Chrysalis
Chapter 1 
“Let me try, Israel!” Payton shouted excitedly. He grasped the bow in his left hand, steadied the arrow and let fly. The feathered missile wobbled in flight. It barely pierced the bark far below the red cloth target. Beside him Israel scowled impatiently. A laugh erupted from the nearby porch.
“Good first try, Payton,” Daniel encouraged. Mingo stood on the porch, leaning against the cabin wall, his arms crossed. Daniel climbed up beside him, his arms full of wood. The hearty frontiersman watched the two boys splash across the soggy yard to the venerable oak. They pulled the arrow from the many-times-pierced trunk then slogged back to their original position beside the cabin. “That’s quite a boy you found there, Mingo. Israel has sure taken a likin’ to him,” Daniel said as he watched the boys laugh together. 
“There’s a good deal there to like. He’s had a tough two years. However, he has a new step-father, his sister is settled and he deserves this time to himself.” Mingo glanced at his friend. “Thank you for inviting him to stay with you. He is making memories to last. I have every expectation that he will be a solid citizen, and a good man.”

Daniel frowned as a memory rose to the surface of his mind. “Didn’t you tell me his pa threw your friend’s body out of his grave?”

A heavy shadow drove the smile from Mingo’s face. He sighed deeply before answering. “I believe so. I have no proof. But all the evidence suggests that to be the case.” He said no more, but Daniel saw the memories drip their poison into his friend’s heart. Without another word he turned to take the wood into his wife. 
Becky abruptly opened the door just as he reached for the latch. “Oh, Dan! I was just coming to call you all to breakfast. Boys!” she shouted to the two repositioning the target. “Breakfast.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Payton called in response. He tapped Israel, who continued to tug on the red cloth.  “C’mon, your ma called us.”

“I know. I’m comin’,” Israel answered, moving not a muscle in the direction of the cabin. Payton frowned. With an uncertain look, he began to slog toward the building. Mingo stood watching, waiting. Seconds later the boy climbed onto the porch. He jumped, startled, as he found the tall man nestled in the shadows. 

“Wow, Mingo! I didn’t see you there. How did you do that?” Payton gasped.

Mingo softly chuckled. “How did I do what, Payton?”

“Just appear out of the air like that! You scared me.”

Again the Cherokee softly chuckled. “It’s a talent I learned from our forest brethren. There’s a rabbit not three feet from where Israel is crouching in the mud. Look,” Mingo said, pointing. Payton squinted toward the towheaded boy still adjusting the target on the tree. Just at the edge of the morning forest shade a cottontail rabbit sat motionless, his ears flat against his back, his bright eyes nearly closed. Payton held his breath in an inadvertent mimic of the forest creature. At his shoulder Mingo saw the boy’s response. A soft smile of pleasure lit his face.
“Rebecca’s breakfast is waiting. It is not polite to ignore her summons, is it?” Mingo asked quietly. Payton shook his head and followed the man into the cool cabin. They passed Dan on his way to call his recalcitrant son. Soon all five people were enjoying a hearty breakfast seasoned with conversation. For the first two days Payton had been a tongue-tied guest at the Boone’s table. Now, on the third day, he entered into the general lightness that often permeated the wilderness meals. When Dan proposed a hunt after breakfast, Payton’s blue eyes sparkled in anticipation. The men saw the sparkle and exchanged a knowing glance.

An hour later the four were a half-mile from the cabin. They walked slowly, their feet sinking into the soil softened by the night’s rain. They stopped in a tiny open meadow. The two men checked the boys’ guns one last time, double-checked their own, and split to go their predetermined ways. Mingo and Payton walked west, Daniel and Israel north. The two boys exchanged a final wave before Israel melted into the forest behind his father.

Payton walked as rapidly as possible to stay ahead of the man behind him. Mingo slowed his usual long stride to accommodate the boy, carefully hiding the effort. Payton’s pale face was drawn into a look of determined concentration. After an hour Mingo propped his rifle against a boulder and sat down. With a grateful sigh Payton copied his partner. Within moments the forest became comfortable with their presence and resumed its usual activity. A light breeze tickled the leaves above them. A hundred yards away a woodpecker drilled for his morning snack. Two chipmunks argued over a luscious tidbit. Mingo lifted his face to the filtered sunlight, his eyes closed and his expression filled with happiness. The boy beside him brushed his arm accidentally. “Sorry,” Payton whispered.

Mingo looked down into the boy’s uncomfortable face. “Payton, there’s no need to apologize for touching me. Why did you?”

“My pa was always particular about me touching him when he was working or hunting. I only hunted with him twice. Both times I was too much of a bother, he said. So he left me to home whenever he went after meat. I’m clumsy, I guess.”

His gaze returned to the cloudless summer sky, Mingo thought about the bitter man lying in a grave beside his son and daughter. Nearby was the empty grave of his friend U-na-tsi-ko-ga. He sighed heavily. Bitterness was truly a poison, he thought. It often killed that which was most important in a man’s life. He turned to the boy beside him, his face hidden with shame. “Payton, you’re not any clumsier than most boys. You have not had the opportunity to learn differently.” Mingo smiled as he continued. “I doubt that your current life in Salem has done much to rectify the problem, has it?”

“Mingo, sir? I don’t always understand what you say. Do you mean because I live in a town I’m no good in the woods?” Payton’s voice was quiet, respectful. His eager eyes focused on the man’s face.

His smile broadening, Mingo nodded. “That is exactly my meaning. So, partner, shall we continue? By the end of your visit I have every confidence that you will have learned to be easier in the woods.” Grinning, he continued. “That means you’re going to get better as you practice more. So let’s get going!”
Only ten minutes later Mingo reached for Payton’s shoulder. When the boy turned, Mingo quickly placed his finger over his lips in the gesture for silence. Then, very slowly, he pointed to the southwest. Quartering away from them, his slender muzzle lifted to the westerly breeze, a deer was slowly walking. Man and boy watched the graceful creature. Mingo indicated that Payton was to take the shot. A tremble shook the boy, but he did as his mentor asked. The click of his hammer as it cocked alerted the deer and it froze. The target was perfect. Payton carefully steadied his gun, then pulled the trigger. His shot went wide to the left. The deer leaped to the right, wheeled and ran. Mingo tracked the running animal, led it a little, and fired. Payton jumped at the explosion. The running deer somersaulted into the thick underbrush. With a quick pat on the boy’s back, Mingo walked forward to claim his kill and offer his thanks. Payton stood rooted to the spot of his failure, watching. A minute later Mingo looked back at the boy. He was standing with his shoulders drooping and his head hanging. “Payton,” he called. “Come here. How much do you remember from what I showed you?”

Wordlessly the boy approached, shaking his head sadly. “Not much, sir. I haven’t had any way to practice.”

“Now you do. Here,” Mingo said as he slipped his knife from its sheath. “You do as I tell you. Kneel down right here. Lay your gun beside you. Did you reload? No? Do that first. Always reload after you have fired your gun. You must always be ready to defend yourself.” Payton’s eyes widened but he did as Mingo instructed. He copied everything the man did. Mingo noticed but made no comment. They laid their loaded guns within easy reach. The next hour was spent cleaning the deer, Mingo demonstrating but Payton doing most of the work. His tongue clamped between his teeth, his face taut with effort, Payton succeeded in making the deer ready to carry. He wiped Mingo’s large knife clean in a bed of mint. Mingo lifted the carcass onto his shoulders, bent for his rifle, and gestured to the east. 
He noticed the boy’s dejected attitude. “Payton, you’re not a failure. You missed the deer. The forest is thick with the deer that I have missed,” Mingo laughed. “Everything I told you to do you did. That’s not what failure looks like. Let’s go back and see how Daniel and Israel have fared. I’ll wager that we have taken the first meat. Probably Rebecca is waiting to roast this venison for our supper. She’s a very good cook and will make a delicious meal from this meat. You’re proud to take it to her, aren’t you?” 
Payton nodded. “Yessir.”

“Your mother is a good cook too. Though I didn’t have the opportunity to taste many of her dishes, I do remember her succotash. It was the best I’ve ever had.” Payton’s pale face lit with pleasure as Mingo intended. The two walked to the Boone cabin engaged in a lively conversation about favorite foods and their counterparts. They arrived ahead of Daniel and Israel, skinned and hung their kill in the Boone smokehouse, then carved out a roast for Rebecca. After a quick noon meal they spent the afternoon practicing with Israel’s bow. While they did, Mingo answered Payton’s questions about his Cherokee family. As the long shadows brought the evening coolness Becky stepped onto the porch with her pretty face creased by a frown. “Mingo,” she called. “Shouldn’t Dan and Israel be back by now?”

With a glance at the approaching darkness, Mingo walked to Becky’s side. “Not necessarily. You know as well as I do that when your husband and son get into the woods, time is not uppermost in their minds. They could easily have followed a trail, become distracted by something else, followed that and be miles away from here. If that happened, Israel is tired. When Israel gets tired, he is not an easy traveler.” Mingo smiled at the many memories of carrying the drowsy boy home on his back. 
Becky stared at her friend’s face. She nodded in agreement. “Well, the roast is ready. Why don’t you and Payton come on in? I’m hungry, and I’m certain you are too. When the other two do wander in, they can have the leftovers.” Her aggravation evident, Becky gestured through the door into the firelit cabin. His arm over Payton’s shoulders, Mingo did as invited. Behind them the cabin door shut out the gathering darkness.

Chapter 2
Payton was asleep in the loft. Mingo sat near Becky, rocking worriedly in her chair. She glanced at the man sitting alertly in the settee, pretending to be at ease. The years of association provided the clues. His shoulders were tense. His feet were planted firmly on the floor instead of carelessly crossed. Though his hands remained relaxed in his lap, his fingers were curled. Rebecca saw it all and her own fear intensified. “Mingo, they should have been back. Don’t try and tell me otherwise. I know that you think so too.”

“They went too far, Rebecca. That’s all. They are camping rather than try and get home in the dark. After a dozen miles Israel becomes like a ball and chain. I know.” 
Mingo’s attempt at levity caused Becky to smile, but her eyes did not release their worry. She nodded her agreement, then walked into her bedroom alcove. He sat another few minutes before walking to his lean-to thirty yards away. He lay for hours, looking at the waning moon. 

At dawn he carried an armful of wood into the cabin and met Rebecca coming from her bedroom. Her face was pale, her eyes rimmed with sleeplessness. Mingo placed the wood on the hearth. He turned with words of encouragement. “If they have not come by the time we finish breakfast, I will trail them. Would that ease your worry?” Becky’s smile was all the answer he needed. He nodded as he patted her shoulder. “I will make ready, though I think it will be an exercise in futility.” With a reassuring smile of his own he walked back through the door. 

Seconds later Payton climbed down from the loft. “Mrs. Boone, where’s Israel?” His tousled head made Becky smile wistfully as she thought of her missing boy.

“He’s not back yet Payton. He and his father often do this to me. No matter how many times, I always worry.” She made a clucking noise in irritation. Without another word the boy slipped through the cabin door. Becky bent to the morning tasks.
Outside Payton saw Mingo before his lean-to. He walked to the man’s side, standing quietly as the Cherokee checked his rifle, rolled his blanket and peered into his shot pouch. A small brass ornament fastened to the inside flap caught the morning light.
Payton smiled as he recognized his gift sent to Mingo a year before. Mingo saw Payton’s smile. He addressed the boy at his side. “I’ve never thanked you in person for the ornament. I think of you every time I see it. It was an unexpected gift, Payton, but it means a good deal to me.”

Payton’s shy smile lit his shade-dappled face. “I found it one day on my way home from the mercantile. I knew at once that you should have it.” The boy fell silent as he struggled for the words to tell Mingo all that was in his heart. The man heard the struggle, understood the reason, and pretended not to notice. Wrapped around the morning birdcalls the boy’s voice continued. “Mingo, I’m sorry for what my pa did to you and said to you. I was only four when Indians killed my brother Clayton. I don’t remember much except the screaming. Ma was screaming, Lenore was screaming, and the Indians outside were screaming. Pa was shooting from the barn. Clayton was caught in the corral. There wasn’t much cover there. You remember?”

Facing the boy, Mingo nodded. His dark eyes held the boy’s own. Payton tore his eyes away, fastening them safely in the branches of the nearest tree. “Ma shoved me under her bed. I scooted all the way back against the wall. Lenore pushed in beside me. She was still screaming. I covered my ears and closed my eyes. I heard my ma scream real loud and shout my brother’s name.”
“She opened the door and ran out onto the porch.” Payton stopped, swallowed and waited for the memory to form. Unnoticed Mingo placed his warm hand on the boy’s arm. With another swallow, Payton finished his story. “I think that’s why Pa hated you. It wasn’t you. It was them. They pushed Ma into the cabin. I don’t know what happened, but I remember being afraid the bed ropes were going to break. Lenore was caught below them, and they were stretched so far that sometimes they hit her. I could hear the Indians, grunting like pigs. One at a time they laid on the bed. I never did see Ma, only the Indians. I could see ‘em standing all around the bed. Four of ‘em.”

Mingo closed his eyes in understanding. The boy’s tale was all too familiar. On the frontier, nearly every community had a like tale. Indian or white, it made no difference. Reed Ellison’s story was little different from Da-lon-i-ge-yo-ha, a bitter man of many winters whose wife and daughters were killed years ago on their way to visit relatives in the Cherokee town of Tellico. Their violated bodies were found days later by the grieving husband and father. Shaking the memory from his mind, Mingo realized that Payton had stopped speaking. The boy’s arm trembled beneath his hand. “Payton, I’m sorry. I understood your father’s anger. It made me sad then, and it still does. But I do understand.”

Payton’s eyes left the tree and focused on Mingo’s face. “Yessir. Ma saw Clayton get killed. So did Pa. They shot him but he didn’t die. Pa told me. They killed him with a hatchet, Mingo. They hit him in the head with a hatchet, and he…..”  Mingo stood and pulled the boy into his arms. Several moments Payton stood within the warm embrace. Finally he pulled free. He looked up into Mingo’s eyes. “You think something like that has happened to Israel, don’t you?”

“No! Israel and his father have a habit of being gone longer than Rebecca expects. It’s just as I said last evening. They don’t pay attention to the time and they are gone too long.”
“That’s a real careless way to treat Mrs. Boone, isn’t it?” Payton asked innocently.

Mingo did not answer, but bent to tie his blanket onto his food pouch. He gathered all his equipment, laid it on the porch and with Payton entered the cabin for breakfast. No one ate very much, though all three pretended not to notice. A quarter hour later Mingo draped his shot pouch over his shoulder, lifted his filled food pouch, grasped his rifle and stepped off the porch. “Don’t worry Rebecca. I will probably meet them coming back.”

He waved, then quickly strode to the north. Suddenly Payton leaped off the porch and ran to catch up. “Mingo! Let me go with you. Please.”

Indecision was plainly etched on the Cherokee’s brown face. Seconds later he answered. “Payton, I can’t. Though I do not think I will find anything wrong, I can’t take the chance that something dangerous has happened. I’m sorry.”
Payton stood with his head down, his entire body showing dejection. Mingo reconsidered, then arrived at a possible solution. “I will make a bargain with you. You may come with me, but if I discover a dangerous situation you must come back here. No arguments. Do you agree?” Nodding eagerly, Payton dashed to the porch, retrieved his own gun and shot pouch, then ran back to Mingo’s side. With another wave, Mingo again turned north. Beside him, trotting to keep up, Payton Ellison began his education in earnest. 

Chapter 3

The trail was plain in the quickly drying soil. Dan and Israel had walked slowly, Israel in front of his father as Payton had walked before Mingo the day before. As he followed the trail Mingo pointed out the various clues. A broken twig on a sumac bush, the break pointing the twig in the direction of travel. Israel’s slip in the mud. A gouge in the side of a tree where Israel’s gun tore the bark. 
Payton followed Mingo until the sun was high overhead. The trail wound to the northwest where the two had followed a large buck. Mingo showed Payton the deep hoof prints, indicating that the animal was heavy. In his mind the Cherokee could hear Israel’s excited chatter and Daniel’s patient caution. The trail followed along a ridge, then began to slip toward the draw below. On top of the ridge, in the dappled shade of a sweet gum, Mingo made a small cold camp. He and Payton shared strips of venison roast from the last evening. Each had a sip from the water bag tied to his belt. “Mingo?” Payton asked hesitatingly. “Do you think Mr. Boone and Israel took another path back to the cabin?”

“It depends on where they caught the deer. It’s possible. I doubt that Daniel followed the deer too much farther.” Mingo grinned as he continued. “He wouldn’t want to have to carry the deer AND prod Israel along. We’re already about 5 miles from the cabin. I can’t imagine that they went much farther. Watch carefully for signs. I might miss one and we’d travel miles that we don’t have to!” Mingo teasingly slapped Payton’s shoulder as he got to his feet. Seconds later the two were back on the trail. They slipped and slid down the incline, following the deer. Plain in the side of the hillside were the marks Daniel and Israel made as they too slipped in the mud. Mingo pointed to the place where Israel’s gun butt slashed a gouge several feet in the side of the hill. 

At the bottom of the hill they stopped to catch their breath. Then, with a nod, Mingo again led to the northwest. Suddenly he put out his left hand, stopping Payton’s forward progress. Crouching low, Mingo gestured for Payton to do the same. As he inched ahead Mingo peered through the thick forest. A dead tree had recently fallen, the rotten roots reaching gnarled fingers to the sky. Beneath the tree Payton could see something wedged. Mingo dashed to the fallen timber. “Daniel! Daniel, are you alright? Israel!” Mingo’s worry was evident in his voice. Payton ran to catch up. When he arrived at Mingo’s side the Indian was already kneeling before the two prone bodies.
 Israel’s blonde head was lifted, his blue eyes seeking the person calling his name.

“Mingo?” he choked, spitting mud from his caked lips. Swiftly Mingo passed his hand over the boy’s dirty head.

“Israel, don’t move. Are you hurt?” Mingo asked anxiously.

“Not so’s I know it. I’m just stuck. Ever time I move one of these branches stick me. But pa’s hurt, I think. He moans and doesn’t stay awake very long.”

Mingo looked frantically through the forest. “Payton! Look for a sapling about six inches in diameter. Here, take my hatchet. Chop one down, trim the branches and bring it. Hurry!”

Payton leaped to do Mingo’s bidding. He disappeared into the thick forest. Mingo knelt beside Israel, digging out the soft soil beside the boy’s body. While he worked Israel kept up a steady stream of questions. Though bombarded, Mingo did nothing to quiet the boy, grateful for Israel’s obvious health. Five minutes later Payton returned dragging a ten-foot sapling. 
“Let me have my hatchet.” Mingo’s eyes flashed with urgency as he reached for the tool. Quickly he cut several branches loose from the dead trunk. Israel was freed in only minutes. He sat weakly against a tree, watching Mingo check his father. The man handed his water bag to Payton. “Give Israel a drink and a piece of meat. Watch over him. Don’t go anywhere. I will need your help to free Daniel.”
The two boys sat together, watching in silence as Mingo knelt on the ground beside Daniel’s unconscious form. “Daniel?” he said softly. Then, louder, he called “Daniel! Wake up!” He shook Daniel’s right shoulder. There was no response. Carefully he sought the pulse in Daniel’s throat. It took several tense seconds to find it. It was thready and weak. Daniel was injured, possibly severely. 

Standing quickly, Mingo walked to Payton and bent over the boy. He stared into Payton’s blue eyes for several heartbeats. Then he gripped the boy’s shoulder. Softly he whispered into the boy’s ear. “Payton, Daniel is injured. You must do what I tell you, immediately, without question, as you did moments ago. Understand?” Payton’s eyes widened in fear but he clenched his jaw and nodded. Mingo squeezed his shoulder. Then he whispered his instructions. “I am going to pry Daniel lose. But you can’t pull him out, he’s too heavy. Israel is too weak to help. You must place stones under the log as I lift it. I’ll help you gather rocks now. Come with me.”

Mingo turned to Israel, still leaning against a shady elm. “Israel, stay right where you are. Payton and I are going to get your father out, but we need rocks. Stay where you are, son. Don’t bother your father at all.” With a reassuring smile Mingo walked swiftly to the nearby hillside. Gripping his hatchet, he hacked several large stones loose from the ground. Rapidly he and Payton placed them on either side of Daniel’s prone body. 
“Payton, listen carefully. When I lift the log, put enough rocks to take the sapling’s place when I remove it. No more. Understand?” Payton nodded, gripping one of the rocks in readiness. Mingo forced the sapling under the log and pushed upward. Payton placed three stones. Releasing his breath, Mingo pulled the sapling from under the log. 

“Perfect. Now, we repeat the process on the other side. Ready?” Payton again nodded. Trembling with the effort, Mingo held the dead trunk off of his friend’s body as Payton rapidly pushed stones underneath it. Seconds later Mingo felt the release of pressure. He dropped the sapling, staggered to a tree and leaned against it, drawing a dozen deep breaths. The muscles in his long arms quivered with the strain. He pushed himself upright. Once again he knelt beside Daniel’s body. The frontiersman remained unconscious. Now, at last, Mingo could understand why. His right leg was broken, the thigh lying at a crazy angle. Mingo gestured urgently for Payton. The boy ran to his side and knelt.

“Daniel’s leg is badly broken. We are going to have to draw him out very carefully. Keep his body straight. It is of utmost urgency that we do not further damage his leg.” Mingo stared into the boy’s white face, searching for understanding. Payton nodded once again. They stood, each grasping one of Daniel’s arms. Slowly they drew the heavy body from underneath the log. Mingo forced himself to go slowly to match Payton’s lesser strength. When Daniel was pulled a few feet beyond the fallen tree Mingo released Dan’s arm. Payton copied him, his eyes riveted to the man’s unusually angled leg. Mingo glanced at Israel. He was slumped against the elm fast asleep. Realizing that the slumber was a blessing, he quickly unwound his belt and tied it above the break in Daniel’s right leg. “Payton,” Mingo said, the urgency in his voice slicing through the boy’s frozen stare. 

“Yessir?” he answered.

“Chop two saplings, this time about an inch in diameter. Cut them into lengths about two feet long. Hurry!”

While Payton chopped the saplings Mingo pulled the water bag from Israel’s limp hand. He trickled a thin stream into his mouth, holding it inside for several seconds before swallowing. Removing a length of rope from his pack, he cut several pieces to use as binding. He and Payton met beside Daniel’s body moments later. Together, man and boy discussed what was needed. Though Payton grew very pale, he did as Mingo directed. Placing all his weight on Daniel’s upper thigh, he held the leg in place as Mingo grasped the knee and pulled. The bone slid back in place as Daniel released a deep groan. Payton burst into tears, shaking uncontrollably. Mingo slipped to his side, gripped his shoulder and shook him gently. “Payton! I still need your help. This is a dangerous break. I need you to hold the splints in place while I bind them. Payton! You must do this. Now hold these splints.” 
Mingo placed one piece of sapling alongside Daniel’s inner thigh, and another on the outside. Very carefully he bound them in place. When he finished the light was nearly gone. Deep shade covered the hillside. He staggered to his feet. Pulling his blanket from his pack, he carefully covered Daniel’s body. Then he walked to Payton sitting curled against the hill several feet away. He leaned back against the damp earth, drawing the evening coolness into his lungs. The first stars were beginning to twinkle before he opened his eyes. Payton was still sitting beside him, his head resting on his crossed arms. Mingo pulled himself upright and touched the boy’s shoulder. “Payton, I’m going to gather firewood.  You stay here to comfort Israel if he wakes. Hear me?”
“Yessir, I hear you.” Payton murmured.

An hour later the fire’s crackling awakened Israel. He bolted upright, fear on his freckled face. Before he could run to his father Mingo took his arm and explained Daniel’s injury. “Tomorrow we’ll make a drag to take your father home. But tonight we’re going to let him sleep. I’ve heated some meat for you. Sit beside Payton and eat.”

“What about Pa?” Israel asked, his voice quivering. “Ain’t he hungry?”

“No. But I will give him the broth from the meat when he wakes. I want you and Payton to lie down together and sleep. Don’t worry. Your father has a serious injury, but he is strong. I will keep watch tonight.”

Tears sparkled in Israel’s light eyes. “We was follerin’ a deer, a big one. When we went down the hill we slipped in the mud. We banged against that big tree. It started to fall when we went around it. Pa pushed me but it fell on us anyway. The branches caught me. The whole tree fell on him, didn’t it?” 

“Yes it did. It could have killed you, Israel. Your father saved your life. Now we must all work together to save his. You eat. Make yourself strong so you can help me tomorrow.” Mingo squeezed Israel’s arm with affection, then patted his shoulder. In the shadows Payton murmured encouragingly to his friend. 
An hour later Daniel wakened with a long groan. Mingo leaned over and explained the injury. Daniel tried to lift his upper body but Mingo placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and pushed. “Daniel, don’t move at all. You may have more injuries inside. I’m going to give you some broth and a drink of water. Then you need to sleep.”

Daniel groaned again. “Sleep? Mingo, this leg hurts too bad to sleep. Aaaaah….” Dan gritted his teeth as a wave of intense pain coursed through the broken leg. His hands spasmodically dug into the ground. Israel ran to clutch his father’s hand, tears running down his face. Payton knelt beside his friend, his comforting arm around Israel’s shoulder. 
“Boys, you stay beside Daniel and talk to him. I’m going after some willow bark. I may be gone some time. Stay right here, both of you. I’ll get back as soon as I can.” Mingo sprang to his feet. With a final glance at the three illuminated by the fire, he melted into the moonlit forest. 
When he returned with several strips of willow bark he found the two boys asleep on either side of Daniel, the blanket spread over all three for warmth. Smiling with affection, Mingo boiled the strips of bark, allowed the brew to cool, then carefully held the cup to Daniel’s lips. An hour later, after drinking all the meat broth, the injured man dropped into a drugged sleep. Mingo chewed a piece of meat, took a sip of water and leaned back against the same elm that had supported Israel. The hours dragged through the darkness.

Chapter 4
Pulling Daniel home took the entire next day. At dawn Mingo and the boys constructed the drag. Then, with their help, he was able to get Daniel positioned securely. Taking the poles in his hands, Mingo pulled the drag while the boys kept it as level as possible. They stopped every hour to rest. He had brewed another concoction of willow bark in his tin cup which he gave Daniel whenever the wounded man came back to consciousness.

As the evening shadows lengthened toward the Boone cabin Mingo staggered into the yard. Becky rushed to her husband’s side. Seconds later he was running to the stockade for help. Before darkness had fallen completely Cincinnatus, Tupper and Jericho settled Daniel in his bed. Daniel was given a large dose of whiskey to dull the pain. Becky sat beside her husband, tenderly bathing his feverish face.
The two boys climbed into the loft and dropped instantly into slumber. Mingo sat unmoving in the settee, oblivious to all the activity around him. His body slumped sideways in sleep. Just after midnight he awoke, stiff and hungry. He slowly sat up, stretching his aching muscles, and met Becky’s eyes. Without a word she ladled hot soup into a cup. She held it out to the dirty man at her hearth, his hair twisted around small pieces of forest debris, his hands bloodied. As he sipped the soup she poured hot water into a basin and set it at his feet with a clean towel. Then, her eyes filled with affection, she softly kissed his dirty forehead.
After she pulled the curtain to the bedroom closed, Mingo leaned over and dipped his hands into the water. The sting gradually abated as he splashed the warm water over his dirty arms and face. Drying with the towel, he pushed to his feet and staggered out the door. He stumbled the hundred yards to his lean-to, fell onto his bed and was asleep in seconds. The luminous dawn awakened him five hours later. Very stiffly he pushed himself to his feet. He made himself open his hands. The palms were raw, his fingers swollen. With a grimace of pain he forced his muscles to carry him to the Boone’s porch. Soundlessly he pushed open the heavy door. Rebecca looked up from the hearth, her pretty face haggard from sleeplessness. “How is Daniel?” Mingo asked as he reached for the cup of tea she offered. 
“Mingo! Your hands are like raw meat!” She sprang toward him with renewed energy, as she always did when faced with injury. As she smeared Mingo’s bloody hands with ointment and bound them carefully she answered his question. “He slept most of the night. I got his fever down as best I could.” 
Her blue eyes filled with gratitude as she looked into Mingo’s face. “You saved his life. And Israel’s. They would have died from thirst. If the animals had left them alone.” A sob tore from her throat, and no matter how she tried to press them down others followed. She dropped weakly into her rocker. Mingo gently put his arm around her shoulders as she leaned her head into her hands. After several moments she sighed deeply, raised her head and reached for the hem of her apron. “Mingo, I nearly lost both my son and my husband. I love it here. But every time someone I love is out of my sight I am afraid for them. I don’t think I’ll ever stop worrying.”

“Life is not easy anywhere, Rebecca. In the cities there is more disease, more vice. Here death is often much swifter. Perhaps that is what makes it so hard. We often have no preparation before the grief.” Mingo said softly. Behind him he heard a small gasp. Looking over his shoulder he saw Payton Ellison standing at the foot of the ladder. The boy stared silently into the man’s eyes, then without a word walked through the cabin door. Becky raised her eyes, gesturing for Mingo to follow the boy.

When he walked onto the porch Mingo saw Payton sitting on the chopping block watching the fingers of early sunlight reach through the trees. He eased his lean body onto the block beside the boy as the youth shifted to make room. Together they watched the yellow light paint the sky. Birds twittered and called. Long moments passed as they sat together. Payton suddenly lifted his head and looked into Mingo’s face. “You said we weren’t prepared for the grief. You’re right. How do we prepare, Mingo? If we’re always preparing to lose someone, how can we ever be easy?”

“By realizing that every day is a gift, Payton. Today is a gift, yesterday was a gift, tomorrow is a gift. If we live our lives afraid to embrace each day, we lose that gift forever.”

“Mingo, why didn’t you like Lenore?”

The unexpected question startled the man. “What? I like your sister, Payton, and your mother.”

“Why did you make her cry then? Didn’t you lose her gift? I saw you with her out by the graves. I was in the barn.”

Taken aback by the questions, Mingo sat replaying the day in his mind. Finally he looked down into the blue eyes seeking answers. “Lenore was upset and very tired, Payton. Marcie had died. So had your father. Your mother didn’t feel she could handle the farm. Lenore was losing so many things very quickly. She lost her way. That’s all.”

“She wanted you to help her find the way, is that it?”

“Yes, to a small degree. Mostly she wanted someone to love her.”

“I love her! Ma does too. Elmore loved her enough to marry her.”

Mingo’s lips lifted into a small smile. “That’s right. She found someone in her own world, someone who could love her like she needed.”

“Aren’t you in our world, Mingo? You came to our cabin. You helped tend Pa, Ma and Marcie. Seems to me you belong to the same world we do.” Payton spoke confidently, his boy’s voice certain and secure. 

“I came to your cabin for help. If you had not been nearby, I would have nursed U-na-tsi-ko-ga alone. Your mother and sister made his last hours easier than I could have done by myself. But we are not of the same world, Payton. There is too large a gulf between how Lenore was raised and the life I choose to lead.”

“Because you’re older?” Payton asked.

“No.”

“Because of my pa.” Payton hung his head. His hands pulled at the remaining bark of the chopping block. Mingo watched him, gathering his thoughts. 

Softly the Cherokee spoke to the boy maturing before his eyes. “Payton, I know that your father hated me because I am an Indian. I cannot change what I am, and your father could not change what I am. I knew then that he did not hate ME, but hated what I was, what I represented.”
“What was that Mingo? What did you represent?”

“The reason for your brother’s death. The distance he felt between himself and your mother.”

“Is that why you helped Pa? You knew he didn’t really hate you?” Payton’s eyes were darkening as his understanding grew. 
Mingo looked into the distant forest as he composed his answer. “No Payton. I brought your father home because of you, Lenore and your mother. I’m not saying that I would have left him alone to die. I am saying that when I found him, all I could think about was your family and how you helped my friend. Knowing your family history makes me very glad that I did take your father home.”

Payton silently nodded. “Thank you for bringing him home, Mingo. I never told you that. But I mean it. Thanks for giving me new ways to look at things.”

“Your new father helps too, doesn’t he?” Mingo asked.

“I don’t call him pa. He wanted me to, but I can’t. I call him Bart. He says that’s alright, maybe someday I can call him Pa. I don’t think I ever will, though. He’s not my pa.” Payton sighed heavily before his next question. “Mingo, did you ever find U-ne-tsi-ko-ga’s body?”

His face darkened by the memory, Mingo replied. “Yes, Payton, I did. His body was thrown upon the ground only a hundred yards into the forest. I reburied him myself after darkness fell that night.”

Payton’s whisper was like a sigh. “I’m sorry.” Mingo turned to the boy beside him. Wordlessly he squeezed Payton’s arm. Silence fell between them once again. Behind them they heard the door open and close. Israel walked to join their company. All three sat quietly and let the morning music entertain their weary minds.
The summer days passed as Daniel mended slowly but steadily. Israel told the story of their near death over and over, with variations, until everyone he knew had heard the tale at least once. Daniel’s leg mended quickly. Frothing to be outdoors, he convinced Becky to allow Mingo to help him onto the porch. After adding three pillows to her rocker, Becky permitted Mingo to carry it outside. Becky helped Daniel balance. Mingo supported his weak right side. He hopped to the rocker, eased onto the pillows, and settled with a sigh. His splinted leg rested on a piece of wood brought by Payton.
The evening drifted down with the last rays of the September sun. Israel and Payton stood in the yard demonstrating their new skill with a bow and arrows. The adults watched patiently, commenting favorably at the appropriate times. When the fireflies began their light show Becky stood, yawned and excused herself. The two boys shot another arrow, missed, then chased it into the woods. “Those two are good friends. I’m glad Payton came to visit us. He’s a good boy, Mingo. He sure is fond of you.” Daniel chuckled.

“Yes, and I am fond of him. I look down the corridor of years and see him with his own business, taking over the mercantile from his step-father. His life could have ended much differently. Reed Ellison was a very bitter man.”
Daniel looked into his friend’s face. In the growing darkness his expression was hard to read. “From what you’ve told me, he had reason to be bitter.”

“He did. Still, I am very glad that Payton escaped that bitterness. I am glad that his mother and sister did also.” Mingo cleared his throat and continued. “I will enjoy seeing him change over the years.”

“I reckon that means you’ll be volunteering to make the trip to Salem at least once a year,” Daniel prodded, his voice filled with teasing.

“I will be making it this year for certain. You are in no condition to do it, and won’t be for weeks. You’ll be fortunate to make the trapping trip this year,” Mingo countered.
“You think so? I’ll make you a wager, my friend. When you return from Salem, I’ll be here waitin’ for you, packed and ready.”

Mingo turned to the laughing man beside him. “Then I suppose I should go see Cincinnatus tomorrow and arrange a trip before the week is out. Jericho would like that. Perhaps you would even consider allowing Israel to go. That way Payton and he could have even more time together.”

“I’ll consider it. Me and Becky’ll talk about it. You be sure to tell Payton that he’s welcome here any time.” Suddenly serious, Daniel added. “If it wasn’t for him helpin’ you, I might not be here now. Or at the very least I could have lost my leg. I don’t know if I could have lived like that, Mingo. I don’t think I could.”

“Then perhaps you had best be more careful on rain-sodden hillsides.” Mingo teased.

His attempt to lighten the mood was successful. The two men grinned and fell silent. They sat together in solid friendship, enjoying the sound of the friendship building between the young ones chasing each other in the blue shadows of the Kentucky summer. Above them the moon rose slowly, providing all the light needed for the building.
