him as he relaxed in the warm water. 
 
    “It is nice to feel your hands on me,” Jason breathed.  “I didn’t realize all the pleasures a wife could bring a man.” 
 
    “I am happy to please you,” Vanessa said truthfully, only knowing that she would never be able to please Broken Feather again made it rather bitter-sweet. 
 
    “I just don’t understand it,” he murmured. 
 
    “You don’t understand what?” Vanessa asked, puzzled. 
 
    “I am told that Bradford had taken a bottle of my wine and got drunk.  It just wasn’t like Bradford to do something like that.” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t know Bradford as well as you thought or maybe something was weighing on his mind for him to get drunk like that.” 
 
    “What would be weighing on his mind?  We have been working on this ranch together for years, and he has never had something weighing on his mind like that before.” 
 
    “He was acting rather strange before you left.  Remember, I told you of my concerns.  I don’t think he liked me, and I know he did not like Broken Feather.” 
 
    “Was Broken Feather here before Bradford ended up getting drunk?  Did something happen between the two?” 
 
    “No.  Broken Feather showed up after Bradford had taken off and no one knew where he was.  Bradford and I hadn’t even talked the first week you were away, so if something was bothering him, I was not aware of it.  Both he and Morton were pretty busy taking care of the new calves.” 
 
    “Morton said he couldn’t understand it either.  He claimed there was something strange about the whole incident.  He told me about finding Bradford’s hat and blood at the river, only Bradford’s body was discovered down a canyon.  He said he saw scratches on Bradford’s back that looked like fingernail marks.  Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    “I have no idea what he is talking about.  How would I know anything about it?  Like I told you, we hadn’t talked for almost a week before he went missing.  Morton might have been mistaken.  After all, Bradford tumbled down the side of the canyon and could have gotten those scratches in the process.  Just because they looked like fingernail scratches, doesn’t mean they were.” 
 
    “I suppose we will never know.  Bradford is buried and the sheriff never came out to examine his body since it was claimed to be an accident.  Anyway there was no one here who wanted to harm Bradford, so it had to be an accident.” 
 
    “It is over and done with now, Jason.  Stewing over it is not going to change anything.  We will just have to get on with our lives and make the best of it.” 
 
    “I suppose you are right.  It is too late to try and piece things together now, anyway.  I am just happy to be home where I can keep an eye on things now.” 
 
    “We are happy to have you home,” Vanessa smiled, kissing him on the forehead. 
 
    Jason reached his hand up and pulled Vanessa’s head down to his lips, giving her a long, comforting kiss.  “I am beat and hungry,” he murmured when their lips parted.  “It is almost supper time.  I’ll meet you downstairs in the dining room latter.  I just wish to lay here and relax for a bit and try to collect my thoughts.” 
 
    “Then I will see you at supper,” Vanessa said, feeling a little disappointed that he was requesting she leave, yet eager to talk to Broken Feather, knowing he was planning on leaving, now that Jason had returned. 
 
    She left the bathroom and headed downstairs to look for Broken Feather.  After seeking him out in all the usual places, where she thought Broken Feather would be working, and checking his room, Vanessa came up empty-handed.  Finally, she stopped Morton, who was engrossed in a conversation with the other ranch hands, sharing the experience of the drive with him, and asked him if he knew where Broken Feather was. 
 
    “Oh, he left shortly after the crew returned,” Morton informed her. 
 
    “Without saying goodbye to me?” Vanessa gasped. 
 
    “I think he looked for you, but couldn’t find you.  He told me to remind you he would be at the fort if you ever needed his help in the future.  Then at the end of the year, he would be off to Mexico.” 
 
    It was something she already knew, Vanessa stewed to herself.  He couldn’t even remain for supper, so he could see her one last time before he left, and now she would never see him again.  She turned and fled, seeking solitude down by the river. 
 
    Nothing was turning out right, she lamented to herself, as she lay sprawled on the grass beside the bank.  Her whole life had been disappointing.  Between her mother and father hating each other for reasons Vanessa didn’t even know about, and her aunt’s indifference towards her, losing her childhood friend, and having to say goodbye to Seth, and now Broken Feather leaving, she felt like she had no safe port to call her own.  Despite the fact that Jason claimed to love her, and she had a roof over her head, it did not comfort her.  It had been an arranged marriage, and now she was stuck in it.  She longed for happier days when she was in Louisiana. 
 
    Yet as she thought about it, even those days did not bring her happiness.  Something was always happening that created sadness in her, her father leaving, her mother dying, the war taking away their livelihood, and then having to leave the plantation behind.  Her life had been a perpetual struggle for her.  Now she would have to find solace in the birth of her child, and pour all her love out on it, the same way her mother had poured her love out on her.  The one thing that had been a constant in Vanessa’s life was the knowledge that, at least, her mother loved her.  She let out a deep sigh.  Perhaps she would learn to love Jason more, she told herself.  She knew he loved her, and that gave her a little hope.  Finally, she pulled herself up from the grass, and headed back to the house since it was about suppertime. 
 
    Vanessa sat and fiddled with her food.  She had lost her apatite, and the conversation had turned to the death of Bradford.  Everyone had their own version of why Bradford would have taken the wine, and they all had a hard time believing he actually fell down the canyon.  Morton kept insisting there was no reason Bradford would have ridden out to the canyon, drunk or not. 
 
    Abruptly, Vanessa rose to her feet.  “I can’t bear to listen to any more of this talk about Bradford’s death,” she cried.  “Nothing you can say about it will change the fact, so why continue to mull over the whole event?” 
 
    “I am sorry if we upset you,” Jason said, quietly.  “It just all seems so strange.” 
 
    “Life is strange,” Vanessa muttered.  “I am going up to bed, and would like to be left alone.  I am not feeling well.” 
 
    Jason stood up, and placed his hand on Vanessa’s back.  “Is there anything I can do to comfort you?  Do you want me to send Mags up with some warm milk?” 
 
    “No.  I am just tired, and upset.  Broken Feather left without even saying goodbye.  I thought he was my friend, but I guess I was mistaken.  He barely talked to me the whole time he was here.” 
 
    “Maybe the friendship was more on your side than his,” Jason suggested.  “If I recall you were upset about him leaving before and vowed not to speak to him again.  It is too bad he doesn’t value your friendship the same way you value his.” 
 
    “You are right.  He doesn’t value me at all, so I suppose it is just as well he has gone.  I understand he will be returning to Mexico in a few months, so it is just as well our friendship was not strong.  None of us will probably ever see him again, once he leaves the States.”  
 
    “You have plenty of friends, right here on the ranch,” Jason smiled. 
 
    Vanessa looked around the table at the work crew and shrugged.  “These men aren’t my friends.  They are merely your workers, somewhat like the slaves were on our plantation, only you pay them.  Friends are born out of having things in common.” 
 
    Vanessa turned and left the room, as Jason frowned at her.  In spite of the fact that the men at the table all worked for him, he had plenty in common with them and thought of them as his brothers, whom he hadn’t been able to talk into coming to his ranch.  Yet he had to admit, Vanessa probably didn’t have anything in common with them.  He wondered what she had in common with Broken Feather, except for the fact he reminded her of her childhood slave friend.  However, Broken Feather had saved her life on their trip out there, so maybe that is what had bonded her to him, even though Broken Feather didn’t seem to take it as seriously as Vanessa did. 
 
    Vanessa tried to put everything behind her, as the days stretched on.  At first it was difficult to forget about Broken Feather and focus on Jason, but slowly, she managed to allow her feelings to grow towards her husband.  He was still very busy with ranch work, but managed to find time to spend with Vanessa, enjoying her flower garden, listening to her play the piano, playing chess with her before they retired for the night, and talking over events of the day, as he held her in bed.  They seldom spoke of Bradford, or Broken Feather, which suited Vanessa just fine. 
 
    Jason hired on a new ranch hand and made Morton the foreman.  Branding of the calves rolled around, and it kept the crew busy for a couple of days beyond the other work that had to be done on the ranch.  Jason left for a short time with some of the boys to bring in some new steers he had purchased, and Vanessa realized she actually missed him.  She barely thought about Broken Feather any longer, and knowing he would be going to Mexico soon, gave her all the more reason to put him out of her mind. 
 
    As she grew bigger, she became anxious to finally deliver her baby.  It was hard to walk, and she had to lean backwards just to maintain her balance.  She often sat in a rocker on the front porch, watching one of the hands working the horses.  This, brought fleeting thoughts of Broken Feather to the surface, which she promptly tamped down. 
 
    Mags helped her make baby clothes, and she enjoyed sorting them out and staring down at them, imagining her new child wearing the garments.  As she sat in the rocker, she often worked on crocheting a baby shawl enjoying the feel of the soft fabric between her fingers, bringing it to her cheek and dreaming of the time it would be wrapped around her future child. 
 
    Now when the baby moved, there was no mistaken it, and on many occasions, she would place Jason’s hand on her stomach so he could feel the movement too.  He would smile broadly, and kiss her belly, expressing his love to her and the child.  Vanessa was beginning to believe that remaining married to Jason and raising her child there on the ranch would actually turn out to be more enjoyable than she had imagined.  Instead of dreading it, she began looking forward to it. 
 
    Mags said she knew a little about delivering babies, even though she had not had any herself, because when she was a maid, she one time had to help the midwife deliver a child.  She promised if the doctor couldn’t make it there in time, she was sure she could manage to help Vanessa bring her child into the world. 
 
    As the days grew closer, Vanessa became nervous and excited at the same time.  It would be the beginning of a new era for her and Jason, and she believed it would pull them closer together.  She had grown to appreciate Jason in more ways than one and believed she was actually, finally falling in love with him.  Perhaps her father was right and she would end up being happy in the end.  She had grown used to the Texas weather and living on a ranch, rather than a plantation. 
 
    Those plantation days seemed so far behind her now.  When she was a child, she had enjoyed weaving in and out between the sugarcane plants, playing tag with Zack.  Sometimes, Seth would cut off a stock and give it to the two to suck on.  As she thought about it, it dawned on her that maybe Zack had been Seth’s son.  He seemed rather upset when her father had sold the boy. 
 
    Being young, she hadn’t paid that much attention.  Slaves didn’t actually own their own children, and couldn’t even name them.  They gave their children their own names, but the plantation owner gave them their legal names, which they would be known by while working on the plantation, and used when the time to sell them came along.  If there were duplicate names, they would be given a last name, usually after their owner, to tell the two slaves apart, when writing down the names of slaves for the selling blocks. 
 
    Memories of sitting on the docks of the Mississippi River, watching the paddle boats being loaded with sugarcane, to be transported to buyers throughout the region, sometimes filled Vanessa’s head.  She had loved the excitement of it all.  She had even gotten to ride in one of those paddle boats when she got older. 
 
    Texas was so different from Louisiana in so many ways.  They were two different worlds.  Here the land was only suited for pasture to feed the longhorn steers, which seemed to thrive on the grass and were hardy enough to live in such parched surroundings.  Louisiana had rich loam fertile soil that would grow anything in abundance, but along the Mississippi River, was especially good for growing sugarcane.   
 
    Because the river often overflowed, it brought up the dark, rich silt, mixing it into the soil, which worked as a fertilizer for the crops.  There were times, when too much flooding could ruin the crops, though, so while the river brought life to the crops, it could also bring death.  Life was just a game of give and take, Vanessa thought.  It was the same there in Texas, where droughts could cause as much havoc as a flashflood. 
 
    Vanessa lifted her head to attention, when she felt a sharp pain interrupt her thoughts.  She had been sitting in the rocker, daydreaming about her past and visualizing her future, and hadn’t been paying much attention to the steady, contractions she had been having.  Lately, for the past few days, they had become a part of her life, but she only noticed them more at night.  During the day, she could distract herself from them.  Only now they started to get stronger, and it dawned on her that it had something to do with having her child.  There had been no one to talk to about what to expect, since Mags had never had children, and the rest of the people on the ranch were men. 
 
    She pulled herself up out of the rocker, but then plopped back down when another heavy pain shot through her body.  Now she was frantically calling for Mags, but Mags was somewhere inside the house and apparently couldn’t hear her.  When the pain subsided, she dragged herself from the rocker, and walked slowly into the house, calling loudly for Mags.  Instead, MacGregor appeared. 
 
    “Mags went in with Jason to get supplies,” he told her.  “What seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “I think I am having my baby,” Vanessa screamed, and then crumpled to the floor in pain. 
 
    MacGregor picked her up and started to carry her upstairs.  “I’ll take you up to your bed,” he mumbled, only I don’t know the first thing about delivering a child.” 
 
    “If someone doesn’t help me, I am going to die!” Vanessa wailed in fear. 
 
    “I don’t think it will be that bad.  Morton knows about delivering calves when the cows are having a hard time.  Maybe I should bring him up.” 
 
    “Morton!  He is just a cowboy.  I can’t have him delivering my baby!  I would die of mortification!” 
 
    “It’s all we have to offer,” MacGregor muttered. 
 
    Vanessa didn’t respond because she was screaming in pain instead, as MacGregor placed her on the bed. 
 
    “I’ll go get Morton,” MacGregor mumbled, scurrying out of the room, her screams disturbing him too much to stay. 
 
    A few minutes later, Morton was barging through the door, his arms filled with towles, coming to an abrupt halt when he saw that Vanessa had already delivered.  He hurried to her side, cutting the umbilical cord with his knife, and tying it off with a strip of cloth he ripped off his shirt. 
 
    “It’s a girl,” he said, as he stared at her newborn child.  He swallowed hard, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Then Vanessa looked down at her daughter, and almost stopped breathing.  Both she and Morton could tell at the very first glance that her child did not belong to Jason.  Its honey brown colored skin indicated otherwise, and Vanessa knew it was Broken Feather’s child.  She was torn between pleasure and fear.  Now her secret could not be buried with Bradford.  It was out in the open for all to see. 
 
    Morton said nothing, as he busied himself, handing her a towel to warp her baby in and collecting the afterbirth and wrapping it in in a towel to remove it from the room.  He handed the rest of the towels to Vanessa to cover the bed and soak up the dampness, and then turned away.  He only glanced over his shoulder briefly, as he went through the door, and did not return to offer her any added assistance. 
 
    Vanessa shivered as she clutched her daughter to her, and allowed it to nurse.  What was Jason going to do when he came home and discovered her betrayal?  She almost feared for her life, but she was certain Jason would not kill her, only he may decide to kill Broken Feather, instead, she dreaded.  She had a hard time believing that Broken Feather was the father to her child.  She had barely had intimate relations with him.  She could only remember the one time when she tried to run away, and the time at the river, shortly after that.  Even though her encounters with her husband were right around the same time, his efforts had not brought forth a child and now she needed to answer to him. 
 
    He would hate her, right when she was starting to love him.  She wondered what kind of punishment she would receive.  This was the worst thing that could have happened, especially when she was starting to look forward to remaining on the ranch with Jason and raising their children together.  Only this was not his child, and she doubted that he would accept it as such, considering everyone would know it did not belong to him.  Even if he was willing to adopt it, it would bring too much shame on him, which would end up coming between the two of them in the end. 
 
    Vanessa trembled in her bed as she waited for Jason to return.  MacGregor brought her up some food.  He did not ask to see the child.  Vanessa assumed that Morton had already told him about it.  The whole ranch probably knew before Jason had a chance to discover it.  Vanessa could not eat.  She could barely breathe.  Her thoughts were in turmoil, as her stomach twisted in knots. 
 
    When she heard Jason’s footsteps coming down the hall, and the door was pushed open, he merely stood at a distance from her, remaining in front of the doorway. 
 
    “Morton told me about helping you with your daughter’s birth,” he murmured, his whisper strained and barely audible.  “I do not wish to see it.  I can barely look upon you.  It appears that Broken Feather was more than just a friend to you, and it is no wonder you didn’t want him to leave.  I was blind not to realize it, but I trusted the man, just as your father did.  He should be drawn and quartered… only he did save all of our lives.  Therefore, I won’t press for his punishment.  However, I will not have you under my roof any longer than needs be.  As soon as you have recovered from this birth, I will have Morton take you back to your father.  I wish never to hear your name again.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” Vanessa mumbled.  “My encounter with Broken Feather did not happen until I had run away and he found me.  When he heard about the way you treated me on our wedding night, he took pity on me.  He wanted to calm my fears by showing me that not all men treated their wives the way you chose to do.  He convinced me to come back to you, even though I wanted to leave you and never return!  It is no wonder I turned to him instead of you, but he left because he knew we could never be together and insisted I make the best of it remaining your wife.  You have him to thank for me staying and giving you a second chance.” 
 
    Jason laughed bitterly.  “That is absurd!  He makes love to my wife and then talks her into coming back to me?  You were probably together every chance you could get after that.” 
 
    “Had I had my way, we would have, only Broken Feather left and that is why I was so upset.  I love Broken Feather, only I can’t have him.  What else could I do?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, you won’t be doing it here!  I misjudged both of you!” 
 
    “Ha!  The same way you misjudged Bradford as well.  You seem to have a problem with finding someone you can trust!  Do you really want to know how Bradford died?  I begged you not to leave me with him but you trusted him.  You said he wouldn’t touch me, so I tried to believe you.  Your trusted friend got filthy drunk and tried to rape me.  That is how he got the scratches on his back, and that is why he died.  I hit him with a rock to defend myself.  At least Broken Feather never tried to force himself on me like you did, in the beginning, and your dear friend, Bradford, did.  Apparently the two of you had more in common than I thought!” 
 
    Jason’s face turned dark.  “You killed my friend?” he roared. 
 
    “Not on purpose.  It was self-defense.  I suppose if he had raped me, you would have believed whatever lies he chose to tell you about it, rather than protect your wife’s honor.” 
 
    “My wife has no honor.  You were already carrying someone else’s baby when Bradford was left here with you.  And then when I return, your lover was here with you, the whole time I was away.  How many times did you share each other’s caresses then?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make any difference.  Broken Feather would not touch me unless I agreed to go with him to Mexico and leave you.  I chose to remain, so he left once you returned.  You misjudge Broken Feather, and trusted Bradford.  I am the only one to blame in all of this, but in a way, you and my father drove me to it.  So I guess we all have something to regret.” 
 
    “In three days, I will send you back to your father.  I will wire him so he will be expecting you.  Then he can decide what to do with you.  I will file for divorce on the grounds of infidelity on your part.  Then my hands will be washed of you,” he grunted, and turned from the room. 
 
    Vanessa dissolved into tears, knowing her future was in even more peril than it had been before she ever came out to Texas.  Now she feared what her father would do.  She had ended up falling in love with a man she couldn’t have, and the man she could have was now turning her out.  It was all her father’s fault, she blamed.  He should never have arranged for her to marry Jason in the first place! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    As Fort Clark came into view, Vanessa hugged her daughter closer to her, rubbing her cheek against the infant’s soft, downy, dark hair. She decided to name her daughter Glenda, after her own mother.  Now it would be up to her father to decide her fate.  She hoped he did not send her away to a convent to raise her baby. 
 
    After Jason had stormed from her room that night, he left the ranch house and went to stay in the branding cabin, Morton told her.  Morton said Jason did not want to risk seeing her face again before she left, and the thought of his words pierced her soul.  She had finally accepted her marriage to Jason and now she had nothing.  As they headed away from the ranch, she did not look back.  She wanted to erase it and all memory of Jason out of her mind forever.  Regardless of what her life brought, this life would remain behind her buried the same way Bradford had been buried, holding the secrets of her life while she was at the ranch. 
 
    Vanessa was surprised when she saw not only her father, but Broken Feather coming out to greet her when Morton pulled the wagon up in front of the barracks.  Her heart took a sudden leap.  Broken Feather was still there, and she wondered if he knew she had given birth to his daughter. 
 
    Captain Renton helped Vanessa down from the wagon but did not speak to her.  Instead, he told Morton to go inside to the bath area and get cleaned up, and then he could eat with the soldiers before he returned to the ranch.  He would be riding his own horse back to the ranch, which he had tied behind the wagon, since the wagon contained all of Vanessa’s belongings and would be needed to take her to her next destination. 
 
    “As for you, young lady, you need to come with me to my room,” her father instructed. 
 
    Broken Feather followed behind.  He hadn’t looked at Vanessa or asked to see the baby.  Maybe he didn’t know about the baby belonging to him, Vanessa thought. 
 
    When they reached her father’s room, he indicated that she be seated, and then he looked at her casting his gaze back and forth between her and Broken Feather, as though he wasn’t certain what to say. 
 
    Finally, he cleared his throat.  “Broken Feather is not aware of what is going on,” her father said at last.  “I didn’t want him jumping to any conclusions before I had a chance to speak to both of you.  All he knows is that you have come here with your child for a very short visit.”  He looked at Vanessa knowingly and she knew he intended to send her away as soon as possible. 
 
    Sam turned to Broken Feather and smiled.  “You don’t have to pretend that you are merely a causal friend to my daughter any longer,” he stated, causing Broken Feather’s face to turn pale.  “Perhaps you should take a look at her new baby,” he said, pushing Broken Feather towards her. 
 
    Vanessa held her breath, as she slowly pulled the shawl aside so Broken Feather could look at Glenda’s olive-colored face.  In an instant, his face broke out in surprise, and then he looked a little frightened, but reached out a finger and ran it across the infant’s cheek. 
 
    “Yes, Broken Feather, this is your daughter which speaks volumes about your conduct with my daughter.  However, I have been informed that while Jason was livid when he discovered his wife’s infidelity, he also claimed you had saved everyone’s life from the Comanche and he owed you something for that.  Therefore, he is not going to press charges against you, which he could well do, since you are an Indian and it is forbidden for Indians to handle white women, especially when they are someone else’s wife!”. 
 
    Broken Feather glanced up at Sam.  “Funny how I am considered an Indian, unless I wish to be part of the Seminole tribe,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Well the same goes for black men too,” Sam muttered.  “However, rather than punish you, I have decided to put you in a position to be responsible for your actions.  I do not wish to take your child from you, and my daughter needs to be taken care of.  Therefore, I am sending you both back to the plantation.  You will be considered Vanessa’s servant, whose wife has died in childbirth, and is hired to run the plantation.  Vanessa has been generous enough to give you a position at our plantation, because you once saved her life, and she is willing to take your daughter under her wing.   
 
    “You will allow sharecroppers to work the land, and I will put you in charge of running the plantation.  Sugarcane is still in demand and other farmers in the area are taking advantage of it.  Hopefully, Vanessa can salvage her good name, and find her a husband of her own choosing, since it is clear she cannot marry you, considering it is against the law for white women to marry either blacks or Indians, and she detested the fact when I chose a husband for her.   
 
    “You will remain in her service until she finds that husband, and later, if you wish to tell your daughter the truth about her birth, it is up to you.  However, once Vanessa is safely returned to the plantation again, you must not make future mistakes that may destroy her good reputation.  If she ends up having a second child with you, I will take measures to have you punished to the fullest.  I hope you understand me.” 
 
    Sam turned and glared at his daughter.  “I had never intended to tell you this, Vanessa, but considering the circumstances, I think I now have no choice.  You have too much of your mother’s blood in you and I can see you are just like her.  You used to always ask me where you got your curly hair, and I told you the angels gave you those curls.  The truth is I don’t know where you got them because, like you, your mother was unfaithful to me at the beginning of our marriage.  As a result, she gave birth to you, but would never divulge who she had the love affair with.  Since I had never touched her, I knew you were not my child.  
 
    “I don’t know who your father is, and I don’t wish to know.  That is why I could never bear to stay with you and your mother.  You were never my daughter, even though I took on the responsibility of you, but every time I looked at you, it reminded me of what your mother had done.  It ruined our marriage and what little love we could have gained for each other.   
 
    “I abandoned your mother because she had abandoned me first, and I couldn’t forgive her any more than Jason can forgive you.  At least, he was wise enough to send you away and have done with it.  I chose to remain, only to protect our good name, and everyone ended up suffering for it in the end. 
 
    “Therefore, you must face up to your actions, but I believe your child needs both of you to raise her, and even if she doesn’t know you are her true mother, she will end up loving you just the same.  It is the only gift I can give you and your daughter to make up for the lack of love I had for you growing up.   
 
    “Once you come to your senses, you will find yourself a suitable husband, never speak of your past, and claim to be a widow.  Until then, Broken Feather will remain in Louisiana with you.  Once you find a suitable husband, the two of you can decide what you wish to do, whether Broken Feather will continue to work on the plantation, to be near his daughter, or go back and join his tribe in Mexico.  If he goes to Mexico, he will have to leave both you and his daughter behind, though.   
 
    “The two of you have created this curse and now you must live with it.  I have Broken Feather’s release papers from the army, and he is free to take you back to Louisiana as soon as you are able to leave, which will be in the morning.  You can spend the night in Brackettville again.  After that, you are on your own. ” 
 
    Both Vanessa and Broken Feather merely stared at Captain Renton in disbelief.  They both knew they had no other choice, and whether Broken Feather was happy about it, Vanessa couldn’t tell.  His face was a stoic mask and she was afraid to look into his eyes to discover the answer.  Her eyes were too filled with tears anyway.   
 
    Everything had suddenly fallen into place for her about why her father had treated her mother the way he had.  She vowed never to let her daughter feel the way her father had made her feel.  At least he was giving their child the opportunity to have the love of both of her parents.  She didn’t believe she would ever marry some suitable man, even if she had to live in sin with Broken Feather until their daughter was grown, she told herself.   
 
    She just didn’t know how Broken Feather felt.  She knew he wanted to go back to Mexico, and he may not like working on the plantation pretending to be her servant like she had asked him to do when she ran away from Jason.  She knew how much pride he had, and the very act would end up coming between them, she feared.  And then there was the risk of Broken Feather being punished if they ever had another child together.  Once again, her future looked bleak. 
 
    It seemed like everything was repeating itself as Vanessa watched Broken Feather packing up the wagon, preparing for their trip to Louisiana.  But instead of traveling towards her future marriage, they were preparing for a charade that would demean Broken Feather by taking away his pride and ability to direct his own life.  Her heart was sinking fast.  She would be with Broken Feather, but he would resent it, even if he could be with his daughter and be put in charge of running the plantation.  He would always have to appear as her servant, rather than her partner in love or any other capacity. 
 
    As they sat in the wagon preparing to leave the fort, to go to Brackettville, Vanessa’s father didn’t even come out to bid them farewell.  Vanessa had to admit to herself, that her father had never loved her, and was now happy that she knew she was not his daughter so he wouldn’t have to pretend to love her any longer.  She felt lonelier than she had ever felt before.  Even with Broken Feather sitting beside her, she was nothing more than an outcast, not worthy for anyone to love, and now it looked like Broken Feather didn’t love her any longer either. 
 
    He whipped up the horses and she turned to look at him with scorn in her eyes.  “Don’t pretend like this is all my fault,” she grumbled at him.  “It takes two to make a baby, and you are just as much to blame as I am.” 
 
    “The difference is, you could have come away to Mexico with me from the very beginning, but you chose to remain with Jason.  Had you not ended up having my child, you would have stayed with Jason and made a life with him.  Now you are forced to be with me, not as my wife, or even the mother of my child.  Our child will grow up being confused the same as you were, growing up.  This is not going to have a happy ending, Vanessa, and I don’t expect it to.” 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t love me any longer?” she murmured, looking sideways at him. 
 
    “How can love grow between us when the whole purpose of this pretense is to put you in a position to become someone else’s wife?  I can’t touch you, for fear of you having another child.  You will have to deny any love you ever had for me and deny our daughter as well.  The only reason I am doing this is because of the love I have always felt for you, and the fact that I have a daughter to be responsible for now.  However, I am not going to torture myself by hoping anything is going to get any better where we are concerned.  It would have been better if you had Jason’s child, and then you could have pretended you loved him instead of me.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to look for a suitable husband, if that is what you are worried about.  Somehow he would end up discovering the truth and I am not going to put myself through that.  You may not love me any longer, but I am not going to let our daughter feel she is not loved.” 
 
    Broken Feather shrugged. “It won’t change anything, Vanessa, I will still be considered your servant running the plantation, and you can never claim our daughter as your own if you do not want to be punished by society for going against their own prejudice.  You are just fooling yourself if you think there is hope for the two of us.  Like your father said, you certainly can’t marry me, and I refuse to be your ‘kept lover’, and risk losing everything.  I still have a little bit of pride left.” 
 
    “Your very attitude is what is going to ruin everything,” she accused. 
 
    “Everything is already ruined.  I was a fool to have ever touched you in the first place.  Now all three of us are going to have to suffer for it, so you might as well face the fact, Vanessa,  from this pointing on I am a mere servant and you are a widow, hoping to find a new husband.  It is better if we just leave it at that!” 
 
    “My father is in Texas, and we will be in Louisiana.  How will he even know what is going on at the plantation?” 
 
    “Didn’t he tell you?  He has made arrangements to hire an overseer who will be staying at the Plantation to make sure everything runs smoothly.  The man will be reporting back to your father on a regular basis.  Your father is efficient in making sure his orders will be followed to the letter and our lives are not our own any longer.” 
 
    “My life never was my own, and neither was yours!” Vanessa hissed. 
 
    “It would have been different if you had come with me to Mexico in the first place.  You could still do it, and then all of this would be behind us and we could start out a new life together.” 
 
    “Living like Indians,” Vanessa pointed out.  “As much as I love you, Broken Feather, I was not cut out to live in the wild.  Living on the ranch was almost too much of a challenge.” 
 
    “Then, apparently, you don’t love me enough,” Broken Feather muttered, and slapped the reins on the rump of the horse to hasten its pace. 
 
    The next morning, they left Brackettville.  The mood between them had not changed, and Vanessa realized that she would never be able to recapture what she and Broken Feather had shared in the past.  He had not shared her room in the hotel and hadn’t spoken to her since they arrived at Brackettville.  The very lack of him reaching out to her told her all she needed to know.  They would have to see each other every day, raising their daughter together, knowing that was the only future they had together, as the love that once consumed them shriveled up and died.  Yet even that realization could not persuade Vanessa to go to Mexico with Broken Feather. 
 
    At least they would be together, Vanessa soothed herself, and maybe that would be enough to keep her contented, along with raising her daughter with Broken Feather.  She looked forward to being at the plantation again, encouraging their old slaves to sharecrop the land since they would know how to raise the sugarcane.  One of them may have to teach Broken Feather how it was done, but she knew how capable Broken Feather was and was certain he would be up to the challenge of running the plantation.  She only worried about the overseer that her father had hired and whether he would create problems for them.   
 
    Of course, her so called father would never wash his hands of her completely since the plantation, by right, belonged to him, considering she wasn’t even related to him after all.  So he had a vested interest in how successful it became and whether she followed his instructions or not.  He could still find a way to force her to get married whether she wished to or not, she feared.  The only upside would be that she could choose her husband if that happened.  For now, though, she pushed the thought aside.  Maybe Broken Feather would grow to like plantation life, and he wouldn’t be so indifferent to her in the future.  They could still salvage their friendship on some level, she hoped.  Only time would tell. 
 
    She could distract herself by picking up her social life where she left off, acting the bereaved widow who would morn for her husband’s death indefinitely and never bring herself to choose a new husband.  There were ways to get around her father’s demands, she decided, and in the end, she was certain she could find a way to live her life as she pleased. 
 
    The journey back to Louisiana took them through Texas and all the way across Louisiana to the Mississippi River.  Until they reached Louisiana, it was rough country and sparsely traveled roads, except for the stage that came through on occasion, which they passed along the way.  They were able to stop at stage stations to refresh themselves and sometimes buy a meal, and then it was long stretches of desolate countryside, as beautiful as it may be, yet always presenting dangers in the form of marauding Indians, snakes, and sun-scorched desolation where water was hard to come by.  
 
    The railroad from California through Texas and on to New Orleans was still in the process of being built, and all other railroads only connected certain cities within the more populated part of various States.  The stockyards, where Jason had taken his cattle to be loaded on the train, were located in Kansas, clear in the other direction from where they were headed, which was the closest railroad coming through from the east.  Building the railroad through the west was hard going, because irate Indian tribes were constantly destroying tracks and attacking workers, to try and keep the railroads from crossing their land, which requested the protection of the military at times.  Therefore, Vanessa and Broken Feather’s only choices were to travel by wagon or take a stage. 
 
    Vanessa preferred the wagon, over riding the stage, even though it was not covered from the hot rays of the sun, but her parasol helped a bit.  She had hated being stuffed in with other people in a compartment that had a lot to be desired for comfort, and only able to stretch her legs when the stage stopped along the way at the stations for the passengers to eat, and to water or change the horses.  However, there were occasions when the passengers were expected to get out and walk, going up steep grades, and sometimes even helping to push the stage over rough roads to get it up over a hill.  She hoped this was the last time she would have to travel cross-country and could remain at the plantation for the rest of her days. 
 
    Once they came across the border into Louisiana, the scenery took a gradual change, turning into woods, rivers, swampland, greenery and moss-covered trees.  Farms and Plantations came into view surrounded by rolling hills and lush, fertile, fields… a welcome sight to Vanessa’s eyes.  They passed through small towns that connected the plantation land together, and when they finally came in sight of the Mississippi River, with its paddleboats, flat-bottom barges pushed along by long poles, rowboats, and even sailboats, congesting the water, Vanessa knew she was finally home.  It was just a few more miles to where the Renton Plantation was situated, right off the river. 
 
    Their first view of the house as the wagon came up over a small rise, took Vanessa’s breath away.  It seemed nothing had changed, except for the silence that settled over the place because no one was working the land.  Usually, there had been the sound of the slaves singing in the fields, and once the slaves became servants, they also sang in the fields.  The house stood regally, situated in the most prominent position, with smaller buildings surrounding it.  The pink walls with white trim shimmered in the sun, as the upper story rose above the rest below, which was surrounded by a wrap-around porch with large, square, white pillars, accented with gray painted designs on their faces, supporting the porch roof, and spanning half way around the main floor on either side.  The upper arched windows yawned in welcome as the sun reflected off of their panes.  Massive, aged oak trees, along with graceful magnolias that must have been there for generations shaded the yard.   
 
    A low hedge lent greenery around the porch, reaching the bottom of the railing along the porch floor, three steps higher than ground-level.  Happy flowers that had pushed up and had been watered by the spring rains lined the walk leading to the steps of the porch, looking a little wild, as some had scattered to the lawn.  Rose bushes, lending their perfume to the riot of aromas, grew over an arbor at the other end of the walk.  Not far to one side of the house was another little pink house, where the slaves had once lived, but then was given to the outside workers to live in after the war, while the house servants lived in the basement rooms.  Red ivy was making its way up the trellis in front of the porch on the little pink house. 
 
    Orange trees, which were now in bloom, filled the air with their sweet fragrance as well, all growing along the drive leading down to the plantation.  It was a lovely sight to behold.  Vanessa took in a deep breath, filling her lungs with the familiar smells of her homeland. 
 
    Beyond the house, in the back were several white outbuildings which consisted of the sugar house that was filled with machinery, a kitchen house where meals for the workers were cooked and served, combined with sheds where carts were stored that were used to bring the cane in from the field, and other sheds where the cane was brought to be crushed.  Otherwise, if the cane was not to be turned into sugar on the premises, the bundles of cane stocks, stripped of their leaves, were left in the fields in bundles, so they wouldn’t start to ferment, before loading them onto wagons to transport to the docks.  From there, it would all be loaded onto barges or paddleboats, depending on how and where the crop was to be transported.  The Mississippi River was a highway for commerce for all farms and plantations along its banks. 
 
    There were stables off to one side for the horses and a building to hold the wagons.  All the stables were empty now, and Vanessa wondered where they would get the money to buy livestock to use for pulling the wagons of sugarcane to the docks.  She was certain the old slaves did not have any horses or mules to pull wagons, and all of her great aunt’s stock had slowly been sold off as business dwindled, and then, eventually, her aunt died.  Also they would need farm animals to furnish food for everyone to eat, along with vegetable gardens that would have to be planted.  There were already fruit and nut trees which had been part of the plantation’s bounty for years. 
 
    Planting new sugarcane shoots wouldn’t even begin until February, and it was past time to get any new plants in since it was now late spring.  It would probably take a year to put everything in order anyway, she decided.  First they would have to find sharecroppers to farm the land and they would have to cut new cane starters and furnish the plantation with whatever it did not have that was necessary in order to grow the crops.  Vanessa realized it was going to be a time-consuming endeavor. 
 
    She could see there were still remnants of the old cane field that had continued to grow while she was away.  Most cane fields could continue to furnish cane for years, but for good crops they were only used for three years.  These crops had not been tended since the plantation had been shut down, and the plants were surrounded by weeds now.  Also, none of the old, dry, leaves had been stripped from the canes and they were no longer in uniform rows, as new growth shot out from the older plants in different directions.  Because they had not been cut back, their stocks wouldn’t be sweet enough to produce good sugar.  None of the old crop could be used until it was cut back and all put in order again, to be made ready for the beginning of a new season. 
 
    As they got closer, Vanessa noticed that the shutters had been opened.  When she closed the house, before leaving, she had snugged all the shutters tight to protect the windows from storms or prowlers, who may try to break in.  That could only mean that someone was there at the house.  She assumed it must be the overseer her father had hired, and she felt a little angry that her home had been invaded before she had a chance to return. 
 
    As Broken Feather directed the wagon to the front of the house, where he could hitch the horse up to a ring, connected to a post in the front, it was then that Vanessa saw a tall man come out onto the porch.  She took in her breath, because she recognized him, and scrambled down from the wagon before Broken Feather could assist her. 
 
    “Chandler, what are you doing here?” Vanessa called as she scampered up the steps and threw herself at an old family friend.  “I thought you had been killed in the war!” 
 
    Chandler staggered back at her sudden embrace, and Vanessa realized he had a cane in one hand, and she had almost thrown him off balance.  She straightened up, feeling embarrassed. 
 
    “Well you certainly have grown since I saw you last,” Chandler laughed.  “I was wounded in the war, and remained at a hospital.  I couldn’t remember who I was and so everyone assumed I was dead.  When I finally healed, someone visiting the hospital recognized me, and brought me home, where my memory slowly returned to me.  The place had been burned to the ground, though, so I stayed with friends.  It has been hard going since the war.” 
 
    “But why are you here?  My father wouldn’t have known you were alive to inform you I was returning.” 
 
    “I was told by your lawyer that your father was looking for an overseer to make sure you were able to get the plantation running again.  Since your father knew me, he was happy to give me the position.” 
 
    “Chandler, this is wonderful!” she cried.  Vanessa had expected some old stuffed-shirt to be lording over her to make sure she kept her father’s instructions. 
 
    “I was told your husband was killed in some sort of accident on a ranch, where he worked.  I am truly sorry, Vanessa.  I hope you are able to get over your loss.” 
 
    “I didn’t know him very well,” Vanessa murmured.  “It was an arranged marriage and we hadn’t had much time to even get to know each other,” she told him, trying to stay as close to the truth as she could so she didn’t’ make any future statements that did not fit the story her father decided to weave about her. 
 
    At that moment they could hear the cry of a baby, and Vanessa started, and then suddenly turned from Chandler and ran to the wagon again.  Broken Feather was tethering the horse, and Vanessa lifted Glenda up out of the back of the wagon where she had been sleeping in a basket filled with soft blankets.  She hugged the babe to her, patting her gently to calm her, while she walked back to the porch, where Chandler stood, watching on. 
 
    “This is my…” Vanessa paused and cleared her throat.  “…my escort’s daughter,” she mumbled.  “Broken Feather’s wife died in childbirth and he was a trusted scout in the army, saving my father’s life, and even my life, while he was in service.  Therefore, my father offered him a position here if he would bring me home, and in exchange I offered to take care of Glenda,” she told him, coming closer to show him her daughter.   
 
    He limped forward, leaning on his cane, and Vanessa realized his wounds from the war limited his mobility.  She felt sorry for him but was overjoyed to see him again and know she would have an old friend staying to oversee her efforts, rather than a stranger. 
 
    “Wasn’t Glenda your mother’s name?” Chandler mentioned, looking a little puzzled. 
 
    “Yes, it was.”  She paused and then trudged on.  “Broken Feather hadn’t named his child.  He was heartbroken at his wife’s death, and I suggested the name,” she lied. 
 
    As Broken Feather reached her side, Vanessa smiled.  “Broken Feather, this is Chandler Cunningham an old friend of the family.  We thought he had been killed in the war, but here he is and is going to be the person overseeing and reporting back to my father,” she beamed.  “Chandler, this is Broken Feather.  You can totally trust him, the same as my father has trusted him to bring me here safely.  He was also the man who took me to my husband in Texas, and even worked at the ranch for a spell.  He saved me from a flash flood and everyone on Jason’s ranch from the Comanche.  We are deeply indebted to him.  He knows nothing about growing sugarcane, though, so someone will have to teach him.” 
 
    Chandler nodded at Broken Feather, and Broken Feather raked his eyes over Chandler, already feeling uneasy, knowing this had been a close friend to Vanessa and her family.  He was feeling more out of place than he had from the moment he pulled up to the plantation. 
 
    “Come inside,” Vanessa smiled.  “I want to see how the place weathered, and give Broken Feather a tour of the house.” 
 
    “I had one of your old slaves come in and clean the place a little,” Chandler told her.  “I have been trying to round up as many of your old slaves as I could find that didn’t have work, to offer them sharecropping positions on the plantation.  They have slowly been straggling in, but there is a far cry to go before we have enough workers to put this place back in business again.” 
 
    “I am so glad you are the one my father chose to oversee us.  I would have hated some stranger to take over,” Vanessa told him, as she took his arm that wasn’t holding the cane, while holding Glenda in her other arm, and walked through the entrance door that was still open from when he first came out onto the porch. 
 
    “I understand Broken Feather will help run the place, making sure the workers keep their end of the bargain in the sharecropping agreement.  He really doesn’t need to know that much about the sugarcane business seeing as how the workers already know the trade.  He just has to make sure no one slacks off and that they pay their fair share in crops, and work together when it comes time to either make the sugar or ship the cane out.  I think at first, it would be easier just to ship the crop until you make sure the farm is running smoothly enough to start processing the plants.” 
 
    “I agree,” Vanessa smiled.  “Your family used to own a sugarcane plantation, so you can help teach Broken Feather all he needs to know,” she told him. 
 
    Chandler glanced at Broken Feather, dressed in his fringed buckskin and chuckled. 
 
    “It might be best if he dresses in more acceptable clothes so people don’t think the Wild West has transported itself onto your plantation,” Chandler suggested. 
 
    “That may be difficult to do.  Broken Feather is very proud of his heritage; just like us southern people are proud of our own heritage.  The army couldn’t get him to wear their uniform, so I doubt we will have much luck in changing Broken Feather’s choice of clothes,” Vanessa laughed. 
 
    Broken Feather frowned as the two talked as though he was not standing right next to them and was just a lowly servant.  Then he realized he was to act the part of a servant, and managed to push down the anger that was starting to rise up inside of him.   
 
    He took an immediate dislike to Chandler, even though he barely knew him.  The way Vanessa was clinging to the man’s arm disturbed him, but his chances of ever having Vanessa as his own were rapidly dwindling away.  He knew he would never convince her to go with him to Mexico, and now this was what his future held. 
 
    Vanessa led the way through the immense plantation house, showing Broken Feather all the rooms.  He was certain Chandler already knew his way around the place.  The furniture was still shrouded in dust sheets, and it felt haunted to Broken Feather, and he didn’t’ believe they were friendly ghosts.  
 
    As they were making their way through the house, a young black girl came up to them and curtsied. 
 
    “This is Sadie, Chandler introduced the young girl.  She and her mother are freshening the place up for you.” 
 
    “Sadie, aren’t you Marybeth’s daughter?” Vanessa asked, recognizing the girl.  “She used to work in our kitchen.” 
 
    Sadie nodded and smiled.  “Yes’am,” she smiled.  “I was jus a little thin’ back then,” she murmured. 
 
    “It will be so good to have all of our old slaves and servants working here again,” Vanessa cheered. 
 
    “We’z all lookin’ forward ta comin’ home again,” Sadie smiled.  “Mammy Sue will be a comin’ too.” 
 
    “Mammy Sue!  That is wonderful, she can help take care of my… my new little ward.  I think of the baby as my own daughter, since I have taken on the responsibility of her from the day she was born.  She’s such a lovely little thing.”  Vanessa hugged Glenda tighter. 
 
    “Mammy Sue will be happy to take on your little motherless child,” Chandler assured her.  “I remember how caring she was with you when you were little.  I often saw her cuddling you in her arms.” 
 
    “You are several years older than I am, so we never played together when I was young,” she pointed out.  “You were always running around with the older boys.” 
 
    “And when you tried to follow, they would always shoo you away.  I sort of took pity on you, only they would think I was a sissy boy, if I tried to play with you.  Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It was so exciting when everyone gathered here for outside festivities at harvest time,” Vanessa remembered. 
 
    “You were still rather young, when I went away to war.  Only eight or nine, I think.” 
 
    “I watched when you and the other young men marched away to join the fighting.  I was sad to see you go, and then when you didn’t come back, and everyone assumed you were dead, I cried.” 
 
    “I am sorry you had to waste your tears on me,” Chandler smiled, looking down at her.  “That seems so long ago, now.  I was just a sixteen-year-old kid back then.” 
 
    “The war ravaged us all,” Vanessa mumbled, trying to stop herself from looking at his leg.” 
 
    He noticed it, and gave a shrug.  “I almost lost my leg.  They were going to cut it off, but I managed to crawl away and hide.  Eventually, it healed without getting gangrene, so I was lucky, only I have a permanent limp now.” 
 
    “Better that, than no leg at all,” she murmured. 
 
    “I agree,” he smiled. 
 
    “Is there something you need me to do?” Broken Feather asked impatiently.  He didn’t like listening to Vanessa and Chandler talking about their past together. 
 
    “Well, if you wish to bring my trunks up to my room, you could do that.  “Sadie, show Broken Feather where the master bedroom is, so he will know where to put my things.” 
 
    Sadie curtsied and turned to scamper up the stairs, while Broken Feather followed. 
 
    “I am so glad you were the one chosen to come oversee the place.  It will give us a chance to get to know each other again,” Vanessa said, as she glanced up at Chandler.  He had grown so tall, she barely recognized him.  She liked the fact that he was tall. 
 
    “When I heard you were returning, I was anxious to be of some help.  I didn’t know you had an infant to care for, though.” 
 
    “I am surprised my father didn’t mention it,” she murmured. 
 
    “Actually, he didn’t say much except that his daughter was returning to the plantation since her husband had died and she had no other place to go.  I only got that much from his lawyer, who takes care of his estate business.” 
 
    “When Mammy Sue shows up, it will be a lot easier,” Vanessa mumbled.  “I have grown to love Broken Feather’s daughter.” 
 
    “Only if Broken Feather finds a new wife, she can take over caring for his child,” Chandler suggested. 
 
    Vanessa looked up, shocked.  She hadn’t thought about that.  “I suppose we will have to cross that bridge when we come to it,” she shrugged.  “I think it would be difficult for me to give her up,” she admitted. 
 
    “You seem like a loving person.  Broken Feather is lucky to have you take his child under your wing.” 
 
    “It was part of the agreement for him to come here,” she told him.  “He claims he doesn’t wish to remarry, but one can never tell.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I will be looking forward to helping out and rekindling our friendship, even though it wasn’t much, growing up.” 
 
    “I always watched you from afar, so I felt like you were a close friend,” Vanessa admitted.  “I was sad when you went off to war, because I thought I would never see you again.  You left a couple years after my father did.  He had sold Zack before he went off to war, and I felt like I didn’t have any friends left to me any longer.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember Zack, the little black boy that worked shining shoes in the big house.  He was always so proud of himself, because he didn’t have to work in the fields and could be at the house where the two of you could play together.” 
 
    “Only my father didn’t like me playing with the slaves.  I think that is why he sold Zack.” 
 
    “But he trusts Broken Feather with you,” Chandler stated. 
 
    “Broken Feather is more Seminole Indian than black.  The army hired the Black Seminoles as scouts, and they are all very loyal to the army.” 
 
    “All your old slaves, who then became your servants, seem to be loyal too.  The ones I was able to contact, were all happy to learn that you were returning home.  They were sad when your father's aunt died, and they all had to leave.  I returned home a couple of years before you left for Texas, but I was recovering then, and was just getting my memory back, or I would have come to visit you.” 
 
    “Well, you are here now, and it makes me very happy,” Vanessa smiled up at him. 
 
    She noted he had a rather handsome face, looking a lot older than she remembered him, though.  He had gentle, hazel eyes that she found had a way of drawing her in, beneath thick, dark, eyebrows, and black hair, which fell over his forehead when he looked down at her, returning her smile. 
 
    “I am happy to be here,” he winked.  “I will help you in any way you request, and by the beginning of next planting season, we should have everything in order to get this plantation running again.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” she told him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Vanessa stood at the upstairs window of her bedroom, looking down at the back fields.  Already there were enough sharecroppers to start cutting the old cane plants back, and preparing for the next planting.  It was nice to see the fields filled with workers, and hear them singing again.  The stables were still fairly empty, but they did have the wagon and horse, which brought Vanessa back from Texas, to use until more horses and mules could be purchased.  Broken Feather had kept himself busy learning about sugarcane farming, with the help of Chandler and some of the sharecroppers.  The only time she saw him was when he made his daily visit to see and hold Glenda.  Vanessa could hear Mammy Sue humming softly to Glenda, accompanied by the rhythmic squeak of the rocker she was sitting in as she held the child. 
 
    Mammy Sue knew all about the circumstances of Glenda’s birth because Vanessa had no other choice but to tell her when Mammy Sue discovered she was nursing her daughter.  Besides, she did not want to keep any secrets from Mammy Sue, and discovered that Mammy Sue knew all along that she had not been her father’s true daughter.  Only she didn’t know who her real father was either.  Vanessa assumed she would never learn the answer to that burning question. 
 
    “It’s a cryin’ sham yo ended up bein’ in this kettle o’ fish,” Mammy Sue grumbled.  “If yo loves a man it shouldn’t matter none what color his skin is.” 
 
    “Only it does, and there is nothing I can do about it.  Anyway, Broken Feather hates me now, because I refused to go to Mexico with him and become an Indian like him.” 
 
    “Well, sumpen should be done about it,” Mammy Sue insisted. 
 
    “All we can do is love our daughter equally only, eventually, my father is going to put pressure on me to find a husband, and then, I fear Broken Feather will go back to Mexico, even if he has to leave Glenda behind.  She will feel abandoned the same way I felt when the man I thought was my father left me and mama.  The only difference is that Broken Feather is Glenda’s father, and I can never tell her I am really her mother, except maybe when she grows up, and then she will end up hating me too, for keeping the truth from her.” 
 
    “Life just ain’t fair!”  Mamma Sue got up from the rocker and placed Glenda in her bassinette, now that she had fallen asleep.  “Only today is yo twenty-first birthday, an’ I had cook bake yo a cake.  We will have it at supper ta night.” 
 
    “That is so sweet of you, Mammy Sue.  I’m so glad to be home where there people who love me.”  She gave Mammy Sue a hug.  “I’m going down to see how things are coming along, and if any more workers have joined our group,” Vanessa informed Mammy Sue.  “I am really proud of how well Broken Feather is grasping everything.  He is such a responsible person.  It breaks my heart that he must pose as my servant.  He hates it, and as a result, he has been rather cool towards me.” 
 
    “I noticed Chandler seems ta likes yo pretty much,” Mammy Sue smiled. 
 
    “I am very fond of him, but I don’t want to encourage him.  My feelings for Broken Feather are in such turmoil, and I don’t want to make the same mistake I made when I married Jason while I was in love with Broken Feather.  I need to give it time and hope that somehow…”  She didn’t know what she hoped for because she felt there would never be a somehow that would allow her and Broken Feather to rekindle the love they once felt for each other, and it was a sure thing they could never get married.  It would be too dangerous for both of them to go behind the law to act on their love for each other. 
 
    She turned and left the room, pulling her shawl around her shoulders as she headed downstairs.  As she was coming through the kitchen, she almost bumped into a black man who was busy filling the wood box for the cook stove.  He grabbed her arm to steady her, and apologized for being in her way. 
 
    “You are new here,” Vanessa noticed.  “I haven’t seen you in the fields.” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” he said.  “I come up from farther south.  I didn’t have the experience to sharecrop, but Mr. Cunningham said he would hire me on as extra help around the big house.” 
 
    “That was kind of him, only he hasn’t mentioned it to me.  What’s your name?” 
 
    “They call me Zack.  I used to live here when I was a boy, only the master sold me.” 
 
    Vanessa stood stock still.  She noticed he was rather well-spoken, for a black person.  “Where did you go after you left here?” she asked, trying to keep her voice from shaking.  She had always wondered what had happened to Zack and hoped his new owners had treated him kind. 
 
    “I went to work for Doctor Trent.  He taught me how to read and write, and showed me how to patch people up.  Of course, I could never work as a doctor, but I helped him on the battlefield when he took care of the wounded.  I was no more than a boy at the time, but as the war continued, I grew some.  Later, when he died, he left me all of his medical books, so if you ever need help with the sick here, I could probably lend a hand.” 
 
    “Goodness, Zack, I am so surprised and happy for you.  Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
    Zack looked closer and his eyes widened.  “Is that you Nessie?” he asked unbelievingly.  “I heard you moved away.  I thought someone else bought the plantation after your aunt died.” 
 
    “I did move away, but I have come back.  I missed you so much, Zack.  I never got over the fact that my father sold you.” 
 
    For a moment, the two merely stared at each other, and then Vanessa threw her arms around Zack’s neck and hugged him to her.  “I never thought I would see you again,” she murmured. 
 
    “Well, this is a pretty picture,” a voice gruffly stated, and Vanessa looked up to see Chandler glaring at her.  It surprised her because he had been so kind and thoughtful, and worked with the black servants and sharecroppers so well. 
 
    “Chandler, remember Zack?  We were just talking about him when I first arrived.  He has come here to work.  You hired him yourself.” 
 
    Chandler lost his stiffness, and managed a smile.  “So I did.  I didn’t realize he was the same little boy who used to be a slave here.” 
 
    “I am so glad he came back.  Thank you for giving him a job here.” 
 
    “We can use all the help we can get, but there is only so much money we have to work with, and we can’t take on many more until the crops start paying our way.  I came in to get you because there is a new sharecropper who wants to buy a portion of the land, instead of just work it for sharing crops.  If you sold him a plot, the money would help with getting some of the livestock and other things we need to get this place running again.” 
 
    “You would have to talk to my father.  He is the true owner of the plantation.  I am just here because I have no other place to be.” 
 
    “He told me you could make some of the major decisions since he claims he doesn’t plan on coming back here, and eventually, you will take a new husband and be the mistress of the place.” 
 
    “I didn’t think he actually planned to leave it to me,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Who else would he leave it to?  You are his only daughter.  Only he did mention it was on the condition that you had a husband to help you manage the plantation.  I think it stipulates that in his will.” 
 
    Vanessa realized that was the way Sam would force her into getting married.  She smiled and shrugged.  “Yes, I suppose that is true,” she said, bowing her head.   
 
    Sam had no children of his own and the plantation only brought back bad memories for him, so of course Sam would leave it to her, with conditions attached, Vanessa decided. 
 
    “I will talk to the gentleman you mentioned.  Ask him to come into the parlor,” she told Chandler, not wanting to even think about the conditions of her receiving the plantation in the end. 
 
    Vanessa squeezed Zack’s hand, as he started to turn away.  “We will have to take time to talk about the old days,” she told him, and he nodded, and then left the kitchen. 
 
    “I suggest you be a little less personal with the hired help,” Chandler said as Zack left the room. 
 
    “They are no longer slaves, Chandler.  They are just people, like you and me!” 
 
    “They are still black, regardless of their status, and they came here to work for you, not become your friends.  You should keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Zack is already an old friend.  I was practically raised with him.” 
 
    “And your father sold him because you were getting too close.  You’d think you would realize that.” 
 
    “I did, and I resented it.  Having black blood does not make someone evil or undesirable.  It just makes them different.” 
 
    “Old beliefs die hard,” Chandler reminded her.  “If you expect to survive in society here in the south, you should be more careful about the way you conduct yourself around the blacks.  You have your reputation and good name to consider.” 
 
    “My old mammy is black.  Should I treat her like she is unimportant to me?  You may be the overseer of this estate, and report back to my father, but you cannot choose my friends for me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I offended you.  I just wanted to help you understand your position here as mistress of this plantation.” 
 
    “A lot of things have changed since the war, and it is about time we become more accepting of the blacks.  Too many people have died in order to free them, to now try and put them in a social prison, instead of slave chains.” 
 
    “You will discover the wisdom of my advice eventually,” he murmured.  “I will go fetch Mr. Smith for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chandler.  I will be waiting.”  She gave him a forced smile, as her opinion of Chandler started to change because of his attitudes towards the blacks.   
 
    However, she had to remind herself that Chandler fought to keep the slaves, the same as her father had.  It must have been very disappointing to both of them when the south lost the war.  She had been too young at the time to be involved with the politics of the situation or gain any prejudice towards black people.  She had always considered the slaves her friends even though Sam tried to discourage her from getting involved with any of the slaves, beyond civil politeness. 
 
    Vanessa sat impatiently, waiting for Mr. Smith to be shown into the parlor.  It pained her to think about selling off part of the plantation, but if it was the only way to raise money to get the rest of the plantation running again, she would just have to accept her fate. 
 
    When the door opened, a man about the same age as Sam came into the room.  He was rather handsome, Vanessa thought, and in spite of his age, he had a young aura that attracted Vanessa.  She could see he was a quadroon from his lighter skin, while still having many features that indicated his black heritage.  For a moment, the two merely stared at each other, as though they weren’t sure what to say, and then Mr. Smith came up to her and put his arms around her, causing Vanessa to pull back. 
 
    “Nessie, don’t you remember me?  I’m Seth.  Your mother was always kind to me.” 
 
    Vanessa gasped.  “It was you who were kind to us,” she murmured, now allowing him to hug her. 
 
    “You have grown into a lovely woman, and so much like your mother, except for the color of your hair, and it being all curly.” 
 
    “I used to ask my father where I got my curly hair and he said the angles gave it to me.  Only now he claims that…” she caught herself.  No one but Mammy Sue and Broken Feather knew of her real circumstance of birth. 
 
    Seth looked expectantly at her.  “You seem troubled,” he said softly. 
 
    “So much has happened.  You never came back with the other slaves to be a servant at the plantation.  I was hoping you would return.” 
 
    “I had things to take care of and couldn’t come back,” he said quietly. 
 
    Vanessa shrugged.  Why should she think Seth would come back just because of her?  “I went to Texas and was married off to a man I didn’t even know, but now I am back here.  I understand you want to buy some of the plantation land.  How can you afford to buy it? Where did you get the money?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, if you are interested in hearing it.” 
 
    “Of course, I am!  I know so little about you except that you seemed to make my mother happy when she was sad by finding little ways to cheer her up.  You always appeared so strong, and I felt bad that you had scars on your back from when you had been beaten.” 
 
    Seth shrugged, and sat down beside Vanessa on the settee.  “I hardly remember they are there any longer,” he smiled as he held her hand. 
 
    “I always thought you were the nicest looking slave we had,” Vanessa said truthfully. 
 
    “Thank you for the complement,” he smiled.  “Actually, I was not supposed to be a slave when I came to your plantation.  My father was the owner of his own plantation, and my mother was his mistress.  She was half black, and very beautiful.  Before he died, he gave me my papers so I could be a freeman, only before I could get to the north, the slave hunters caught me, took my papers away and accused me of being a runaway slave.  That is when I got the scars.  They beat me half to death, so I couldn’t escape and then, they sold me to your family. 
 
    “Your mother took pity on me.  She tended to my wounds.  She was newly married, but was unhappy in the marriage and lonely, so we became close friends.” 
 
    Vanessa sat up straighter and studied his face.  “You were her lover weren’t you?” she breathed, taking a strand of her hair and wrapping it around her finger.   
 
    That was where she got the curls, she thought, as her eyes rested on the curls of his graying hair.  He has such a light complexion that her own skin had not taken on a deeper color, she realized, lifting her hand to her face, as the pieces started falling into place.  It was no wonder that he treated her and her mother kind.  He must have loved them both. 
 
    At first Seth looked shocked.  “What makes you think that?” he asked, looking closer into her eyes. 
 
    “Mammy Sue and my father both knew my mother had a lover, and that I was that lover’s child, but neither knew who the person was and my father pretended I was his child.  Only it was you, all along.  You were always there for us when my father was gone, and you were there for me after my mother died.  It had to be you.  You are my real father, aren’t you?  I have your curly hair!” 
 
    Seth glanced down, and gave a little shrug.  “How did you discover you weren’t Mr. Renton’s daughter?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “He told me, before he sent me back here.  He never loved me because I reminded him that my mother had been unfaithful to him.” 
 
    “He was cruel and unfeeling.  She was young and frightened.  He didn’t even want her as his wife, and told her as much.  They slept in separate rooms.  She cared for my wounds to distract herself from her situation, and a love grew between us.  They would have shot me if they discovered it was me who fathered you.  Only you didn’t look like you had black blood in you, and Glenda refused to tell anyone who her lover had been.  She took the secret to her grave, only I have had to live with it.  I have missed you more than you know, Nessie.  Does it upset you to discover I am your father?” 
 
    Vanessa started to laugh.  “Why should it upset me?  This is a wonderful birthday present!  I have turned twenty-one today and I thought I would never learn who my true father was and all along…”  Vanessa sat still, her eyes widening.  “It means I am part black.  If I ever marry again and have children, they may end up having characteristics that would prove their blood line got crossed along the way.  She thought of Glenda and now wondered if she really had been Jason’s daughter, but her own black blood had seeped through.” 
 
    Vanessa began laughing even harder.  “And I was so worried about people not accepting me because I fell in love with a Black Seminole Indian!  Chandler is concerned that I am too friendly with my black servants… and all along…”  Her words dwindled away.  This changed everything! 
 
    “I suppose you would rather not have anyone know.  I wouldn’t divulge it.  I have kept it to myself all these years.” 
 
    “So how did you get enough money to buy up part of the plantation?” Vanessa asked, changing the subject.  It was going to take some time to adjust to this newfound discovery. 
 
    “Like I said, my father was a wealthy man.  He not only gave me my freedom, but he also left me a large portion of his money when he died.  Only I had my papers taken away from me and burned.  It has taken me this long, once the war was over, to prove my heritage, and claim my fortune.  When I heard you were offering to let sharecroppers work your land, I decided to come investigate.  Other blacks have been buying up some of the plantation land in these parts since they are the only ones who know how to raise the crops right, having done it all their lives.” 
 
    “If my so-called father only knew,” Vanessa laughed, “he would have a fit.  Chandler said I could decide whether to sell some of the plantation since I will end up inheriting it anyway, and it is only fitting you have part of it.  It will serve my father right!  Only he has never really considered himself my father, and other than letting me come back here, he has washed his hands of me.” 
 
    “No one ever needs to know,” Seth murmured. 
 
    “Not for now, anyway,” Vanessa agreed.  “Eventually, though, it will have to come to light.  I just don’t want my father snatching the plantation away from me, if he discovers the truth and finds out I sold part of the plantation to the man who was his wife’s lover, and the father of the girl he claimed to be his daughter all these years.  You might be happy to discover you have a granddaughter.” 
 
    “You have a child?” 
 
    “No one knows, except Mammy Sue.  We are claiming it belongs to Broken Feather, the Black Seminole Indian who brought me here.  The story goes that his wife died in childbirth and I was willing to care for his child.  I fell in love with him and when the baby was born, thought it belonged to him.  Yet if I have black blood in me, it could as well be the daughter of my husband, for all I know, and its black traits just came out stronger than his.  When I had the child, he assumed it must be Broken Feather’s daughter, the same as I thought.  That is the reason I was sent away, and was to claim my husband died, when he actually divorced me, once he could plainly see my newborn did not belong to him.  I think you and I are more alike than you know!  Only there was no way to pretend that Broken Feather was not the father of my daughter.  Now, I am not so sure.” 
 
    “And how does Broken Feather feel about all of this?” Seth asked. 
 
    “He is not taking it very well,” Vanessa admitted. “Now, I am afraid to tell him the truth about me, because then, we won’t know who the father of my child is.” 
 
    “Perhaps, eventually, I could talk to him and help him accept his fate.  It was not easy for me to be around your mother all those years, and know I could never let you know I was your father.  And even if the child is not his, he will have to accept it as his own now.” 
 
    “If I get my way, though, things will change around here.  It will just take time, so until then, we will have to keep all of our secrets to ourselves.  I will talk to Chandler and have the lawyers draw up the papers to sell you some of the plantation.  You know the place best, so you can pick out the portion you wish to buy.” 
 
    “There is a plot that has a little sugarhouse on it.  It was the old part of the plantation, when it was first built.  When they built the bigger sugarhouse, the old one never got used again.  I think I can convert it into a place to live, until I can afford to build something better.” 
 
    “Then we will call in a surveyor to draw up the boundaries to the plot we will remove from the original land,” Vanessa offered. 
 
    “It’s good to be home again,” Seth smiled. 
 
    “I felt the same way when I arrived back here.  Now I think I have a lot more to look forward to.  It seems like my friends and family has all converged here, and it is the way everything is supposed to be.  Only my stepfather will never leave me the plantation if I am not married.  That is something I still need to work on, before the truth ever comes out about my birth, and the birth of my own daughter.”   
 
    Vanessa escorted Seth to the door of the parlor, kissing him on the cheek, before opening the door, happy that she had at last discovered the mystery of her birth, and knowing she could not do the same thing to her own daughter, which had been done to here.  Somehow, she was determined to find a way to straighten everything out. 
 
    As the door was open, they found Chandler standing outside the door, and Vanessa frowned.  She hoped Chandler had not overheard their conversation. 
 
    “What have you decided?” Chandler asked anxiously. 
 
    “I will leave it all up to you and the lawyers to draw up the papers,” Vanessa smiled.  “Mr. Smith will show you the portion of land he wishes to purchase, and I have agreed to allow him that plot.  Once everything is in order, he will pay us and then we can start getting whatever we need to make sure the first crop of sugarcane is suitable for the market.” 
 
    Chandler gave them both a smile of approval, and walked out with Seth, as Vanessa watched, believing that her future was not going to be so bleak after all. 
 
    Several days later, all the papers were drawn up and signed.  The border lines were drawn, and money exchanged hands.  Then Seth hired on his own help to get the little sugarhouse livable and start preparing for the planting of his own crops.  Vanessa was feeling very pleased with the new turn of events. 
 
    “This is wonderful,” Vanessa was saying as she watched Chandler leading the two new horses they had just purchased into their stalls.  There would be some mules coming, by the next week, and Vanessa was starting to feel there would be light at the end of the tunnel once they got everything running smoothly again.  Then she would have to confront her father, only she wasn’t sure how she was going to go about it. 
 
    Chandler smiled at her.  She noticed that his limp wasn’t as pronounced as it used to be, and figured he had built up his muscles by being more active than he had in the past.  He wasn’t even using his cane as he led the horses to their stalls. 
 
    “You seem to be in better health,” she mentioned, when he returned to her side. 
 
    “Being here and being with you, has made all the difference in the world,” he told her, looking down into her eyes. 
 
    “This has been quite a project,” she admitted, “and has taken a lot of work to accomplish.” 
 
    “Yes, everyone seems to be working towards the same goal, and they all get along with each other.  I haven’t heard anyone squabbling over anything since we started this endeavor.” 
 
    “It is nice to have all our old slaves back working for something of their own,” she said. 
 
    “You seem to be extra cozy with both Zack and Seth,” he replied, looking a little disapprovingly at her. 
 
    “I told you Zack is an old friend, and Seth was a friend of my mother’s.  My mother was always kind to the slaves, and she didn’t’ mind me playing with Zack.” 
 
    “Only now you are the head of the plantation, and playing favorites will only create problems in the future among the different workers.” 
 
    “Then they would be out of place, considering I am the head of the plantation and they would have no right to confront me, as long as they are all treated fairly.” 
 
    “I am thinking you need a partner to balance out concerns that a woman doesn’t consider.  A strong male hand is required in running an establishment such as this is going to turn out to be.  Your father is right to believe you need a husband before he will put the plantation in your name.” 
 
    “Because men seem to think that women are incapable of making important decisions, which isn’t so.” 
 
    “Regardless, the sugarcane buyers and workers would respect you more with a man by your side.” 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen for some time yet!  I already had my taste of being married and I have to feel completely comfortable before I ever contemplate taking a husband again.” 
 
    “We seem to work well together.  Don’t you feel comfortable with me?  It is not like I am a stranger that your father is forcing you to marry.  You’ve known me since you were young.” 
 
    “You are a very kind friend, Chandler, only I haven’t considered you in that way.” 
 
    “Why not, who else can you consider?  You don’t even have time to have a social life to meet any suitable men.  I have always been attracted to you, even when you were a child.” 
 
    “We don’t even think the same way, Chandler.  I consider the black workers as my friends and you still seem to think they are our slaves.” 
 
    “The only difference is that they get paid for their labors, and right now, they don’t get paid anything.  The plantation supports them until the crops start getting sold, which isn’t much different than when they were slaves.” 
 
    “Only they are free to make their own decisions and get something out of their labors, eventually.” 
 
    “You are changing the subject.  I was trying to tell you how I feel about you and wanting our future to be together.” 
 
    “I can’t accept your offer, Chandler,” she murmured. 
 
    “If you don’t accept someone’s offer, you won’t even end up owning this plantation,” he reminded her. 
 
    “That is because my father wants to control me and is holding it over my head to force me to his will.  Who will he leave it to if I never get married?  Someone has to run the place after he dies, and even if he didn’t leave it to me, I am the only one who would end up inheriting it since he has no other children.” 
 
    “He may live to be a very old man,” Chandler chuckled. 
 
    “Only I know he hates the place.  That is why he was never here when I was growing up.  It holds bad memories for him.  He may live to be an old man, but I am the one who will be here making sure the plantation is successful, whether I am married or not.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you are being so stubborn.  You have to admit that you like me just a little,” Chandler smiled, trying to win her over. 
 
    “Which makes it easy for us to work well in keeping this place going, but that is all it means,” she insisted. 
 
    “You have to give me a chance,” Chandler said, stepping closer, taking Vanessa’s shoulders in his hands.  “You need a husband and I desire a wife.  You used to try and tag along with me when you were young.  I wouldn’t mind you tagging along with me now.” 
 
    “Could it be you merely wish to inherit this plantation, since yours was burned to the ground?” 
 
    Chandler’s face stiffened.  “That was a mean thing to say.  Is that what you believe?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Chandler.  I just feel out of sorts.  My father pressured me into marrying someone I didn’t love or even know.  I just don’t want to make the same mistake twice.  It has only been a few months since I returned.  You are going to have to give me time to decide what I want.  After all, my father told me I could choose my husband this time, and I am not going to make a hasty choice.” 
 
    “Then at least there is some hope, right?”  He leaned his head closer to hers as he spoke. 
 
    Vanessa didn’t answer.  She was wondering if she actually liked Chandler that much.  They got along well, but it was only because he tried to remain on her good side.  The few times he had advised her about her relationship with the black workers, had irritated her.  He was still trying to live in the past, she worried.  She didn’t want him suppressing her friendly nature towards her workers. 
 
    When she didn’t respond, Chandler pulled her even closer, wrapping his arms around her.  Before she knew it, he was placing his lips on hers.  Vanessa started to pull away, but he only held her tighter.  When he finally released her, she could feel herself shaking, and found her hand raising and slapping Chandler. 
 
    “That was totally uncalled for,” she accused. 
 
    Before Chandler had a chance to respond, a hand was on his shoulder and Broken Feather was standing in front of him.  “I suggest you leave well enough alone and respect Vanessa’s wishes.  It appears she does not like you handling her in such a manner,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “I’ll thank you to keep your hands off of me!” Candler shouted as he wrest his shoulder from Broken Feather’s grasp. 
 
    “The same goes for your hands being on Vanessa,” Broken Feather hissed between gritted teeth.  “I believe you need to leave and give her a chance to compose herself before you do any further damage to the friendship between the two of you.” 
 
    “I won’t have a black Indian telling me what to do,” Chandler raged. 
 
    “Chandler, it is best if you leave,” Vanessa managed to say.  “I am not angry at you, you just need to leave.”   
 
    She could see that both of their fists were clenched and she worried that a fight would break out any moment.  She didn’t want to alienate Chandler because then her father would get someone else to oversee the plantation, and she was certain she could control Chandler, discovering his feelings for her now. At first it looked as though Chandler was going to stand his ground, but then he shrugged.   
 
    “We will discuss this later,” he said and turned away. 
 
    “Yes, once you calm down, we can have that discussion,” Vanessa agreed. 
 
    “I can see you are going to have a problem with that man if he continues to be the overseer here.  If he gives Sam a bad report, it may not go well for you,” Broken Feather grumbled. 
 
    “I tend to agree with you, but right now there is not much I can do about it,” she murmured.  “I am glad you were here, though.  I couldn’t’ believe that Chandler did that.  However, I have to remain friends with him so he won’t try to talk my father in to getting rid of you.  We don’t want my father getting a new overseer if Chandler gets upset and decides to leave, either.” 
 
    “It isn’t hard for me to believe that Chandler did that.  I’ll bet he’s been wanting to do that since the moment we arrived.  I see him watching you all the time and that is why I have tried to keep an eye on you, for this very reason.” 
 
    “You hardly ever talk to me anymore,” Vanessa sighed.  “There was a time…” 
 
    Before she could finish her statement, Broken Feather swooped her into his arms, crushing her against him, and plundering her mouth with his.  At first, she was shocked and then she was elated, as she willing submitted to his kiss, returning it with the same passion he was giving it.  There was no need for words, as Broken Feather lifted her in his arms and carried her into an empty stall, placing her in the clean straw, as he continued the kiss. 
 
    When he finally lifted his head, Vanessa was breathless.  “I…I didn’t think you wanted to touch me,” she breathed, but Broken Feather was too busy removing her clothes, covering her with kisses as he went, and Vanessa did not complain. 
 
    When the two emerged from the stall, Vanessa’s hair was filled with pieces of straw.  Her dress was rumpled, but her heart was still beating in excitement with the memory of their snatched moment together. 
 
    “When I saw Chandler kiss you, it was all I could do to keep from slugging him on the spot.  It made me realize that I can never stop loving you, Vanessa.  I have to have you, but the risk involved may ruin us both.” 
 
    “Just be patient, Broken Feather.  I am trying to come up with a plan, but it might take time.  Only you have to promise you will never leave me,” she begged. 
 
    “You know I never could.  We were meant to be together.” 
 
    “I believe that too.  I have discovered something very important, which has changed my whole outlook on everything.  “Only if my father ever discovers the truth it may be the end to everything.  I have to find some way to get beyond it. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Broken Feather asked. 
 
    “I can’t tell you yet.  It may be awhile before I can.  Just know I will never marry Chandler or any other man.  No matter what it looks like, you have to trust me.  Promise you won’t leave me in the meantime.” 
 
    “Why can’t you trust me enough to tell me?” Broken Feather wanted to know. 
 
    “Because the fewer people who knows, the better it is going to be for all of us.  The secret of my birth is more complicated than I thought, or my father thought.  Until I can be sure this plantation becomes mine, I can’t risk anything coming to light until then.  When the time comes, I will tell you everything.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Vanessa was smiling happily as she looked across the table at all the people she believed were her only friends.  There was Seth, smiling back at her with the love of a father in his eyes.  Sitting next to her was Broken Feather, the only man she felt she could ever love.  Then there was Mammy Sue, who had been with her since birth, holding her daughter, Glenda, in her lap, and her good friend Zack, sitting beside Mammy Sue.  They had all gathered in Seth’s new house that had been converted from the sugarhouse, celebrating with a meal for the housewarming.  Vanessa had decided she would share her secret with her friends and see if they could come up with an idea where she could be with Broken Feather and not have to live in secrecy any longer. 
 
    Just as they were all seated around the table, and Vanessa was about to reveal her true origins, there was a banging on the door, and then the door was flung open and Chandler was standing there, his face had an expression of concern mixed with something else, Vanessa could not quite read. 
 
    “There you are!” he bellowed as he stepped into the room.  “I have been looking all over for you.  What are you doing, being all cozy with the hired help?  Your place is at the plantation house, not mingling with the workers.” 
 
    “These are my friends, and you have no right barging in here like this,” Vanessa hissed at him as she stood up and confronted him.  “This is Seth’s private property.  He is not a sharecropper like the rest on this plantation!” 
 
    “We can talk about that later.  I have urgent news for you, which just came this morning, and is the reason I have been looking for you.  It is a telegram, which I took the liberty to read since it was from Texas and you were nowhere to be found.  I assumed it was from your father, and since I am overseer, I didn’t think you would mind me reading it.  I felt he would not be sending a telegram unless it was important.  However, it is not from your father after all, and I think you need to read it yourself.” 
 
    “You read my private messages?” Vanessa shrieked, snatching the telegram from his hands. 
 
    Chandler did not reply, but merely stood there, watching Vanessa’s face as it first looked shocked and then crumpled in disbelief. 
 
    “He can’t be dead!” she murmured.  “This is from the commanding officer at Fort Clark.”  She turned and looked at   Broken Feather.  “My father was killed by the Comanche in a raid on the fort!” 
 
    Broken Feather was at her side in a moment, looking down at the telegram over her shoulder.  “Will there be a funeral?” he asked, taking her trembling hand in his. 
 
    “No, it says he has already been buried and it is just to inform me that his belongings will be sent here, and I am to take care of any legality concerning his death.  In other words, I am expected to contact his lawyer and have the will read to see who will be in charge of distributing his estate to whomever he left it to.” 
 
    “I can take you to the lawyer’s office,” Chandler offered.  “This is terrible news, Vanessa.  I am so sorry about your father.” 
 
    “I am sorry too, but if the truth be known, he was not my actual father.  I was illegitimate, so it will be interesting to discover what his will actually states.” 
 
    “What,” Chandler gasped, “then who is your father?” 
 
    “It is yet to be revealed,” Vanessa murmured, glancing at Seth, who kept his eyes glued to the table.  “I suppose we should contact the lawyer.  Why don’t you do that, Chandler, and have him bring the will to the plantation to read.  I don’t feel up to going all the way to his office.  You told me yourself that my father planned to leave me the plantation, but only on the condition that I was married.  I want to see what it actually says, considering I am not his real daughter.  He may not have left me the plantation at all!” 
 
    “Of course, he left you the plantation.  Your father told me the plantation would go to him until he turned it over to you, or until his death, whichever came first.” 
 
    “Then why would he stipulate anything in his will about me being married before I could receive the estate?  Is this just something you made up to get me to marry you?” 
 
    “No, he told me he wanted to make sure you had a husband to help you run the estate, before he would release it to you.  He said if you had a husband, he would give you the estate before his death.  He was just looking out for your best interest, because he knew his life was a dangerous one.  I understand Broken Feather saved his life once during a skirmish with the Indians.” 
 
    “Yes, Broken Feather also saved my husband and his ranch hands from the Comanche.  Texas is a dangerous place to live, at present, which is one of the reasons I was happy to return to Louisiana.  For now, though, since there is nothing we can do about my father’s passing, you need to contact the lawyer, and I wish to finish my meal with my friends.  Later, we will discuss what will happen after the will is read.” 
 
    “Very well,” Chandler muttered, staring daggers at Broken Feather, who had one arm around Vanessa’s waist. 
 
    He turned and left the house, closing the door behind him, as the rest of the group looked expectantly at Vanessa. 
 
    “What will you do if the will states you must be married in order to inherit the plantation?” Broken Feather asked, feeling uncertain about the whole situation. 
 
    “Why, I will get married, of course,” Vanessa smiled slyly.  “Only it will depend on a few things first.” 
 
    “What few things?” Broken Feather asked. 
 
    “If the person I choose to marry will agree to it, for one,” she told him. 
 
    “You have already decided who that is to be?” Broken Feather asked in shock, fearing it would turn out to be Chandler after all. 
 
    “Yes.  It is someone I have always wished I could marry but circumstances were in the way, holding me back.  Now, I think it will be possible, because between you and me, I doubt that Chandler will ever insist I marry him, once I tell him the truth.” 
 
    “Truth?  What truth?” 
 
    “I don’t think Chandler will wish to have a wife who has black blood in her veins.  Besides it is against the law for a white person to marry someone who is part black.  Broken Feather, meet my father, Seth Smith.” 
 
    Broken Feather looked from Seth to Vanessa, his face unbelieving. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he gasped. 
 
    “Seth is my real father, which my mother had a love affair with.  My stepfather never knew who my true father was, as he stated when he sent me back here.  If he knew I had black blood, he may have disowned me altogether.  However, now he will never learn.  That is the reason I had to keep it secret.  If the will stipulates I should be married before inheriting the plantation, I will choose you as my husband.” 
 
    Broken Feather drew in his breath with surprise.   
 
    Vanessa ignored him and continued.  “Chandler would never agree to marry me once he discovers who my father really is, and I wouldn’t wish to marry him even if he did insist I choose him.  I doubt that my so-called father would stipulate who I must marry since he would never dream I would choose any other but a white man, considering it is against the law to marry into other dark-skinned nationalities, and he didn’t know I had black blood in me.  Only if I am part black, society is not going to accept me anyway, so now it doesn’t matter who I marry.  A lot of black people are buying up some of the old plantations in this area, I will just have to be accepted by my own kind instead,” she laughed. 
 
    “The problem is, I don’t know if you want to marry me or not, after the way I have treated you and refused to go to Mexico with you, staying with Jason instead of leaving with you.  I really don’t deserve you, Broken Feather, so it is up to you if you accept me along with my apology.”  She looked up hopefully at his face. 
 
    “I told you I would never leave you, Vanessa, and that still holds.  I have always loved you, in spite of your treatment of me.” 
 
    “I will try to make it up to you, Broken Feather.  It seems I too have been prejudice against my own people, fearing what society would do to me if I got emotionally involved with them.  I know better now.  I can understand why I always felt close to the slaves.  Maybe on some level I knew all along they were related to me in some way.  That must be why my mother never minded that I played with Zack.”  She glanced over at Zack and smiled. 
 
    “I want to be there to see the look on Chandler’s face when he discovers the truth,” Broken Feather smiled. 
 
    “Yes, but if what he says is true about me having to be married before I can receive the plantation, maybe we should get married before the Lawyer even shows up!” 
 
    “Is that possible?” Broken Feather asked, in surprise. 
 
    “I can get a preacher to come here to my house,” Seth offered.  “And even if Vanessa does not get the plantation, she is welcome to move here with me, and we will run this side of the plantation together.” 
 
    Vanessa threw her arms around Seth’s neck and kissed him on the cheek.  “You have always been kind to me,” she murmured. 
 
    “Because you are part of my flesh and blood, and I love you,” he told her. 
 
    “Then why don’t you go find that preacher and we will make this a wedding dinner instead,” she suggested. 
 
    Seth laughed.  “He doesn’t live far from here, it should take no time at all,” he said as he gave Vanessa a squeeze and then left out the door. 
 
    Broken Feather turned and crushed Vanessa to him, covering her mouth with a kiss.  “I never dreamed this could ever happen,” he murmured against her lips.  “I have wanted this since the first moment I saw you, but felt it was an impossible fantasy.” 
 
    “I have felt the same way, but the social law was always holding me back.  Now they can’t do anything to me, considering I am also part black.” 
 
    Vanessa paused, and looked into Broken Feather’s eyes.  “Only now I don’t even know if my daughter is part yours, since it may have been my own black blood showing up in her features,” she murmured. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.  As far as I am concerned she is our daughter and always will be.” 
 
    Tears sprang to Vanessa’s eyes, as she kissed Broken Feather again, while Zack and Mammy Sue clapped. 
 
    When Seth returned with the preacher, he read the rites, pronouncing Vanessa and Broken Feather man and wife.  When Broken Feather kissed his new bride, he suddenly felt reborn.  Everything he had ever dreamed about him and Vanessa was finally coming true, and nothing but happiness was promised in their future.  When the short ceremony was finished being performed, they all sat down to enjoy their meal, everyone was laughing and talking together as they planned their individual futures together.  By the end of the meal, there was a knock on the door, and Chandler was there, looking impatient.  
 
    “The lawyer is scheduled to come first thing in the morning,” he told the group.  “I believe that Vanessa should return to the plantation house with me so we can discuss what is going to happen after the will is read.” 
 
    “Very well,” Vanessa smiled. 
 
    She kissed all of men on the cheek, before parting, as Chandler frowned at her, and then Mammy Sue stood up and followed Vanessa and Chandler back to the plantation house. 
 
    “You know, of course, things are going to have to change around here, once we discover the details of the will,” he said as they walked back to the house together.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are referring to,” Vanessa said lightly.  “So far, the plantation has been succeeding rather nicely.  And Seth is going to get his portion of the plantation running again.” 
 
    “That will have nothing to do with us.  Like you say, he owns that part of the plantation now.  It is your side that you need to preserve.  If getting married becomes a part of that, you won’t be able to put it off any longer.  I don’t know how much time your father has given you before you must take a husband, if you didn’t have one when he died.” 
 
    “Certainly, he would have to give me enough time to actually find one.  His last choice for me was a disaster.  I would never marry someone I barely knew.” 
 
    “You know me well enough,” he murmured. 
 
    “I was certain you were going to say that, but I think there is someone else I have known a lot longer than you.  Besides, while you were contacting the Lawyer, I decided to take care of the situation myself.  Seth got a preacher, and he married me and Broken Feather.  I don’t have a ring yet, but I am now Broken Feather’s wife,” she smiled. 
 
    “What!  What were you thinking?  You married a Black Seminole Indian?  You will have to get the marriage annulled!  You will be thrown in jail.  He can’t receive ownership of the plantation even if you died, because the marriage would be considered illegal.  Besides, no one will give you any business in this area if you are married to a black Indian.  The Plantation will go under, and you with it!” 
 
    “I am not selling my crops to people in this area.  I can ship them to anyplace I wish, and if it depends on the color of the person someone buys crops from, then all the sharecroppers are wasting their time!  It is sugarcane the buyers want, not a social acquaintance with the owner of the plantation.” 
 
    “Your father will roll over in his grave over this,” Chandler grumbled. 
 
    “He is going to roll over in his grave anyway.  Remember I told you I was illegitimate?  Well, it turns out, Seth was my father.  I am actually part black myself, so I doubt you would be asking for my hand, even if I did get my marriage to Broken Feather annulled.  If you are right about the stipulations of the will being I must take a husband, then that has been accomplished, unless my father names a certain husband for me, which I doubt he would do since he did not know when he was going to die, and his first choice for me did not quite turn out well.  He told me himself I could choose my own husband this time. 
 
    “Actually, I suppose I should tell you, my husband did not die.  He divorced me because I had Broken Feather’s baby.  Glenda is actually my daughter as well as Broken Feather’s daughter.  Even if she’s not, Broken Feather is claiming she is.” 
 
    Chandler merely stood and stared at her.  “Tell me this is not true and I am just having a bad dream,” he said in shock. 
 
    “I didn’t even know I wasn’t the daughter of Sam Renton until he told me, just before he sent me back here.  He assumed Glenda belonged to Broken Feather, and sent him with me to take responsibility for his child.  Now, Broken Feather plans to take responsibility for me too.” 
 
    “You will just be handing the plantation over to Broken Feather.  You know that, don’t you?  A husband owns all of his wife’s holdings once they marry.” 
 
    “Perhaps Broken Feather deserves that.  The Government sure won’t give him any land to call his own, and he did save my life when we were traveling together.  Besides, I love Broken Feather and I know he will do a good job running the plantation.  If you wish, we will keep you on as overseer,” she smiled. 
 
    “There is no way you can prove Seth is your father.  You are considered white.  There are laws against intermarriage with whites and all other nationalities, including, American Indians, Chinese, Hawaiians, Blacks and other non-white people.  I doubt the state would recognize your marriage, whether it was to a black or an Indian.  If your father claimed you as his own, I am sure your birth certificate claims that Sam Renton is your father.” 
 
    “Only I am not white, no matter what my birth certificate may say.  Even though I look white, I have about an eighth Negro blood in me, so I am still considered black.  Therefore, I am not breaking any law!  Seth can vouch for me being his daughter.  Mammy Sue knew Same Renton was not my real father.  I even think my Great Aunt knew it as well.  And since the laws have changed concerning black people owning property, they could not deny Broken Feather ownership to the plantation, once he becomes my husband, which he has already become.” 
 
    “You will end up regretting this, Vanessa.  No one had to know you had black blood in you.  You look like a white woman.” 
 
    “However, there is no guarantee that my children would look white.  I am not even sure if my daughter does belong to Broken Feather.  She may belong to Jason and could be a throwback from the black part of me.  So it is just as well that Broken Feather and I were lovers, or I would have been accused of it anyway since I didn’t find out about my father being a quadroon until he came around to buy part of the plantation land.” 
 
    “This is all preposterous!  I can’t believe it is happening,” Chandler groaned. 
 
    “Probably because you had your heart set on me and my plantation,” Vanessa accused. 
 
    “I can’t deny it crossed my mind several times, but it was because I have always been fond of you, Vanessa, and you needed a husband.  I asked your father permission for your hand when he first set me up as overseer.  He gave it, but said you had to agree to marry me.  I was hoping…” 
 
    “Well, it’s too late now.  I already have a husband, so you do not have to offer me your services in that department any longer.  When the will is read tomorrow, we will all discover what the conditions are.  I suppose I am not out of the woods yet.” 
 
    By this time they had arrived at the house, and Mammy Sue went upstairs with Glenda, while Vanessa followed her.   
 
    “I will see you later, Chandler,” Vanessa promised.  “For now, I think I will take a nap.  This has been a very eventful day for me, and I need to take a relaxed breath before I discover what is in my stepfather’s will.” 
 
    Mr. Gifford, the family lawyer, arrived the next morning to find both Vanessa and Chandler anxiously awaiting his arrival.  Even though Chandler was not a member of the family, since he was overseeing the plantation, Vanessa allowed him to attend the meeting.  She also had her father, Seth, and Broken Feather there, which made Mr. Gifford look puzzled. 
 
    “These are members of my family,” Vanessa explained.  “This is Seth Smith, my father, and Broken Feather, my husband.” 
 
    Mr. Gifford raised his eyebrows but said nothing.  He was a well-dressed southern gentleman of distinction with his top hat held in his hand, which had gone out of style, wearing striped suit trousers and a coat with tails.  His bushy, gray mustache twitched, as he cleared his throat, when Vanessa led him into the study, followed by the others.  He ceremoniously put his hat on the top of the desk and sat himself behind the large desk, then started fumbling with papers he withdrew from his satchel, looking through them before looking up at the small group gathered with expectant stares.  
 
    “There really isn’t much here,” he said, at last as he looked at Vanessa.  “Your father left you his worldly belongings, much of which will be sent to you from Fort Clark, and the rest, which is stored at the plantation either in his old room or attic, I assume.” 
 
    Vanessa looked unbelieving at Mr. Gifford.  “What about the plantation?  Is that part of his worldly belongings that you mention?” 
 
    Mr. Gifford looked up, a little puzzled and then his face brightened.  “Oh, I am sorry.  I thought that was all explained in your Great Aunt’s will.  You never stayed for the reading of her will.  I sent the papers to your father.  Hadn’t he received them?” 
 
    “I have no idea.  He never mentioned them.  I just assumed that the plantation was left to him, to either pass it on to me, since he did not want to be here, or be left to me when he died.” 
 
    “Quite the contrary, I had intended on coming here sooner, right after your twenty-first birthday, to bring you the papers, but I was called out of town, and then I discovered your father had died.  So I was going to take care of everything today instead.” 
 
    “What do you mean by papers?  What papers?” 
 
    “The deed to the plantation and a letter your Aunt wrote you before she died, only to be opened when you received the plantation deed.  The plantation was left to you, to be held in trust by your father until you turned twenty-one, or got married, whichever came first.” 
 
    “Only I did get married, and my father never mentioned the will to me,” she complained. 
 
    “I see you are married to this man,” Mr. Gifford murmured, glancing at Broken Feather, and shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Actually, I was married to someone else first.  We got a divorce and Broken Feather is my new husband.  We were married yesterday.” 
 
    “Then, I suppose that is lucky, because had I been informed about your first marriage, I would have transferred the plantation into your name at the time, and it would have become your husband’s property.  After your divorce he would not have had to return it to you.  However, since it was not transferred into your name, since no one informed me of the marriage, he has no claim on it.  I have transferred the deed into your name now, since you have just turned twenty-one, and even if you hadn’t, you getting married now would have been sufficient enough to have transferred it.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand why Aunt Mildred left the plantation to me instead of my father.” 
 
    “Perhaps her letter will explain it to you.  However, I have performed my duty by bringing your father’s will, along with a copy of your aunt’s will, and all the proper papers to the plantation, which you should put in a safe place.  If you don’t have any further questions, I will take my leave.” 
 
    He put out his hand and Vanessa shook it, still looking confused, as she watched him leave with Chandler showing him out.  Vanessa turned and looked at Broken Feather. 
 
    “Chandler said my father was not going to turn the plantation over to me until I got married.  He was determined to run my life, even when it was not necessary.  He knew all along I would receive the plantation when I turned twenty-one or got married.  I wonder why he didn’t tell me about it when I married Jason?” 
 
    “Maybe he was afraid you wouldn’t marry Jason if you found out about the will, or have the marriage annulled when you discovered the truth.  Besides, Jason had the ranch to run.  He couldn’t very well run both, and there was a chance he would just sell the plantation.  Sam told me once that the planation had been in his family for a long time.  On the other hand, if the ranch had problems, Jason had once been a southern gentleman and may have been willing to go back to Louisiana to run the plantation, long after it was too late to get an annulment, once it was discovered you owned it.  Or maybe, he just never got your aunt’s will.  After all, he never got your letter, and there had been a lot of raids on stages, bringing the mail through, around that time.” 
 
    “Only Chandler told me that my father had inherited the property, but he was thinking of letting me have it, eventually.” 
 
    “Maybe he was just waiting to see how you dealt with Jason and ranch life, before he was going to let you know about it.  Unless he never got the will and just assumed his aunt left him the property since he was her only relative, other than you.  And you weren’t even his real daughter.” 
 
    “I suppose that is all water under the bridge now.  The plantation now belongs to us, and we can do as we please with it.  Since Seth owns the other part of the plantation, it will all stay in the family,” she laughed. “You said you always wanted to be a farmer, and have land of your own.  Now you have something to call your land,” she added, giving Broken Feather a kiss. 
 
    “So I suppose the only thing left to do is to read the letter your aunt left you before she died, to discover why she left you the plantation, instead of your father,” Broken Feather mumbled. 
 
    “Yes, but I wish to do it in the seclusion of my own room.  My aunt never was very affectionate towards me.  I didn’t think she even liked me.  That is why this is such a surprise.” 
 
    Seth came and gave Vanessa a hug.  “I am so happy for you.  You deserved this, you know, after all you have been through.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came back so I could sell you part of the plantation you were forced to work on when you were actually a freeman,” she told him. 
 
    “I suppose, if someone waits long enough, they will receive all the blessings they deserve,” he chuckled, as he left the room. 
 
    As Broken Feather and Vanessa were leaving the study, Chandler came back into the house. 
 
    “So now what?” he asked as he greeted them. 
 
    “First, I would like a few questions answered,” Vanessa demanded.  “Just what did my stepfather tell you about the plantation and who owned it?” 
 
    “As far as I know, he said it was his, and he was going to pass it on to you, but not until he was sure you had a husband to help you run the place.  I offered to become that husband, as I mentioned, and he seemed happy about it, because he knew me and thought I would make you a good husband.  You were the only one that kept that from happening.” 
 
    “He must not have gotten the will, or he was just lying,” Vanessa shrugged.  “The two of you were going to pressure me into getting married, though, holding the plantation over my head,” she complained. 
 
    “Neither of us knew of your background, though.  I wonder what he would have done if he knew who your real father was?” 
 
    “It is too late to discover that now.  You can stay as overseer, if you wish,” she told him. 
 
    Chandler shook his head.  “I don’t think it would work well, me working for black folks,” he said truthfully.  “It’s not that I have anything against them, but I have been on the other side of the equation for too long to start becoming a servant for black plantation owners.” 
 
    “You are welcome to stay until you find another position,” Vanessa offered.  “After all, you were friends of my family.  I hope we can remain friends.” 
 
    Chandler shrugged.  “Thank you for your hospitality,” he mumbled and then turned and went outside again. 
 
    Vanessa had a feeling he wouldn’t be coming around very often, if at all.  She took the bundle of papers Mr. Gifford had given her and turned towards the stairs.  “I will talk to later, after I read my aunt’s letter,” she told Broken Feather, reaching up to kiss him.  “And then we can start planning our future life together.” 
 
    Broken Feather smiled.  Nothing sounded better to him.  It seemed all of his dreams were coming true in such unusual ways. 
 
    Vanessa sat down on her bed, setting the stack of papers aside and holding the single, sealed, letter in her shaking hands.  She remembered back when her aunt had died.  She had never said a word about leaving her the plantation.  After her own mother died, Aunt Mildred was the only person left to her, except for Mammy Sue.  She had mellowed out as she grew older, but there had always been a distance between them.  It occurred to Vanessa that her aunt knew who her real father was, and that is why she had been so indifferent towards Vanessa.  The thought that Vanessa was part black, must have troubled her aunt, and yet she left the plantation to her anyway, even though she wasn’t even related to her great aunt. 
 
    Slowly, she broke the seal and opened the letter, staring down at the script, belonging to her aunt, that was so familiar to her.  She remembered how her aunt had worked at trying to improve Vanessa’s own handwriting, drilling her relentlessly, making her copy the letters over and over again, until she had the shapes perfect.  Vanessa had hated the lessons and resented her aunt at the time.  Yet now, she was grateful that her aunt took the time to force her to improve her script, among giving her other lessons she hated at the time, while discovering their purpose as she grew older. 
 
    Vanessa blinked back tears, thinking how she had hated her aunt, and all along, the woman had turned out to be her friend, leaving her the childhood home she had grown up in.  She finally mustered up the courage to look down and focus on the words that blurred before her. 
 
      
 
    My dear Vanessa, 
 
    This is to inform you of my intentions of letting you have the plantation when I die.  If you are twenty-one or older after my death, it will revert straight to you.  Otherwise, it will be given to you on your twenty-first birthday, unless you are married before then before or after my death. 
 
    You may wonder why I have made this decision, since we were never very close.  It has taken some time for me to make this hard choice.  I know you are not Sam’s actual child, and that black blood runs in your veins.  If you have not discovered that by now, I must inform you that our slave Seth is your real father.  He insisted he was a freeman, but had no papers to prove it.  He has been a faithful slave, though, and was always loving and caring to your mother and you. 
 
    I did not blame your mother for finding comfort in Seth’s arms.  Unbeknown to anyone, I too had a secret lover, but that was in my younger days, and it is long behind me now.  I never married because the man I loved was not considered suitable to become my husband, and I refused to marry the man my family chose for me.  My nephew, on the other hand, did not rebel against the marriage set up for him, hoping to put life back into this plantation, with your mother’s money.  That was all she was to your stepfather… just a way to keep the plantation going. 
 
    Therefore, I believe the plantation belongs more to you than your father since it was your mother’s money that kept it together.  Even though my brother, Sam’s father, and I owned the plantation, it would have gone to your father at my brother’s or my death depending on who lived the longest.  Therefore, it was in his best interest to remain here and marry in order to save it from being mortgaged so it could remain in the family. 
 
    However, Sam showed no gratitude towards your mother for saving the family home and when she turned to another, I didn’t blame her.  I had not expected a child to result in the affair, though, and since your mother had saved the plantation, I forced Sam to accept you as his daughter, so there would be no scandal.  He did not take it well and relentlessly tried to discover who your true father was.  He never suspected Seth since you showed no signs of being dark. 
 
    When he couldn’t discover who your father was, he found ways to constantly be away, and then he joined the war.  Even after the war, he would not remain here and removed himself to Texas.  It was after your mother died, wasting away in depression, that I decided you should have the plantation.  I did not tell Sam.  I decided I would just shock him when the will was read. 
 
    Only I want you to know the truth about your birth and why I have decided to leave the plantation to you instead of my nephew.  You always seemed to love the place and all the slaves, and then servants that worked here.  I was sure you would marry a good man and carry on keeping the plantation the way it should be.  I hope that is the case. 
 
    Although, you were never my true, great niece, I still loved you in my own way.  Only showing you that love enraged Sam more.  I had to keep the peace in some way by trying to be indifferent concerning the whole situation.  
 
    Now you know the truth concerning your birth.  I know Seth left when all the slaves left after the war, and never returned to be a servant here.  I hope you are able to find him and that he is still alive when you attempt to look for him.  Bring him back here if you can so he can be a part of your life like he was meant to be. 
 
    Your Aunt Matilda. 
 
      
 
    Vanessa read the letter twice and then sat there staring at the flowery script, wishing she had been closer to her aunt.  After a while, she pulled herself up from the bed and went down to find Broken Feather and Seth, to show them the letter.  She was told by one of the servants that Broken Feather went back with Seth to his place, so she invited Mammy Sue to accompany her to Seth’s house, so she could read the letter to all of them. 
 
    “Well, I guess everything has come full circle,” Seth murmured, after the letter had been shared.  “Now we can all start a new life together.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vanessa murmured, “Once we get the plantation making money again, we can refurbish everything and make this place like it was when Aunt Mildred was young.  I think that is the best gift we can give her for leaving the plantation to me.” 
 
    “I agree,” Broken Feather said.  “I hope we can have many more children to raise here so they can have a happy life and know where to call home.” 
 
    “For now, I want to enjoy my husband,” Vanessa smiled.  “I couldn’t bring you to my room last night, but from now on, we will not have to sneak behind anyone’s back to show our love for each other.” 
 
    “I think I like that idea,” Broken Feather laughed as he pulled Vanessa up in his arms and kissed her.  Then he grabbed her hand and they sprinted across the property like children, back to the house, where they could make love freely to each other, the way they were meant to do. 
 
    “I knew we belonged together, the moment I met you,” Broken Feather breathed, as he held Vanessa in his arms, intending to make love to her yet again, once he was able to catch his breath.  “Even if you were a little snooty towards me, I actually liked your fire and spunk,” he laughed. 
 
    Then he was pulling her back in his arms and covering her with kisses, long into the night. 
 
    A couple of days later, they could hear the crunch of buggy wheels, approaching on the front drive, and Vanessa came out to discover who it was.  She saw Mr. Gifford in the driver’s seat, waving at her as he pulled up. 
 
    “Your father’s belongings, arrived at my office today, so I decided to bring them out,” he told her. 
 
    Broken Feather came and lifted the crate from the wagon boot, and had a couple of workers take it to the study. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  “Would you like to stay for lunch?” 
 
    Mr. Gifford shook his head.  “No, I have business to attend to in this area and decided to drop the crate off on my way.  So I will bid you good-day,” he said, tipping his top hat, before turning the buggy around and heading back out to the main road. 
 
    Broken Feather and Vanessa stood, looking down at the box. “I’m almost afraid to open it.  It doesn’t look like my stepfather had many belongings.” 
 
    “In the army you don’t have much room to keep things,” Broken Feather told her.  “It is probably mostly his clothes and books,” he assumed. 
 
    “Well, we have to put them someplace, so I suppose we should open it.  I am interested to discover if my aunt’s will is among his papers, just to see if he knew about me getting the plantation, not that it really matters now, though.” 
 
    Broken Feather went out to find something to pry the lid open with, and when he returned they slowly worked the nails out to expose the contents of the box.  As Broken Feather suspected, there were clothes, books and other objects such as his revolver, sword, and military medals.  There was a smaller box, which Vanessa thought probably held his papers.  It had a small padlock on it, and she noticed there was key among his medals.  She tried it in the lock and it fit.   
 
    When she opened it, she saw a collection of letters and papers.  She lifted the first letter, which was unopened, and glanced at the script on the front. 
 
    “It’s the letter I sent him about Aunt Matilda dying,” she said.  “He didn’t even open it.  And there is the letter from the lawyer, and several letters from my mother, which are all unopened.  It is like he did not want to even think about anyone here in Louisiana to remind him of his past.  I remembered my mother cried, when he never answered her letters.  In truth, he never even read them!” 
 
    “It means that he didn’t know about your aunt dying, the will, or you inheriting the plantation.  I don’t think he even cared about the plantation, whether it belonged to either of you.  He was just glad he had a place to send you away to and me along with you.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t his daughter.  He must have hated me more than I thought.  It probably drove him crazy not knowing who my father really was.” 
 
    “He must have been a bitter, sad man, but he was a hell of a fighter,” Broken feather pointed out. 
 
    “I think I will take the letters and read them to see what my mother said to him all those years ago.”  Vanessa reached down and picked up the stack of letters, and as she lifted them out of the box, she paused.  “Look, Broken Feather.  Is that money in the bottom of this box?” 
 
    They took a closer look and saw a bundle of paper money along with gold coins filling the bottom of the box. 
 
    “It must have been his pay he never spent,” Broken Feather guessed.  “I never saw him spending much money.  I wonder what he was saving it for.” 
 
    “Whatever it was, he can’t use it now,” Vanessa said as she began counting the money.  “Good heavens, Broken Feather, this must be years of pay he never used!  I think there is enough here to get the plantation in shape, with some left over.  We won’t have to wait until the harvest to fix this place up after all!” 
 
    “Like Seth said, if someone waits long enough they end up getting the blessings they deserve,” Broken Feather laughed. 
 
    “Well, my father must have hated me, but he knew I would end up with whatever he left behind when he died.  Do you think he was thinking about that?” 
 
    “Who knows, he did want you to be happy.  He found you a husband he thought would take care of you, and sent you back here to work the plantation, letting you keep your daughter and letting me be here to raise her too, so he must have liked you a little.” 
 
    “I just hope he is not turning over in his grave, looking down on us now,” Vanessa smiled. 
 
    “From now on, there should never be any secrets between us,” Broken Feather stated.  “You have to promise to be honest with me, Vanessa,” he insisted. 
 
    “I plan to be.  However, if you truly want a lot of children to enjoy being raised here, I think we should start working on that ambition,” she smiled. 
 
    “I totally agree!” Broken Feather laughed as he scooped Vanessa up into his arms and started carrying her upstairs. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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