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What People are Saying

 

 

I felt as though I was in this small family, in this big war. I truly have a loss for words to describe how this book read for me. All I can say is that anyone can pick this book up, and they will fall in love with the book. They will want more. I want more. ~ Bibliophile Reviews for The Scarlet Coat

 

The Scarlet Coat...is captivating in the dilemmas it presents, in the characters it introduces, and in the romance it embraces. The history of the era becomes personal and dimensional, and there are moments so wrought with tension that it takes your breath away. ~ Reading is my Superpower Reviews
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Mohawk Valley, July 1785

 

Up and down, up and down, Nora Reid plunged the dash in the butter churn, trying hard to not think about how the motion followed the pattern of her life. The monotony of it. She looked at the book propped open on her lap. Robinson Crusoe. Twenty-eight years on a small island and his life read much more interesting than hers ever would.

With a sigh, she tapped the book closed and set it on the edge of the table.

It wasn’t as though she expected much out of her life—and she’d rather not be stranded on a tropical island. She loved her family, community, and everything about this valley, but she still dreamed of something more.

Voices mumbled at the back of the cabin. One distinctly masculine…but not Papa or even Daniel. Nora slowed the dash, curiosity overcoming the desire to finish churning the butter so she could visit her nieces today. The voices continued, but though she strained, she still couldn’t make out what was said.

Nora released the long pole of the dash and slipped out the door into the embrace of a warm summer afternoon. Circling around the cabin, she ran her fingertips over the weathered logs forming the walls. She shouldn’t be sneaking up on whoever was speaking, but most likely their conversation was casual and not one she’d be excluded from. All the same, her pulse sped as she neared the voices and the words became clearer. She usually didn’t spy on her sister, but that was definitely Rose’s voice. And what sounded like a suitor.

“Why will you not allow me to speak with your father?” His low tones were crisp with frustration.

“Because Levi already spoke with him not two weeks ago. That’s what I have been trying to tell you.”

“Levi Acker? Your pa gave him permission, didn’t he? And what about you? Did you say yes?”

“He’s not asked me yet, though I suspect he shall. Soon.” Rose released a long sigh. “I…did not expect this.”

Boots shuffled against the ground, but not in any particular direction. “It’s not been easy to find opportunity. How was I to know you would even consider me—that I would not appear a fool?”

“Sam, I could never think you a fool.”

Sam? Nora pulled back from the corner of the cabin. Of course, that’s who the voice belonged to. Samuel Cunningham had always silently admired her little sister. She could think of no one she would prefer for Rose, but Levi Acker would not take rejection very kindly after she’d led him this far.

Not that it was any of Nora’s concern. She really needed to get back to making butter.

She only made it one step.

“So where does that leave us?” Samuel asked.

“I need time,” came Rose’s sad reply. “I must be fair to Levi. If I shifted my affections so abruptly, they would think me fickle and childish. I have always been the baby, with four older siblings to put me in my place. I cannot rush this.”

“Can you give me any hope that this will resolve in my favor?”

“How about this?” Rose’s voice smiled and then elapsed into silence. Long drawn-out silence.

Nora stole a peek around the corner to see Rose’s arms draped around Samuel’s neck, her eyes closed as her lips moved slowly against his. Nora wanted to smile, but the corners of her mouth seemed paralyzed. Instead, a familiar ache grew within, a longing for something she’d never experienced, never enjoyed, in all her twenty and four years.

A quick withdrawal took her back to the butter churn, but it was hard to put any strength behind the plunge and turn of her movements with the dash. Poor Rose. Her pity roiled with a sprinkle of resentment. Two good men bidding for her love and her hand. Was it wrong to be a little jealous? Or even frightened at the prospects of soon being left in her parents’ home, becoming an old maid, never experiencing romance or motherhood?

“My own fault.” If she hadn’t been so choosy. As the fighting had ceased across New England and the rest of the colonies, men had come to the valley, or passed through. Several tried for her heart, but she’d not been practical back then. She’d wanted something special, something with a little fire in it. Something like her brother Daniel enjoyed with his wife. Or Joseph Garnet and Hannah Cunningham, their nearest neighbors. Even their pastor, an ex-British officer, and Rachel Garnet shared a sweeping romantic tale.

But waiting for romance was a fool’s game.

The door swung wide, and Nora brushed a hand over her moist cheeks before she glanced at Rose—almost six years her junior. Susannah, the sister between them, was married and enjoyed being the mother of a robust baby boy. Daniel had two beautiful girls.

“Are you feeling well?”

At Rose’s question, Nora forced a smile and a nod. “Of course.” She had no real reason to be unhappy. She’d made her choices, chosen her path, put romance before security and a family of her own. She’d gambled and lost.

“You are sure you’re not becoming ill?”

“I merely…” But she had no excuse, only the need to escape the confines of this cabin and its walls that seemed to close in around her more every day. “Could you finish the butter? It’s churned most of the way. I told Lydia I’d bring her more of Mama’s yeast start.” And return her book.

Rose’s eyes widened. “She’s ruined hers again?”

Nora shrugged and hurried to the yeast crock. She should not have said anything. “Lydia is very busy with the girls.”

“I know, but sometimes I wonder what she was thinking to follow Daniel out here.”

Nora never wondered that. “She loves Daniel.” Enough to leave comforts, family, and a pampered life behind in South Carolina for a New York wilderness. Real love. Nora frowned at her little sister who, moments earlier, had been in a man’s embrace. How did she not understand love? Or was that the reason for Rose’s hesitation? Maybe she didn’t love Samuel or Levi.

“If I am late returning home, will you help Mama with supper?” Nora needed time to clear her head.

“If you take my evening milking.”

“Very well.” Nora preferred milking to cooking anyway. She collected Robinson Crusoe from the table and started to the door.

The sun greeted Nora along with a soft breeze. A beautiful day. Yet she didn’t feel it. She couldn’t push aside the melancholy that had dragged her steps for months. She’d hoped it was the long, cold winter, but spring had come and gone…and she felt worse.

Nora filled her lungs and quickened her pace. She’d go directly to her brother’s farm and then take her time with the return, maybe follow the river back. Oh, how she loved the Mohawk River, the rush of its current that almost had the strength to steal her disappointments away. Some days, she was tempted to follow the river far away from this valley where life never changed.

 

~*~

 

Ash. Everything was gone. The barn. The cabin. Charred remains overgrown with grass and weeds. Myles Cunningham tugged the leather patch from his right eye so he could see properly. It was not like anyone would come upon him here, and even if they did, they’d know him by association to his childhood home if nothing else. The question was what they would do to him if recognized. The Continental Army had ordered his death, but the war was over. The British had gone home.

If only he could.

But nothing remained. Not Pa—he’d been killed in battle against the rebels residing in this valley. From what he’d been told, Mama was dead, too, along with little Miriam. Who could say that hadn’t also been Hannah’s and Samuel’s fate?

Myles kicked what remained of the fireplace, sending stones toppling…just like the war had done to his life. Except he wasn’t a stone. He didn’t know how to roll away, or how to remain solid and unmarred after being hurled. Instead, he was left raw and bleeding inside.

Myles backed away from the heaps of charcoal. He should never have returned to the Mohawk Valley. This place had rejected his family and sealed their fates.

“Let’s go.” He tugged on the reins of the old, half-blind gelding he’d traded the last of his wages for. Ugliest thing on four legs with one blue eye and a white blaze covering over half its head, but the nag had spared him a long walk. Maybe he’d go north again. There was plenty of territory along the Great Lakes he hadn’t yet searched.

Unless his siblings were not to be found.

Myles trudged through the brush toward the river. The taste of ash clung to his throat, and his canteen hung empty from his saddle. He drank more now that he’d eaten the last of his meager supplies. Perhaps he’d pause his journey long enough to hunt. Or poach. He’d not risk himself or his pride by asking anyone in the valley for help, but taking a few eggs or some meat from a smokehouse could hardly be considered a sin. These people had taken everything from his family.

Not that he gave much thought to sin…or God.

The woods gave way to the rocky bank of the Mohawk River, the rushing water beyond. And a woman. Myles froze in the shadows and tugged his eye patch back into place. The woman appeared young, shoes in hand, hem of her gown pulled almost to her knees. The river lapped at her pale calves. One of the Reid girls. Her long chestnut waves hung loose over her shoulders. A vision…and a kick in the gut.

The Reids were a fine New England family and as true to the rebel cause as any. Probably only one of the reasons they had kept their distance from him in the past. Of course, Fannie, the eldest, had eyes only for Joseph Garnet, a mutual neighbor. She had never once looked his way.

Myles gritted his teeth, but it was harder than it should’ve been to turn away.

Buckethead, the ornery beast, yanked on the reins, dropping his head and giving a low nicker.

Myles hurried to step back as two dark brown eyes leveled at him.

The woman gasped and dropped her hem. Then snatched it back up again out of the water. “Who are you?”

Myles touched the front corner of his old cocked hat. “Apologies, ma’am.” He turned back into the woods.

“I did not expect anyone out here.”

He glanced back—couldn’t help himself. “Nor did I.”

She studied him for a long moment before looking down at her soaked hem hovering just above the surface of the water. “I should…” She took a step toward the shore.

“I’ll be on my way.”

He started to turn when a yelp was swallowed up in a splash. Myles spun around as the woman failed to right herself and pull her now saturated skirts from the river. Droplets ornamented her face, screwed up with a look of pain.

“What happened?”

“I twisted my ankle on a rock.” She managed a faulty hobble toward dry land.

Myles held himself at bay. “What are you even doing out there?” Though now July, the river was still cold from the spring thaw.

“Never mind that. If you will not help me, then you might as well leave.”

A groan rumbled deep in his chest as he looped the gelding’s reins around the nearest tree branch. He jogged to the river’s edge. The Reid girl just younger than Fannie had been a little more intrepid than the others.

“Wouldn’t want you to get your boots wet.” She winced with her next step, but her dark eyes challenged him.

“Not my fault you were insane enough to go into the river.” He waded out to her. “Now what?”

She gripped his arm and looked up directly into his face, searching it as though that had been her intent all along. He’d forgotten she had also been the most curious of the Reid girls.

Myles fought not to look away from her silent interrogation. She wouldn’t recognize him. There was no way. He’d been but a lad when they’d taken him away to be a slave for the rebels and their cause. Nine years had done more than add to his height and the breath of his shoulders.

But what if she did see past all that?

“Come on.” Looping his arms around her, he swept her up. No more searching his soul. Myles trudged back to shore before he realized he didn’t know what to do with her. He should ride away and let her hobble home, but he couldn’t. Besides, she personally had done nothing against him or his family. Only her pa.

“You can set me down here,” she suggested.

Myles shook his head, returning to his horse.

“I assure you, I will be fine.” A pretty blush rose to her cheeks.

The gelding shifted as Myles boosted her into the saddle. “Where do you live?” Not that he needed directions, unless she was no longer in her father’s home. She was not much younger than him and likely married.

“You’ll take me home?”

“Unless your ankle has already mended.”

“No…no, it’s still sore.” Her lips curved in an upward direction, but not with a simple smile. This one held a degree of intrigue. “May I know your name?”

Myles cleared his throat from the sudden tightness. He’d already prepared a name from two men he had served with in case anyone should inquire. “Mathew Crawford.”

Her smile spread. “Thank you, Mr. Crawford. I’m Nora Reid. And I am very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Of course, she was. She didn’t know they’d already been well acquainted.
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Lord, forgive me. Nora had never been more ashamed of herself. Had never found herself trapped by a lie before. And had never regretted one less.

She pushed her thoughts from her uninjured ankle and her deception to the man leading the ragged old mount. If she’d had any brain in her head, she’d have considered being afraid of him. Shaggy black hair hung to his shoulders, and his face was obscured by a beard and an eye patch. Most men traveling through the valley carried scars from the war, but there was a darkness about this one, a brooding. And yet there was something familiar about him as well. As though she were meant to know him.

“Tell me, Mr. Crawford, are you passing through or seeking land?” She studied the way his long coat swayed with each step. His boots looked ready to fall off his feet for wear. He had a strength to his movements, but also a stiffness. As though he were uncomfortable. She wished to see his face better. Despite the patch and beard, she could discern him to be a handsome man. Handsome and mysterious. What would make for a more perfect romantic tale?

“Don’t mean to stay longer than I have to.”

His words emptied over her like a pail of ice. Once again there was no romance or tale to be had. She’d been rash and foolish to delay him, and she wouldn’t make that mistake again. Perhaps she should simply confess that her ankle was fine and she hadn’t really fallen. Her conscience would thank her though her dignity would not.

Better to let him ride away and worry about repentance later.

“Where are you bound?” She’d satisfy some of her curiosity before he delivered her home and rode away.

“Not sure.”

“I suppose a man such as yourself has no attachments or reason to be destined for any specific place?”

No one…like a wife or fiancée?

His only answer was the ever-so-slight slump of his shoulders, but he kept a steady pace.

“I take it you’ve traveled a far piece already?”

“Is there any other way into this valley?” A growl conveyed his words. He shot her a glance.

“My apologies. I am not usually so inquisitive into the affairs of others.”

“Good.”

Nora opened her mouth to say something more but stopped herself. Obviously, he had no desire to converse with her. A wonder he’d even assisted her and offered her a ride. And yet, despite his rough exterior, there had been a gentleness about him when he’d swept her into his strong arms. Perhaps his bark was the only way he knew how to protect himself. But from what? A speckling of small scars extended from the edge of his eye-patch to his ear. What wounds marred his soul?

They broke through the brush onto the trail, and he paused to scan the area. Even after tugging the horse forward, he looked to be on high alert, as though he expected something to pounce upon them from the brush along the trail. Perhaps a nervousness he carried from the war.

“Where did you fight?” Nora couldn’t keep the question from slipping out.

“All over.”

“My brother fought here in New York for three years, and then for a while in South Carolina.”

A low grunt was the only reply.

“Do you not like South Carolina?”

“Never given it much thought.”

“The Carolinas are a long ways from here. What regiment did you serve with?” She had no doubt he’d seen battle. The way he carried himself indicated a soldier.

“Do you mean to interrogate me?”

“Of course not. I for—”

He looked up at her with a hint of a smile on his mouth. If only it reached farther. His good eye remained dark, almost black, and carried such sorrow her heart ached for him.

“I’m sorry.” Not for her loosened tongue but for the hurt he must have endured. Maybe she wasn’t ready to be done with her foolishness yet. Maybe there was some way to convince him to stay a little longer. There had to be quite the story behind this mysterious man.

They walked a while longer in silence, his focus forward, the distance from home falling underfoot. “Down this trail.” She indicated the wagon ruts leading to their cabin and land.

He nodded and redirected his horse.

Ahead, feathery smoke rose from the chimney. She had dawdled longer than she should have and supper was probably already prepared. Hopefully Rose had held true to their agreement so she wouldn’t owe Mama an apology.

What if…

Nora twisted enough to see the limp sack hanging beside a bedroll at the back of the saddle. How long had it been since Mathew Crawford enjoyed a hot meal, one with any substance? “I cannot express how grateful I am for your kindness,” she started, “I wonder—”

Rose stepped out from the barn, pail in hand full of milk. Nora frowned. Was it truly so late in the day? Apparently, she owed more than one apology.

Her sister shuffled to a stop, eyes wide and frozen on the stranger.

Mathew glanced her way but continued toward the cabin without a word.

Rose veered in their direction. “Are you all right, Nora?”

“I am fine.” She would not compound her deception by lying to her family…if she could help it.

Mathew wrapped the reins around the hitching pole and then reached for her.

“You must be new to our valley.” Rose’s eyes rounded and a smile spread on her face as Mathew looked at her, his motions stalling.

No. Rose already had two men chasing her. She couldn’t take Mathew’s attentions, too. Not that Nora held any claim to them. Or him. “Mr. Crawford is passing through and was kind enough to see me home.”

“I see that. Will you sup with us, Mr. Crawford?”

Nora’s heart sank. Now even that invitation had been taken from her. “I was about to ask him as much.” She set her hand on his arm to steal his gaze. “You would be most welcome to stay for supper.”

Instead of looking at her, he stared at her hand, resting above his wrist. “I should be on my way.”

“Nonsense.” Rose shook her head at him. “You can pause long enough for a hearty meal and to tell us about yourself and your travels.”

Mathew stiffened under Nora’s touch. As much as the man needed a little more meat on his bones, he seemed quite intent on keeping his secrets.
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Any desire Myles had for food was swept under the need to keep his true identity from them. They appeared to have no inkling of recognition—else they would have hardly invited him into their home—but how long before they saw past the years?

Nora’s hand slid from his arm, but the sensation remained. Touch. When was the last time someone had touched him? More than just a brief handshake. Nine years of deprivation ached in his chest. He reached to help her down.

Without a word, she complied, placing both her hands on his shoulders as he lowered her to the ground. Thinking better of allowing her to walk on her sore ankle, he swept her up in his arms.

The surprise on her face quickly merged to a subtle smile—not as open and buoyant like her younger sister’s, but equally becoming. Her arm stole around the back of his neck igniting the strangest feeling within him—a mixture of warmth and craving. At the door, he tried to balance her weight so he could reach for the latch.

“Allow me.”

He hitched her back into his arms, and she pushed the door open. Her mother stood by the fireplace basting a large slab of meat on a spit. The heady scent hit him like a boulder falling off a cliff, as did her questioning gaze. He ducked his head and plowed forward.

“Nora, what on earth has happened?”

“Nothing, Mama, I’m fine.” She squirmed to get down from his arms, but he held tight until he reached a chair.

“And you are?” Mrs. Reid directed her questioning at Myles.

“Just delivering your daughter home, ma’am.” He deposited Nora in the chair and twisted back to the door. The quicker he made his escape the better. His stomach felt hollowed out at the assault of mouth-watering aromas.

The younger sister stepped into the cabin with her pail of milk, blocking the exit. “Are you rushing off already, Mr. Crawford? Do stay.”

“At least for supper,” Nora said from behind. Her voice carried a plea. “Allow me to thank you for your kindness.”

“What kindness was that?” Their mother moved around the table to get a better look at Nora. “Why are your skirts soaked? Did you fall in?”

“I…I was wading.”

“Child, I wish you would stay away from that river. It’s not safe with the banks still swollen.”

Nora made no reply. Her eyes lowered, but they burned with a determination difficult not to admire. No wonder she hadn’t mentioned her ankle. She’d probably not hear the end of it from her mother.

“You might as well sit yourself down, sir. Rose, you set the table while your sister changes into dry clothes.”

Nora’s gaze flickered to Myles briefly before she pushed up and started to one of the rooms at the back of the cabin, not the slightest limp in her gait. Either her leg was much better or…

“I suppose you need to wash up.” Mrs. Reid’s officious tone pulled at Myles’s attention. “There’s a pail next to the well around the side of the house.” She waved him away as though there was no question as to whether or not he would stay. His stomach protested too much to argue.

He stepped around Rose and outside. A full breath did little to dissipate the uncertainty sitting in the pit of his empty stomach, but what harm could come of partaking of their hospitality—something the Reids had never offered him before?

Myles found the pail and dropped it into the well. Water splashed below him. How different would their greetings be if the Reids, or anyone in this valley, knew his identity? They’d run him off at gunpoint. Did the settlement know of the execution order given against him? Would they feel justified in carrying it out?

Dragging the pail up from the pit below, Myles tried to push those thoughts aside. Certain no one watched, he tugged the patch from his head and splashed water across his face. Coolness trickled down his neck to the collar of his shirt. He needed more than just a pail. He needed a bath and to wash his clothes. How nice to also be rid of the itchy pelt on his jaw, but that was a luxury he could not afford until he left this valley. Better to make do with what he had for the time being.

He pulled off his coat and rolled his sleeves to his elbows, scrubbing hard until his hands bore only a few stains. Next, he slicked water over his hair and fastened it at the nape of his neck. No need to appear a complete rogue.

“Mr. Crawford?”

He resisted the impulse to glance behind, first putting his eye patch in place and his coat on.

Nora waited at the corner of the cabin in a clean gown the color of the blue sky above them, a wonderful contrast to her dark hair, still loose on her shoulders. “I wanted to make sure you hadn’t gone.”

Myles wasn’t sure why it mattered to her—or how she had changed her gown so quickly with a sore foot. “Still here.” Though he shouldn’t be.

Her lips lifted with pleasure. “A plate is set for you.”

The only thing that kept him from mounting his nag and riding north. As he approached, he glanced to her shoes poking out from under her hem. “Your ankle appears much better.”

Roses bloomed in her cheeks, and she gave a little nod. Again, her steps showed no discomfort. “We are still waiting for my father, so I’ll show you where you can put up your horse and find some oats for him.”

Myles followed her to where he’d left his mount at the front of the cabin.

“Does he have a name?” Nora tried to scratch the animal’s forelock, but he shook her hand away and went back to grazing.

“Buckethead.”

A laugh burst from her. “That is what you named your horse?”

“Fits him, doesn’t it?” In temperament as well as appearance.

Again, she laughed and nodded. “It does, indeed. Poor thing.”

She untied the reins, handed them to Myles, and led the way to the barn. Something about this woman disconcerted him. Maybe it was her miraculous healing or the way she looked at him. Too openly. Honestly. But as though she expected something from him in return. Surely, she couldn’t be attracted to him. None of the Reid girls had ever looked his direction in the past—not with his Loyalist father and Mohawk mother.

A cow bawled as they entered a large barn. Chickens pecked the ground, and a rooster crowed at them. Nora motioned to an empty stall before taking up a small pail and dipping it into a sack of grain. She worked in silence, though she cast frequent glances in his direction. Enough to make a man uneasy.

The thud of approaching footsteps hurried Myles to settle Buckethead in the stall and head for the door—face to face with Benjamin Reid.

“Who are you?”

Wouldn’t he like to know? Benjamin Reid, one of the most well-respected men in the area. The man who had informed his neighbors that the Continental Army wanted any sons of Loyalists over the age of twelve. Due to his bad leg, he’d not ridden with the mob who had taken the Cunningham boys from their home, but Myles had learned the truth on the road to Fort Dayton.

“Pa, this is Mathew Crawford. He will be joining us for supper.”

Only now Myles’s appetite had fled.

“Crawford? I don’t believe I know any Crawfords.”

He’d remember the name Cunningham, no doubt.

“He is newly come to the valley,” Nora continued, taking up the need for Myles to find his tongue. It was all he could do to control his expression. “I was thinking about the addition on the cabin. Could he not stay there tonight?”

What? No. He didn’t want to stay anywhere near this man or his family. Even now, Benjamin eyed him as though he were a criminal.

“We’ll speak with your mother, but I am sure we can make an appropriate arrangement.”

Myles shook his head. “That will not be necessary, sir. I have no plans to stay.”

“Nonsense. I know the look of a soldier. You have given yourself for our freedom, and we will be honored to have you in our home.” Benjamin extended his hand.

Honored, indeed. “I need to finish seeing to my horse.”

Myles spun on the worn heels of his boots and plunged into the barn. He refused to shake the man’s hand. He’d sooner punch him in the face.
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The venison’s gamey flavor tightened Nora’s stomach, but she forced herself to swallow. Or perhaps it was the man seated beside her that wreaked havoc on her appetite. She wasn’t sure what to make of Mathew Crawford. His expression might as well have been set in stone as he hurried to clean his plate. Except for when he raised his gaze to her father and his jaw flexed beneath his beard. Was he angry? He could not feel unwelcome.

“How are Daniel’s girls?”

Nora looked to her mother. “Good. Quite excited about the new house now that the roof is on.”

Papa harrumphed. “Daniel should spend more time on his land and less time smoothing boards. They do not need half the rooms he built in the house.”

The same arguments, again and again. Papa still didn’t approve of much of what his son did. None of the family seemed to understand the love that went into the beautiful home he was constructing for his wife. “The cabin no longer fits their family, and with Lydia expecting a third…” Just because Papa had squished five children into this cabin, didn’t make it wrong for Daniel to want more for his family.

“Did he tell you of his plans for the interior?” Rose asked after a bite. “Says he’ll go all the way to Albany this summer just for furniture.”

Nora glanced at Mathew who silently watched them as he ate. “Daniel is my elder brother. The one I told you served in South Carolina.”

Pa shook his head. “Another example of his foolhardiness. His time was finished in the army. He should have come home, not gone courting in the south.”

Daniel had been delivering a message for the army and assisting in the fight against the British. Falling in love had not been his intention, but no harm was done by it. Nora clenched her teeth against her frustration. Pa had never cared for Lydia, the daughter of a wealthy merchant. He was kind to her but never truly accepted her.

Or was it Daniel he still disapproved of?

Mama set her fork beside her plate and stood from the table. “Would anyone care for coffee?” Her usual defense of her son—a change in topic.

“Yes, ma’am.” Mathew’s voice drew a smile from Nora. He was a silent sort of man, but she liked the smooth and deep tones that rose from his chest.

“You said you don’t mean to pause in our valley?” Papa asked while accepting a steaming mug from his wife. “Where are you bound for?”

Mathew nodded his thanks to Mama as she filled his tin mug, but otherwise, his spine remained arrow-straight. “West. East. It hardly matters.”

But not here? If he did not care for a direction, why not remain? There was land to be had. Unless it was something else he desired. Adventure. Perhaps the war had left a restlessness in him—one that could not be satisfied by hearth and family.

“What trade were you learning before the war?”

Mathew narrowed his gaze at her father. “War has been my trade.” He took the last bite of his roast and then drained his coffee like a man suffering from thirst.

“A hard trade for a young man.” Mama frowned and glanced to Rose. “Which reminds me, I meant to ask what young Mr. Cunningham was here for this morning.”

Mathew coughed and set his mug back to the table.

“Did you know a Cunningham, Mr. Crawford? Perhaps from your time in the army?”

“No, the coffee was hotter then I’d anticipated.” He coughed again. “Forgive me.”

“Of course. Please help yourself to more venison.” Mama slid the platter toward him and turned back to Rose.

“He was felling logs nearby.” Rose never looked up from her plate. “He came to ask for a drink from the well.”

Nora held the tip of her tongue between her teeth. Samuel had wanted more than to quench his thirst, but it wasn’t her place to say anything.

“Well, he is more than welcome,” Mama said. “I do wish we saw more of them.”

What she meant was she wished to see more of little James and Martha, her grandchildren. Nora’s older sister, Fannie, had two children with Joseph Garnet before she’d died in childbirth. Joseph had since married Hannah Cunningham, and the children’s grandparents had stepped back. Now they saw the grandchildren rarely except at church each Sabbath.

Mathew pushed back from the table and stood. “I will be on my way.”

Had they upset him somehow? No thank you. No farewell. Only the thud of his boots toward the door.

“I’ll see him out.” Nora hurried after Mathew, her heart hammering much more than it should. She didn’t want him to go. Not yet.

The evening light hazed with shades of blue, showing not much more than his dark figure headed to the barn and his waiting horse.

“Mr. Crawford?”

He slowed.

“Why leave with night upon us? It’ll be black in another half-hour. Even our barn is more comfortable than anywhere you will find tonight. I assure you, you are welcome to stay. Breakfast with us, and then be on your way.”

He turned and the last glint of light touched the rigid angles of his jaw.

“I can bring you extra quilts from the house if you wish.” Nora stopped several feet from him. She’d never been so bold before—never felt so bold before. But maybe that was what finding real love required. Courage enough to drag a wounded enemy officer from a battlefield. Courage to walk away from everything one held dear. Courage to forgive.

Not that pretending to hurt her ankle or offering to make up a bed in their barn for a stranger constituted courage. Foolishness, perhaps.

Mathew released a breath. His dark gaze showed resignation. “Very well.”

“Make yourself comfortable. I’ll return with a lamp and some covers.” Nora turned and refused to glance back. She needed to put aside her exaggerated notions of romance once and for all. Mr. Crawford was nothing more than a stranger and not an overly pleasant one at that. Who knew what sort of man he was? Tomorrow morning she would embrace reality and say good-bye without further ado.

 

~*~

 

Myles watched Nora stride away. Young Mr. Cunningham. Could it be possible his brother had returned to the valley? Would Samuel have been allowed?

Why not? He’d done as he’d been told. Always eager to please—that was Samuel. Even to please the enemy.

Heat rose through Myles’s chest, seeking release. He pivoted back to the barn and plunged into the dark.

The blackness weighed down on him, suffocating.

He hated the dark. Hated the memories it invoked.

Keep digging, soldier.

Only he hadn’t been a soldier. He’d wanted nothing to do with the war—not that side of it. He’d gladly fight against them but not for them.

Keep digging.

Sweat trickled down his back. He could almost feel the handle of the spade in his hand, biting into his callouses.

Dig!

Light spilled from behind him. Dawn. He braced for the lead ball that would tear through him, ending his existence.

“Mr. Crawford?”

He gasped a breath and spun to the source of light and the girl who held it high. A lamp. He was in a barn. No spade. No earth clinging to him.

“Are you all right?” Nora’s large eyes glistened in the flickering light. “You wouldn’t answer. You just stood there. What happened?”

“Nothing.” And everything. His dry throat forbade a swallow, but he forced one anyway.

“You look unwell.”

“I said I am fine.” His words came with more edge than intended, and she stepped away from him. Better that way. He held little control over the anger that burned through him.

“I’ll leave these for you then.” She stepped to the stall where his horse waited and laid two quilts over the gate. Her hand trembled as she held the lamp out for him.

I’m sorry. Sorry he had frightened her. Sorry he could not voice the words to say as much.

“Good night.”

He remained as still as a statue, a small nod all he could offer for thanks.

 

~*~

 

A single candle and the first rays of the sun peeking through the small window in the bedroom provided little light for her morning preparations. Nora’s insides flip-flopped at the prospect of sitting down to breakfast across from Mathew Crawford. Perhaps she would forgo breakfast altogether. The smell of eggs and fresh scones usually sped her in the morning, but today they had quite the opposite effect.

All she had to do was say good-bye and send Mr. Crawford on his way. Perhaps he was already gone. And for the best. She knew nothing of the man, and the more time she spent with him, the less appealing that prospect appeared. Dark. Angry.

And hurt.

Nora let out a breath and finished with the ties on her bodice. She didn’t dare question her choice of gowns—the sky-blue one she usually reserved for the Sabbath.

Give him something to remember me by.

Or a reason to stay…

I don’t want him to stay.

But she didn’t really want him to leave, either.

“You are attracted to Mr. Crawford?” Rose stood in their bedroom doorway. “I can’t believe it.”

“As well you shouldn’t.” Nora looked to the small mirror mounted on the wall and hurried to brush out her hair. “What would make you think such a thing?”

“You bringing him home like a lost lamb. And now putting much more effort into your appearance than you usually do for working around the farm.”

Her hand froze with the brush. What was she doing? “Mr. Crawford is hardly a lost lamb, and I am not foolish enough to allow myself any sort of attachment to a man so…” Lost?

Nora wasn’t sure why, but that word did suit him.

“Handsome?” Rose supplied.

“Says the girl who already has two men she cannot decide between. Will you add a third?”

Rose gasped. “You saw me with Samuel?”

“And heard what he had to say.” Nora laid down the brush and braided her hair. “He’s a good man.” What she wouldn’t do for one similar.

“Don’t tell Papa. Not yet.”

“Why? I understand not wanting to hurt or upset Levi, but—”

“I just don’t want Papa to know. Not until I am sure.”

“You don’t know who you love?”  

Rose shook her head. “I’m not certain I love either of them.” The door to the bedroom slapped closed behind her.

But how was that possible? Nora had seen Rose in Samuel’s arms. She’d kissed him.

The muffle of a masculine voice at the front door of the cabin hurried Nora. She fastened her hair onto the back of her head and donned a lawn-cloth cap. She should change her gown for a more practical one but there was no time. She pushed into the main room.

Mathew was not in sight.

“Daniel?”

Her brother turned from where he stood speaking with Mama. “Good morning. I hear you picked up a stray after leaving us yesterday.”

“Hardly a stray.” Though perhaps that sentiment fit Mathew as well as any. “Have you met Mr. Crawford?” She wouldn’t mind Daniel’s opinion of the man.

“I plan to do so before I leave. I came to borrow Pa’s sawblade if I can. Broke mine clean in two.”

“Not surprising with—”

The door opened and Papa stepped in. “I thought that was your horse.”

“Morning, Pa.” Daniel stepped out of his way.

Papa leaned heavily on his cane as he hobbled to the closest chair at the table. His leg appeared to be bothering him more. He’d probably strained it yesterday, and the stiffness had now set in to his knee. “That cow can’t wait forever, Nora.”

“I was on my way out.” She hurried to fetch the milk pail from the corner of the table.

Papa kept talking. “You’re out early, son.”

“Don’t worry, I finished my chores before I came.” Daniel’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Good.” Papa sat down and laid the wooden cane across his knees.

“I wondered if I might borrow your saw for a few days.”

“I reckon so. Take care you don’t break yourself like you did your saw.”

Nora warmed at the concern in her father’s voice.

Daniel’s smile softened, becoming more genuine. “Once the roof is finished, I won’t have to worry about the rain.”

“That house is too big.”

“Likely so, Pa.”

Nora stepped past Daniel to open the door. Across the yard stood the solid figure of a man saddling his horse at the barn. Soon, he would be nothing more than a memory…a mystery. Unless…

“Maybe you need more help.” Nora closed the door and faced her brother.

“Are you volunteering?” He reached as though to feel the muscle in her arm. “I might require someone with more—”

She swatted his hand away. “Not me, though I’m willing to do what I can when Papa can spare me.” If his leg bothered him too much, she’d not have much time for anything aside from their own farm. “Mr. Crawford. I don’t know what skills he has, but you could inquire. Mayhap he’d be willing.”

Daniel raised a brow. “Mama said he was passing through and seemed anxious to be off.”

“He might wish to restock his supplies before he leaves.” Last night, he’d eaten as though half-starved.

“Very well,” Daniel said after a moment. He studied her too closely. “I’ll take a look at the man and see if he’s willing to work for a place to stay and supplies. Those I can spare.”

Nora hurried outside before her family could question her interest in the man’s affairs. Already the questions showed in their expressions.

You were supposed to say good-bye and let him go.

She’d never been very good at heeding herself.
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Buckethead gave a low nicker, and Myles glanced up to see who approached. Pale blue skirts swooshing, bucket in hand, Nora neared. A frown became more pronounced on her face with each step.

“Did you not sleep well?” Concern pushed her eyebrows together.

Myles tied off the cinch and patted the horse’s dark coat. He almost didn’t remember the last time he’d slept well. Last night he would have been content with any sleep. His brain ached as much as his eyes.

“I thought the straw would be comfortable enough, but perhaps we should have made up a bed for you.”

“I don’t need your bed.” The words broke from him before they registered in his mind.

Mouth agape, color climbed in Nora’s cheeks.

Myles dragged a hand over the back of his neck, suddenly moist. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” He wasn’t sure the best way to apologize without increasing the offence that waited for him like a double-edge blade. “You have already been most kind, and I thank you.” Best he leave it at that.

Her face continued to redden. “I am the one who must apologize.”

Now she had his attention. What had she to apologize for?

“Um…yesterday…at the river.” She let out a gust of breath and squared her shoulders. “My ankle was not so hurt that I couldn’t have walked home on my own.”

Her discomfort disarmed him. “I gathered as much afterward.”

“I am sorry for delaying you, but thank you for your kindness.”

Kindness? Is that what his actions had been? When was the last time kindness had factored into anything he’d done? He rubbed his neck again, this time very aware of the thin scars under his palm. When was the last time he had felt kindness in return before yesterday?

The bellow of a cow saved him from finding a response.

“Poor Methuselah is waiting to be milked.” Nora took two steps toward the barn. “But eat something before you go. And my brother would like to speak with you.”

As she disappeared inside the barn, Myles looked to the cabin. He’d seen Daniel Reid arrive, but what did the man want with him? The empty pit of his stomach grumbled at the mention of food, but Myles wasn’t sure he wanted to wait around and find out. He loaded his bedroll and then patted his horse’s rump. He’d gladly ride away from this valley and never look back, but the mention of a young Mr. Cunningham removed that option. He had to find out if the man spoken of was his brother.

Buckethead shifted and aimed a kick forward. The hoof grazed Myles’s boot before he cleared the animal’s range.

“I figured kicking like a cow to be below you.”

The horse’s ears twitched back with irritation, and Myles shuffled farther out of the way. He’d already suffered enough bruises from this nag. In the beginning he’d been mistaken about the low price asked—Buckethead’s awful coloring was one of the animal’s finer qualities. No matter how he tried to befriend the animal, years of bad treatment were not easy to erase from a horse’s memory. But Myles was stuck with him unless he wanted to walk all the way to Lake Erie.

Myles glanced once more to the cabin. He couldn’t go anywhere until he found his brother. Dare he ask about Mr. Cunningham? No. They’d know him as soon as he spoke the name and would run him off without an answer. Even Nora, as good-hearted as she seemed, would have little to say to him if she knew his identity. Myles Cunningham was supposed to be dead. Better to leave him buried.

The door of the cabin opened and the two Reid men started toward him. Unarmed. He forced himself to relax a degree and moved to fiddle with Buckethead’s bridle. The animal paid him little mind with the other men approaching.

“Leaving already, Mr. Crawford?” the elder asked.

He tipped his chin with a nod.

The younger Reid patted Buckethead’s rump. “Your mount appears to have come a far ways. Perhaps he’s due for a rest.”

Myles squared off with Daniel. They stood a little more even now with similar height and build. Looking the other man in the eye gave a peculiar satisfaction. “What do you want?”

“That depends.”

“On?”

“You.” Daniel narrowed a look at him and then glanced to where Nora had reappeared in the barn door. “My sister suggested I speak with you. Do you have any experience with farming or carpentry?”

Myles stared at him. Was this possible? Daniel Reid wanted to hire him…for carpentry? What would it feel like to have wood in his hands, to give it new life? He shook his head and turned back to his horse. He didn’t want to have anything to do with the Reids or woodwork. His love for crafting had died with Pa.

“Maybe before the war?”

“Was there anything before the war?” Myles snugged his cocked hat lower, as though the angled brim could aid in concealing his identity. “Because I don’t remember.”

Daniel looked him up and down and nodded. “We’ll let you be off then. God be with you.”

Myles swallowed his thanks. He didn’t need God with him any more than he needed their Christian charity. He just wanted to be left alone long enough to find his brother.

 

~*~

 

Nora hurried back to the cow and her milking, hands clumsy with her thoughts so occupied. She’d barely covered the bottom of the pail with white when Daniel and Papa walked to where the tools hung. She slowed her motions so she could be heard over the hiss of milk against the pail. “I am sure he could be taught.”

Daniel left the saw hanging on the wall. “You think I turned him away because he hasn’t the skills? You forget, Nora. I served in the army. I’ve seen hundreds of men like him. The war taught him how to be a man, leaving nothing to build upon. I have a wife and my daughters to protect. Men like that…” He motioned to the barn door hanging wide and lowered his voice. “How do you know he has one moral bone in his body? You have a kind heart, but some men cannot be saved. And with others, it’s not worth the risk of finding out.”

Nora looked to her hands, now motionless. “I never considered…” The risk she had brought to her family or herself.

“Better he leave.”

“You’re right.”

Daniel touched her shoulder. “A man like that doesn’t belong in this valley.”

Probably not. But then, where did he belong?

Nora focused on the streams of milk from the cow as Daniel and Pa returned to the tools and then left the barn. By the time she’d finished, Daniel’s mount was no longer tied to the post near the house. Only an ugly beast with one blue eye. She rubbed its forelock on her way past.

Mathew met her at the door on his way out.

“You have already eaten?”

A nod.

So quick? “Then you’re off?”

He repeated the gesture.

“Good-bye, then.” What else was there to say?

His mouth relaxed a little. “Thank you, Miss Reid. You are a good woman. A very good woman.”

Probably the most she’d ever heard him speak in one sentence, and the words burrowed through her. “If you ever come back through our valley, know you are welcome here.”

His lip twitched upward, and he stepped past her to his horse. He jerked the rope free and in an easy swing, lifted into the saddle. One more nod, with his fingers touched to his hat and dust churned in his wake.

“Good-bye, Mathew Crawford.”

Her heart ached. She was saying good-bye to more than just a man, a stranger—she was saying good-bye to her dreams of romance. She could no longer afford such childishness.
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“Tell Mama I’m off to help in the field.” Nora passed the plucked chicken to Rose and headed back to the door.

Mama met her in the doorway with a bowl of petite potatoes from the garden. “Why aren’t you out with your pa yet?”

Nora weaved behind her. “You asked that I get a hen ready to cook.”

“I meant for Rose to do that. Your pa shouldn’t be out there alone with his leg hurting him like it was this morning.” With the tsk-tsk of her tongue, Mama moved to the table.

If only Nora had known that earlier. Helping Papa was much more desirable than cleaning a chicken. “I’m on my way now.”

Outside, Nora washed her hands and then drew some fresh water from the well. She took a drink with the wooden ladle before pouring some into a second pail. The sun was rising hot today. Papa would probably like some water, too.

The wooden ladle in one hand did little to balance the weight of the pail in the other, water sloshing within. With Papa’s leg bothering him so much, she’d bounced from one task to another for the past two days…a perfect remedy for crushed hopes.

One of the horses whinnied in the pasture, and Nora glanced toward the road. No one was there. Why would there be?

Forget about him. Mathew Crawford was long gone from the valley.

She turned back to the hayfield where her focus should be.

Papa stood motionless in the middle of the field. Probably taking a breath and ready for a cool drink.

“Mama’s finished with me,” Nora called out as she approached. “What would you like me to do?”

He leaned heavily into the scythe, his bad knee bent up like a horse at rest.

“Papa?”

He shook his head, and his teeth ground together. Sweat ran down his face, but from more than exertion. Pain pinched the corners of his eyes.

“What happened? Your leg?”

A groan rose in the affirmative. “Can’t straighten it. Give a hand.”

The water spilled as the pail hit the ground. Nora tossed the ladle, too, before taking the scythe to lay it aside. He hooked his arm over her shoulders. Please, Lord, not again. This was all her fault. She should have been out here helping him. “Are you sure you can make it back to the cabin? Maybe I should fetch the wagon.”

“Nonsense.” But his voice held no certainty.

Nora took small steps, letting her father maneuver his good leg between each. The short walk home became an arduous journey. Rose saw them a ways out and shouted for Mama before racing out to position herself under Papa’s other arm.

Mama fetched a chair and set it in the shade of the cabin for him. “What have you done to your leg?”

“I haven’t done anything to my leg.” Papa dropped onto the chair with a moan. “Nothing new.”

“It was bothering you.” Mama knelt and rolled down his long sock. “You shouldn’t have started mowing.”

“The hay is ready to cut. Waiting does no good.”

“And neither does hurting yourself worse.” Mama turned up the hem of his breeches to reveal the extent of the swelling. “Nora, fetch some well-water. Rose, gather me cloths. And you,” she pointed a glare at her husband, “don’t move.”

Nora hurried with her task, returning with a pail of cold water. She fetched a mug from the house, too. Papa still looked parched.

After that, there was nothing to do but stand by and watch Mama’s ministrations. She lathered his knee with her salve and then laid cold cloths over it.

“I can go mow some more, Papa.”

His eyes were closed, but he nodded.

Out in the field, Nora tipped the pail upright and dropped the ladle inside. She took up the scythe. Though not fitted for her, she gripped both small handles and swung the long blade against the lower stems of the grass, adding to Papa’s swathe. Her body twisted with each strike, most of the motion in her legs.

Mowing always bothered Papa’s bad knee. As did most of the farm work. She’d been too young to remember much about the original accident; only that Papa hadn’t been able to walk for months after a tree had crushed his knee and lower leg. His knee never completely healed. Some years were better than others, but his recovery from strains like this seemed to lengthen with each. How long before he ceased to recover? How long before the constant pain became too much and he was forced to leave the work to the rest of the family? To her?

Nora continued the steady swing, blade level with the ground, skimming over it with only inches to spare. Mama had the house to run, the garden to keep, and an endless list of tasks to perform to keep the family fed and in clothes. And Rose, while of help now, how long before she left as Susannah did, to keep a home and raise children of her own? If not with Samuel, then with Levi. Soon Nora would be the only one remaining.

Was that the calling God prepared for her?

The blade cut into the earth, jerking her to a halt.

She looked to the blue sky overhead, but the brilliance of the sun forced her eyes closed. And there he was.

Two days had done little to fade the image of Mathew Crawford from her mind or his vanishing form.

Mathew Crawford. A good name. But who was he beneath it? What family had he? What had his childhood been like—before the war had robbed him of his innocence? Had the war left him anything? As with Papa, pain was ever present in his gaze. Only, Mathew’s ran deeper.

Nora pulled the scythe’s blade from the ground and tapped off the dirt. She had to stop thinking about him, wondering about him. She needed to believe that all was for the best. He didn’t belong here. She was needed here. And God reigned over all.

 

~*~

 

The horizon, hidden behind summer green, rumbled with an approaching storm, but it couldn’t compete the one brewing within Myles after three days of loitering near the river, living off a skinny rabbit he’d snared and cattail roots. He watched local homesteads hoping to catch a glimpse of a familiar face, but would he even recognize his brother after so many long years?

Myles glanced to the cloudless sky. Maybe he should throw caution to the river, ride to the nearest cabin, and ask if anyone knew of a Samuel Cunningham. He could tell them he’d served with Samuel in the Continental Army and had heard he was in the area. What was the worst that could happen?

They’d recognize him and run him off their property? Drag him to the closest army outpost to receive the execution order that had already been given against him? A lead ball to the back?

Myles slapped his hat against his leg and replaced it to his head. He couldn’t shake the feeling that as soon as he spoke his family’s name, the years and whiskers would no longer keep his identity. They’d know him. And then what chance would he have of finding his brother? Or sister?

If, by some miracle, Samuel had returned to the valley, would Hannah have come with him? Had they found each other?

Grinding the sole of his boot into the remaining coals of his campfire, Myles gathered his bedroll and saddled Buckethead. As often before, he fought the urge to turn the nag toward the Reid farm. There was nothing there for him—had never been anything there for him. Fannie was evidently married—probably to Joseph Garnet—and Nora, though kind, would not give him more consideration than her sister if she knew him. Better to keep his distance.

Still, he found his horse plodding in that direction.

The forest gave way to the rutted trails leading past the remains of Pa’s cabin, to the Garnets, then on to the Reids. The dirt crumbled under Buckethead’s hooves, but a haze of gray hovered over the tops of the trees to the east. Might not be long before the road turned to mud.

Garnet’s large chestnut stallion whinnied from his pasture as he passed. Hannah had been obsessed with the magnificent animal. He looked much more subdued now, head lowering back to graze, but at least he had survived the war. Had his owner?

“Whoa.” Myles dismounted and led his mount closer to the Garnet homestead while keeping to the spruce edging their land. What of James Garnet? Memories were hazy, but he seemed a peaceful man—one that mightn’t fault a boy for not wishing to serve an army against his own pa. If James had survived the war and the raids, perhaps he would be more kind than the others.

A woman, her stomach rounded with pregnancy, passed from the cabin to the barn, linen cap over her dark hair, but not a clear enough view of her face to identify her. Probably Fannie.

No sign of men folk, though.

Myles shook his head at his foolishness and drew back. He could expect no help or mercy from anyone and would ask for none. The war had made men hard and hate-filled. He knew that well enough.

Again on his horse, he rode back the way he’d come until the dark clouds overshadowed him and thunder rippled overhead. He fingered a prominent hole in his coat, which no longer staved off the elements as it once had. Nor was it as warm as the green wool he’d worn during those last few years under Major Rogers.

The first drop struck his sleeve.

How long before he was soaked?

His horse dropped his head low and nickered.

“You don’t think I feel the same?”

Maybe they could find a barn to hole up in until the storm passed, but he wasn’t much for getting run off.

If he rode straight, they’d come upon the remains of the old fort left over from the Indian Wars, but that would still make for a long, wet night.

The heavens opened, and Myles pulled Buckethead to a halt. This wasn’t the first thunderstorm he’d weathered out in the open. Why should it affect him so much now? Why did he feel as if he was drowning?

Head tipped back, the rain pelleted his skin, wet and chill…a reminder that he was alive. Life. It swelled within his chest and burned through him. Why then did he feel more like a walking corpse? Not so different from the men he’d been ordered to dig graves for shortly after joining the King’s Rangers. Not so different from the men he’d killed in battle.

Maybe he deserved to join them.

Know you are welcome here.

Nora’s gentle voice accompanied her words in his head.

Know you are welcome here.

But he wasn’t. Not as himself. Mathew Crawford, whom they believed to be a Patriot. Mathew Crawford, whom they had never met before this week.

Myles Cunningham, a deserter of the Continental Army and a King’s Ranger, would sooner be tarred and feathered.

The rain continued to fall.

Still he didn’t move. There was nowhere to go.

Know you are welcome here.

Would another night in their barn be so awful? Maybe he wouldn’t see them. He’d not stoop to beg from their table again.
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Mud clung to Nora’s boots as she trudged across the yard, milk pail in hand. Rain had fallen all through the night, but only a drizzle continued, leaving the sky overcast and the world dim. A silence hung in the mists, calm and relaxed. With the swathes in the fields soaked and in need of sun to dry them, there was no reason to hurry with chores this morning.

The heavy barn door creaked on its large hinges, and Nora swung it wide. She would need all the light the opening offered to do her chores. The pail set aside, she tied the lead rope to Methuselah’s halter and led her from the stall to the milking stock. Hay within reach, the cow was quite satisfied to stand still. Except one of the hens had made the stack her nest last night and an egg lay nestled in the faded green sprigs.

The new egg warmed Nora’s hand. “You don’t want to eat this.” She rubbed Methuselah’s wiry hair between the ears.

The planks above her groaned and straw shifted through the cracks.

Nora straightened. There was no wind. No reason for weight upon the loft floor.

The boards shifted again and the hairs bristled up Nora’s arms. Something may have weathered the storm in their barn.

What if Mathew had returned?

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she chided herself in a whisper. He was long gone from the area. More likely a bobcat looking for a dry place to sleep.

That made even less sense. The door had been closed, and Methuselah would throw a fit with a wild animal so close.

What then? Her right hand closed around the egg as she crept toward the ladder leading to the loft. Not a perfect weapon. But an array of tools hung from the nearby wall. She wrapped her fingers around the wooden handle of a hatchet and started up the ladder, leaned at enough of an angle to make the climb possible with only the use of her wrists. She ascended into the dark and dampness. Mounds of hay and straw sat in shadow.

“Hello?” Nora braced for a response.

A large form rose with a low growl.

The white shell burst as it struck the intruder, and orange ran downward. Her right hand joined the left around the hatchet. A blanket shed from a man, his hands rising. Her eyes adjusted enough to make out the surprise on his face. “Mathew? I mean…Mr. Crawford?” Relief was so keen it almost seemed a completely different emotion.

“’Tis I.” He brushed a fragment of shell and a glob of orange yolk from his shirt. “Glad to know I am, indeed, welcome here.” He cocked a brow as though to question her. “Though I suppose I should be grateful it was the egg you threw.”

She lowered the hatchet. “I didn’t mean to throw an egg.” She waved her hand to the mess she’d made on his clothes. “I…”

“Have a very sure aim.” His lip twitched, and he crouched down to roll up his thin blankets.

“Did you spend the whole night here? You should have come to the cabin to let us know. You couldn’t have been warm enough, and we had plenty of supper to share.”

He gathered his few belongings and moved past her to the ladder.

Nora followed him down. “I thought you were leaving the area.”

“I am.”

Not very quickly, it appeared. She continued to trail him to the back of the barn where Buckethead waited in one of the stalls she’d thought empty. “Well, since you are still here, I’m sure both you and your horse could do with a hearty breakfast. Why not fill his manger? There are also some oats.” She indicated a sack set out of the way.

He answered with a nod.

“I need to finish milking, and then I’ll come with you to the cabin.” She hooked the hatchet on its pegs and hurried back to Methuselah who was finishing her hay. A few oats were not a bad idea and gave Nora another look at the man who’d miraculously returned.

He stepped out of the way while she scooped oats, but she could feel his heavy gaze on her. What if Daniel was right and this man knew no moral bounds? With no one around, what would stop him from using her? Would anyone in the cabin hear if she screamed?

His feet shuffled on the ground behind her and she twisted…but he was moving toward the stall and his horse. His movements carried a weariness—deeper than one miserable night would cause.

“Mr. Crawford?”

He looked back, coat still holding moisture from the rain, egg smeared across his collar and down his front, the leather patch hiding one eye. The other eye held her gaze and froze her in the moment. What manner of man was he? For some reason she really wanted to know.

“While you have breakfast, I’ll find a change of clothes so I can wash those for you.” They appeared the victims of weeks of neglect.

His jaw stiffened. “Don’t trouble yourself.”

Nora stood and dusted her skirts with her free hand. A man with nothing remaining to him but his pride. She would do her best not to offend him again. “I was the one who splattered egg all over your clothes. Allow me to make restitution.”

He gave no answer and turned back to his horse. He slipped into the stall and rubbed his knuckles up Buckethead’s extensive blaze. The animal appeared to glare at him but seemed contented with the oats.

Surely, Mathew Crawford could not be a violent man. Behind his coarse shell and all the grunts and grumbles, she sensed a gentleness. And so much pain.

“If we hang your clothes near the fire, they will dry quickly enough.” She took her dish of oats to the cow. “And then you can be on your way again. If that is what you wish.”

No reply.

Nora tried to focus on filling her pail with milk, but despite Mathew’s silence, she couldn’t ignore him. Or the resurrection of her hope that romance was more than a fairy-tale.

 

~*~

 

Why had he let her talk him into this? Bad enough to be in their home again, but fitted in an old pair of her father’s breeches and otherwise wrapped in a blanket while she cheerfully scrubbed his garments clean—Myles had never felt more exposed. He tugged the wool higher on the back of his neck to cover the scars. He didn’t want his soul laid before her, as well.

“I found one.” Rose swooshed in from the bedroom, a homespun shirt waving like a flag of surrender. She draped it over his knees as she passed.

He mumbled a thanks and headed back to the small bedroom to pull it on. With how threadbare the shirt was, he’d do good to keep hold on the blanket until his own clothes were dry. He returned to a steaming mug of coffee set out for him. How much more of their kindness could he bear? He didn’t want to be in their debt. He didn’t want to feel gratitude. But he was so weary of cold nights in the open and little to eat.

“Do you plan to stay any longer this time?” Rose asked, returning to the heavy dough she had left rising on the table.

“Leave the man be,” their mother chided. She strung twine across the room near the fireplace. “If you do decide to linger awhile longer in our valley, Mr. Crawford, I am sure there are many who would welcome an able-bodied man willing to work.” She shot a look to her husband who sat with his leg up. The man paid no heed, his honing stone dancing along the edge of a scythe’s blade.

Good. Myles wouldn’t work for Benjamin Reid if they begged him.

Daniel Reid, however. While Myles had no love for the man, neither did he hold anything against him personally. Other then he’d fought for the rebellion—as had everyone in this valley.

Myles took a long, slow drink of his coffee. He needed to focus on his purpose. The Reids knew of a Mr. Cunningham. If he stayed close to them, it would only be a matter of time before he met the man himself. In the meanwhile, he needed food and preferably a roof over his head.

“I know what else you need.”

Myles’s head jerked up. Surely, she had not read his thoughts.

Nora hung his shirt over the line near the fire then flashed a smile and disappeared into the bedroom her sister had come from. When she returned, she placed a razor and soap on the table beside his coffee. “I shall warm you some water.”

“No need.” Myles shoved them far from him. Even their near proximity tightened the knots already binding his insides. He needed an excuse. Anything to keep them from searching out a reason for his whiskers. “But I should like to speak with your brother again.” Mayhap a redirection of Nora’s thoughts would suffice.

“You wish to speak with Daniel?” Rose asked from her kneading. Dough clung to her knuckles.

Nora’s eyes brightened. “Daniel suggested he had need of an extra hand last he was here.” She smiled at Myles. “I will gladly see you there when your clothes are dry.”

“In this weather?” her mother questioned. She set a large Dutch oven beside Rose and then moved to bank the coals, making room in the center for the oven to be set.

“’Tis hardly raining now.” Nora went back to wringing out his miserable clothes. “The sun may well be shining in a couple of hours.”

One could hope. He’d lost all desire to be wet and chilled.

“Plenty of time for you to shave if you wish,” Nora pressed, one eyebrow arched as though presenting a challenge.

He looked to the razor, the glint of the blade like a bayonet waiting to run him through. The three women watched him, waiting for his reply. But what could he say? How could he hide the fear that mounted in him just sitting here, feeling naked despite the clothes he wore?

“Why don’t I find you shears instead? A light trim will do no harm.” A gentleness softened Nora’s features, the mercy in her voice making her even lovelier. “If the weather stays cool a few more days, you may find you miss your beard.”

Myles swallowed down the last of his drink. Truth be told, he wouldn’t miss his beard. He hated it almost as much as he hated hiding behind it.
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Perhaps his beard had not seen much of a trim, but the effect sharpened his jawline and refined his appearance. Nora found herself stealing glances far more than she should. Not only was Mathew ruggedly handsome, but riding beside him on the trail leading to Daniel’s farm was like tasting springtime—the same energy and anticipation. The opening of a new chapter of her life…or so she hoped. Also much more than she should.

“I’ve come across many a charred homestead in this valley.” Mathew tipped his head toward the old Cunningham cabin, tucked mostly out of sight behind a canopy of foliage. He cleared his throat, but his voice caught. “What happened?”

“Raids, mostly.” Not the fate of the Cunningham home, but the more common cause. “The Iroquois and Tories from the area attacked nigh unto every summer.” For the full duration of the war. “Sometimes it was so dangerous we had to post guards and spend nights in Old Fort Schuyler, that rickety log pile farther up this road. During the day it was only slightly safer, but we still had our fields to work if we wanted to survive the next winter. Oft they would burn those, as well.”

Mathew nodded, tight lipped.

“I sometimes wondered why my family remained in the valley. We slaved all day and were too afraid to sleep come nightfall.” A shiver worked through her. So many horrific memories. So much fear. For so long. “It’s hard to believe the war is finally over. I’d begun to wonder if perchance it would never end.”

Beneath his trimmed beard the muscles ticked. What was he thinking to make him appear so morose?

“Not much farther to my brother’s farm. It used to belong to a German family—one of the first to settle the area.” The Adlers. How she missed sweet Marta. She was pretty sure Joseph and Fannie had named their daughter for her.

“What happened?” His horse sidestepped as a rodent scurried deeper into the woods, but Mathew’s gaze never left her. As though he truly wanted to know.

“They lost a son in battle, and only a couple years later the father, Matthias Adler, was killed fighting off raiders.” Another cabin had been left in ash. “Marta Adler traveled to live with a daughter in Germantown.”

“And your brother lives there now.”

“Yes.” Though she wasn’t sure why she answered since he hadn’t asked a question. “Some outbuildings remained and the land was already broken. Daniel tried to locate Marta only to find Germantown burnt to the ground, and most of the occupants had fled from the valley.” They would probably never know her fate.

Nora reined the mare off the main path and led Mathew and his horse down the long trail winding to the small cabin Daniel had constructed three years earlier for his little family. A ways off in a lower glen stood the tall, straight walls of his frame house, two stories high and with a peaked roof. Her brother perched near the ledge laying out shingles and tapping them into place. With all the work that lay before him, surely he wouldn’t be as stubborn as Papa and would accept Mathew’s assistance. Despite his earlier misgivings.

Daniel raised his head to look their way, and Nora waved, smile pasted in place. He would not like the lack of warning. Even from this distance, she could see him squint and frown.

“Come to the cabin, and I’ll introduce you to my sister-in-law.” Nora didn’t wait for Mathew’s protest before swinging to the ground and fastening her mount to the nearest fence rail.

He followed, motions stiff.

Daniel was almost down the ladder before they reached the cabin, but she didn’t wait for him. Lydia would give a much warmer welcome, and Daniel would mind his manners in her presence.

Lydia answered her knock with a smile that faltered only slightly with surprise. She waved them in but left the door open for her husband who was almost to them. “I wasn’t expecting you today, but I am so glad you came, Nora.” She tipped her head to Mathew. “You must be Mr. Crawford.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He drew his hat from his head, but otherwise remained attuned to Daniel as he strode through the door. He left it open as well.

“It seems you did not go far, Mr. Crawford.” Daniel sounded friendly enough, but the glint in his eyes spoke otherwise. “I hope you did not slow your journey on our account.” He looked to Nora as though to identify whom he really spoke of.

“My journey was not so pressing,” Mathew said steadily.

Daniel nodded. “Please enjoy the hospitality of our home while I steal my sister for a brief moment.” He smiled and walked away.

“Excuse me.” Nora hurried after him. Better to discuss this out of earshot.

Daniel walked to the pile of shingles he had cut. Wood shaving and scraps littered the ground along with short lengths of logs waiting to be split. “Why did he come back?”

“You make it sound as though returning was a sin.”

“Maybe it was.” He folded his arms. “Why leave when a naïve but beautiful woman has her cap set at you?”

Nora squared off with him. “I am not naive.” She almost argued the beautiful, too, but was more eager to keep that one. “And I haven’t set my cap at him.”

“Does he know that?” Daniel peered deeper. “Do you know that?”

Nora refused to entertain his words. “This has nothing to do with me. You’re the one who needs help.”

“Not that desperately.”

The finality of his words dropped her back a step. “You don’t know him. You spoke with him for two minutes and now you understand what’s in his soul? Has your time in the army so weakened your opinion of others?”

Daniel’s arms fell to his sides. “So you suggest I let him stay here and risk my family on your hopes that deep down under his anger there is a good man?”

So he’d seen the anger, too. But nothing else? “He only needs to work here. Papa’s too proud to admit we need the help, but Mr. Crawford is welcome to stay in our barn. He need only come here during the days.”

Daniel clasped her arms. “And trust him with my sisters?”

Nora ducked her head so she didn’t have to see the worry in Daniel’s brown eyes. It only made her doubt herself—made her fear Mathew Crawford and wonder what he was capable of. “Pa had no qualms with him staying in our barn.”

“Because Pa only sees him as a hero of the Revolution. He never saw what the war did to what may have been good men when at home with their families.”

Nora looked to the cabin. Through the doorway she could see Mathew, his face shadowed, his gaze on them. What if that was all he needed?

A home.

Family.

“One day.” She crossed her arms to set her hands over Daniel’s, still at her elbows. “Give him a chance. That’s all I ask. If he shows any sign of being a threat to Lydia and the girls, or me, you can run him off. I’ll even help you.”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “I’ll hold you to that.”

She gave him a quick embrace. “Thank you.”

“I only hope we don’t live to regret this.”

Me, too. But she’d never give voice to her own uncertainties.

 

~*~

 

Myles shoved down his pride and the urge to ride away as he followed Daniel to the front of the barn where a pile of shingles waited. The man didn’t want him here anymore than he wanted to be, but they had both agreed to the arrangement. At least for one day.

Myles snatched up a slat of wood. The shingles looked straight and thin enough, but he couldn’t help but wonder if he could do better. Even after all these years.

“I don’t suppose you have any experience cutting shakes.” Daniel picked up an extra narrow one and tapped it on his leg. He didn’t wait long for an answer. “I’ll probably end up needing to teach you at some point if you keep working for me, but today I’ll give you a choice. We can pick up where I left off with the roofing, or you can muck out stalls. Haven’t had time to do a thorough clean since winter.”

Work with wood again or bury himself in more menial, and putrid, labor. The first beckoned, but Myles motioned toward the barn. “Where’s your fork?”

Daniel raised a brow but showed him where to find the mucking fork and wheelbarrow. “I assume you require no demonstration?”

“I’ll make do.”

Daniel stood back but didn’t leave.

Myles snatched up the fork and went to work. The manure was deep and more potent in its odor the deeper he scooped. But it was work. Something to focus his mind on. The feel of the smooth handle in his grip. The motion…too familiar.

Keep digging, soldier.

“I’ll be out front cutting more shakes if you need anything.” Daniel left, but his voice helped ground Myles in the present.

He gritted his teeth and worked harder. Manure. He was forking manure. Not earth. He wasn’t breaking sod, digging it away, digging deep…

Keep digging.

He paused to wipe the sweat from his forehead. It poured down his back as well. He sucked a breath and the putrescence filled him. Manure. Not blood and powder or rotting corpses. Just manure.

Gripping the fork until his palms ached, he set to finish the job. One forkful. Then another. Control his thoughts. Push back the memories. Refuse to remember…the bodies. The graves he dug.

Dig!

The dark.

Dig!

The silence of the night.

Dig!

The dark and silence enveloped him, pulling him down into the deep hole he dug. Long enough for a man.

Long enough for him.

You keep digging, soldier, or I’ll shoot you now and bury you shallow.

His hands trembled on the spade as he again sank its blade into the hard earth. The rush of his blood filled his ears. Hard to take a breath. But he had to. Just as he had to keep digging. He wasn’t ready to die. Yet so little time remained.

Another spade full of dirt.

The hole was to his knees now. How much longer before Sergeant Lemond was satisfied?

The mound of earth grew beside him—rich, dark earth that would soon cover his dead and bleeding body.
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“Higher!”

Nora nodded and kicked her feet off the ground, pushing the swing farther back. One hand gripped the thick rope while the other held her niece on her lap. As they swung forward and upward, four-year-old Margery giggled, the wind whipping against their faces.

A whine came from the base of the tree where Lydia sat with Grace. The two-year-old waved her arms, anxious for a turn.

“Once more and then we’ll switch.” Nora leaned back as they swung up, and Margery squealed with delight. What a perfect sound.

“Crawford?”

Daniel’s call twisted Nora’s attention to where her brother stood at the door to the barn, staring after a retreating figure.

Mathew?

She ground her feet onto the grass, bringing them to an abrupt halt, and let Margery slide from her lap. “I’ll be right back, and we can swing some more.” She caught the questioning in Lydia’s eyes. “Something must be wrong.”

Away from the barn, away from his horse, Mathew staggered as though intoxicated.

Nora raced to catch up. “Mr. Crawford?”

He didn’t turn. Didn’t look at her. His breaths rasped, hard and stinted.

“Mathew?”

He shook his head but slowed his feet.

“Mathew.” Nora clasped his arm and stepped in front of him, cutting off his retreat.

He stared at her. His face and neck glistened with perspiration.

“What happened?”

He pivoted, gasping a breath. It released as half a sob.

Nora reached for his trembling hand, wrapping her fingers over his. She’d never seen such fear on a man’s face, had no idea how to proceed, but he made no move to pull away. Instead, his gaze lowered to their hands and then rose to her face.

Swallowing hard, Mathew wiped his sleeve across his brow, stepped back, and cleared his throat. He dropped her hand. “I’m sorry.”

“For what? What happened?”

“Nothing.” The word slid between clenched teeth.

“Something upset you. What did Daniel say?”

He shook his head. “I needed…air.” A glance at the barn was followed by the setting of his jaw.

“What was in there?” She couldn’t imagine anything that would send a grown man out of his mind.

“Manure. Only manure.”

“Surely there was som—”

“Nothing!”

Nora remained in place as the man marched toward his tied horse. No choice presented itself but to let him go.

With a hop and a whinny Buckethead’s hooves dug dirt. Mathew spurred him past the cabin to the trail beyond.

Daniel waited by the barn, arms tight against his chest. She couldn’t tell whether he was pleased or upset.

“And you said I should not be concerned about him?” he said as she passed by.

“What did you say to him?”

“I told him he could help me with the lumber or muck out stalls. He chose the latter. I wasn’t anywhere near him when he lit out of here.”

Nora stepped into the barn. A wheelbarrow sat, putrid straw heaped high. Too high. Mathew couldn’t have planned on moving it that full. And the fork lay in the center of the stall, abandoned without care. Otherwise, the barn sat quiet, illuminated only from the open doorway. Nothing explained Mathew’s hasty exit. Or the panic.

“I don’t understand.”

“What happened?” Lydia came through the door, Grace on her hip and Margery at her heels.

“I don’t know.” Nothing made sense.

“I might.” Daniel picked up the pitchfork and leaned it beside the stall’s gate. “Sometimes, some men, when they’ve seen a lot of battle, they get so they spook at things that aren’t there. They see things that aren’t there.”

“Like what?”

Daniel shook his head, his expression hardening. “Things better left untold.”

An unknown and invisible enemy. How could she fight that? How could he? “What do we do?”

Daniel shook his head and moved out into the sunlight. Answer enough.

“You’re right, this is not your affair—what should it matter to you? What do I do? How do I help him?”

A crate half full of shingles waited, and Daniel crouched to finish filling it. Margery joined him, and he looked at his young daughter, and then at Nora. “Why does he matter so much to you? He’s not the first vagrant who has passed through this valley since the end of the war, and I daresay he won’t be the last. So why Mathew Crawford?”

“I don’t know.” The simple truth. Yes, she considered him an attractive man, but he was not the first man to turn her head. Something deeper…or higher…seemed at work here. Perhaps God had opened her heart to this man. Perhaps He had called her to work some good in Mathew’s life—bring comfort? “Perhaps God is at work.”

Daniel sat back on his haunches and sighed.

“A loving Father is mindful of all of his children.” Lydia smiled at her husband while slipping her hand into Nora’s. “Mindful of their needs.”

With a groan, Daniel took up his daughter and stood. “Fine.”

Nora gave Lydia a quick hug and faced her brother. “So what do I do?”

“He already returned once, likely he will again. If he does, tell him I would like his help with the house. I doubt it shall take long to discern whether God had anything to do with placing this man in our lives.” Daniel’s mouth twitched with a wary smile. “Or if the devil has.”

 

~*~

 

Twilight was withdrawing its soft touch, the sun sinking below the treed horizon, by the time Myles reined his nag onto the Reid farm. He’d run because of his pride and because he could not answer the questions they would have. He came back because he had nowhere else to go—something that had not pulled so strongly before returning to the valley. To belong. To be the recipient of a kind word or a smile. Not to mention a roof overhead and a satisfied stomach.

With the intent of riding directly to the barn without disturbing the family, Myles rounded the cabin. But Nora stood near the laundry line, slapping the dust from a large woolen rug. A peculiar chore for this late in the day. How long had she been finding tasks that could be done out of doors, while she watched for him?

His throat tightened. Why watch for him? Why take such interest in a stranger? Why care if he returned?

A smile rose on her lips when she saw him, but she finished with the rug, leaving him no real option but to dismount and come to her. He braced for the questions he’d seen in her eyes when he’d left in such haste.

“We saved some supper for you. I told my parents you’d be along when you could.”

How could she have so much confidence in him? Myles nodded his thanks, but there was something about the way she looked at him, such tenderness, such acceptance… “I’m sorry.”

Nora touched his forearm. “You have no need to apologize.” She set down the length of rod she’d used for thrashing the rug. “Why don’t I help you settle Buckethead? He looks almost as worn as you. I shall find some oats while you unsaddle him.”

Again, Myles managed a nod. A single, pitiable nod. He had naught else in him.

She worked beside him in companionable silence, still no questions on why he’d left or where he’d gone—neither explanations he could give. It was almost as though she understood that, accepted it.

But why?

“I put some extra quilts in the loft and a lamp so you have some light if you wish it.” Nora patted the gelding’s neck as Myles led him into the stall. There was already water in the trough and hay in the manger.

“Thank you.”

“And I spoke with my father. You are welcome here as long as you like.”

Myles released Buckethead and closed the gate. “I cannot stay.”

“But we need you—Daniel needs you. He wants you to return. It’s too much to build that house on his own, with the farm to run as well. Help him finish his house.”

Myles had no desire to return there. No desire to work wood.

“Please.”

Even in the growing darkness, he could see the hope in her eyes. “Very well.” The words escaped before he could bridle them.

A grin spilled across Nora’s face, more of a reward than any he had ever received. “Thank you.” She took his arm and pulled him toward the cabin. “Now come in and eat before the food cools more.”

Myles took a step to follow then shook his head. Her family waited in there, and his pride had taken enough beating for one day. Better to go hungry than to sit down and sup while they watched with questions of their own. Even if Nora had told them nothing.

“Are you not hungry?”

Starved. But that hardly mattered at the moment.

Nora nodded as though she understood. “Wait here, and I shall fetch you some supper.”

He opened his mouth to suggest she need not trouble herself, but she’d already scurried across the yard to the cabin. Within minutes she returned, offering in one hand, lantern lighting her way through the darkening in the other. Like an angel bringing mercy in her wake.

Only, he didn’t want her mercy. Or her pity.

Nora passed him the lantern. “You’ll want to take this with you to the loft. I left a lamp, but no way to light it.” The few strands of hair gracing her cheeks appeared as though touched by flame in the glow from the lantern. Large, soft eyes stared up at him with a tenderness he’d not expected. Mercy but no pity.

“I should leave you to your meal,” she whispered, but instead of handing him the food hidden under cheesecloth, her gaze remained steady on his eye patch. She reached up and smoothed the tips of her fingers over the tiny scars marring that side of his face. “What happened?”

He fought the urge to lean into her touch. “Flintlock backfired.” He couldn’t tell her that it was a Brown Bess musket given to him by Major Rogers—the very man who had organized the King’s Rangers, or that they had crouched in the mud for hours before their attack against a Continental Army’s outpost.

She touched the eye patch, and Myles set his hand over hers least she should try to remove it. Maybe she wouldn’t recognize him any better than now, but she would question why he hid behind the patch with his eye already healed.

Her hand slowly slipped down, but he couldn’t let go. Angles of light from the lantern flickered over her lips. What would they feel like against his own? He’d only kissed a woman once before on a dare from one of the officers. They had been departing Quebec City, and there had been nothing behind the kiss. Much like any he might share with Nora. His identity could not be kept hidden forever, and more and more he hoped she never learned who he really was. He wanted to remember her like this—beautiful in the evening light, her moist brown eyes filled with acceptance.

The hushed trod of hooves approached the cabin from the road. The Reids had a guest.

Time to make his withdrawal. “Good night.”

“Good night.” She backed away a single step.

But their fingers remained entwined.

As much as Myles craved her touch, he had no choice but to let her go. Because Nora Reid wasn’t like that girl in Quebec. She would be much harder to march away from.
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Nora made it halfway to the cabin before noticing the laden plate she still carried. Mathew’s supper. She ran back, handed it to him, and made a hasty withdrawal. Better he not see the result of all the heat flooding her face. The way he’d looked at her…surely, he’d considered a kiss. Nora half ran, half skipped back to the cabin. She was almost to the door before a horse tied to the hitching post caught her eye. One of the Ackers. Levi’s, most likely. When had he arrived? So wrapped up in her moment with Mathew, she’d been oblivious to all else.

Nora slowed. Had Levi seen them standing in the barn door with the light of the lamp? What tales did he now spin to her family?

After a pause to compose herself, she pushed into the cabin.

Papa looked up from the barrel of the musket he cleaned and cocked a brow. Mama lowered the mending to her lap. Rose smiled from the table where Levi enjoyed a slice of Rose’s cake. Had her sister known of his plans to visit? Is that why she’d spent half the day baking?

“Welcome, Levi.” Nora tried for a smile of her own. “I somehow missed your arrival.”

“You did appear…diverted.” Levi smirked. “You family tells me you have a guest staying here.”

“Aye.” She gathered her book, another borrowed from Lydia, from where she had left it on the molasses barrel. With so much to do to make up for her absence this morning, and preparing for Mathew’s return, she had not yet cracked the cover, but now seemed a perfect time. Better to hide herself in the tales of The Vicar of Wakefield—even if she had difficulty focusing on the small printed words. She sat on the floor near what remained of the fire and tipped the pages toward the low light. She only made it as far as the second paragraph.

… I began to think seriously of matrimony and chose my wife as she did her wedding gown, not for a fine glossy surface, but such qualities as would wear well.

What qualities would a man like Mathew seek in a wife? It was too easy to picture him in the lantern light, his gaze on her mouth. Despite not being “glossy,” he did seem drawn to her. Much as she was with him. Perhaps they both sensed the same—that they would “wear well.” Given time. Given healing.

“While you may consider him a hero, I hope you do not trust him on that merit alone.” Levi’s voice grated.

But not as much as the sense that he had somehow read her thoughts. Nora had little patience for the man on the best of days and much less right now. “Of course not,” she said.

Daniel had already warned her of that. But Mathew could not be that sort of man. Not two minutes ago, he’d had full opportunity to kiss her, but propriety had held him at bay. Under his worn clothes and whiskers lay the heart of a gentleman.

“How long will Mr. Crawford stay?” Mama asked, returning to her needle and the hemline she repaired.

Hopefully forever.

“I don’t know. Daniel has enough work to keep him busy for a while.” And by then harvest would be upon them and there would only be more demand for an able-bodied man. Especially here, if Papa’s leg had not mended. Was it wrong to hope that Mathew would fall in love with their valley? Or in love with her? They could marry. Daniel would move his family into their new house leaving the small cabin available until Mathew decided if he wanted land of his own.

“I suppose there will be opportunity to know him then,” Levi said.

Nora looked into the fire at the dance of orange and red across the blackened logs and their dusting of white ash popping and crackling. How well did she know Mathew Crawford? What little she had learned of him should give her reason to pause…but she couldn’t. Not with her heart so drawn to the man. Surely God’s hand was in this. He had heard the prayer of her heart and brought her a good man who needed her.

He did need her. Of that she had no doubt. She’d seen the need in his expression this evening and in the fact he kept coming back. She would trust God and not withhold her heart.

A plate slid across the table, rattling as Levi pushed it from him.

“Will he come to church on the morrow?” Mama’s question caused Nora to look up.

Tomorrow was the Sabbath? Already? “I haven’t asked him.” Nor had she any inkling as to the state of his soul. “I shall in the morning when I go to milk.”

Papa cleared his voice and lowered the musket to his lap. “Perhaps your sister should accompany you so long as we have a guest.”

“Why? Mr. Crawford has neither said nor done anything reproachful. I trust him.” Nora clapped the book closed. “You never impose a chaperone upon Rose when she receives callers.”

“Has Mr. Crawford made any such intention known?” Papa asked.

Her cheeks flamed. “No. Of course not.”

“If he comes and speaks his intentions to me, mayhap we shall be more lenient. But as it stands, I prefer you are not alone with him.”

Levi must have said something—thought he saw something.

“Besides,” Papa continued, “Rose is now betrothed.”

Nora’s stomach plummeted. She looked at Levi and his all too pleased grin. Rose couldn’t have promised herself to him. What about Samuel—the preferable choice by far? Not only because of his loyal service to the Continental Army, but because he was the better man. He worked hard and loved the earth. And what a good father he would make. Joseph and Hannah’s children adored him. He was gentle and eager to serve those he cared for.

Levi on the other hand…he was too much like his father, Cyrus Acker. Moody. Indignant when he thought himself in the right. Not the kind of man she wanted as a brother-in-law. But it was already done. Most likely Levi had proposed with the intention of having their banns posted tomorrow in church.

The notion made her nauseous. Poor Samuel. Had Rose told him of her decision? Or would he find out with the rest of the community?

 

~*~

 

Myles rolled onto his back. Cracks of morning sun highlighted the rafters above. He should probably rise but could not remember when he’d slept so well—or when he’d last slept on a mattress for that matter. He’d climbed into the loft last evening to find a mattress freshly stuffed with straw and overlaid with two thick quilts. The hay had been cleared to one side and beside the mattress, a crate had been placed as a table with the promised lamp. He’d set the lantern at its side and ate an ample offering of chicken and dumplings, fresh bread, and cake. It was much easier to sleep with a full stomach. He’d slept the entire night in such comfort even the nightmares could not invade his slumber. What a glorious moment of peace.

The moment passed with the bang of the barn door swinging open, and the mumble of voices below. Both female. One notably agitated. Nora?

Curiosity dragged him off the mattress and silently to the top of the ladder. Below, the cow bellowed as she was led to be milked. Buckethead made a strange noise through his nose, probably laughing at the other animal’s predicament.

“I don’t know why you are so upset—you’re not the one marrying him.”

Myles cocked his head to hear better.

“Shhh! Mr. Crawford might still be sleeping,” Nora shot back in a hard whisper.

“I don’t understand what you see in that man.” Rose had lowered her voice but not enough. “He frightens me.”

“Why would you say that?”

“I don’t know. The way he glowers at everything and everyone. I’ve hardly heard him say more than two words. And that eye patch.”

“You judge a man for a wound gained fighting for our freedom? No wonder Samuel wasn’t enough for you. He was too patriotic!”

Myles almost faltered from his perch. Could it be his brother they spoke of? A Patriot? He leaned farther.

“What does Samuel have to do with anything?”

Several squirts of milk sounded against the side of the bucket before Nora answered. “I saw you. Behind the cabin. You kissed him.”

“You spied on me!” The pitch of Rose’s voice sharpened.

“Quiet.”

Too late for that. Even if he’d been asleep, he’d likely be awake now.

“I don’t care if he hears us.”

Myles smirked. Good. That removed any guilt for eavesdropping.

Nora spoke next. “I simply don’t understand how you can give two men your affections. And why choose Levi Acker over someone like Samuel?”

“What does it matter whom I marry?”

“You can’t mean you have no preference.” Nora sounded quite distressed.

“Why?” Rose, on the other hand spoke coolly, as though detached from her words. “Levi is handsome and well positioned. He has his father’s farm and is already building a cabin for us. I have no reason to turn him away.”

“But what of Samuel?”

“I enjoy Samuel’s company. He’s a striking man and very attentive, but despite that letter of honorable release he is so proud of, there is still so much distrust against him. He’s the son of a Tory, for goodness’ sake. And half Iroquois. Pa wouldn’t accept him.”

“What do you mean? Papa has nothing against Samuel or his sister. Or Andrew Wyndham for that matter—and he was a British captain!”

Myles’s heart hammered so loud it was hard to hear what more was being said. Sister? Was Hannah here, too?

“On the surface, no. He has accepted them, welcomed them even, but that does not mean he wants them in our family. Why do you suppose he’s never happy with Daniel? Everything was perfect when he first returned. Pa couldn’t have been prouder of his years in the army and what he did in South Carolina. Until he leaned about Lydia.”

“What about Lydia?”

Guilt returned at the redirection of the conversation, but Myles remained in place.

“No one was supposed to know. Understandably, Daniel wanted us all to remain oblivious to his wife’s loyalties.”

“You can’t mean to imply…”

“That she’s a Tory?” Rose’s disgust rolled freely from her tongue. “I overheard her speaking with Hannah. No wonder they were so close right from the start. They have little in common except their loyalties to the Crown!”

“That can’t be.”

Nora’s distress pummeled Myles. But why should he be surprised that she hated Loyalists as much as the rest of those who remained in the valley? He’d never expected otherwise.

 

~*~

 

Nora’s head pounded with the new information. How could this be true? How could dear, sweet Lydia be a Tory?

“It’s worse than that. I spoke with Pa, and he confronted Daniel and learned that Lydia not only sided with the British but had acted as a spy for them, almost costing Daniel his life.”

“I don’t understand. Why would Daniel have married her, brought her here?”

Rose shrugged, a much too casual gesture for a conversation like this. “Seems he took a fancy to her and she conceded to lay their differences aside.”

Methuselah shifted restlessly, knocking against the pail with her hoof. Nora tried to focus on her milking, and her motions raced with her thoughts. “That can’t be right. Daniel told us about Lydia’s brother-in-law, Charles Selby, and his sacrifice to the Continental Army. Two ships he gave them. Her family must be Patriots. This must be a misunderstanding.” And yet it explained too much—Papa’s disapproval, and why Lydia always sat silent when conversation turned to the war and praise of those who’d fought.

But, surely, Papa could have no qualms with Samuel Cunningham. Or any good man who fought against the Crown.

She glanced up. Would Mathew refuse to work with Daniel if he overheard their conversation, if he knew of Lydia’s reprehensible past?
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What a relief the banns hadn’t been read today. Nora couldn’t help but watch Samuel, who in turn, stole sad looks at Rose. Did he sense he had lost?

Andrew Wyndham’s voice towed her wayward thoughts back to the sermon he preached about gratitude. On the split log serving as the front pew, Rachel wrestled with their rumbustious   one-year-old to keep him still. With four healthy young’uns, Andrew and Rachel Wyndham had much to be grateful for.

Behind Rachel, sat her brother Joseph Garnet, his arm around his very pregnant wife. This would be their second—fourth counting James and Martha, Fannie’s babies. How happy Joseph and Hannah looked together with their growing family. The community had taken their time warming to a Tory’s daughter, but Samuel’s return with her and the proof of his patriotism had allowed some acceptance.

Poor Samuel. Though his dark hair had been fastened at the nape of his neck, some still fell over his face. He and Hannah shared a similar coloring though Hannah’s eyes were lighter. Hair almost black, skin a lovely, olive tone. Much like Mathew’s. Perhaps he too had some Iroquois in his lineage.

“‘Give thanks unto the LORD; for He is good: for His mercy endureth forever. Give thanks unto the God of gods: for His mercy endureth forever.” The easy tones of Andrew’s voice caressed Nora’s ears and sank the words into her heart.

Give thanks. It had been more difficult to find reason to give thanks the past couple years. She’d watched her sisters move forward with their lives while hers seemed to stagnate, but perhaps God was merciful after all. Perhaps it was God’s mercy that had returned hope to her. Hope of love. Of a future bright and happy.

Andrew continued to read from his Bible what sounded like one of the psalms. A list of the great things the Lord God had done for the Israelites...and for the people of this valley.

“‘And hath redeemed us from our enemies: for His mercy endureth for ever.’”

Nora’s heart swelled at the words. What right did she have to complain, no matter what life brought her? The war was over. Her family was safe. Their enemies had fled, never to return.

If only Mathew had joined them today. What comfort these words might have spoken to his soul. But he’d insisted he had no use for church or preachers.

A cry erupted through their small church, its log walls reverberating the distressed sound of a young child in pain.

Grace.

Daniel lifted his daughter and hurried toward the doors in the back, left open on such a beautiful day. Hopefully, she hadn’t run a splinter into her hand—a notorious offence of these makeshift benches.

Just before Nora returned her gaze to the front, a movement at the edge of the woods caught her gaze. A scrawny horse with a large blaze.

Had Mathew come after all?

“‘O give thanks unto the God of heaven: for His mercy endureth for ever.’”

Lord, help me be more grateful. To acknowledge Thy hand in all good things.

Nora concluded her silent prayer around the same time Andrew Wyndham concluded his remarks. A benediction was offered and everyone stood to chat, a blessed opportunity they enjoyed only once a week and the off times they gathered to help raise a barn or cabin. How long had it been since they’d enjoyed a dance or picnic?

“Aunt Nora!” Margery scampered onto the bench beside her.

Lydia paused only for a moment “I need to find Daniel.”

“Of course,” Nora said. “Marg is fine with me.”

Lydia started away, wending through the others mingling at the door. Nora couldn’t help her thoughts from trailing her. Did Lydia retain her Loyalist sentiments? Surely not.

“I want to stay with you.” Small arms wrapped around Nora’s neck, and she returned the hug. She touched a finger to Margery’s nose and the scattering of freckles just beginning to make an appearance. “Did little Grace catch a splinter?”

Margery gave a sympathetic nod.

Poor thing. “Let’s go and think of a way to cheer her.” Nora contained her ulterior motive for their trek outside, and as they passed through the door, she looked to where she had seen the horse and rider. No sign of Mathew.

“Aunt Nora? Why aren’t we going anywhere?”

“We are.” Now.

Margery wriggled from her hold and trotted to where her mother and father soothed little Grace near their wagon. The child’s blue eyes appeared even larger with the tears filling them.

“Is she all right?”

Lydia cuddled Grace to her and rocked. “She should be now. I need to remember to bring a quilt to lay over the pew.”

“A good idea.”

Her sister-in-law continued to comfort her daughter. Surely, Rose was misinformed. Lydia could not be a Tory—could not have connived against her brother.

“Are you well, Nora?” Daniel questioned.

“Quite. Just…”

“Distracted?”

“A little, perhaps.”

Daniel’s brow rose a degree. “I meant to ask you, did your Mr. Crawford return?”

“Indeed, he did. Last evening.” Something she felt quite thankful for.

“And is he willing to return to work?”

Mathew hadn’t finished answering her, but… “I believe so. I shall accompany him in the morning if he is willing.” And if her brother was willing, she would contrive a moment alone with him and hopefully discover the truth of Rose’s words. Nora simply couldn’t believe Daniel capable of taking a Loyalist to wife.

 

~*~

 

Myles let the branch return to its natural position, hiding him from the parishioners of the small log church…or beginning of such. The building was rudimentary at best, and while there were holes left for windows, no glass panes had yet been fitted into place. Families milled around, forming groups or paring off to visit. He recognized Joseph Garnet who stood with an arm around his dark-haired wife. Myles found himself braced, waiting for her to turn, just to glance Fannie. Was she still as beautiful as in his memory, or did his mind paint an image that had never existed? He couldn’t imagine her being much more comely than Nora. But then, Nora had seemed to blossom in the few days since his return.

Perhaps his mind continued to play tricks.

A tall young man had exited with Joseph and Fannie, and carried a familiarity, but the meadow surrounding the church stretched too wide, making it impossible to see them clearly while not revealing himself to the community.

He squinted, but what use was it? Even if by some miracle—assuming there were such things as miracles—Samuel stood there with the others, how much had he changed from the little boy trailing after Myles and begging for wooden whistles and carved animals. Samuel had been not more than twelve when he and Myles had been hauled away to serve the Continental Army. Myles had been four years closer to manhood and still no one recognized him since his return to the valley. What had the last nine years done to such a cheerful lad?

Myles tried to push aside the sinking feeling from his gut. Maybe his little brother hadn’t survived the war, and he was chasing a ghost. No. He couldn’t let himself believe that after the conversation he’d overheard this morning. Both Samuel and Hannah had been mentioned. Children of a Tory. There could be no doubt, and Myles would find them.

Nora stood with Daniel and his family. Myles could only imagine what they discussed—him, his behavior, whether or not he would return to help finish Daniel’s house. What choice did he have? The Reids obviously knew his siblings well.

Only a matter of time.

Myles frowned. If only he could ask Nora or her sister, but after their conversation this morning, it was clear their dislike of Loyalists remained alive and well. Even now, Nora’s body was stiff as she stole glances at her sister-in-law. He had to find Hannah and Samuel on his own. For their sakes, as well as his. This settlement…

The air in Myles’s lungs escaped from him. A man stepped from the church doors, a woman on his arm, hat in hand, giving Myles a clear enough view of his face—one that had hardly changed with the years.

Myles drew a hand down his face as he stumbled back, farther out of sight. The constriction in his throat made it difficult to breathe. What was he doing here?

“If you ever come back to the Mohawk Valley, lad, I will put a ball through your skull.” 
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Not a sound. The earliest glow of dawn cracked on the eastern horizon, but the rest of the valley slumbered on. Nora slipped into her dress, waiting to fasten her ties and slip on her shoes until she’d closed the door of the bedroom she shared with Rose. Her parents’ door was open to welcome warmth from last night’s coals, so she snatched up her shawl and tiptoed outside. Her skin tingled from the cool breeze sighing good morning. The rooster crowed at hearing her foot treads past the coop. Hopefully, the crazy fowl wouldn’t wake anyone.

A yawn stretched Nora’s mouth as she pushed open the door to the barn. Poor Methuselah wouldn’t be expecting her this early, but Nora had woken and had not been able to put her mind to rest. Besides, there was so much to do if she wanted to accompany Mathew to Daniel’s after breakfast.

Mathew.

Her yawn lengthened into a sigh. He’d kept much to himself after they’d returned from church. For the few moments she had seen him, he’d not said more than a word or two, answering most of her questions with grunts and growls instead of syllables or sentences. What was she supposed to make of that…or of him?

Nora paused to light a lantern inside the barn, the dawn providing little more light than to make out the outlines of the stalls and animals within. Sacks of grain. The milking stockade. And a man.

“Mathe—Mr. Crawford?”

He sat on the milking stool, elbow rested on the edge of the stockade, face buried in his arm.

“Mr. Crawford?” Was he sleeping?

His body twitched, and he slowly raised his head. He clamped his eye closed against the lantern’s glare.

“What are you doing down here?”

He blinked his uncovered eye open, but only stared at her, saying nothing. His shirt hung open, reviling an unseemly amount of chest. Not that she wasn’t used to seeing a man’s chest, what with an older brother and all. Surely, there was another reason for the warmth rising through her.

She cleared her voice. “Are you all right?”

Upon closer inspection, he didn’t look well at all. His face held little color and the white of his eye showed red.

“Did you not sleep?” She hung the lantern on the nearby peg so it could cast its glow over the entire area.

“I wish I hadn’t.” His hand momentarily covered his face and tugged his patch to better cover his eye.

A bad dream, perhaps? Nightmares? Nora touched his shoulder.

Mathew raised his head.

“Is there anything I can do for you?”

Lips pressed thin, he pushed to his feet. “What could you do?” Though his words sounded gruff, they also carried a plea. Fear glinted in his eye.

Why fear her?

Her pulse raced, but her heart ached for whatever made this grown man tremble. She returned her hand to his arm. “Tell me.” What haunts you?

He didn’t look at her, but his fingers slipped over hers, holding her hand in place…as though he hung over a pinnacle and only she kept him from plummeting to his demise. His vulnerability drew her free hand to the side of his face. His whiskers tickled her palm. Is this where romance started—in the bearing of one’s pains and sorrows? How must it have been for Rachel Garnet and Andrew Wyndham, her British captain, he on the brink of death, she the one keeping him alive?

Mathew’s head tipped forward and a tremor shook his body.

Oh Lord, help me give him the comfort he needs. Nora stepped nearer. “Shhh,” she hushed, as though he were a child. She had more experience with children…and so very little experience with a man. A complete stranger. They’d met only days ago. So how could she stand here, soothing him, allowing him into her embrace? Why did it feel as natural as wrapping her arms around any of her family members?

 

~*~

 

Myles couldn’t let go. He knew he should, but the warmth radiating from her, the soft breath on his neck, the thudding of her heart meeting the rhythm of his own…reminding him he was alive, he had survived. His dreams through the night had been so real, he awoke uncertain. Enshrouded in dark, how could he be certain he hadn’t fallen into what some called hell?

He opened his eye to the glow of dawn at the doorway. Gradually, he felt himself drawn from the pit he’d plummeted into, rising above the bloodied corpses, the booming of musket fire…the scrape of a shovel.

Still, he didn’t want to release her and the strength she offered. If only he could close his eyes again and pretend he was indeed Mathew Crawford, a man she could love—a man so entirely different from who he really was.

Myles’s grip loosened. Who was he to hold her this way? He couldn’t stay, couldn’t offer her anything but the wilderness to the west and his broken self. And an identity she would curse.

She looked up into his face, eyes wide but bright with a light that penetrated him. Her lips parted as though she thought to say something, but that would break whatever spell slowed the world around them, separating them from it and reality. He tipped his head forward. Just one taste. What harm was there in one taste of her lips?

Soft, molding to his, her mouth answered readily with a caress that extended though him, accompanied by that light he had seen in her. Binding up his heart. Healing. And something more—a longing that had never pulled him before.

Her face tipped away.

Myles released her and his breath, not sure how long he’d held either. “I’m sorry.”

Her lips wore a gentle smile when she looked back at him. “I don’t believe I am.”

More breath escaped. She couldn’t understand what she was saying—or what they were doing. Her innocence pierced him, and he continued his withdrawal.

Just in time. A shadow filled the doorway.

They both took another step back, and Nora spun to the intruder.

“Morning, Papa.”

Benjamin Reid eyed them, leaning heavily into his cane. “What are you doing out here so early?”

“I wanted to finish my chores. I’d like to ride over with Mr. Crawford and say hi to the girls.” She glanced out of the corner of her eye at Myles. “I was just about to ask if he had no objections.” Her teeth showed with half a smile. “Do you mind, Mr. Crawford?”

He didn’t dare speak until he’d cleared his throat. “Of course not. Tell me what to do, and I will assist you this morning.” Only, he had no plans to wait to be told anything. Mr. Reid peered at him much too intently. Myles collected the rope halter for the cow and headed in that direction.

“Come outside for a moment, Nora.” Her pa beckoned her out the door.

“Yes, Papa.” She followed obediently.

Mr. Reid’s mumbled words held more frustration than anger but enough to make clear his stance on his daughter alone out here with a man. His concerns held warrant.

The cow balked a little at a stranger handling her, but Myles soon had her in the stock and the bucket pulled near. He rubbed his palms together and breathed into them before taking hold of the full udder. His hands worked clumsy at first, years since he’d last milked a cow. A regular chore before the war, and now only a memory. A mattress. Milk. Sitting here without a threat on his life. Almost enough to make him believe the war had truly come to an end.

A few minutes later, Nora returned and offered to take over for him. He shook his head. There was something relaxing about the motion of his hands and the rhythm in the pail.

“I’ll feed the chickens then and finish my other chores.” She lingered a moment longer before slipping away. The next time she returned, he’d filled the pail and put on his coat and tricorn hat. He carried the milk while she toted the eggs to the house. Not more than a word or two between them, but her cheeks still flushed with a pretty red.

After breakfast, they prepared the horses and rode to her brother’s. Myles waited while Nora announced their arrival to the cabin and then took her leave. Curious, because he’d been under the impression she’d wanted to spend time with her little nieces. She kissed them both but said little to her sister-in-law. It seemed her affections were fickle while her patriotism never wavered.

More proof that while the fighting had ceased, the war raged on.

“I’d like to try and cut enough of these shakes to finish the north side of the roof today,” Daniel said, leading the way to the barn.

Myles offered a nod.

“Let me show you how it’s done then see how you do.” Daniel placed a foot length of log, already split in quarters, onto the makeshift platform he’d built. He leaned the log back against the forked branch angled as a guard. With the froe, a blade set at an L to its handle, he shaved off the bark and soft wood at the exterior. Finally, he set the blade half an inch from the edge and hammered it down with a wood mallet. “Main thing is to keep the froe straight up and down so the shake is the same thickness all the way down.”

He got three shingles off the quarter and tossed the remains into the pile of scraps and shavings. After setting up the second quarter of log, Daniel extended the froe’s handle to Myles. “Here, give it a try. There is enough wood, so don’t worry about letting yourself get the feel of the froe.”

Daniel stepped out of the way, and Myles moved stiffly into place. He touched his finger to the blade. Pa would insist on sharpening it first, always kept his tools honed to a fine edge. But this would suffice for now. Myles wasn’t about to suggest he knew more than Daniel.

“I’ll finish feeding my stock while you practice.”

Myles set the froe to the top of the log but wished he’d been given the task of feeding the animals. Anything but this.

His first attempt gave half a shingle, splitting on the way down. The next was not much better. But what did he care if Daniel’s house leaked. He didn’t want to be here—didn’t want to be hacking pieces of wood when he needed to be hunting for his family. They were here somewhere. Maybe if he knocked on every door until he found them…or came face to face with the man who’d sworn to take his life, who had been given that right. It wouldn’t even be murder. Just patriotism.

He slammed the mallet down on the froe and the blade shot through the side of the log, splintering. The log was good for nothing but fueling a fire now.

What are you doing?

Myles lowered the mallet and let the wood fall. No longer did his own voice echo in his head…but his father’s.

What are you doing?

I don’t know. He thought he did but was no longer sure.

You can tell the salt of a man by his craft, lad. When you build something, build it well, build it to last, and build it to be loved.

Splitters and shavings littered the ground at his feet. Not only did he dishonor himself, but Pa, too. A Cunningham didn’t waste wood.

He took up the piece of log again, but this time with a new focus. He shaved off the marred edge and started afresh.



 

 

 

 


12

 

Myles wiped his wrist across his brow before more sweat could run into his eyes and then raised his gaze to the shadow looming over his growing pile of shingles. How long had Daniel been standing there?

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d done this before.” Daniel cocked a half-smile, similar to the one Nora had worn earlier.

Myles shrugged. He wasn’t about to offer an explanation.

Daniel tipped his head toward the house. “I had thought to come give you a hand, but I think I’ll be hard-pressed to keep up with you. If you’re good here, I’ll take what you’ve done up to the roof.”

“I’m fine.” As fine as he’d been in a long while, actually. Myles hadn’t realized how much he missed this part of his youth.

Daniel crouched and started loading his box. “These are good looking shakes. I’m impressed. And watching you handle that froe—you are probably more skilled at this than I am.”

The praise sifted through Myles. Pa had always said he had a gift. But if he did, that was Pa’s fault as well. The man was as skilled a carpenter as they came. Too bad that hadn’t been enough for Pa. He’d always been out hunting for the next adventure. Probably would have kept moving west and not settled if not for all the young’uns his Mohawk wife had given him. Myles might have inherited Pa’s love of wood but not of exploring and hunting. Maybe if things had been different, and they had remained in the valley, but the war had drained all of Myles’s desire for the unknown.

“Looks as if you have a lot on your mind.” Daniel’s load was already heaped high. He cocked a brow when Myles looked at him. “As I was saying, once I get these tacked on, we can stop for dinner.” A knowing smile pulled at one side of Daniel’s mouth before he headed to the new house.

As soon as he was out of view, Myles tugged the eye patch loose and used his sleeve to mop the sweat from his brow. His vision was no longer perfect in that eye, but at least he still had use of it when not hiding behind the patch. Mayhap a few minutes wouldn’t matter. He returned the patch around his head, but away from his eye, then picked up the mallet and started on the next length of log.

The wood was good, cut months ago and left to dry. Some moisture remained deep in the heart but just enough to keep the shingles from cracking as nails were driven into them, while keeping shrinkage to a minimum.

He stacked the new shingles as he went this time, a straight line on the ground. One more thing to occupy his thoughts, to keep them from his nightmares. Even in the light of day, images lurked, threatening to pull him back into their dark embrace, to drag him from the present. Perhaps from sanity, as well.

Better to think of a pair of eyes the color of a walnut tree’s heart. Hair in dark waves over her shoulders. Lips warm and soft and soothing. He already craved another kiss, another moment in her arms, grounding him in something good and beautiful…and bright.

“Papa made a whole bunch of those, too.”

Myles jerked to the little girl who stood not four feet from him, two dark braids brushing the tops of her shoulders and two blue eyes large and staring.

“Papa needs to be careful not to fall off the roof.”

A nod reminded Myles of the eye patch not in place, and he pulled it lower.

“Why do you wear that? I like your eyes.”

“My eye got hurt a while back. Sometimes it still gets tired.”

The girl came closer. “So that’s like a blanket for your eye so it can have a nap?”

Myles opened his mouth then chuckled. “Aye.”

“I don’t like naps, but sometimes Mama still makes me take them.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “Grace is the one who needs naps. Grace is my sister. She gets grumpy.”

“It’s easy to get grumpy when you don’t get enough sleep.”

The girl stood directly in front of him now and cocked her head to look up at him better.

He allowed her examining gaze, so much like her aunt’s. For the first time since returning to the valley, there was no need to hide.

“Did you get enough sleep?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“You don’t seem too grumpy to me. Maybe it’s only children and mamas that get grumpy.”

“Your papa doesn’t get grumpy?” Myles resumed his work but kind of liked the innocent chatter.

“I guess so but not when he’s sleepy. He gets grumpy when something goes wrong with the new house or it rains when he wants to be working in the fields or…” Her head ducked. “Or when I’m not listening well.”

Myles felt a smile at that and the memory of his own pa’s frustration.

“What makes you grumpy?”

Everything. Including the thought of how long it had been since he’d felt anything but grumpy. And angry.

“Are you getting grumpy now?”

He looked down at her inquisitive gaze.

“You look like you might be getting grumpy.”

“Maybe I’m just tired.” Maybe he needed a nap. Maybe he needed not to wake up again.

“You can have a sleep in my bed if you want. I don’t want a nap today, and it’s big enough for adults.” She held up the one-armed doll dangling loose from one hand. “You can even sleep with Mazy if you like. She helps me sleep.”

Myles managed a smile for the girl and her generosity. “What happened to her arm?”

Another exasperated sigh. “Grace had her, but I didn’t want her to have her, so I took her back. Then it ripped. Mama says she’ll mend her arm soon, but I don’t think soon means very fast because it’s already been so long.”

Sometimes soon did take a long time to come. Soon the rebellion would be crushed, the British officers recruiting for the King’s Ranger’s had said—six years before they’d relented and returned to England.

“Marg?”

The call from the cabin suggested it was time for their conversation to come to a close. Myles tapped the froe deeper into the wood as Mrs. Lydia Reid approached, a younger girl scampering behind.

“You mustn’t disturb Mr. Crawford while he’s working, Margery.” Though a light scolding, an uneasiness pinched the words. “I apologize, sir.”

Myles did not pause this time. He added another shingle to his stack. “No cause to.”

Lydia beckoned both girls to follow her. “Let’s go see how Papa fares.” She started toward the new house, and the toddler followed, keeping a wide berth of Myles.

Margery still lingered. “Mama said you are staying for dinner with us. Remember, if you get tired and grumpy after all this work, you can borrow my bed.”

“Marg!” her mother called.

Face split with a grin and braids flopping, Margery spun and trotted away. So much like Hannah at that age. Or little Miriam. She was not much older when he and Sam were taken from them, leaving Mama with the two girls to watch their cabin burn and be driven out of the valley. How old had Miriam been when she’d died?

Myles stared at the wood in his hands. What was he doing? And how was it the sun could heat him so uncomfortably yet spare no light?
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Sunlight flickered through the branches high overhead though the floor of the forest lay in shadow. Nora’s arms and legs ached from mowing hay all morning, and she could not be gone from the field long, so she shortened the distance to Daniel’s by cutting through Garnet land. A perfect shortcut in daylight but one she would never dare after dusk.

Strange how her lips tingled as though Mathew had only just kissed her. Half of the day had passed and yet the sensation was almost as keen as the memory. Is this what love felt like? The anticipation of seeing someone again, so much that concentrating on anything else throughout the day had been nigh unto impossible? Mathew Crawford had never been far from her mind. Or her daydreams.

How easy it was to picture him settling into the area. He’d work with Daniel and Papa on their farms while he and Nora fell more and more in love. He would find no reason to leave when he had a life and people who cared for him here. Finally, they would marry and move into Daniel’s small cabin while they made plans for one of their own on their own land. Babies would come, and life would be beautiful together here in the valley.

Nora shook her head. She was getting ahead of herself, and ahead of Mathew. They’d known each other less than a week. But maybe that was not so rash if God was the orchestrator of their meeting.

Though Mathew didn’t seem to place much in God’s hands.

Her anticipation twisted in her stomach, turning to doubt. She needed to proceed slower, give Mathew time to heal. Time to come to know him without her imagination filling the many gaps.

The sound of an ax against a tree cracked the air, and Nora looked around for the source. Through a grove of aspen and around a large fallen log, the repetitive striking led her to where Samuel and Joseph worked to hack smaller limbs from another downed monstrosity. Walnut, by the look of it.

“Hello.”

Joseph raised a wave and beckoned her over. “Watch yourself.”

She stepped near, and they rested their axes. “Looks like you two have been busy. Hannah wants you to add on to the cabin?”

“No.” Joseph chuckled. “But that might be something to consider with this next baby coming soon. Even a longer table would be useful and please my wife, but a bench for the children is all I’ve committed to. I promised Andrew some as well, but I know Daniel was eager for some black walnut for the stairs and some furniture, so we’ll offer the rest to him.”

“He’ll appreciate it. With the extra help he has, I’m sure they will be grateful for cured wood they can put to use right away.”

Samuel lowered his ax from his shoulder. “Extra help?”

She’d forgotten few knew about Mathew. “A Mr. Crawford. He is staying with us while he assists Daniel with the house.”

Joseph frowned. “I don’t know any Crawfords in the area.”

“He’s passing through.” Unless she could convince him otherwise.

The men glanced at each other.

“He’s a good man,” Nora assured them, at the same time realizing she still had little evidence upon which to base her belief. 

“Glad to hear Daniel has the help,” Joseph replied, setting his foot on the thick log. “That house will be something fine, but ’tis a lot for one man.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Tell Daniel that when we’re ready, I’ll send Samuel over.”

“I will. Thank you.”

“And don’t make yourself scarce. The children miss you. Been pestering me to take them to see you and the family.”

“Been a busy summer but tell them I’ll make some time to stop by soon.”

“I’ll tell them.”

A quick good-bye, and Nora took her leave. She really did need to spend more time with James and Martha, and there was no reason not to. Her relationship with their stepmother was congenial so she didn’t know why the underlying awkwardness. Perhaps because the oldest two children were her niece and nephew by blood, and Nora’s presence was that reminder to Hannah of Joseph’s first wife. Or because Hannah had once suspected Nora of setting her sights on Joseph.

She couldn’t deny such. He was a good man and an undeniably handsome one, but she had never felt an emotional draw to him. Not like the one that drew her to Mathew.

Nora hurried past the old Cunningham homestead. It was too bleak a reminder of the horror of the war, of the hate and violence between Patriots and Tories, a hate that still lingered under the surface though the fighting had stopped.

Even in Papa. He was a good man, and he’d stood boldly for the life and land of others who did not share his political views, but he was still a Patriot in every sense of the word and would have gladly left to fight in the Continental Army if his leg had allowed it. The frustration had built in him, remaining at home while his neighbors, including Joseph’s pa, bled and died at Oriskany. Daniel had served over three years, and Joseph had fought both at Oriskany and Yorktown—the victory that had crippled the British Army in the colonies, making way for their final withdrawal. Samuel had bested them all with six years of service. He had not entered the army voluntarily, but he had proven himself.

Unlike his brother, a stubborn boy. Executed for desertion. Myles Cunningham would have only been sixteen or seventeen when they’d killed him and all because of his stubborn pride and loyalty to the Crown. After so many years, she hardly remembered much about him. Only that she had once thought him a striking young man with his dark eyes and black hair shaggy past his ears. A similar look to Mathew Crawford. Apparently, it was a look that attracted her, but, thankfully, the latter was a true Patriot, someone she could both respect and love.

Nora slowed her pace again as she reached Daniel’s homestead, scouting out where everyone was. Daniel appeared to be at the new house with Mathew at his side. Her brother pointed out things with his hands as though explaining his plans. She would say hello to the girls first. They’d not forgive her if she didn’t.

Lydia stood just outside the cabin wringing out clothes and hanging them on the line running from the corner of the cabin to a nearby tree.

“Here, let me help you.” Nora stepped in and took up a pair of men’s breeches.

“Oh, thank you.” Lydia plunged a child’s nightdress into her wash water. “I didn’t expect you back today.”

Nora shrugged and continued hanging wet clothes. Maybe she should simply ask her sister-in-law the question plaguing her. Surely, Lydia could take no offence…unless she was a true patriot. How awful to have your loyalties to your country questioned.

“I am glad you came.” Lydia handed her the freshly-cleaned garment. “I wondered how greatly you trust Mr. Crawford. How well do you feel you know him?”

Not nearly as well as she wished to, but trust?

“I only ask because Margery has taken quite a fancy to him. Calls him her friend with the sleepy eye.”

“Her what?”

Lydia chuckled. “I am merely reporting what was told me. She adores him, but I am not certain how comfortable I am with her being around him seeing how little we know of the man.”

If only Nora could tell her to have no fear, to trust him. But how could she? “Where are the girls?”

“They’re with Daniel and your Mr. Crawford. Daniel lets them into the new house when he’s there to watch them, and they do so love it.”

As Nora looked at the two men, the girls became visible. Grace went to her father, and he lifted her onto his shoulders. Her sister stood at Mathew’s side, gaze fixed on him. So Nora wasn’t the only girl taken with this man. There was something about the child’s adoration that encouraged her. If she sensed good in him, too, they could not both be mistaken.
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Myles tacked the last shingle into place, completing the extensive roof with its steep peak threatening a two-story drop. After more than a week of making shingles and taking his life in his hands on this roof, being finished gave him little satisfaction—like scratching his arm when it was his leg that itched. He was still no closer to finding his siblings.

Daniel grinned and waved him down the ladder. “Looks great. Let’s clean up the mess, and then I have something I’d like you to take a look at.”

Myles followed him back to the front of the barn.

Piles of leftover shingles waited to be stacked out of the weather for a porch Daniel wanted to add on the front of the house once the interior was finished.

They scooped wood shavings into crates to be used as kindling.

“What do you think of this?”

Myles tapped his crate on a stump to settle the shavings lower, making room for another shovelful, before looking at the slab of wood Daniel held out to him. “Joseph Garnet, a friend, has several wagonloads he offered to send over this afternoon.”

Myles ran his palm along with the grain. Half-cured black walnut. Hardened both by nature and maturity. A man could build some beautiful things with this wood.

“He suggested it for the stairway, but if the other cuts have the same coloring as this, I’d like to use it for furniture, and I would if I could do it justice.” Daniel chuckled. “So I guess we better stick to the stairs for now and do what we can for the banister.”

Myles nodded and handed the walnut slab back to him. He returned to work.

“You have an eye for good wood. I can see your appreciation. And you always picked the best logs for cutting shakes. Better eye than I have, I reckon.”

Myles pushed the shavings into a pile.

“What regiment were you with?”

He almost flinched at the question. Daniel had said nothing further about the war since their first meeting, though Myles had sensed the curiosity lurking between them often enough. Why bring it up now?

“I served with the Connecticut Line, Sixth Regiment.”

“Your sister told me.” But just because Daniel wanted to talk about his time in the army, it didn’t change how Myles felt on the matter. He scooped the last of the shavings and hefted the crate. “Where do you want this?”

“Just outside the cabin is fine.” Daniel crouched and loaded his arms with leftover shingles. He was on his third trip from the barn when Myles returned to help.

He braced himself for another attempted conversation.

They were finished before it came.

“I have found talking about it helps.” Eyes sincere, Daniel faced him.

“Talking about what?”

“Whatever happened out there. The battles. The death. The killing. Whatever you need to say.”

Myles shook his head. “I don’t have anything to say.”

Clasping his shoulder, Daniel lowered his tone. “I doubt that. Very much.” He might as well have shouted.

Myles pushed his hand away. “Talking won’t fix anything. What does it matter to you, anyway?”

“Why are you here?”

About to turn away, the question stopped him short. “What?”

“What are you doing here?”

Plenty of reasons Daniel Reid never needed to know.

“You know, that’s none of my business,” Daniel said, “but I’ll tell you this, if you want to find a place to belong, you’ll have to give something. You’ll have to let someone in.”

That was the last thing Myles could do.

Wagon wheels over the hard-packed trail gave the conversation a quick death, and Myles turned to the visitor. Looked to be the load of walnut logs Joseph Garnet had promised, but Joseph wasn’t the one perched up on the seat reining the horses toward the front of the barn. A younger man, probably early twenties. A tricorn hat hid most of his dark hair, the rest being fastened with a tie at the nape of his neck. Looked a lot like the man he’d seen the last two weeks at the church, but he’d never been close enough to get a good look. Recognition took hold like a vice around Myles’s lungs, but doubt lingered. He hadn’t seen his brother since Samuel’s twelfth year. He’d been naught but a child.

“Who is that?” Myles whispered to Daniel as the other man waved and pulled up the horses.

“Samuel Cunningham. Joseph’s brother-in-law.”

Myles coughed, unable to swallow that news. Joseph was supposed to be married to Fannie, not Hannah—not his sister. Was that the woman he’d seen with the dark hair and approaching maternity? Little Hannah was married to Joseph Garnet?

His stomach dropped then rolled, threatening to dispel what remained of his breakfast.

“Here’s your lumber,” Samuel hollered. “Where do you want to put it?

“Here is as good a place as any.” Daniel motioned to the wall of the barn and waved for him pull the wagon around and back it up. “Your timing couldn’t be better.”

Myles couldn’t agree more, but what if his brother recognized him? Though he ached to grab Samuel in a hug, now was not the time or place for a reunion. Not if Myles didn’t want his stay cut short. He tugged his hat lower and kept from making eye contact, as hard as it was not to stare at the man his brother had become.

“So you’re the fellow staying on at the Reids.” Samuel disembarked and headed directly to Myles.

He managed a slight nod and sidestepped to start unloading the wagon. His heart clogged his throat. Samuel was alive and well. He’d survived and Hannah had, too. Myles would overlook everything else for now.

“Can you give me a hand with this one?”

He glanced at his brother who stood waiting at the back of the wagon, hands bracing a log almost two feet in diameter. Head down, Myles stood beside him and pulled, dragging the log until the other end dropped with a jolt to the ground. His grip slipped and pain ripped through one of his fingers. Probably a splinter, but he kept his hold, not about to swing the weight onto his brother.

Lowering the log against the barn brought little relief. The blood dripped from his hand, a large sliver of wood still embedded.

“Ouch,” Daniel said coming beside him. “Best step into the cabin and let Lydia see to that. We’ll finish up here.”

Any other occasion Myles would have refused, wrapped it himself, and kept working, but Samuel watched him too closely, as did Daniel. He couldn’t risk being recognized. Not yet.
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“I didn’t see him on my walk over.” Nora had even taken the road this time, not wanting to miss Mathew if he left before she arrived. She hadn’t seen much of him this week and hardly for more than a minute or two left alone. She had worked hard today to remedy that. “Where did he go?”

Daniel shrugged. “Probably took a different route. Though he left plenty early. Should have been nigh unto home before you started out.”

Yet she’d seen nothing of him. Nora pushed aside the nagging fear that always lurked—that one day he would leave without so much as a good-bye. “Was he upset? Had anything happened?”

“No,” Daniel said quickly and then turned thoughtful…or maybe concerned. His brows pushed together. “Maybe.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, Samuel dropped off a load of lumber and…” His eyes narrowed. He shook his head. “Never mind it. You probably just missed him.”

Probably, but now Daniel’s behavior added to her concern. Something had happened.

“Are you staying at all? We haven’t seen much of you this past week.”

“Papa’s leg is still hurting. Been busy trying to keep him off it.” Most of the reason but guilt pummeled her for the deeper truth. The question of Lydia’s loyalties still haunted, but she knew not how to broach the subject. Maybe better to leave it unspoken, to put Rose’s comments aside and act as though nothing had changed between them.

“Tell the girls I’ll come by earlier tomorrow and play.” She turned toward the new house and took in the shingled roof. “Looks as if you’re about ready to move in.”

Daniel laughed. “Not quite. Still have the stairs to put in and doors. The fireplace needs to be built. Probably won’t be ready until we’ve finished harvest this autumn.” He looked at her and then cocked his head toward the barn. “Come have a look at this.”

Nora followed, curiosity climbing as they stepped toward a table set up for planing. A plank lay over it as smooth as river stone.

“The first stair. I had Crawford plane it, and yet he’d have me believe he’d not done anything like this. But it’s perfect. The man has more than a gift. He’s had experience. Most likely apprenticed with a carpenter before his time in the army. I wonder…” Daniel’s pause grew and his pleasure drained away.

“What? You wonder what?” Something in his expression was almost frightening. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head as though pulling himself from a trance. “Nothing. Sorry. I just…” He smoothed his hand over the plank. “I still think it best you keep from forming any attachment to Mr. Crawford.”

“Why?” Especially after praising the man’s work. “You told me Sunday that you have been very impressed with him so far, that you thought you’d misjudged him.”

“And I think I have misjudged him.” Daniel let out a breath. “Again.”
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Myles crouched at the edge of the grove, shielded by summer greenery, eye patch in his pocket. He wanted nothing to hinder his view of the cabin, barn, or yard. But neither did he want to be seen. Not with Joseph at Samuel’s side while they replaced a spoke in a wagon wheel. Perhaps the load of lumber had been too heavy for the old wagon, for they removed the wheel shortly after Samuel returned with it.

Sam.

His brother had been so close the entire time. Myles had ridden past the Garnets almost every day and never imagined it. He’d have left the valley and never found his siblings if Nora hadn’t slowed his departure. But now what?

The men across the yard laughed at something, and Joseph clapped Samuel on the shoulder. Samuel looked up at the other man with an expression that hit Myles in the gut and left him winded. They acted as though they were brothers. But that was Myles’s role, not some rebel who’d watched his family driven from the valley without lifting a finger. What right did he have to claim any affection or kinship?

The clanging of a bell at the front of the cabin answered yet another question. Not Fannie—Hannah stood in the doorway, large with Joseph Garnet’s child as she rang a bell, probably beckoning them in for supper. He’d not seen it before because of the impossibility. Even now, he didn’t want to believe it. The mumble of jovial conversation followed Samuel and Joseph to the cabin where the latter paused to press a kiss to Hannah’s lips.

Myles should be grateful to find his siblings alive and well…but he was also a little bit nauseous. His family had aligned with his enemy.

The door to the cabin closed, and Myles sat back on his hunches. Now what? He knew where they were. Did he simply ride away and leave to them to their lives here, or try to talk to them, convince them to go with him? Perhaps Hannah would not be willing with her maternity so close at hand, but nothing held Samuel here. Except his new loyalties.

Myles wiped his hand across the back of his neck. Despite the lateness of the hour and the sun’s imminent departure, his palm came away moist. He pushed to his feet. Nothing more could be done tonight.

Myles started back through the grove toward his horse, tied far enough back as to not flag his position. His focus had been on reaching the Garnet homestead on his approach. He hadn’t paid heed to his location, hadn’t noticed the small meadow to his left, and the grave markers there. He redirected his path. James and Sarah Garnet—Myles remembered little about them, only that the woman had fallen ill and passed slowly. James must have died in the war or an accident. Myles looked to the other graves.

Fannie Garnett

So she had married Joseph after all before passing away five years earlier.

Baby Wyndham

The child had only lived two days according to the marker.

Myles Cunningham

Throat parched, he couldn’t manage a swallow. Or a breath. So his family and everyone knew he was dead—believed him to be dead. They had mourned him and moved forward with their lives, even though it meant embracing the very cause and allegiances that had destroyed him?

He was dead to them.

Maybe it was better he remain that way.

Dig!

Myles spun and ran. He had to get away…but he couldn’t. The images followed. The dark of that night up to his knees in the earth.

That voice.

You keep digging, soldier, or I’ll shoot you now and bury you shallow.

His knees hit hard. He could smell the dirt surrounding him, moist and heavy with decay, covering him.

You brought this on yourself.

Had he? He’d only tried to be loyal to Pa and what Pa believed. How could they expect him to turn against his own pa?

I’m only doing my duty. Your blood is not on my hands.

A small part of his mind knew that this could not be real, not again…but the odor of saltpeter and sulfur wafted over him, stealing what remained of his sanity.
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Buckethead only made two attempts on Myles’s life while he unsaddled him, brushed him down, and led him to the small paddock behind the Reid barn. Myles dropped his tack inside the barn on his way to the ladder leading upward. He had no appetite tonight—even after retching up whatever remained in his stomach from the midday meal.

“Mathew?”

Nora’s voice followed right behind. Had she been watching for him again? Why would she do that? Why care? He was a dead man.

Yet he’d seen enough corpses to know their hands did not shake as his did.

“Where have you been?” She was almost to him now. “I was concerned.” The waver in her voice spoke the truth and compelled him to turn.

“Why?”

Her face flushed with color and suddenly all he could remember was the feel of her in his arms, her lips against his own. To have. To hold. To offer some peace to the turmoil in his mind.

She studied him, and a frown appeared. “Are you all right?”

“No.” Not in any degree. He’d found his living family and should be exuberant. Instead he felt broken. Forsaken. By everyone. Everyone but this girl—this angel of mercy—whose touch had proven enough to ease past the pain and the fear that never gave rest. Just one touch. Enough to heal.

As if God did exist.

Myles traced the tips of his fingers down Nora’s sleeve, a simple muslin gown.

She stepped nearer.

“Nora, I...” What could he tell her that wouldn’t drive her away? Better to remain silent and forget who either of them were. Forget the war—pretend it really had ended.

He closed the distance and found her mouth. He needed her strength. Her acceptance. Her.

Myles’s hands felt full as he held her head in place and allowed his heart to bleed. Her lips moved against his, reminding him that he had, indeed, survived and would continue to. Life coursed through him, pushing back the shadows, breathing hope into him.

Hope?

He’d forgotten what that felt like, tasted like. His eyes burned as her hands smoothed across his back.

She pulled away and stared up at him with wide eyes and rosy cheeks. Concern marked her brow. “What happened to your back?”

“What?” He blinked, not ready to let go of her or the feelings she’d given life to.

“Your back. The ridges.”

Myles dropped his hands to his sides at the realization of what she spoke and that he could never tell her the truth. He turned to the ladder.

“Mathew, please. If you don’t want to talk about it right now, very well.” She gripped his wrist. “I’m sorry someone hurt you like that. I’m sorry you think you have to bear your pain alone. I’m sorry.”

He glanced back to see a tear, and then another, roll down her face.

“Don’t leave.”

But he had to. “I should never have come.” He didn’t belong here. Not even with his family. Too much divided them.

“Please say you don’t believe that.” She moistened her lips. “That wasn’t a good-bye kiss.”

No it wasn’t. It was the kind of kiss that should carry promises. But he had none to offer her. “I can’t.”

“What are you running from, Mathew?”

Myles! My name is Myles.

And that was what he ran from. He needed to find a place he and his loyalties were welcomed, if not applauded.

Nora stepped near and slowly slipped her arms around him…across his back crisscrossed with long-healed welts and slashes. The handiwork of a sharp strip of braided leather wielded by a man who knew his weapon well.

Are you a coward, lad? The voice thundered in his head as though nine years hadn’t passed. The Continental Army can’t have cowards.

As the lashes bit his skin, he’d determined to show them that not only wasn’t he a coward, but they couldn’t break him. He’d run again and when they saw him next, he’d be on the opposite side of the battlefield.

But he’d failed.

Keep digging, soldier.

No.

“Mathew? What are you thinking? What’s happening?”

Myles jerked at her closeness and fought back the memory before it could swallow him. He focused on her—a straight nose, large, brown eyes, and chestnut locks—an anchor against the storm threatening to snatch him away. He refused to succumb this time, refused to surrender his mind to the monster that would devour him.

 

~*~

 

Nora held his gaze though it burned through her with an intensity she’d not experienced before. She couldn’t look away. Not when she’d seen him slipping from her moments before, his eyes glazing as though withdrawing from the present, from what was real. What nightmares waited for him in the dark recesses of his mind?

“Mathew.” What was it about this man that drew her? The feeling of being needed, perhaps? The sense that her embrace and her kiss had the ability to heal whatever was broken inside him? No. What she felt went much deeper than being able to comfort or sooth. She couldn’t deny the longing the caress of his mouth stirred within her.

Nora touched the side of his face. His black whiskers tickled her palm. He was a handsome man, but how striking would he be without the beard? Why did he hide behind it? What was he afraid of?

And who had given him those scars? She’d seen the evidence of them reaching up on his neck and a couple on his arms but had never imagined the extensiveness her fingers had discovered through his threadbare shirt. She had always pictured him a soldier like her brother, but this was a sign of torture or punishment. Had he been a prisoner? A bondsman? What else had been done to this man to set him so precariously on the brink of sanity? She would be wise to do as Daniel suggested, keep her distance, walk away from him, and leave him to fight his battles of the mind alone…but had not his scars been gained fighting for her freedom?

Her heart swelled, giving him room within. God had put this man in her path—whether or not Mathew admitted to God’s hand in his life.

Nora let him again clasp her in his embrace and rested her head on his chest. His heart gradually slowed to a normal rhythm as did his breathing. Still he didn’t let go.

The shuffle of footsteps approached the doorway.

They jumped apart and twisted to the intruder.

Papa, leaning heavy on his cane with each step. He raised a brow and set a stance.

“Sorry, Papa. I was just seeing if Mr. Crawford wished supper.”

Something in his expression seemed to say he read deeper into what had gone on. Perhaps her flaming face gave her away or her hesitancy to look him in the eyes.

“Good night, Mr. Crawford.” She hurried past Papa, out of the barn without waiting for a reply, but slid to a halt out of sight.

Papa’s tone held warning. “You are welcome to stay,” he said with a low growl, “but if you have any designs on my daughter, you’d best make them known to me now.”

“I have none, sir.” Mathew’s voice sounded too calm, too controlled. Detached. “I told her I have no intentions of settling in this valley.”

“Good.” Pa’s feet shuffled several steps. “Though I must ask what you have against the Mohawk Valley. The land is fertile and plentiful. A man could build a good life for himself here.”

“There is nothing here for me.”

The words cut deep, and Nora sagged against the wall. How could he kiss her as he had and still have no reason to stay? Did she mean nothing to him? Did he feel anything for her? How could he not after he’d held her so close?

Anger and mercy warred within. She needed to step back and work through this. The woods beckoned, and she hurried to their seclusion. But time was short before evening settled and the shadows darkened. She hated the forest at night.

As after their first kiss, her lips burned from Mathew’s touch. But what if Daniel had been right and she was a naïve fool?

Possible, but Mathew had held her with such need. Not lust—he made no attempt to take advantage of her. He had needed an anchor to ground him. And God had put her in his path.

Or she had read too many of Lydia’s novels and confused fiction for reality.

Perchance he didn’t know what to say when confronted by Papa. He dare not declare his affections with his future so uncertain.

But why did it have to be uncertain at all?

Nora filled her lungs and looked heavenward. That was the answer. He obviously felt something for her, and he needed her, so all she had to do was convince him that the valley was the place for him, and that he could have a home here with them—somewhere to belong, with people who cared.

Nora smiled as plans began to take form. One thing was for certain, though. No more kisses until she had no doubt of his affections and intentions.
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Myles stared at the spot where Mr. Reid had stood. Have designs on his daughter? How could Myles even consider a future with the daughter of a Patriot, a Patriot herself? Yet her touch was like a balm over open wounds.

He balled his fist with the urge to strike something. As a King’s Ranger there was always an out for his frustration. Even when not in battle, boxing had been a regular pastime for the men and even some officers. He’d always gotten a peculiar pleasure from besting officers, but he’d settle for a levied private.

Instead, all he had was a sack of wheat.

He climbed the ladder and eyed the bed but couldn’t settle. Darkness spread throughout the loft, and he lit the lamp. He sat, watching the flame flicker and shrink until he had no choice but to lengthen the wick or watch the light fade to nothing. Hours passed until his brain fogged with weariness and his eyes refused to remain open. He flopped over on his side on the mattress and allowed the wick to shorten.

Myles awoke to the sound of the cow being milked.

He wasn’t ready to see Nora again, her eyes expectant and trusting, her hair loose in the early morning light…

Creeping to the loft door, he cracked it open enough to look down. The drop wasn’t far at half again his height. He lowered himself over the edge and circled to the woods on the east. Buckethead would only be a nuisance today. Myles ignored the pain in his stomach from forgoing two meals and cut a path toward the Garnets, this time taking a route far from their gravesite.

At the edge of the trees, Myles crouched out of sight and waited.

Samuel was the first to emerge from the cabin, toting a pail to the barn.

Myles twitched with the urge to follow him, but Joseph came through the cabin door next, shrugging on his coat and covering a yawn. He took a wider path, checking on the livestock, letting chickens from their coop, and then poking his head into the smokehouse for a slab of meat. Hands full, back to the cabin he went.

Samuel followed with the milk pail.

Myles’s stomach grumbled, but he would be patient.

Hours passed, and Myles continued to watch, the ache in his chest growing as Samuel worked at Joseph’s side. Obviously, he didn’t need his brother back. He had a new one. One who shared his patriotism.

The sun sat directly overhead, and Myles had almost convinced himself to walk away when Joseph, Samuel, and a young boy—maybe seven or so—hitched the wagon, climbed aboard and maneuvered it along a trail leading past their fields.

Myles’s pulse raced. His chance had come. Still, he stood like a fool, his feet rooted to the ground, almost afraid of what his sister’s reaction would be to his return from the dead. “You have no time.” He didn’t know how long the wagon would be gone. He had to go now. Through the branches that had kept him hidden, Myles started toward the cabin, past the garden, a tall oak with two swings hanging from its branches and chickens pecking the ground.

The door burst open and a girl darted out looking far too much like Nora. No, Fannie. Fannie and Joseph’s daughter. The smaller girl following behind stopped him in his tracks. Almost the image of Hannah as a child, but with blue eyes. Both girls froze and stared at him.

“Mama!”

The crescendo of footsteps brought his head up to a petite woman with her apron draped over her large middle. Questions lit her eyes. “Good day, sir. May I help you?”

Myles opened his mouth, but what was he supposed to say?

Hannah wiped her hands on her apron, looking a little unnerved. “You are the one working for Daniel Reid? My brother mentioned meeting you yesterday.”

He nodded but hardly felt it. Moisture obscured his view of her.

“Sir, are you all right.”

“Hannah.” His hand trembled as he reached up to remove his eye patch. He’d remove the beard too if it would help her know him.

“Sir…” The confusion marring her face fell away. Her head shook. “It can’t be.”

“It’s me, Hannah. It is.”

She stared a moment longer before tears spilled down her cheeks, and she threw herself into his arms. He felt his own tears warm his face as he held her and kissed her brow. His little sister—now so grown.

“They said you were dead. I don’t understand.” She pulled back enough to look at him, to touch his face. “Myles,” she tested his name as though she still feared she was mistaken. “Praise the Lord.”

As he gathered her back into his embrace, he couldn’t argue the sentiment. If there was a God, He deserved some praise for this.

 

~*~

 

The sun beat down on Nora’s shoulders and seeped through both her straw sunbonnet and lawn cap as she forked another load of hay into the back of the wagon. The summer heat could be thanked for drying the cut grass but for little else.

Rose stood at the side of the wagon where a pail of water hung. She drank deeply. Finished, she held the cup out to Nora. “You can pause for a moment.”

“Thanks.” The water, also warm from hours in the sun, soothed her parched throat. She splashed a little over her face and wiped it across the back of her neck. A pleasant, though momentary, relief.

“Why don’t we rest for a while?” Rose leaned into the side of the wagon, fanning her face with her hand. “This load is full enough and the weather shows no sign of turning.”

Nora shook her head and took the fork back up. “We can fit more in this load, and I want to do another before we have to break for dinner.”

Rose groaned and pushed away from the wagon. “Why? Pa figured he’d be up to helping this afternoon. Why are you so driven?”

Nora ignored her sister’s question and hefted another forkful of hay into the wagon box. Pa was borrowing trouble if he didn’t give his leg more time to mend from the last strain. Despite cool water and Mama’s salve, his knee was still quite swollen. Oh, he got around well enough to direct the rest of them in what needed to be done around the farm, but even that exertion carried a price. And the extra labor expected of her left little time for playing with her nieces. Or seeing Mathew.

She trapped a sigh in her chest and tried to focus on the sweat dampening her gown, the tickle of grass at her ankles, or the burn in her muscles. Anything but Mathew and how she’d missed seeing him this morning.

The horses shifted and axels creaked as Rose climbed into the wagon seat. Large wheels rolled forward to the next mound of hay, and Nora followed. She only managed three forkfuls when Rose twisted to her.

“This load is full enough. I’m taking it to the barn.”

Sensing her sister’s determination to be done, Nora stabbed the fork into the stack of hay and climbed up beside Rose who handed her the reins. “Very well, but we’re not finished yet.”

Not much was spoken on the return to the barn. Papa stood about halfway from the cabin, visiting with Joseph and Samuel who remained in their own wagon. Young James stood at his grandfather’s side.

Rose was on the ground and trotting to join them before the horses settled into place. Nora tied off the reins. How eager Rose seemed to say hello. Was it young James she wished to greet…or Samuel?

“Why, Rose, why?” Why promise herself to Levi, when she was obviously keen on Samuel as well? Surely what she felt was more than a simple friendship. Had she told Samuel that he had already lost? Not likely judging from the smile on his handsome face.

Enjoying a moment of rest, Nora hung back and waited for Joseph and Samuel to be on their way again, leaving James behind. The boy eagerly raced his grandfather and aunt to the wagon and waiting load.

“I get to help!”

Nora couldn’t contain a smile at the seven-year-old’s exuberance. “I’m glad, because we sure need some extra hands. You’ve come just in time.” She smiled at her father. “Why don’t you rest your leg a mite longer while James helps us unload?”

He grumbled under his breath but pulled himself up on the wagon seat and stretched his leg out as they emptied the box. When Rose climbed onto the seat beside Papa, Nora plopped down on the tailgate and tugged her nephew against her, wrapping him close so he didn’t bounce off as they jostled over ruts back out into the field.

Once there, Papa held the horses while they refilled the wagon, James following along chasing crickets. The sun touched the afternoon sky by the time the box was again heaped. Mama probably waited on them for their midday meal.

When they returned to the yard, a horse loitered near the cabin. Daniel’s. Nora tapped her father’s shoulder. “Why not pull up to the cabin so you can see what Daniel needs?” And save himself the walk. “I’ll drive the wagon back to the barn and look after the horses.” They were no doubt as eager to get out of the sun as she.

Papa nodded and clicked his tongue, reining the horses to where Daniel’s horse stood. Daniel poked his head out of the cabin and raised a hand in salutation before hurrying to assist Papa from the high seat.

“Looks like I’m just in time.”

“In time for what?” Papa questioned.

“Thought I’d come over and help haul some hay. Let’s get you inside, and then I’ll unload the wagon while you have your dinner.”

Nora jumped down to join them. “Mr. Crawford is still busy at your place?” What a pity he hadn’t come as well.

“No.” Daniel handed Papa his cane.

“Then where…?” She looked ahead but couldn’t see him in the cabin.

“He didn’t come this morning. Wondered if he was unwell.”

Nora’s feet faltered their next step. “Not that I know. He left early this morning. I never saw him.”

Papa mumbled something and hobbled inside, probably anxious to put his leg up.

Could it have been something Papa said to Mathew that made him leave? Would he not come back this time? He had to return. A man could not get far without a horse, and Buckethead still grazed in the paddock behind the barn.

But then, where had Mathew gone?

 

~*~

 

“I can’t.” Myles tossed another glance to the open door. All he could hear was Martha and Lillian playing outside. No indication of Joseph’s return.

Hannah scooped yet another load of eggs onto a pewter plate and slid it in front of him. “You’ve hardly anything on those bones of yours. You used to have Papa’s build.” She nudged him with her elbow. “Now you look more like me.”

His lip twitched. He couldn’t withhold his retort. “I’m not near as big as you.”

The large wooden spoon struck him on the chest before falling to his lap.

Myles set the spoon on the table beside the plate he’d already emptied twice, his thoughts sliding in a different direction. “You heard what happened to Pa?”

A nod. “Word came to us shortly after.”

“Oriskany. That’s only ten or so miles from here.” Myles looked at the door. “I tried to find you up north. They told me he was killed, but I couldn’t find where you’d gone.”

She lowered into the chair near his and extended her hand. “Not surprising. There was so much confusion, so many villages trying to find a place up by the Great Lakes. Mama, Miriam, and I were always moving, trying to find more food, better shelter. Each winter seemed colder than the last.”

“I know.” But if they had found each other things might have ended differently. Maybe Miriam and Mama would have survived. Hannah wouldn’t have come back here looking for Samuel and for him or compelled into a marriage with Joseph Garnet.

He strained to hear the return of Joseph’s wagon.

“Why do you keep looking at the door like that?” Hannah squeezed his hand. “You’re safe here, Myles. You’ll see. Joseph will be pleased you are well.”

“No.” The panic rising in his chest surprised him. “You must not tell him. Promise me.”

“He’s my husband, Myles. And a good man. Don’t tell me you plan to disappear out that door as soon as he returns?”

He lowered his gaze.

“You can’t. Please stay with us. Samuel will want to see you and...” Her eyes glistened. “I’m not ready to let you go.”

He released her hand and pushed to his feet. “It’s not safe.” His sister might love Joseph Garnet, but Myles didn’t trust him. And he didn’t dare tell her of the other threat to his life. Neither would he risk her or Samuel by staying with them. For their sakes, nobody in this settlement could know he lived.

“Please, Myles.” She hurried around the table and gripped his arm. “You can’t leave. Not yet.”

He let out his breath. “I’m not leaving. I have work with Daniel Reid, and I’m staying at his parents’ place. As long as I keep my distance from you, nobody need know who I am.” They could have a few more days, perhaps even weeks before he needed to go. Hopefully enough time to convince Samuel, if not Hannah, to come with him.

“But I don’t want distance. I don’t want to only see you when you think no one, including Joseph, is around.” She took both his shoulders and shook. “Do you have any idea what I’ve gone through thinking you were dead, executed, no less? I can’t lose you again.”

“That is why you must do as I’ve asked. So long as I remain Mathew Crawford and cannot be connected to you, I can stay.”

The fight drained from Hannah’s face. “Very well. But I am telling Joseph.”

Myles couldn’t stop the groan rumbling in his throat. “Not yet.” Not when that could unravel everything. “Let me see Samuel first. Tonight. Is there somewhere we can meet? Is there an excuse you can give to slip away with him?”

She folded her arms over her belly. “I can leave the children with Joseph and find some reason for Samuel to go to the barn. I’ll follow when I can.”

Their barn was a little closer than he felt safe, but he’d compromise this thing. Any farther might not be prudent in her condition. “Very well. I should leave now, but I’ll come back tonight.”

He took a step toward the door.

“Promise me, Myles. Promise me you will come back.” Again her eyes welled with unshed tears. “Promise me you really are alive and well.”

“I’m alive.” He almost felt it. “And I will see you tonight.”

She followed him out, embracing him again before managing a good-bye. He almost wished she hadn’t let go. The two girls watched on with open curiosity. One mention from them to their father and his hopes of spending time with his siblings could easily be stolen.

“God keep you, Myles,” Hannah whispered as he walked away.

Myles couldn’t contain his own prayer on the chance her faith was not misguided. Give me time, God. That is all I ask.
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Myles headed directly to the front of the barn where planks waited to be smoothed. It appeared Daniel had accomplished a fair amount already, but there was no sign of him now. Just as well. Myles didn’t mind foregoing the need to explain why he was so late with his arrival. He’d start with the next stair and hope any discussion of his whereabouts could be avoided completely.

After sliding a stump to the platform the plank was laid over, Myles sat and set the end board against his chest. He took the drawknife to hand. Fingers wrapping the twin handles on either side of the blade, Myles drew the edge toward him in one long motion. It was hard to focus on the shavings flitting off his tool, or the dark waves of the wood’s grain beneath. His heart thudded at an unusual tempo. Seeing Hannah, sitting with her, even teasing her, was like a tonic to one ailing. And tonight, he’d see Samuel again, too. He didn’t fight the upward turn of his mouth.

“My papa was really grumpy today.”

Myles twisted to the little girl making an otherwise silent approach. There was no censor in her tone or her eyes, just a fact she’d thought to share.

“I worried that you’d not come back.”

Margery’s concern touched the center of him. “I was merely delayed.”

Her face brightened. “I’m glad. Papa told Mama he wants to make me a new bed. And one for Grace, too. And a cradle for the new baby. He says you are better than him at making things.”

Myles took another swipe at the plank, sliding the thin blade over the surface of the wood, smoothing all blemishes aside. “Where are your Mama and Papa?” He doubted they wanted the little girl to be alone with him. He had not gained that much of their trust.

“Mama’s over in the garden. It’s behind the new house. I was helping her until I saw you.”

“And your papa?”

She brought her shoulders up to tap the ends of her braids. “Can my dolly sit up here,” Margery pointed to the end of the plank, “so she can watch you?”

“That’s not a safe place.” He felt a smile for the little girl and her maimed friend. “Why not hold her up while I demonstrate what I’m doing?”

With a happy nod, Margery stepped right up beside him and propped the doll on her shoulder. “This is how Papa carries me when I want to see.”

But, hopefully, without the flopping backwards of the small body. Myles decided against informing her of the doll’s precarious position and patted the plank. “See all those rough spots and splinters?”

She nodded.

“We need to smooth them off.”

“So I don’t get them in my fingers?”

“Exactly.” He was about to demonstrate the next motion, but she kept talking.

“I got a little stick in this finger here.” She held up her right hand and pointed to the thumb. “We were at church, but I wasn’t being good. Mama told me to listen, but it was such a long time. But then I got a stick in my finger, and there was lots of blood.” Her eyes widened, and she shook her head. “It hurt so badly. And Grace got one in her finger, too. But that was a different time. She cried even more than I did.” Her head tipped to the side. “I bet your eye hurt really badly, too.”

He couldn’t deny that.

“Does it still hurt?”

“Sometimes.” An ache. “When it’s tired.”

“My mama kissed my finger better, and it helped. Did anyone kiss your eye better for you?”

A chuckle escaped him, and he shook his head. “No one ever did.”

“I can do it for you. It really does help.”

The innocence of her offer snagged him. “It happened a long time ago. It might be too late.”

She pulled the doll down from her shoulder. “It can still help.”

Out of arguments, Myles lowered the drawknife and crouched down as the little girl approached, her expression determined, but very motherly. He closed his eyes as he withdrew the patch, and she placed a warm kiss beside his eyelid.

“Does that feel better?”

“I believe it does.” But now his chest ached.

“If you ever—”

“Margery!” Lydia appeared around the side of the house, Daniel at her side, him toting the toddler. “I told you to stay.”

Myles momentarily forgot his patch while the little girl hurried to please her mother, casting only a couple glances back at him. A shame to cover his eye now. At the moment it felt as good as new.

Daniel handed over the younger girl to her mother and said something to Lydia before he continued his approach. “Wondered if we’d seen the last of you.”

Instead of answering, Myles picked up the drawknife and leaned over the plank. The breeze caught up the thinnest shavings.

“Even rode over to see if you’d fallen ill. Or something of the like.”

Maybe if he kept working, the man would forgo his curiosity. It obviously ran in the family.

“I see you walked here. I suppose you were detained on the way.” Daniel’s tone was no longer questioning. It was accusing.

Myles paused mid-motion. “Do you wish me to finish, or do you suggest I should not have returned?”

“Of course I want you to finish.” Daniel touched the plank, running his hand with the grain. “You’re a fine carpenter. Do you initial your work?”

Myles looked up. “What?”

“Used to be a man in the area who did some of the finest work I’ve seen west of Albany. He placed an HC on each piece he created. Henry Cunningham.”

Every muscle tightened, but Myles tried not to move, to give himself away.

“MC. That’s what you would put on your work, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so.”

“Except it wouldn’t be for Mathew Crawford, would it…Myles?”

He met Daniel’s all-too-confident gaze. “What do you want?”

“Who says I want anything?”

“Everyone wants something. If not, you would have been waiting here with a mob ready to dispatch me.”

Daniel’s gaze broke. “I don’t work that way.”

At least that brought some relief.

“Besides, I wasn’t sure it was you until you confirmed it. Myles Cunningham is supposed to be dead. Executed for desertion.”

Myles balanced the drawknife over the plank. “I didn’t desert. I escaped.” He stood and stepped away from the stump that had served as his chair. “I served honorably in the army I chose.” It was a pleasure to throw the statement back, though it would do him no favors.

Daniel seemed to consider that. “I wondered if you’d followed your pa’s footsteps—joined the British.” He spat the last words. “So why come back? Just to see your siblings or did you expect to claim some of our hard-earned free land for yourself?”

“I’m no fool. I know what will happen to me if anyone remembers who I am.” His jaw involuntarily tensed as he eyed up the other man. He wore no weapon—at least not in plain sight—and while Daniel had maybe an inch on him and more than a few pounds, thanks to his prosperous farm, Myles knew how to hold his own when it came to fisticuffs.

Daniel made no move to engage. “You endanger more than yourself by coming back here.”

“I only wanted to find them, make sure they were safe.”

“You didn’t realize they were at the Garnets until Samuel came here yesterday, did you? The way you looked at him. That’s what gave you away. And then, not showing up this morning. You went there, didn’t you?”

The conversation was not headed in the direction he’d imagined, and he had no desire to finish it. He’d go back to the Reids’ for his horse and then say good-bye to Hannah and Samuel. Tonight. He could linger that long, couldn’t he?

All I asked for was time.

Now he had no choice but to leave. The blow left him winded. And what would Nora think when her brother reported the truth? If he hadn’t already told her.

“And just when I thought you were ready to talk.” Daniel cracked a smile. “Though this explains why you weren’t one for conversation.”

Myles held up his hands and took another step back. “What do you want me to say? I’m leaving. And I won’t come back. I wouldn’t even hold you to the supplies you promised in return for my labor. Besides, I’m pretty sure we skirmished a time or two with the Connecticut Line, sent them running.” They could call it even.

Something flashed in Daniel’s eyes, but he chuckled. “Who were you with?”

“The King’s Rangers.” And Myles only felt pride at his service. He’d done his duty to his king…and his pa.

“They held their own pretty well. Did some decent spying and sabotage, too, from what I heard.” Daniel sounded far too intent on continuing their conversation.

“What do you want?”

Daniel waved to the half-smoothed plank. “I want my house finished before winter.”

“What?” He couldn’t be suggesting Myles continue his work.

“As I said, your pa was one of the finest carpenters I knew. You have that same gift.” Daniel walked to the board and picked up the drawknife. “Besides, I think Hannah would strangle me with her bare hands if she knew I was responsible for running her brother off. Especially after believing him dead for so long.”

Myles’s heart seemed to stop mid beat. Could God truly be granting him his petition?

“I was there when your sister learned of your death. I know what this means to her. And Samuel. He’s a good lad if I ever knew one.”

Myles didn’t doubt it.

“I only have one condition.” Daniel held the tool between them.

“What is that?”

“Stay away from my sister.”
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“I still don’t understand why you’re so intent on that man.”

At her sister’s words, Nora forced her gaze from the small window and back to the murky water obscuring the last of the supper dishes.

“You’ve been practically pining for him since Daniel came with his news.”

Nora flicked some water at her sister and reached for another plate. “Why would I pine for someone who’s not gone?” Mathew would come back for his horse. Surely, he would. Even if she couldn’t blame him for leaving the ornery creature behind. A man needed a mount in this wilderness.

“I hope he doesn’t come back.”

“Why would you say that?” Nora tried to keep her tone interested and not give away the hurt and frustration stewing within.

“Levi is sure he’s up to no good. He’s probably stolen himself a new horse and is now far from here.”

No, not Mathew. She willed it not to be true. He couldn’t be a thief, no better than a bandit. And he wouldn’t have left without saying good-bye. He cared for her. Why else would he have kissed her with such passion?

And yet doubt remained, taunting just as her sister had.

How do you know he has one moral bone in his body?

What if Daniel had been right from the beginning?

A man like that doesn’t belong in this valley.

The door opened.

“Aren’t you girls finished yet?” Mama shook her head and set a bowl full of eggs on the table. “I picked up the eggs while I was out, but that cow’s waiting for you, Rose, and none too patiently. I thought Levi said he was coming by tonight.”

The plate Rose was drying clattered to the table. She groaned and turned pleading eyes to Nora. “Please let me finish here. Milk tonight, and I’ll do it in the morning.”

Nora handed her sister the plate she’d just washed.

“Please. I really don’t want to smell like that old cow when Levi comes.”

Nora cocked a brow. “Methuselah is hardly an old cow.” She dropped the cloth into the basin and took up the milk pail. “Why haven’t your banns been read in church if you are so anxious to be his?” Two Sabbaths and no mention of it.

“We’re waiting until his cabin is finished.” Rose smiled, but her voice was less than steady.

“It’s not too late to change your mind,” Nora mumbled on her way out. She certainly was in no mood for Levi Acker tonight.

Mathew’s poor, ill-mannered horse stood in the paddock, stretching his neck through the fence for a nibble of green, despite there being plenty of grass under his hooves. One thing was certain, Mathew hadn’t stolen Buckethead. He would have found a much better mount.

She kept on to the barn. She still knew so little about Mathew Crawford. Foolish to wrap herself in dreams of romance and close her eyes to reality.

The thud of hooves stirred her pulse, and she looked at the road where Acker’s black gelding trotted on a course to the cabin. Levi saw her in return and reined the animal.

“I swear that horse…” Levi swung down beside her and nodded to where Buckethead looked on, interested in the newcomer. “He must be as old as Methuselah.”

Nora smiled tightly. “As I was reminding, Rose, Methuselah is barely three. Plenty young.”

He looked confused.

“Our milk cow.”

“Oh, yes. I forgot. I meant from the Bible.”

“I know.” She flashed a polite smile and kept walking.

“Nora.” He hurried to keep up.

“What?” She had no desire to pause for conversation.

“I was wondering about Rose.”

That pulled her around. “What?”

Levi straightened and smoothed the front of his coat. “She seems…reluctant.”

Nora could guess his implications, and also the cause of Rose’s hesitations. Telling Samuel the truth could not be easy nor could moving forward with her plans to marry Levi when her affections were divided. “I have nothing I can tell you but to give her time.” Maybe Rose would come to her senses.

Levi glowered. “She’s already had plenty of time. She should stop being so difficult.”

“If you are already frustrated with her, best rethink your plans.”

“What she needs is a firmer hand to guide her. Your pa is too permissive. You are the perfect example. He should have married you off while you still had plenty of youth. Now he’s desperate enough to house a vagabond.”

Nora gaped, tongue paralyzed.

“As your soon-to-be brother, I encourage you to send that man on his way and be done with him. Better to remain a spinster than to marry a brute.”

“How dare you?” She cleared her throat so her voice could be heard. “I am only twenty and four.” For another month, at least. But hardly past a marriageable age. “And Mr. Crawford is a good man who sacrificed for our freedom from Britain. He wasn’t a coward to sit here in his pa’s shadow.”

Levi’s hand came within an inch of her face before he jerked it back. “I am not a coward. I helped protect this valley from the redcoats and their friends. And I’ll stand in the way of any man who threatens us again. Even one-eyed vagrants.”

Nora stepped farther from him. Out of reach. “Save your speeches for Rose.”

He spun on his heel and started back to the cabin. Rose stood in the doorway, watching. Hopefully she had seen how close the man had come to striking Nora, because Rose would probably choose not to believe her otherwise. Levi’s voice mumbled as he tied his horse, and Rose shot a scowl across the yard. What was he telling her?

No use confronting either of them now. Better when Papa was around. Or at least his pistol, because heaven knew Levi wasn’t intimidated by her.

A flash of movement caught her attention, and she looked back down the road. A man on foot sprinted across the yard. Thoughts of Rose and her intended fled.

“Mathew?”

He was panting by the time he reached her. His gaze nailed her but with concern. “Are you all right? It looked like he struck you.” His fingers brushed over her cheek, calloused, but oh, so gentle.

“No. But he wanted to.”

Mathew cast a glare over his shoulder at the closed door. White knuckles crowned his powerful fists.

She set a hand on his arm, afraid of what would happen if he unleashed the rage she felt ripple through his arms. “I’m well enough.”

He looked back to her, and his chest rose with a breath. “One thing my pa made sure I understood was a man does not raise his hand against a woman or a child.”

“Your pa sounds like a good man.” One who had raised his son well.

Mathew’s eyes softened, growing sad. “He was. A very good man.”

She left her hand on his arm, yearning for more of Mathew’s past. Another inkling into who he was. “What happened to him?”

“Killed. In battle.”

“I’m so sorry.”

His head dipped with a nod. In the same instant, he stiffened away from her, his withdrawal as emotional as it was physical. He circled past her to the barn.

“Where are you going?”

“I need my saddle.”

“You’re leaving?” He’d only just returned. She staggered to follow. Methuselah bellowed at the sight of her, reminding her of the pail still in her hand.

“Now that the house is shingled, it can be put to use. Daniel won’t move his family in until the interior is complete so there is no reason for me to ride back and forth every morning and night.” He scampered up the ladder, leaving her to stare at the dark hole above.

She could strangle her brother for making such an offer. But how could she argue against it? Escaping the odor of the barn would be a blessing.

Mathew appeared a moment later with his bedroll and pack, which he fastened to the saddle before hefting it and heading out to the paddock.

“Aren’t you hungry? Come into the cabin for some supper.” Keeping the pleading from her voice was all that she could do.

“Your brother fed me.”

She needed to give that brother of hers a talking to.

Mathew bribed Buckethead with a handful of oats and bridled him. The saddle quickly followed, and all Nora could do was watch. “I have a book I need to return to Lydia. Perhaps I can come tomorrow.” She hadn’t finished reading The Vicar of Wakefield, but there was so much to be done on the farm with Papa needing to rest his leg. She would use any excuse she could find to see Mathew.

A tick started in his jaw. “Why not send it with me, save you the trip.”

Didn’t he understand she was trying to find an excuse to see him? He was so focused on tightening the cinch just right, he seemed oblivious to anything else.

Only, he wasn’t oblivious. He simply didn’t want to look at her. Didn’t want her coming to Daniel’s. Didn’t want to stay…because of her?

He tied off the strap, led the horse out the gate, and swung aboard. Only then did he glance at her. “Do you want me to take the book?”

“Don’t bother yourself. You seem in a rush.”

“Very well, then.” He touched the angled brim of his hat and set his heels to the animal’s side. Hooves dug dirt.

“I don’t understand.” Yet even as she breathed the words, pieces of the puzzle tumbled together. His kisses. His reaction to Acker’s threat. He was falling in love with her…and was afraid to do so. Why else would he distance himself so completely?

Nora almost laughed out loud. Did Mathew really hope to shrug her off so easily just because he had plans to leave the valley and wished no ties? Every story of romance she’d seen, read, or had been told testified of one thing: plans were made to be changed.
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Myles found mounting up and riding away so much harder than it should have been. Almost as though a length of cord was fastened around his middle, threatening to tug him backward off his horse. Especially with Levi Acker still there. Myles had never liked the Ackers. Too fanatical when it came to their so-called patriotism. Cyrus Acker, Levi’s pa, had been there, torch in hand, the night Myles and Samuel had been taken away. Cyrus favored Myles with a solid strike to the jaw when he’d tried to get away. What he wouldn’t give to return the courtesy now as a grown man. He’d gladly pay through the son, and would, too, if Levi ever raised his hand to Nora again.

Except Myles wouldn’t be there to watch out for her.

Maybe he needed to talk to Daniel. Surely, he wanted his sisters safe. Of course, he did. Safe from the enemy—safe from Myles Cunningham.

Myles encouraged his horse faster. The choice was either that or turn around.

With his speed, a few minutes saw him to the Garnet homestead. He dismounted and led Buckethead into the groves surrounding the property. Out of sight, he fastened the horse to a sapling and made a beeline past the graveyard to the edge of the trees. He shoved his eye patch into a pocket, sat down in his usual spot, and settled in to watch and wait for the sun to sink a little lower and for Joseph to retire into the cabin.

Minutes dragged on.

Joseph had his chestnut stallion tied short at the front of the barn. A problem with one of the shoes, it appeared. He pried one of the back shoes off the horse’s large hooves, disappeared into the barn for a while, filed one side of the hoof, and then finally hammered the shoe back into place.

Hannah came out partway through the project and appeared to be trying to help him, but for the most part, stood at the horse’s head, stroking his face and sending glances toward the woods.

A little while longer and they could meet.

It felt like hours with only Nora to keep his thoughts. Myles would miss seeing her every morning and evening. His chest compressed at the memory of their stolen kisses. He’d give almost anything for one more.

At long last, the horse was put out to pasture, and the barn was closed up for the night. Hannah and Joseph returned to the cabin hand in hand. She looked far too pleased with her husband.

As soon as the door closed, Myles rose from his hiding spot. The sun sank below the horizon. No more waiting.

Keeping an eye on the cabin, Myles jogged across the yard and dodged into the barn. A lantern lit the nearby wall and cast a light over the two stalls and roosting chickens. The shuffle of footsteps twisted him to where Samuel filled the doorway.

“Mr. Crawford?”

“Sam.” He held himself back, though itched to grab his brother and swallow him in a hug.

“Hannah said… Myles?” Samuel tested the name, his brows scrunched with questioning.

Myles nodded, no longer trusting his voice as he wrapped his little brother, now an inch taller than him, in his arms.

Samuel gripped him in return. “You’re alive. Why didn’t you say something yesterday?”

Myles waited until he was ready to draw back enough to see his brother’s face. “I couldn’t chance anyone else finding out.” He’d not mention the futility in that. “Better everyone else continue to think me dead.”

Samuel’s face darkened and his grip bit into Myles’s arms. “Why did you do it? Why did you have to run? Why couldn’t you have buckled down and stayed put. I needed you.”

“I told you to come with me.”

His laugh echoed its tightness. “So they could shoot us both?”

Myles swallowed any argument. It was better that his brother had stayed safe. He could have gotten them both killed.

“They told me you were shot. I heard the shot, Myles. I saw where they buried you.”

“So did I.” He shook his head, warning Samuel away from the turn of conversation. He wasn’t ready to go back there.

Samuel pulled away, eyes wide. “What’s wrong?”

Myles tucked his trembling hands under his arms for the little good that did. “Nothing. I just…” Don’t think about it. Don’t go back. He mopped his sleeve over his brow and focused on slowing his breath. “Why did you and Hannah return to the valley?”

Uncertainty wrinkled Samuel’s brow, but his gaze never wavered from Myles’s face. “Hannah came back to find us. Joseph accompanied her east until they heard what happened to you and finally found me.”

“And then she married him.” Hard not to let bitterness harden his tone or his insides. The man had no right to his sister.

“Joseph Garnet is a good man.”

“Spare me.” Myles turned and strode to the nearest stall. Mostly he needed something to lean on.

Samuel followed. “Where did you go?”

“North. Spent some time trying to find Mama and the girls. Then I joined the King’s Rangers.” He narrowed a look at his brother. “Something that would have made Pa proud.”

“Pa lost the right to care one way or another when he deserted us to fight for the British.” Samuel returned the glare. “Just like you did.”

The anger forever lurking below his surface rose to a rage. “Don’t disrespect Pa. And I only did what I had to.”

“What you had to?” Samuel spat the words, making them sting. “You could have thought about someone besides yourself and swallowed your pride. But no. You abandoned me and almost got yourself killed!”

Images flirted with his consciousness, still sharp as though he’d only just experienced them last night. Myles labored to fill his lungs, but they still burned. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Why? You’re the one who got to walk away from it all. You didn’t have to face your commander day after day, knowing he was responsible for your brother’s death.”

Myles could see Sergeant Lemond. Could hear his voice in his head.

“Thinking you were dead all these years, that single shot still sounding in my head while you—”

“Stop!” Pain radiated through Myles’s fist before he realized what he’d done.

Samuel reeled back and grabbed his nose. Blood dripped between his fingers.

“Sam, I’m sorry.” He reached for his brother’s arm, but Samuel pulled back.

A light appeared in the doorway. Another lantern…and Hannah.

“What are you doing?” She pushed between them.

I’m sorry. He staggered back against the stall.

“Why, Myles? Is this what you returned for?” The mix of confusion and hurt in her eyes slapped him across the face. “You’re brothers. This isn’t what brothers do. I don’t care what happened between you. I don’t care about the war. It’s over.” Her stance broke and tears glistened in her eyes.

“I’ll go.” He shouldn’t have come. They’d been better off believing he was dead. He stumbled toward the door, hardly aware of his feet under him.

“Myles, no.” She took hold of his arm. “Please. You can’t walk away. Not after so long. Not like this.”

He glanced back at the tears on his sister’s face and the blood staining his brother’s. The cruel truth was they had a life here in the valley that held no place for him. At some point in the last nine years, their paths had diverged. He’d become their enemy.

Myles yanked away, leaving them to watch his retreat—for that was what this was. He needed to escape from the hurt of their betrayal, the guilt pricking his resolve, and the need to turn back.

Finding his horse where he’d left it, Myles swung into the hard saddle. He’d leave. And never look back. That was best for everyone.

Past the Reids, Myles couldn’t help a small detour to make sure Acker had left. He ached to say good-bye to Nora, maybe steal one last kiss, but if he slowed his journey, he might not leave.

As hours passed, the crickets and chirping of birds were eclipsed by the silence of night, leaving him nothing but his own thoughts and Hannah’s pleas.

You can’t walk away. Not after so long. Not like this.

He pulled Buckethead to a stop, and the animal immediately lowered his head to nibble the grass along the trail. Myles sat there for a long time, the moon and stars above the only illumination offered, indecision ripping him. Leave and never see his family again, or seek some form of reconciliation?

Something reared within him, solid and as unyielding as the log fortifications often erected around forts and strongholds. He’d never face them, never show them his weakness. They didn’t need him, and he refused to need them.

He stared at the invisible barrier keeping him in place, as real as anything he had ever faced. But would he forfeit his family to it?

Myles closed his eyes at the memory of Hannah’s embrace, tears of joy in her eyes. Samuel’s own amazement.

You can’t walk away.

Myles glanced heavenward, though not sure why. It wasn’t as though anyone up there cared for him or what he did. Even if God existed, why would He bother himself with Myles Cunningham now?

The firm ground felt less than steady under Myles’s boots when he dismounted. Pride. His own stupid pride held him in limbo. He kicked at a broken length of branch at his feet. Four inches in diameter and about a foot long. Flaked off bark revealed a small knot shaped like a half a heart near the center of it. Myles picked up the branch and reached for his knife. Seated at the base of a tree, with Buckethead grazing near, Myles dug his blade into the knot and cleaned out the debris. Then he circled to the right, into the hard flesh of oak, until the heart was full. Even then he didn’t stop, his hands working despite the limitations of his vision. He didn’t need to see. He could feel the wood as it smoothed and began to take shape.
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There was nothing more attractive than a man with concern rippling his brow. Long into the night, Nora lay awake smiling as she etched Mathew’s expression into her memory. The concern. The rage when he’d glanced at the cabin where Levi had gone. The pinch of his brow that told her he hadn’t wanted to leave.

Her smile was still in place late the next afternoon as she eased the Dutch oven from the coals and onto the table. She cracked the lid and breathed in the wonderful aroma of warmed strawberries buried in a sweet cobbler. She draped her towel over it and started for the door. She was covered in dust and sweat from working in the fields all morning and still had more to do if she wanted to steal enough time to take the cobbler for Mathew to sample.

Rose was on her way inside, and Nora paused.

“The cobbler is finished, but Mama agreed to let me take most of it Daniel and Lydia this afternoon.”

Rose let out a laugh. “You mean to Mr. Crawford, don’t you?”

Leaving no affirmation or argument, Nora headed out the door.

Papa was harnessing the horses to the wagon. “Ah, there you are.” He raised a brow. “Your mama says you are set on taking that spare mattress over to Daniel’s?”

“Yes, but you should have waited for me. I can manage the horses.” She stepped in to take the thick leather straps from him, but he waved her away.

“You didn’t answer me.”

She moved to the other side of the animal to straighten the harness over his withers. “I understand why it’s more practical for Mr. Crawford to stay there, but there’s no reason for the man to be uncomfortable.”

Papa harrumphed.

“Do you disapprove?”

He finished with the harness and moved for his cane hooked on the wagon’s seat. “Of your use of the wagon to take the mattress over or of Mr. Crawford?”

Nora steeled herself, not sure how to proceed if Pa disliked where she had laid her affections. She grabbed his cane and held it out for him. “Either.”

He took the cane and leaned into its support. “Daniel seems pleased with his work, though he hasn’t strung enough words together for me to make up my mind about him. A quiet, brooding sort of fellow, but that is no sin.” Papa looked past her, his gaze becoming distant and sad. “Who knows what he’s seen and endured in the war?”

Nora set her hand over his. “I believe him to be a good man.” One who would never raise his hand against her. One who would fight to protect her.

He patted her hand. “Well, if he is and he decides to stay in the valley, he’d best come to me and tell me of his intentions. I don’t expect so many words, but I expect a man to come before my face. As for the wagon, a helping of that cobbler your mama said you were fussing with first thing this morning might sweeten me to that. But best head over now and take a break from the sun. Those fields are much more pleasant come evening.”

A nod and a kiss on his cheek as her answer, Nora hurried up into the loft to collect the extra quilts and prepare the mattress to be moved. She needed Rose to help carry it to the wagon, but within an hour all was loaded, and Nora had washed and changed her gown. She directed the horse toward her brother’s.

Lydia was with the girls at the swing pushing Grace while Margery played on the grass with her doll.

“Whoa.” Nora tied off the reins and jumped to the ground. No sign of Daniel or Mathew, but neither could she spot Buckethead with the other horses in the pasture. Perhaps he was in the barn or one of the back paddocks.

Lydia waved, and Nora headed in that direction. It was becoming easier and easier to leave Lydia’s past where it belonged. Better not to know the truth of what happened in South Carolina. Best to keep their relationship intact.

“You look lovely today.” Lydia smiled. “I don’t suppose I need ask why.”

Heat touched Nora’s face. No use denying it, but neither would she admit to the time she had spent braiding her hair and wrapping it up elegantly or why she’d chosen her light blue gown as opposed to a plainer one. “Where’s Daniel?”

“If not there by the barn, then probably in the house building the stairway. They’ve been working nonstop since Mr. Crawford arrived a couple of hours ago—though I must say your Mr. Crawford looked quite haggard and appears to have lost his horse in the night.”

“What happened?” She ignored the tug on her sleeve, focusing on her sister-in-law.

“All I know is, he wasn’t here last night or this morning, and when he did return, he was on foot. He didn’t say much. But then, he never does.”

Another pull finally drew her gaze to Margery.

“I was missing you.” The little girl’s lower lip pushed out.

Nora crouched down. “I’m sorry, darling. Grandfather has needed my help. But I’m here now.”

“Yes, you are.” Lydia smiled, but her blue-green eyes held a question. Perhaps she felt the distance Nora had placed between them since Rose’s accusations.

Nora returned the smile before looking to her niece. “And I brought some cobbler with me. Why don’t I go find your papa and bring him to the cabin to have some?”

Margery nodded enthusiastically. “Can I come?”

“Of course. If your mama doesn’t mind helping me by taking the cobbler into the cabin so we can drive the wagon over to the new house. I brought something for Mr. Crawford.”

“Something besides the cobbler?” Lydia gave a knowing smile.

Nora tried for innocence as she took Margery’s hand. “Come along, then.”

Lydia laughed and followed with Grace to the wagon where she took the Dutch oven. Grace reached up to be put on the seat beside Margery. “Me up. Me up.”

“I can hold her on my lap,” Nora volunteered. She couldn’t say no to such a cute pout.

“If you’re sure. Wouldn’t want you too distracted from your pursuit of Mr. Crawford.”

Nora feigned an exasperated sigh though all she felt was excitement. “Really, Lydia.” Nothing could distract me from that.

With Grace on her lap and Margery next to her on the seat, Nora gave the reins a shake and directed the wagon toward the two-story edifice. She’d only been a girl of ten or so when her family had come to this valley, leaving civilization behind. She’d not seen more than log cabins and shacks since that time. What a grand home this would be.

Daniel stepped from the open door and blinked at her. His brow pinched.

“Well, at least the girls were excited to see me,” she chided as he took Grace from her lap and offered her an arm down.

Instead of answering, he eyed her gown. “What are you doing here?”

His disapproval was quickly turning her surprise to nervousness. “Am I no longer welcome?”

With a low sigh, he reached past to lift Margery down.

“Papa sent me over with our spare mattress. Figured Mr. Crawford would have use of it.” She peeked over his shoulder. “Where is he?”

“Inside.”

She moved in that direction, but a hand caught her arm.

“What are you doing?” Daniel questioned.

“I want to see the progress you are making on the house.”

“Sure, you do.”

“Really, Daniel, what’s wrong with you today? I’m here twice a week regularly and suddenly you act as though I have alternative motives for my visit?”

“Don’t you?”

She sighed. “Mr. Crawford is my friend. Is it wrong for me to wish him a good day while I am here?”

“Maybe.”

Nora slapped his arm and took Grace from him. “Why don’t you get him to help you unload the mattress I brought, and then we can all walk back to the cabin where Lydia is dishing up some strawberry cobbler I made this morning. Mayhap that will sweeten you a little.” It had worked on Papa, and they were quite close in temperament.

Daniel grumbled something but did as directed, Margery on his heels. Nora tried to remain in place, straightening her skirts and touching her hair to make sure none of the pins had come loose. The toddler wriggled to get down, and Nora let her run to join the others just as they exited. Daniel was followed by Margery, who had hold of Mathew’s hand.

He squinted at the sun and tugged his hat lower on his brow. Lydia was right, haggard was a good description for how he looked. Where had he gone last night? Or the morning before?

All questions dropped by the wayside as his gaze fell on her and froze. His jaw relaxed, and he looked as though about to say something, but just as quickly shook his head and moved past to help Daniel.

She stood back with the girls while they moved the mattress into the house for his use. Male voices rumbled from within, and Daniel reappeared alone.

“Let’s go.”

“What? What about Mr. Crawford?”

“He wants to keep working.”

He wanted to keep working? Or Daniel wanted him away from her? “He can spare a few minutes to join us in the cabin, I’m sure.”

“I’ll bring him some when we’re done.”

“It’ll be cold by then.” Nora pushed past him into the house.

Mathew perched on the edge of the new stairs, or the framework for them, knife in hand as he whittled a short length of wood. His motions died, and he frowned.

“Don’t frown at me. All I want is a few minutes of your time for the sake of your stomach.”

He stood and slid the knife into the sheath at his hip. “I already ate.”

“Daniel seems quite anxious to take care of all your needs, doesn’t he?” She folded her arms. “So long as it keeps you away from me. I thought you were the one trying to avoid me, but it’s because of him, isn’t it?”

“He only wants what’s best for you. We both do.”

She inched closer. “But what about what I think is best for me?”

Her question only made him look more distressed. “Nora.”

The sound of her name on his lips drew her another step.

“I can’t stay in the valley—I can’t stay with you.” And yet his hand brushed her arm and hovered near as though he longed to hold her again. Maybe all she had to do was give him permission.

 

~*~

 

Myles’s boots were rooted into the floor while Nora’s fingers journeyed up his sleeve. “Why?” she whispered. Her breath warmed his neck as she came nearer to whisper in his ear. “Tell me why you can’t stay?”

“I…” He tried to back up a step, but the brace for the stairs blocked his retreat.

Daniel could step in at any moment and answer her question to her satisfaction. How long before she shared his identity with her sister and Rose with her intended? Myles would be left with no time to reconcile with his family. He needed more time. And that meant keeping Nora at arm’s length. “I’m sorry.” He sidestepped and circled around her to the door, right into Daniel who was on his way in. Some more sidestepping and he headed toward the barn.

Daniel and Nora’s voices rumbled like a storm behind him.

Myles could only hope the man kept his word.

He took one final look at the raw wood in his hands, slowly taking form, heart deep in the center, before setting it aside. There were plenty of planks left to smooth for the stairs. He had to keep himself useful, or Daniel might decide his secret was no longer worth keeping.

Head down, he set to work, his hands hurting from the grip he held on the drawknife. He allowed himself what should have been no more than a quick glance at Nora trailing her brother to the cabin, one child on her hip and the other holding her hand. Hopefully Daniel talked some sense into her, because that gown followed the lines of her figure far too well, and Myles still felt warm from her touch.

“Myles.”

He jerked up and swung to where Samuel stood, the barn blocking him from the view of the cabin.

“I thought it better no one else see me.”

With Nora there, a wise choice. Myles hurried to join him, his mind spinning with false starts of an apology.

“I’m sorry.”

The simple words struck Myles in the chest. He’d been the one at fault, not Samuel. Yet the words still eluded him. “I…”

“I was afraid you’d left for good last night. So I tried to go after you. Probably took a different route, but it appeared someone else did, as well.”

“What?”

He motioned into the barn. Buckethead waited in one of the stalls. Myles had thought him gone for good when he’d woken under that tree and found his horse had wandered off.

“How did you get him in here without being seen?”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t seen. Nora was in the house, so Daniel waved me to bring him in here.”

No wonder Daniel had left his sister alone with Myles for so long.

But it was his brother he needed to focus on—not Nora or the numbing guilt for not providing her with answers. “I shouldn’t have left like I did.” But how could Myles explain the anger that raged though him without ceasing, seeking a target, a release?

“I’m just glad you came back.” Samuel pulled him into an embrace.

Myles clutched him. A tremble moved through his body and his vision blurred. No more letting his anger or his fear control him. He had to find a way to break free.



 

 

 

 


20

 

Nora wasn’t sure who she was more frustrated with—Daniel for standing between her and Mathew or Mathew for letting him…or this young hog, which was currently giving both men a run for their money. Corner of her hem tied up at her waist, Nora dodged after the half-sized critter in an attempt to either catch him or corner him away from his sisters. Rose was supposed to be helping, but Nora hadn’t seen her since breakfast.

“I don’t know why you’re putting up such a fight.” Nora paused for a breath, before circling slowly to the right. “Mr. Lemond wants you for breeding not eating.” Which would be his fate if he stayed here. She lunged and caught hold of one of the back legs. Her knees hit the muck as she grabbed for another leg and dragged him closer. “Got you!”

A full-bodied jolt yanked the legs from her hands, and the hog scampered away.

Nora slumped back and wiped her sleeve over her moist face. The last two weeks had worn her thin trying to keep Papa off his leg. The hay was finally brought in, but the work never ended. She’d split rails for repairing a fence, chopped wood to keep Mama’s coals glowing, picked rock, and butchered her fair share of chickens and even one of the hogs…all as quickly and efficiently as she could so there would be time to spend with Mathew. And for what purpose? An exchange of salutations? Maybe an update on his work?

Only for him to make a hasty withdrawal or for Daniel to redirect her attentions to her nieces.

Today would be different.

If she could catch this hog and spare the time to wash up.

Back on her feet, Nora worked her way closer to the young hog who had since found the soaked corn she had set out for him. His snout nuzzled the ground while he stole glances in her direction. Just a little closer…

The rattle of a wagon approaching sent the hog scurrying. Mr. Lemond already directed his horses her way. Nora yanked her hem down and dusted off her skirts before raising her hand in welcome. She wasn’t sure what to think of the man yet, his hair already ash-gray despite not yet being forty and more than one scar marring his face. He and his family had arrived in the valley a few months ago, and she only ever saw him when he brought his family to church. Otherwise, they kept much to themselves, busy building their home and breaking land. But he’d served as an officer of the Continental Army, reaching the rank of captain before his release from duty at the end of the war, which earned some respect.

He pulled up the wagon and dropped to the ground. “Good day, Miss Reid. How does your father fare?”

“Better.” Nora motioned to the young hog snorting up the last of his bribe. “I was just about to catch your hog.”

“Fine looking fellow. Just as your father said he’d be.” Lemond slipped in through the gate. “I’m headed to the Garnets next for two sows.”

“That should give you a good start then.” Nora circled left as Lemond took the right, a loop of rope in hand. The young hog set his head low, watching them both. Then in a flash, Lemond lunged and caught the noose around the animal’s neck, cinching the rope snug in an easy motion. He twisted the rope behind the hog’s back legs and forward again so there was no way it could wrestle free of the makeshift collar.

She should have just waited for Mr. Lemond and not attempted catching the animal on her own, but at least she’d kept Papa pacified so he hadn’t tried it with his bad leg. Not a complete waste of time, though it had depleted her strength. She rested against the side of the wagon while Mr. Lemond loaded the hog into a crate in the back.

By the time the hog was secured, Papa had made it to them, and they completed their business. After a handshake, Lemond climbed onto the wagon and headed again to the road.

Leaning into his cane, Papa eyed the coins in his palm. They didn’t see much money in the settlement as families usually traded for what they needed. But it was still useful to have on hand.

Nora brushed his arm on her way past. “I need to wash up.”

“Here, take these to your mother.” He held out the coins. “Tell her to put them away with what we have for Rose’s dowry.”

The coins held warmth conveyed from her father. “Levi requested that Rose have a dowry?” Fannie’s had consisted of several heirlooms and a few pounds, but Nora wasn’t aware that Susannah had one. And for certain, nothing had been set aside for her. 

“It’s not for you to concern yourself with.”

A feeling akin to jealousy squirmed through her, but she nodded and started to the cabin. She was the one slaving away, trying to keep the farm prospering and Papa off his leg, but it was Rose who had a future and benefit. Where was Rose, anyway? The least she could do was carry more of the weight before she left.

Mama wasn’t in the cabin, so Nora left the coins on the table. She was running short on time.

Nora quickly washed and changed into her good dress. The Vicar of Wakefield remained unread but for the first chapter. With how busy the summer had become, there seemed little reason to keep it any longer. She picked up the book and headed for the door, almost stumbling over her youngest sister.

Rose sat on the single step, arms hugged against her abdomen, hair falling from her braid. She glanced up and mumbled, “Don’t you look fine?”

“Is something wrong?”

With a sniffle, Rose pushed to her feet. “Of course not.”

Her tone suggested otherwise. Nora followed her into the cabin and caught her rubbing her wrist, wrapped with a ring of red on her skin.

“What happened?”

“Nothing.” Rose gave an exasperated sigh and swatted at her cheek. “Levi was understandably a little upset seeing me speaking with Samuel.”

“You were with Samuel?”

She shrugged. “I needed to tell him about Levi and I—our plans.”

“Did you tell him?” Nora circled around her.

“I was about to. Levi was on his way here and saw us. He wasn’t trying to hurt me.”

“Rose…” There was so much Nora wanted to warn her little sister about, insist that she change her mind. Nora touched her sleeve. “You know, it’s not too late.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Rose, don’t—”

Her sister swatted her away. “Leave me alone! I don’t want to talk about it.” She eyed Nora’s gown. “You are the one who needs to be careful. You’re on your way to see that man again, aren’t you?

“Mr. Crawford.” He had a name.

“Then don’t think about lecturing me about Levi.” Rose walked away without another word.

Nora let her go, fighting down indignation. Mathew was a much better man than Levi Acker—she was sure of it. Rose was the one marrying a brute. If only there was a way to stop her.

With concern for Rose occupying her thoughts, Nora was most of the way to Daniel’s before she remembered what awaited her. She slowed and touched her hair, braided and twisted up at the nape of her neck, to make sure no strands had escaped. But was it better up…or let down? Not easy to forget the look in Mathew’s eye when he’d first seen her with her hair on her shoulders. Nora released her tresses and smoothed down the waves that had formed. At the edge of her brother’s property she slowed.

The wagon sat at the front of the cabin, and Daniel was settling the girls in the back while their mother waited on the seat.

Thank you, Lydia.

Thankfully, her sister-in-law held no qualms with her wanting a little time with Mathew. Lydia had agreed to convince Daniel to take her to visit with Hannah. And the timing was perfect. No wasted minutes.

As soon as the wagon pulled out of sight, Nora started toward the new house. The thud of a mallet revealed Mathew’s location and occupation. Her shadow stretched in through the doorway, and her footsteps on the floor announced her presence.

Mathew began to turn. “Did you forget something?”

“Not at all.”

He froze halfway and yanked something from his pocket. He didn’t look at her until his eye patch was in place. Was the scarring so awful he dared not let her see?

“Nora? I thought Daniel had returned. They were on their way to visit…neighbors.”

She gave a small smile and indicated the novel she held. “I was returning Lydia’s book and heard you.” She looked to the stairs with elegant banister mostly in place. “That’s beautiful. You’ve not been idle.” Another thing that had kept them apart.

“We haven’t. We’ve made a bureau as well, and beds for the girls.”

Nora moved to his side to better see his handiwork, unable to keep from running her fingers over the etched vine climbing up the main post at the bottom of the railing. She shot him a grin. “By we, you mean you, I take it?” Daniel didn’t have this talent with wood. And he had his farm to maintain.

“Your brother has helped.” But his smile suggested that he enjoyed the praise. He’d earned every word of it. And more.

“Show me everything you’ve built.”

Mathew stiffened and glanced to the door behind her as though he feared Daniel might return at any minute.

“They’ve left.”

He frowned. “You shouldn’t be here.”

She steeled herself. “And soon I won’t be. But we are still friends, I hope.”

Not looking at her, Mathew set the mallet down on a stair and motioned for her to follow him to the door. “I value your friendship, but—”

She couldn’t let him finish or to put anything more between them. “Then let’s not worry about anything else. I know you have no plans to settle in our valley, but why waste the time you are here? Friendship.” Book clasped to her stomach, she extended her hand. And waited.

And waited.

The weight of his gaze rested on her face, and while he held his expression stoic, or attempted to, he could not feign complete indifference. He could not hide the silent yearning that softened his dark gaze.

Hope teetered on his answer. A simple, I’m sorry, and she’d walk away and leave him be. But if he agreed…

“Friendship,” he replied.

Warmth embraced her hand—and her heart.
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Myles’s pulse raced, and he quickly released her hand. He should have declined or said nothing and let her walk away, but the hope in her eyes had cut through him. And her chestnut tresses loose over her shoulders had been his undoing. Besides, friendship was innocent enough. Would it be so wrong to enjoy her company for the short time they would have alone?

“I should drop this off in the cabin before I forget.” Nora lifted the book then led the way up the path. “I love reading, but I simply haven’t had time with Papa’s leg doing so poorly.” Her shoulders slumped with her last words.

“What happened to his leg? To begin with, I mean.” Mr. Reid had been lame for as long as Myles remembered.

She slowed until he took up step beside her. “I was very young at the time, so I only remember what was told me. Back when we lived not far from Boston. Papa was clearing land for pay and had Daniel along to help haul smaller branches and such to be burned. Daniel was probably not more than ten and always tempting the fates. A tree was about to fall when Daniel dived under it. Racing gravity. Papa saw him after he’d cleared the trunk, but not the branches. He pushed Daniel out of the way of a particularly large one. Daniel made it through with barely scratch, but Papa’s leg was broken in two places and his knee...” She gave a slow, sad shake. “His knee never did heal properly.”

“But he came all this way and built a life for himself and your family.” Despite himself, Myles felt a twinge of respect for the man. A man who hadn’t let less than perfect circumstances dictate his life’s course.

“Yes, he did.” Pride shone in her eyes. She slipped into the cabin, returning a moment later empty-handed. “I was wondering…”

A wagon emerged through the trees, and Myles pulled her around the corner of the cabin.

“Daniel can’t be returning already.” Nora peeked around the edge and sighed with relief. She leaned into the log wall and smiled at him. “It’s only Mr. Lemond.”

The name thundered in Myles’s brain. He stole a glance.

“He bought one of our young hogs earlier today and said he planned to stop at the Garnets. I guess he has business with Daniel as well.” She moved as though to step into sight.

“No,” Myles hissed, grabbing her. Why had Lemond been at the Garnets’ home? Had Hannah any clue who this man was? Samuel couldn’t have forgotten. Myles swung Nora back against the wall with too much force.

Her eyes widened.

“If he sees you, he may tell Daniel you were here.” Myles tried to keep his hand steady as he brushed some hair back from her face. “Did I hurt you?”

Her head gave a small shake.

Relief was short lived. The wagon creaked and boots hit the ground. Myles leaned close and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Perhaps its better he not see either of us.” He found her hand and led her silently into the woods, not looking over his shoulder until they were well hidden in the foliage.

“What if Daniel spoke with Mr. Lemond and had something he wanted you to help him with?”

Myles forced a shrug despite the tension clenching his shoulders. “I knew a Lemond in the army. Never cared for the man.”

Nora’s smile reappeared, though only slightly. “I can’t imagine this being the same man. Not that I know Gerard Lemond well, but he seems a good soul. Ever since learning of our church, he and his family have not missed a Sabbath.”

“You can’t tell a man merely by his profession to God.” Myles stepped over a large rotted-out log and paused to help Nora do the same.

She shook her skirts after crossing as though to make certain no ants had stolen a ride. “Perhaps not, but I think it speaks highly of him all the same.” Her fingers squeezed his. “You are correct though. A man’s heart is something only God truly knows.”

Myles suspected they no longer discussed Mr. Lemond. And he didn’t wish to—nor did he desire to spend another thought on the man so long as Nora was at his side. “I would hope God takes a man’s whole heart into consideration, not only his weaknesses or doubts. But his intent.”

“I’m sure He does.”

Her words carried such gentleness that Myles again paused. He’d never given much thought to judgment before—eternal judgment, that is. He’d stood and been judged by army officials twice and still wore the scars…outside and in. What would it be like to be judged by God, the One Hannah and Nora declared to be loving and merciful? A God Who knew a man’s heart?

Myles wasn’t even sure what was in his own heart. He squeezed her hand and kept walking.

The leaves danced above them with a breeze unfelt so far below. A rabbit darted across their path, stirring up the scent of moss while birds chirped their welcome. A world green with life…and for the first time in a long while, Myles felt as though he might belong. This woman at his side brought all his senses alive—even more than before. How easy it would be to give in to everything she wished for. How easy to give her his heart.

“I love these woods.”

Myles smiled. “They are beautiful.”

“Except at night.”

“I’m pretty sure the same beauty is here. We just can’t see it.”

She shook her head.

“What happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“From my experience, there are usually reasons behind our fears.” It helped to know he wasn’t the only one hiding from the shadows of his past.

“I didn’t say I was frightened of…”

He raised a brow and cocked a questioning smile.

“Fine.” Nora took a breath. “When I was younger, I got lost in the woods.”

“At night?”

She shook her head, her frown deepening. “Fannie, my older sister, and I were picking berries when a war party attacked the settlement. I remember seeing their painted faces, hearing their yells. We hid in the forests until dark, and then Fannie told me to wait while she checked to make sure it was safe to return home.”

He could very well imagine how frightening that would be for a young girl.

“I sat in that brush all night, listening to the woods. Fannie made it home but couldn’t find her way back to me until the sun rose the next day.”

“I’m sorry.” He felt the need to carry some of the fault. The raiders had been his mother’s people after all and aligned with the British as he had been.

“I still love the woods, just not when they’re dark.”

“I can understand that.” Myles said it with a smile, hoping to turn them both away from the past.

Nora chuckled, watching him more openly now. “You’ve changed.”

He faced her, feeling his way backward several steps. “How so?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile before.” Her lips spread as though to demonstrate, but the light in her eyes spoke of her pleasure. “You also seem…more at peace. You love working with wood, don’t you?”

He couldn’t deny it. Even his nightmares had eased. When they did come, he’d rise and whittle until the feelings passed. Carpentry, and finding his siblings again, slipping over to see them when Joseph was busy elsewhere, had filled him with a sort of…contentment.

She tightened her hand around his. “I’m happy for you.”

He looked at their intertwined fingers. He needed to let go, but that was not an easy thing. Perhaps he’d pretend a little while longer. With Lemond inching closer, this might be the last time he’d see her.

Her grip weakened as though she’d guessed the direction of his thoughts. “Do you dislike the valley?”

No. He didn’t want to think about good-bye yet. He cleared his voice. “Not at all.” He well understood Pa’s reasons for settling here.

“Are you…promised to someone?”

“No.” If he could make any promises, he’d make them to her.

“I’m sorry.” She smiled, but it hardly curved her mouth. “Friendship.”

“I’ve never liked someone so much…and found friendship so difficult.”

Her eyes lit yet held so much questioning. “Then why…?”

“I—”

“My father is not opposed.”

Myles almost fell back a step at that, but no doubt Benjamin Reid would think differently if he knew exactly who wished for his daughter.

“I don’t understand.”

At the moment, Myles wasn’t sure he did either. The war was over. Isn’t that what everyone kept telling him? Why then couldn’t he come home? Why couldn’t he promise this woman a future? Why couldn’t he build her a home near Hannah and Samuel so they could visit back and forth as they raised their families?

Because of men like Lemond and Acker. They would never let the past go, and Nora would pay the price, too.

“I’m sorry, but Daniel’s right.” They had to keep distance between them. “As much as I desire it…friendship is more than I can give you.” The muscles in Myles’s hand at first refused him, not willing to release her hand. But he had no choice. He stepped away. “Please honor your brother’s wishes.” He started walking, not allowing himself to look back. This was best. To let her go. For both their sakes.

His jaw ached and his blood boiled by the time he reached Daniel’s new house. No sign of Lemond or his wagon. Myles found the length of branch he’d been whittling away at for the past weeks. The face he had etched stared back at him with Nora’s eyes. Questioning.

I don’t understand.

He should tell her the truth and let the consequences come.

The figurine blurred behind a wall of moisture, and he turned from the beauty he had created…a beauty that couldn’t compare with the woman he’d left behind. The woman he could never have no matter how he ached for her. To belong with her. To give her everything she wished for—a home, children, and a husband who loved her.

Just as he loved her.

But he couldn’t fulfill her dreams. He couldn’t answer the hope that had glowed from those lovely eyes.

A trickle of warmth touched his cheek, and he brushed it away, refusing to let more fall. Tears were for women and babes.

He hurried into the barn. Seeking. Something.

A sack of grain sat against a wall, the size of a healthy man’s torso. The toe of his boot sank into the tight woven sack. If only it were higher.

A rope and large steel hook hung from a pulley and the rafters above. Anticipation surged through him as he tightened the rope at the top of the sack and dragged it toward the hook. Soon he had the rope pulled and tied off so the heavy sack dangled about four feet off the ground. He squared off with his “opponent” and set his stance, fists raised. He knew of only one use for his anger.
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Blood rushed in his ears, the thunder of his heart drowning out all else, knuckles burning with his chest...

“I’m glad that’s not me.”

Myles blinked the sweat from his eyes as he spun to the barn door. “Sam.” He laid his hand on the sack of wheat to slow its sway. “How long have you been there?”

“Long enough to be grateful I only got hit by one of your fists.”

Myles cringed, but Samuel winked.

“I’ve seen men fight before. You aren’t just throwing punches.” He stepped past and patted the dangling sack. “Where did you learn?”

Myles moved out of the way so his brother could have free access. “Boxing matches. Some of our officers were fond of the sport. I watched them. Learned what I could.”

Samuel’s smile faltered as his fist tapped against the heavy weave. “From the British?”

Myles nodded.

“Ever go against them?”

Not in the same way Samuel had, with musket and saber, but perhaps enough to appease his brother. “Aye.”

“Did you whip them?”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “Aye.” By the end, not many a man could remain standing against him. And in the ring, rank meant nothing.

Samuel’s grin returned. “You might have to teach me. There’s a man I wouldn’t mind giving a piece of his own.”

“Who?”

He waved Myles off. “No one of consequence. I came to ask you to come to sup with us this evening.”

“Is Joseph away?”

Samuel shook his head.

Anger resurfaced hot in Myles’s chest. “Did Hannah tell him? About me?”

“No. She’s been true to her word, but she’s done keeping this from Joseph. We both are. You have to trust us. She married a good man.”

“And a good friend of the one man who’ll not hesitate to put a musket ball through my head any more than he did to lay that whip to my back. Sergeant Lemond was over there today.” 

Samuel’s expression faltered. “How did you know that?”

“The question is, why haven’t you told me? You know who he is, what he did. He’s also the only man in the Continental Army who knows I’m not dead.”

“The war’s over.”

Myles gritted his teeth, weary of that argument. If only there was some truth to it. “Does Hannah have any idea who he is?”

“Of course not.”

“And Joseph?”

Samuel’s look of bravado fell away. A nod.

“Then how can you expect me to trust him after he’s offered a hand of welcome to the man who presumably had me executed?” Myles flexed his fists, itching to hit the sack again, but his knuckles already burned, raw from the coarseness of the fabric.

Another wagon’s approach broke the tension, and Samuel moved to look out the doorway. “Daniel and Lydia. They must have left shortly after I did.” He turned back. “What do I tell Hannah?”

“Tell her I’ll come after dark. I still don’t trust Joseph.” And had no plans to start.

Samuel left as quickly and quietly as he had come.

The slap of the cabin door slamming grabbed Myles from thoughts of his brother and their conversation.

Daniel strode in his direction, something in his hand.

Myles tensed as he neared. The book Nora had returned.

“She was here, wasn’t she?”

“She’s been here every other day or so. I’ve had nothing to do with it.”

Daniel shook the leather-bound volume at him. “I told you to—”

“All we did was talk. I didn’t want to hurt her.”

“If you didn’t want to hurt her, you would have stayed away from her in the first place. You give me no choice.”

Blood drained from Myles’s head. “What do you mean?”

“I have to tell her who you are.” Daniel turned.

Myles slumped against the wall as time dissipated before him. First Lemond. And now Nora would begin to understand. Maybe it was better this way. No more secrets. How long had he expected God to grant him?

Daniel looked back over his shoulder. “You don’t know she’ll tell anyone. I’ll ask her not to. But I can’t watch her throw herself after a—” He shook his head.

A Loyalist. A traitor to their cause. “Go ahead, say it.”

“A ghost.”

The words dug into his chest as none other could. A ghost is exactly what he had become. All he would remain after he left here. “I need a little more time.” He clamped his teeth to ward off the urge to beg.

Daniel glanced heavenward. “Fine. But you can’t work here any longer—as much as I’d like you to.” He pushed his hat back from his brow. “There was one man I talked with while over visiting with Joseph and Hannah. He’s about to start shingling his cabin—I sent him over so you could show him how you cut them. Did Mr. Lemond find you?”

“No.” Myles might have to thank God for that. If he’d still been working in the house—if Nora had not come—he might have been cornered. Nowhere to run. “Didn’t Samuel say anything?”

“About what? Samuel was off keeping the children occupied when we spoke.” Daniel’s eyes narrowed with thought. His voice carried the same depth. “He never came near Lemond.”

“Mayhap because he knows Sergeant Lemond was tasked with shooting his brother.”

Daniel’s jaw slackened. “Gerard Lemond is that same man?”

A single nod would have to suffice. Daniel was right. He couldn’t remain here.

Daniel paced the immediate area, tapping the book against his thigh. Then he froze. “Why have I not considered that before now?”

Myles tensed. “Considered what?”

“I do know someone else who requires that gift of yours.”

“Who?” Did Daniel not understand how precarious Myles’s position was?

“Don’t worry.” Daniel smiled ruefully. “I have no doubt you will get along well enough. You could tell him who you are to his face, and he’d not think to hold your past against you.”

 

~*~

 

As he did most every night, Myles watched from the woods until Joseph Garnet went with Hannah and the children to the cabin. Only then did Myles make his way to the barn. Samuel waited for him with a strong embrace, and Myles held on a little longer than usual. His time in the valley was coming to a close. He could feel it. Dreaded it.

“Will Hannah be able to come tonight?” he finally asked.

“She’ll try. But it’s becoming more and more difficult for her to get away. Joseph is not a complacent man. He suspects something’s amiss.”

But at least he didn’t know.

“Please let us tell him. You don’t know what this is doing to Hannah. She’s trying to honor her word to you, but asking her to deceive her husband…”

“She should have never married him!” Myles bit back his frustration. “Besides, it won’t be for much longer.” He mumbled the last.

“Until what?”

He balled his fist. “Daniel has threatened to tell Nora who I am.”

“Why Nora?” Samuel’s eyes widened. “She and you…?”

“Of course not. I mean, I’m fond of her, and she has shown some interest in forming an attachment, but such is out of the question.”

“Why out of the question? Nora Reid is a fine woman.”

“I can’t argue that, but she’s so…”

“Beautiful?” Samuel grinned.

“Patriotic. To this Union of States you’ve formed. To this land. A rebel as far as Britain and the Crown are concerned.”

“And to you?”

The war suddenly seemed an awfully long time ago. But Nora…who could be certain what she felt?

“Maybe you need to be the one to tell her.”

A burst of air broke free in the form of a laugh before Myles could rein it in.

Samuel shook his head. “I’ve had worse ideas.”

“I disagree.” He didn’t want to think about what Nora’s reaction to his identity might be. The disgust. The anger. The rejection. Besides, there were more pressing matters. “Unless you plan to remain here.”

His brother cocked his head. “Why should I not remain in the valley?”

“Because there is so much more territory out there. Remember Pa always talked about exploring past the Great Lakes, maybe into the Ohio Valley? We could go together. We’ll have no limits. Nothing to hold us back.” No wife or children. No home. No one to care if they ever returned.

“The frown on your face makes your argument less than convincing.”

Myles shook off the melancholy and forced a smile. “Come on. Remember how restless Pa got. Especially in the spring. If not for Mama and us young’uns, he would have gone.” He clapped Samuel on the shoulder. “That’s why we should go now. We’re both free.”

Samuel ducked his head. “I have plans.”

“What plans?” He didn’t want to leave alone.

“Rose. Nora’s sister.”

“But…isn’t she already promised to Levi Acker?” Myles might owe the man a thank you after all.

Samuel’s eyes sparked. “No. Acker’s spoken to her father, but she’s promised to refuse him.”

Myles held up his hands in surrender. For now. It seemed Rose had yet to tell Samuel of her betrothal, and Myles did not wish to be the bearer of such news. He would wait until the deed was done and then re-extend the invitation to his brother. An adventure was the best ointment for an aching heart.

At least one could hope.

The door behind Myles swooshed open, and Hannah hurried inside. “I told Joseph I needed to fetch Samuel for supper.” She clutched Myles’s arms. “Come with us.”

Her eyes speared him with their pleading, but he shook his head, instead drawing her into the embrace he wanted.

Hannah’s arms slipped around his torso, tightening around him. “I hate meeting like this.”

The open door slapped against the wall as though tossed wider with a gust of wind…or a livid husband finding his wife in the arms of a stranger.

“What is the meaning of this, Hannah?” Joseph growled, but the hurt was evident, too.

Myles sidestepped around his sister.

Eyes thin slits, Joseph glared, his knuckles showing how near he was to striking out. “You’re Mathew Crawford, aren’t you? Daniel’s help. What are you doing with my wife?”

“I would think that evident.” Myles couldn’t contain a smirk at how truly awful his words probably sounded to a man like Joseph, having no context for the embrace he’d caught them in. On impulse, Myles reached out and caught a loose strand of Hannah’s hair, letting it slowly slip through his fingers.

A muscle in Joseph’s jaw ticked, and Myles started his dodge, easily missing Joseph’s fist. He replied with a quick cross to Joseph’s face—his reward for marrying Hannah. The hit slowed Joseph only slightly. An uppercut grazed Myles’s torso, but he returned a jab followed with another cross, his full weight behind the last punch as it contacted Joseph’s jaw.

“Stop!”

Joseph faltered at his wife’s scream, but only momentarily, before throwing another fist.

Myles was halfway through a fake when a yank from behind pulled him off balance.

Samuel.

Joseph’s knuckles seared Myles’s cheek.

Momentum landed all three of them in a pile of arms and legs and fists.

Joseph made it to his feet first, and Hannah clutched a hold on his arms. “It’s Myles!”

He panted. “What?”

“Myles is alive.” She threw her arms around her husband. “Myles is alive.”

The anger dissolved into confusion as Joseph twisted.

Myles pushed off the ground and offered his brother a hand. Then faced the man who had far too much control over his length of stay in the valley. One word from Joseph to Lemond—or anyone—and Myles would have no choice but leave. Forever.

“I don’t understand. You’re supposed to be dead.”

“You say it as though you planned it. Or at least wanted it.” Myles worked to catch his breath. “But why wouldn’t you? With me out of the way, you easily helped yourself to the rest of my family.”

“How could you say that, Myles?” Hannah protested, keeping hold on her husband’s arm.

“He’s free to say what he thinks.” Joseph held his jaw as he worked it. Probably smarted something fierce. “But, no…” He leveled a look at Myles. “I didn’t want you dead. Not because I cared anything for you personally, mind you, but Hannah had already endured enough heartache. Learning of your death broke her heart.”

At least the man was honest. Myles had to respect that. “Well, since I am alive, now what?”

“I suggest we take this discussion into the house before the children get into any mischief.”

Hannah gasped and rushed to lead the way. Apparently in the ruckus, she’d not considered who watched her children.

Joseph nodded for Myles to proceed, and then followed with Samuel. If not for his brother’s presence, turning his back on Joseph would not have been Myles’s choice. No matter what his siblings thought of Joseph Garnet, Myles didn’t trust the man.
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Nora massaged her right shoulder on her way back to the cabin to help with the noonday meal. For the past three days she’d worked tirelessly…yet her mind continued to wander to amazingly dark eyes and the smile that had lit Mathew’s face and melted her heart.

She blew out her frustration. Forget him. That’s what she needed to do. The quicker Mathew Crawford left the valley the better. As it was, she was stuck here with her betraying thoughts, and nothing to help push them away. Not even a book. Though she doubted she’d be able to focus on printed words any better now than she had for the past month. Ever since he’d come.

“Neck bothering you?” Mama asked from where she hung clothes on the line.

Nora shook her head. “Strained my shoulder swinging the scythe.” Not that cutting the first of the wheat was a hard task, only repetitive.

“Remind me and I’ll rub it down with some salve tonight before bed.”

“Yes, Mama.” She paused and leaned into the tree holding the end of the laundry line.

Mama hung Papa’s shirt before turning a concerned look her way. “Did something happen between you and Mr. Crawford?”

Nora straightened. “No.” If only. “Why do you ask?”

“You’ve seemed so unhappy since your last visit to Daniel’s.” Mama dried off her hands on her apron. “I worry for you.”

“No reason for it. I’m just tired. So much work to be done. Papa’s knee is getting better, but he still needs to be careful.”

Mama patted her arm and gave a small but knowing smile. “Your mood has nothing to do with the fields or your pa’s leg.”

Bark dug into Nora’s spine as she sagged against the tree.

“You’re keen on Mr. Crawford. Have been from the start.”

She’d given her heart freely and now reaped the reward. “Not that it matters. He’ll leave soon, so any form of attachment would be imprudent.” She could still hear the determination in his voice as he’d told her as much.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

So am I. Seemed a sweeping romance wasn’t all that great after all. Obviously, life was meant to be more practical. At least, her life.

“There will be other men, Nora. You’re still young.”

“At five and twenty before the end of summer, Mama? How is that young? And I know remaining unmarried is all my fault.” She ducked her head. “I had opportunities.”

“Perhaps. At times I was upset over your choices, your stubbornness…but now I see God’s mercy in this. Soon Rose will be gone, leaving none but you to help your pa. I don’t know how we would manage without you.”

That would be her fate then. She would stay in her parents’ home and care for them as they aged. She would fill her heart with her nieces and nephews and leave romance to novels. Very well, Lord. She blinked back the sudden swell of moisture and turned toward the cabin. “I should wash up.”

“Nora…”

The familiar creak of an axle drew both their gazes to the road. Daniel directed his wagon toward them and then jumped down to help his wife and the girls to the ground.

“Where is Pa?”

“Checking the corn in the south field,” Nora answered, grabbing up Grace before the little girl could crash into her legs. “Will you join us for dinner?”

“Thank you, but we came to help not to be a burden.” Lydia gave her skirts a shake to shed the dust from her hem.

“Yes,” Daniel said, climbing back onto the wagon seat. “You have us for the rest of the day, so put us to work.” He clicked his tongue and drove the horses out past the barn.

Mama lifted Margery into a hug while addressing Lydia. “I imagined with your own land and building the house you would be too busy to spend so much time here.”

“We are doing well enough.” Lydia smiled. “What a blessing from the Lord Mr. Crawford has proved to be.”

Nora refused to comment. “I’ll take Grace with me to fix something for dinner.” She started away.

“I’ll come give you a hand.” Lydia followed a couple steps. “Would you like to help your grandmother with the laundry, Marg?”

Nora stole a glance back at the little girl’s eager nod. Margery didn’t run over to the basket, though. Instead she gently passed her mother what looked like a swaddled baby.

“Can you keep her safe for me, Mama?”

“Of course.” Lydia took the doll and continued after Nora.

In the cabin, Nora set Grace on a chair to watch. Then she washed her hands before dropping the dough Mama had started that morning onto the table. Nora rammed her fists into the soft mixture. Too many questions pestered like the flies outside. How was Mathew? Did he seem content? Had he mentioned her? After weeks of working there, did Lydia not think him a good man?

“The girls and I have missed seeing you. I saw you returned the Vicar of Wakefield. What did you think of the tale?” Lydia circled the table to come beside her.

“Not very much, actually.”

“Really? I thought you would enjoy it.”

Perhaps she would have if her mind had not been so preoccupied. “I simply haven’t had much time for reading of late.”

Lydia settled into a chair. “I suppose not.”

“I’ll borrow it again once harvest is over.” There would be less to keep her busy once winter came…and Mathew left.

“You know you are more than welcome to.”

Grace poked at the dough, and Nora pulled off a smaller piece for her to play with. The room lapsed into silence but not a comfortable one. Something hung between them. Something unspoken. Nora had done well at putting Lydia’s past from her mind and refused to breach that topic now, but perhaps her sister-in-law had insights into someone else’s secrets.

“Can you tell me something?” Nora’s voice squeaked, and she cleared her throat.

“If I’m able.” Lydia leaned her side into the table, her hands laid over the swell of her stomach. She watched Nora much too closely.

“Mr. Crawford…”

Lydia began to nod.

“Do you know why Daniel is still so opposed?” She had thought time would have softened his stance, not solidified it.

Lydia sighed “After your last visit—and seeing his reaction—I did ask him to tell me his reasons. And he did…” Her eyes held apology. “But not until I swore not to breathe a word of it to anyone. Including you.”

Nora’s fists sank into the dough. What could be so horrible to be kept such a secret? “Why?”

“I know the reason…but that doesn’t mean I understand it or agree with it.” Lydia glanced to the open door, her next words barely whispered. “The war is over.”

The war? Was it his nightmares, his moments of panic? Or had something else happened?

Her mother’s and Margery’s entrance saved her from her puzzling. Mama moved to wash her hands, and Margery made a beeline to where her doll sat on the edge of the table. Only it wasn’t her old doll with the torn arm, but a wooden one etched with remarkable detail. Margery pulled her free from the blanket.

“Did you see the doll Mr. Crawford made for me?” she asked, holding the carved beauty up for inspection.

Nora’s breath caught at the elegant workmanship portrayed in the piece. The delicate features of the face, the hair falling in wooden waves over her shoulders, long skirts, hands clasped demurely in front.

“See how he made the arms so they won’t get broken so easily. But Gracie can’t play with her anyway. She’s too little still.”

“Your doll is beautiful.” Nora reached out for the figurine, the need to touch Mathew’s masterpiece real.

“’Course she is. She’s you.”

What? Nora took the doll to hand, not daring to believe the child’s easy assertion.

“I agree,” Lydia said with a slight smile. She touched Nora’s arm. “Look at her eyes. The smile on her lips. A woman in love,” Lydia whispered in her ear. “I can only guess what that man was feeling while carving such details.”

Nora’s heart thudded. “May I borrow your doll for a moment, Margery?” But she didn’t wait for more than a nod. She needed air. She needed to escape these four walls that suddenly confined her. She started toward the river but quickly changed course toward the south field. Papa was up on the seat of the wagon next to Daniel and headed her way. She lengthened her stride to shorten the distance.

“Papa, can you take the wagon the rest of the way? I need to speak with Daniel.”

The men exchanged a glance before Daniel handed the reins over and jumped to the ground. He nodded at Papa to proceed.

Nora didn’t wait for him to get out of earshot. “Why are you against us?”

“Against whom?” His gaze found the doll, and his expression hardened.

“Why? Why don’t you want me to find someone to love? Why don’t you want me to be happy?”

“I do want you to be happy. That’s the reason I’m trying to keep you safe from that man. He can’t stay here with you, Nora. Let him go.”

“But you know why he has to go. So tell me that much.”

His mouth opened and then clamped closed with a shake of his head. “He is the one you need to ask.”

Only Mathew hadn’t been very forthcoming in the past. Nora tightened her grip on the doll. What if he hadn’t meant the lady to look like her? What if he was trying to make it look like Margery—they had many similar features.

She turned and started walking.

“You won’t find him that way?”

“What?”

“I asked him to leave after your last meeting with him.”

“He’s gone?” The news slammed her with the realization that she hadn’t been ready to let him go. Not yet. Not without any answers.

“Only as far as Wyndham’s and only during the day. Reckoned it would be foolish to let the man go when we’re in such need of real pews for the church.”
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Myles ran his palm over the walnut plank he had just finished smoothing. Hard not to feel some satisfaction in the quality of his work. He often had to pause with the sense of wonder at how easily the skills and techniques his pa taught him returned even after so many years.

A shadow crossed over his work.

“‘Seest a man diligent in his business? He shall stand before kings.’” Andrew Wyndham moved to stroke the length of wood. “Mr. Reid did not exaggerate your craft.”

Myles nodded his acknowledgement. He wasn’t yet sure of what to make of the settlement’s pastor. When he’d told Hannah and Samuel of the change, they’d only praised the man. But then, he was married to Joseph’s sister. Most interesting was the history they gave of him. A British captain, until wounded and left for dead after the battle of Oriskany—the battle that had killed Myles’s father.

“God works in mysterious and great ways.”

Myles looked to the man with a raised brow. What did God have to do with anything?

“You’re not a believing man, are you?”

He shook his head. Most days he wasn’t sure what to make of God. Sometimes it was simply easier to ignore the possibility of one.

“Have you ever given God much thought?”

“I’ve endeavored not to.” Not exactly true, but maybe it would discourage further conversation.

“Ahh.” The pastor sounded far too sure of himself in that simple sound.

“I have work to do.”

Wyndham cracked a smile. “Don’t we all? Even Christ was a trained carpenter. As noble an occupation as there is.”

“I won’t argue with that. My pa taught me everything I know, and a good man he was.”

“Where is your family now?”

A cabin not three miles away. But Myles couldn’t very well say that. So he turned the plank so he could finish the other side.

Wyndham passed Myles the tool he’d been using to smooth the plank—a curved-iron plane. “Forgive my intrusion.”

Only it didn’t feel like an intrusion. The man was not prying him for information. His voice held genuine interest in Myles as though the man cared about a complete stranger after a few short days. Never mind the strange kinship Myles felt for the man because they had once fought on the same side. Wyndham would have been one of the British officers over Pa and the other Loyalists at Oriskany.

“Not much of my family survived the war.” Myles could offer that much.

“My deepest condolences.” Wyndham clasped Myles’s shoulder and met his gaze. “It is a hard thing to lose loved ones.”

The compassion in his voice clasped Myles’s chest, and he nodded, but it was time to redirect the conversation. “I suppose you had family in England you gave up in order to stay here.”

“I surrendered a whole life, but the Lord has granted me threefold what I lost. My wife and children, friends, and even this church. How much better it has been to trust my fate to Him who has a plan for each of us. ‘For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil.’”

“So you think the Lord has a plan for me, too? Thoughts of peace?” A foreign concept with the war that still raged through him and through his mind.

“I believe God desires good for each of us. And He will give it to us if we let Him.”

Myles flipped the plank and thrust the blade up the board, skimming off a thin layer of splintered wood. It curled and fell away. “I’m not holding Him back.”

“Are you sure?”

His next stroke faltered. “I…”

“The Lord said, ‘Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear My voice, and open the door…’” Wyndham’s voice softened as though he extended an invitation, “‘I will come in to him.’ Christ is waiting, but you have to open the door.”

Myles set his focus on his work, but the thought of peace prodded him with longing. Thankfully, the other man backed away and busied himself with cleaning scrap wood from the area. Soon the only sound interrupting Myles’s thoughts was the scrape of his plane. Not enough to keep his mind from wandering to the few moments of peace he’d experienced when losing himself in whittling a wooden figurine. Or forgetting himself in Nora’s arms. Could God offer him more?

If only God could give him Nora.

For the next hour, not much passed between the men as they worked together to construct the first complete bench. The pastor sat down, the creases in his cheeks and the light in his green eyes revealing his pleasure. “Shall we place it where it belongs?”

Myles answered by taking hold of his end, while waiting for Wyndham to do the same with the opposite. They lifted together and started toward the church doors. Myles couldn’t remember the last time he’d set foot inside a church…if ever. Halfway through the threshold, Wyndham stopped and motioned with his head to the roadway.

Only then did Myles hear the shuffling of approaching footsteps. He twisted, almost dropping the bench. His breath caught.

Strolling toward them, chin jutted with determination, wisps of hair at her neck, was Miss Nora Reid.

If he’d ever need God’s intervention, that time was now.

 

~*~

 

“God give me strength.” Nora whispered, doing her best not to turn back.

Something about seeing him there, balancing the end of a bench, his expression tottering between longing and panic...

She shouldn’t be here. She should have honored his wishes. And she would. As soon as he gave her a real reason to.

“Good day, Nora,” Andrew called out, the easiness of his voice soothing some of the anxiety rising in her. “Are you here to see Rachel?”

So tempting to nod and head to the cabin instead. She’d rather visit with Rachel and the children than bare her heart to a man who’d already turned her away. But she cleared her throat and shook her head.

Andrew appeared momentarily confused and then looked at Mathew. He smiled. “Why not set this pew down right here, Mr. Crawford. It shall be fine as it is. Not polite to leave a lady waiting.”

Mathew moved a little slower with his side, but finally, the bench touched the ground.

Andrew disappeared inside the church.

Mathew lowered onto the seat.

“My apologies. I know you don’t want to see me but…” But how to voice what roared inside of her. “Daniel said I should speak to you.”

His head came up. “About what?”

The question pressed at the back of her throat, but she’d advance from a different direction this time. “Margery showed me the doll you made her.”

Mathew held her gaze but said nothing.

“She’s beautiful.”

A simple nod.

Why, Mathew? Why make her look like me? Why run from these feelings growing in both of us? Why let the war take more from you than it already has? Instead, she leaned into the wall of the church. “I only have one more question.”

His jaw tensed.

“Why did you kiss me?”

Something disarmed in his expression. His brow wrinkled.

But any change of heart he might be having was too late. Tears pressed against the back of her eyes, and she refused to let him see them again. She shouldn’t have come. Nora turned and started back to the road. No more grasping at straws. She needed to accept that God had other plans for her life.

 

~*~

 

Myles’s legs itched to go after her. But for what purpose? To confess his lie to her, tell her his real identity? Would it make her feel any better? Maybe. Contempt was less painful than unrequited love.

“She’s a fine woman.” Wyndham said as he sat on the pew beside him. “Finer than most.”

“I agree.”

“That doesn’t explain why you’re letting her walk away.”

“We’re too different.” Loyalties now irrelevant still separated them.

Wyndham’s chuckle held no humor. “I used to consider that a great obstacle as well. Upbringing. Place in society. Political views. A strong blow to my skull was required for the Good Lord to have His way. He helped me see that none of that really mattered. Faith, yes. Love. Respect. But if the Lord is capable of joining an independent American Patriot with a proud British captain, then how can we not believe in miracles?”

Myles stared after Nora’s departing form fading into the woods.

“Is that the difference?” Wyndham asked.

“What?”

“Political.”

Myles stiffened.

“Of course.” The man’s voice held too much understanding. “That is why Daniel said we should get along well. Because we had that much in common. You were a Loyalist.”

No questioning. Just a confident assertion. Myles’s silence would only confirm it all.

“Wait. You cannot be…you do have family in the settlement. A sister and a brother. That is why you are here.”

Myles shot to his feet. Who knew what other secrets this man of God would deduce if he didn’t leave immediately?

“Myles.”

He froze.

“I do not judge a man for his past and am grateful for the same courtesy.”

“I do not care if you judge me. I have no apology for my loyalties.”

“Nor would I expect you to. Especially loyalties to your family. That’s who you wish to protect, is it not? Hannah and Samuel?”

“Though I’d not mind keeping my own skin in the process.”

Wyndham leaned back and folded his arms as though still contemplating what he’d uncovered. “Hence the need to distance yourself from the lovely Miss Reid.”

“Evidently.” Myles folded his arms to match the other man’s, not sure what else to do with them.

“And you do not think you have judged the young lady too harshly? King George and the Continental Congress let go of their differences as far as these states are concerned.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Even if remaining here is not an option you are open to, will you not so much as consider that she may be willing to leave with you?”

Myles rocked back on his heels. Nora, willing to follow him? Leave her family and beloved valley for him?

“Don’t be too quick to assume anything, Mr. Crawford. The Lords works in wondrous and mysterious ways.”

Perhaps He did, but would He work for Myles in that way? Or was he on his own?
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Nora paused as soon as home came into sight. This was her fate then—to remain in her parents’ home, to be a blessing. She should not begrudge the Lord the calling He’d given her, but she couldn’t help the tears falling along with what hopes she had clung to until now, leaving such loneliness.

Give me strength, Lord. Please give me strength.

And happiness, too.

She had a good life here. It was a sin to complain. No more pining over a man who would never be hers.

“Nora.”

Her name whispered through the trees. For a moment she questioned if she had even heard it, but she glanced behind.

Mathew pushed through the heavy foliage and stepped into full sight. His shirtsleeves billowed, his coat and hat absent. “I should not have let you go like that.”

She wouldn’t argue. But she still didn’t know if she even trusted her senses. Surely, she only imagined him standing there looking apologetic.

Then he drew near and his fingers brushed her cheek, coming away moist. “Forgive me.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I may have been mistaken.”

“About?”

A smile touched his mouth. He cupped her face with his palm. “A lot of things. I might still be, and this might be the worst mistake either of us has ever made.”

“What—”

His mouth found hers as his hands slid around her, surrounding her, bracing her against him. The slow caress of his lips spoke of intent. Not just a need for her and the comfort she had to offer, but a promise.

If only she could be sure what promise he made.

Oh, Lord let this be true. He wasn’t telling her good-bye this time, he was asking her a question.

She asked him one in return, intertwining her fingers at the nape of his neck. Will you stay?

Eyes closed, she let herself submerge into his kiss, the strength of his arms, until he drew away enough to tuck her under his chin and against his chest. His heart pounded in her ear.

“I never want to hurt you, Nora, but I need you to be patient with me.”

“Of course.” She tightened her hold. “I only wish for your happiness.” And his healing. She let her hands steal across his back, over the crisscross of scars.

Mathew stiffened away from her.

“Don’t. Please.” You need to trust me. Let me in.

“I’m trying.” Mathew took her hands and led her deeper into the woods to where a fallen tree lay across a weathered deer trail.

Nora sat with one knee up so she could face him as he straddled the log. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“For what?”

“For coming back.”

He opened his mouth…then released a long sigh. “There is more I need to tell you, to explain.”

And she wanted to know it all, but she could sense his hesitation. He had asked her for patience. “When you are ready.”

The gratitude in his expression melted her. She touched his face, whiskers coarse beneath her fingers. Strange how she hardly felt them when they’d kissed. Hard to feel anything but the warmth and moisture of his lips that set her own to fire.

As though reading her thoughts, or perhaps following her gaze to his mouth, Mathew tipped forward and pressed a slow kiss against her lips. She could never imagine tiring of his touch or of feeling so loved. Losing herself in this moment and in his embrace was too easy.

She broke contact and smiled. Probably time to move her thoughts and their conversation to safer ground.

“How do you enjoy working with Andrew Wyndham, our gentleman pastor?”

Mathew returned the smile. “He seems a good man.”

“He is. A very good man. We are blessed to have him.”

“Even though he was once a British captain?”

Nora raised a brow. “Do you hold that against him?” Reaching out, she intertwined her fingers with his. “The important thing is he gave up his loyalties to England and the Crown. He’s ridden with and stood by the others to protect our valley.”

Mathew nodded, but the smile faded from his face.

“You should join us for our Sabbath meeting. Hear his words, his knowledge of the Bible and how he opens the meaning of scriptures so that even a child can understand.”

That brought a chuckle. “His sermons are not constrained to within the walls of the church.”

She laughed, knowing how naturally Andrew worked topics of the spirit into everyday conversation. “I take it you’ve already received one or two.”

“Aye.”

“And that’s what makes him such a great man—the fact his faith in God is very much a part of who he is.”
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Myles looked at Nora’s hands, so relaxed in his. “God is important to you, isn’t He?”

“Very.”

“Then I shall do my best to believe as well.”

The smile spreading across her face and the moisture in her eyes filled him, rewarding him in a way he had never considered. If only he could be as good a man as Andrew Wyndham in her eyes, but he would always fall short. She’d not judge him for his fledgling faith, he sensed that, but the British officer had changed his loyalties and embraced their cause. Something Myles would never do. He was not ashamed of his service to the Crown, of following in Pa’s footsteps.

“What are you thinking?” Nora touched the corner of his mouth, now downturned.

She wasn’t ready to know the truth. Or at least, he wasn’t ready to tell her. Not yet. He wanted to hold to his hope, and her affection, a little while longer.

“It’s the war, isn’t it? One minute you’re here with me, and the next you’re far away, perhaps in the middle of a battle, fighting for your life. Where do you go?”

Exactly where she believed him—Myles Cunningham—to be. In a grave.

She ran her fingers down his sleeve. “I know someone hurt you very badly. Maybe worse than what remains. Let me take some of the burden you carry.”

Myles shook his head. She wanted to help him, but how could he share it with her—someone who would likely agree with the punishment meted if she knew that her precious Continental Army was the party responsible. More likely she would see him as the villain. He had rebelled. He had deserted.

“Nothing you tell me will make me care for you less. Or think of you differently.”

He clamped his jaw against a bitter laugh. His confidence in Wyndham’s suggestion waned. He could see a hundred questions building behind Nora’s lovely, but ever inquisitive eyes.

“I’m not afraid of what you might tell me.”

Yet there was fear in her eyes, too. And compassion. Perhaps the fear there really was on his behalf—that he would withdraw, close her out, retreat once again. But she wasn’t letting him. Her hand moved up his chest and then circled to the back of his neck. The tip of one finger found a scar and followed it downward beneath his shirt’s collar.

“Was it very painful?”

“Like flames lapping at your skin, cutting deep into your muscle.” Tearing. Ripping. Lash after lash. Sergeant Lemond was not a small man, and the leather of the whip had soon felt more like knives.

“But you survived.”

That time. It had only been a warning. The second time they had caught him, they had decided to offer no such mercy.

Dig.

The handle of the spade dug into his already calloused palms. Sweat rolled from his forehead and stung his eyes, mingling with tears he was trying hard not to shed. He wouldn’t let the man see how afraid he was. How terrified he was of dying.

“Mathew?”

He blinked and saw Nora staring at him. His fingers worked unsteadily to loosen the length of linen wrapping his neck as a cravat. Even with the strip of cloth completely removed and his collar hanging open, his throat still felt as though held in a vice…tightening.

“Mathew.” Her hand cooled his chest, laid against bare skin. “May I see?”

See? The scars?

He wanted to refuse, to fasten his collar and walk away, to keep hiding the memories and the vulnerability that rose within him at the mention of his marked back.

But Nora touched the side of his face…and then the other…her thumbs smoothing along his jaw, her lips brushing his. Her kiss no longer held desire, but was gentler, like a summer’s breeze or a whisper that she understood his hesitation and would not judge him for his weakness.

Moisture rose to his eyes as he drew the shirt over his head. And turned from her.

Her quick intake of breath was like another lash across his back, but he held rigid, not allowing himself to flinch. She touched him. The tips of her fingers traced downward, diagonal across his spine, following a trail left by a sharp strip of leather, lighting nerves that had never fully healed.

Myles clamped his eyes against the sensation and the longing her touch and acceptance swelled within him. He clenched the shirt in his hands.

Her breath warmed his neck before her mouth pressed a kiss to where a scar ended. “I’m sorry.”

A tremble moved through him, and he slowly rotated to her. What had she to be sorry for?

“There’s more, isn’t there?” Her hand slid down his arm until it found his fingers to grasp. “I see it in your face.”

“More?”

“More to what happened. More that haunts you.”

Myles swallowed, but words clogged his throat. More. “They ordered me to dig my own grave.” Led him out in the middle of the night with the understanding that dawn would bring death.

Nora guided him forward until their heads met, her fingers sank into his hair. “You were captured during a battle?”

He felt himself nod. The battle had taken place in this very settlement. Captured and forced to serve the enemies of his family. “I tried to escape.”

She slid closer, her hands coming to brace his shoulders. For some reason he could no longer stay his tongue. Words continued to spill from him.

“The first time they brought me back, they stripped off my shirt and tied me down. Twenty lashes. They said they were being generous. Because I was so young. But I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t serve them.”

“You tried to escape a second time.”

He nodded and breathed her in. Her scent, her arms around him, held him in the present. But only barely. The darkness surrounded him. The panic rose in his chest. “This time when I was brought back, they decided I was too much trouble. Best to make an example of me. I was to be executed at dawn. Shot. But they also wished to save themselves the trouble of digging me a grave. All night I dug, knowing exactly what I was doing, knowing there was no way to escape.”

“But you did. You did escape.”

He shook his head. “Just before dawn, Sergeant Le…” Myles caught himself. He couldn’t reveal that much. Not until all else was told. “The sergeant ordered me out of the hole I’d dug. He put the barrel of his pistol to my head.” The cool steel—he could feel it even now.

If you ever come back to the Mohawk Valley, lad, I will put a ball through your skull. As far as anyone is concerned, you are dead.

The pistol discharged, reverberating through him.

Run, lad. And don’t ever look back.

Myles gasped a breath. He was alive. And he was being told to go. Still, as he raced away into the darkness, he braced for a ball to the back. It never came.

“What happened?”

Myles blinked at the feminine voice warming his ear. For a moment, he tottered between the past and present. Nora touched his face, and he focused on her.

“God saw fit to spare my life.”

He hadn’t seen it as such before, but was there any other explanation?

For the first time since he was that boy, peace settled into his center. Was that God, too, or the woman who had taken up residence in his heart?
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Nora held tight as Mathew’s heart slowed its rhythm. He held her in return, no longer trembling as he had. A calmness had settled into him. She looked up at his face to see his expression relaxed.

“You said you were young. How old were you?”

“Not quite seventeen.” He whispered the words, but they filled the space between them.

So young. No wonder it had affected him so deeply. “No wonder the nightmares.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t have nightmares after that. Not for years.” His brow furrowed, and she sensed his questioning. “Not until I was digging graves for others. I spent a full month with that duty. Then the nightmares came.” He stared past her, his gaze focused on something unseen. “Over the years, they grew more real. And then followed me. Haunting even in the daylight hours.”

The look in his eye and hollowness of his voice chased a chill down her spine. That’s where he went. That’s why the fear. Reliving, over and over, the moment he’d stared death in the face. Scars his mind wore just as surely as his back.

“Thank you.”

“For what?” She had done nothing but listen to his tale.

He answered with a kiss to her temple, but the warmth extended through the whole of her. Oh, how she loved this man! Was there any other explanation for the surge of anticipation and longing within her? The desire for him to never let her go? She turned her head to find his mouth with her own. She wanted no doubt left in his mind how she felt.

He answered her with a passion that left her breathless and hungry for more. She ached for him. And, surely, he felt the same? Surely, he wanted her as much.

Mathew broke their kiss only momentarily as he pulled her up from the log, his shirt left behind. He smiled as he ran his fingers along her hairline and behind her ear. They traced the ridges, and his focus shifted. Wonder lighting his gaze, he kissed her ear, then her neck. His hands sank deeper into her hair, and then began removing her hairpins one at a time until her tresses fell free.

“You are so beautiful.”

Hard to think of anything but the man before her as his gaze continued its tour. While Nora enjoyed the appreciation she saw in his eye, she wasn’t done with his kisses. She slid her hands around his neck and found his mouth. She had never imagined such an overpowering feeling, a need to be held, to be loved by a man. How close she had been to giving up on him...on her dream of romance. Now she refused to let go.

He was hers.

And she was his.

Mathew’s body pressed against hers as his hands continued…wandering.

Wait. A warning sounded in her brain, breaking through the passion of the moment. They needed to slow down, take their time.

She tried to release him, but he held her fast. His mouth wandered from her lips, trailing down her jaw to her neck. The warmth of his bare chest soaked through her gown.

Wait.

“Mathew.”

He kissed her collarbone and snagged the tie to her bodice between two fingers, drawing it loose.

No.

This wasn’t right. This wasn’t love. Was it?

No!

Love was commitment and marriage, struggling together to build a life within God’s laws.

Love was pure.

Nora tried to push away, but Mathew held her captive. His touch so pleasant…

But not now.

Not here.

“Please.”

Her palm collided with the side of his face.

Mathew loosened his hold. Then faltered back a step.

She hugged herself and shook her head. His wounded look cut her, but she stood her ground. Love was commitment. Love was pure.

Breaths in heavy rasps, he stared at her, the confusion fading from his expression until only stone remained. He pivoted on his heel and grabbed his shirt. With a few long strides he was gone.

A trembled passed through her. Then another. How could she have been so blind, so focused on the illusion of what she wanted, that she’d not seen the truth? He didn’t love her. Not really, or he would have already promised to stay, promised a future.

And what did she feel for him? Compassion. Empathy. Desire…but love?

Did she even know what real love was?

 

~*~

 

Myles couldn’t seem to catch his breath, but neither could he stop walking. Far past the Wyndhams and the church—that was the last thing his conscience needed right now. He knew enough of God to know that what he’d done, what he was about to do, was wrong. A sin not only against God, but against a sweet, innocent woman. He deserved a ball through the head if he stole her purity.

He punched his arms into his shirt, yanking it over his head as he wandered down to the river and crouched at the shoreline. The cold water washed the sweat down his face and the back of his neck. Trickles continued lower, soaking through his shirt, but he didn’t care, hardly noticed. All he could think about was the questioning in her eyes. And the apology.

He was the one who owed an apology.

But maybe it would be best if he left instead.

Cooled considerably, Myles started toward the Garnet farm. Hannah and Samuel expected him tonight, but he couldn’t wait that long. Except, by the time he reached the edge of their property, any desire for conversation had fled. He stood undecided for several minutes before turning toward the Reids. He cut through the woods, past the remains of his family’s cabin. Charred and broken.

He kept walking. Thankfully, neither Daniel nor Lydia was in sight, and he jogged to the barn where the sack of grain hung just as he’d left it. His knuckles were still raw from demonstrating to Samuel what he’d learned about boxing, but Myles didn’t care. Neither did he care about his lack of stance as he threw his anger and frustration into the sack. He hardly noticed the growing ache in his arms. The pain in his hands. Or the blood staining the burlap with each strike.

All he could think about was Nora.

“Myles?”

He spun to the door and Daniel who filled it. Myles panted. Perspiration soaked his shirt and dripped from his face.

“Where is your horse?”

Tied at the church. He hadn’t even considered the animal until now. Nor his hat and coat.

“What happened?”

Myles shook his head. He wasn’t about to confess to Daniel.

“What did you do?”

Was his guilt so obvious? “You really want to know? I broke my promise to you. I love your sister.” He swung and plowed his first into the sack. Pain ripped through his raw knuckles, and he was helpless against a short cry.

“Does she know?”

Myles shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe.” Or she thought him a blackguard.

“Have you told her who you are?”

He laid his hand on the sack, halting its sway. Hopefully another shake of his head would suffice. Though with all he had told Nora today, how long would it take her to put the pieces together?

Daniel’s footsteps led away.

Myles couldn’t blame the man for fetching his musket. Or maybe he was off to tell Nora everything. If she confided in her brother, for sure he’d be back with the gun.

While logic bespoke taking his leave now, Myles only made it as far as the wall. He leaned into the solid wood and waited, though for what, he wasn’t sure. He braced himself at Daniel’s return.

“Come on out into the light.”

Ignoring his bloodied fists, Myles followed Daniel’s order but stopped short at the sight of the basin of water. A cloth draped over his arm. Daniel set the basin on the ground and sat on one of the logs that remained from Samuel’s load.

“Let’s see those hands.”

“What are you doing?”

Daniel tweaked a rueful smile and waved Myles to join him. “Honestly, my first instinct might have been to beat you to the ground, but you’ve already done that to yourself. Besides, I’ve seen enough to know I don’t want to match fists with you.”

Myles still didn’t move. “That doesn’t explain why you’d want to help me. After what I just told you.”

“Come wash your hands and we’ll talk.”

Though quite sure he didn’t want to talk, Myles sank onto the log and submerged his hands in the warm water. The initial sting suggested the basin contained more than just water. Salt, if his sense of smell was anything to go by. “You’re right. I should leave.”

“And what about Nora?”

“My leaving is what’s best for her, isn’t it? That’s what you want.”

Daniel stared at his own hands. “I used to think so. But maybe I was wrong.”

After shaking the now pink water from his fingers, Myles took the cloth Daniel offered.

“You can rip that in strips to bind your hands.” 

He did so. “What do you want from me?”

“I want you to tell Nora the truth. I want it to come from you. If she loves you despite that, then…” Daniel dusted off his palms and stood. “Then I won’t stand in your way.”

He dumped the water from the basin and strode back to his cabin.

Feet rooted to the earth, Myles stared after him long after he’d disappeared inside. Myles did owe Nora the truth. If she would let him anywhere near her after today.
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Try as she might, Nora could not scrub her mind of the hardened look on Mathew’s face before he’d walked away from her. She recognized his anger well. No doubt he had not liked her rejection or the slap across his face. But while she ached from loss, she could not regret her actions. Only regretted that he wasn’t the man she’d believed—hoped—him to be.

“Nora? Nora, you’re not getting those clean!” Rose’s frustration barely tugged at Nora’s consciousness. “I swear you have not been yourself since that man showed up here.”

She didn’t need to ask which man. Nora dumped the carrots and their dirt-filled creases back into the basin of water. How naive could she be? Hadn’t Daniel warned her of men like that?

No. She couldn’t put this all on Mathew. She’d followed him, encouraged him, compelled him to open his soul to her.

She was the one who didn’t know what love was.

Only foolish, childish dreams.

Nora scrubbed the flesh off the carrot in her hand before dropping it back into the bowl. Then Mama stepped into the cabin, drawing her attention. Mama would know what love was. She and Papa didn’t show much affection in front of them, but sometimes, when they thought no one was watching, the looks, the whispers…but how to ask her without spilling everything that had happened between her and Mathew?

And what of Rose? Nora didn’t want her sister present for such a conversation. Though maybe she needed to hear the answer every bit as much as Nora did.

No. She was not ready to ask Mama yet.

Susannah might know something of love but had not been married long, and it would be awkward asking a younger sister about such things. If Fannie were alive, Nora would go to her. She had always seemed so sincere and strong in her affections for Joseph. But it was too late to ask Fannie. Hannah now filled that role.

Hannah. She obviously loved Joseph. Perhaps relations had never been overly easy between her and Nora, but she still considered them to be friends. And Nora was overdue to visit her niece and nephew.

Path set, Nora hurried with the rest of the carrots, cleaning them so no one could complain, and then rushed through her other chores, earning permission to disappear for a couple of hours…as Rose already appeared to have.

Mama didn’t even know where she’d gone, but it wasn’t as though Rose couldn’t take care of herself.

Nora picked her way through the woods, desiring solitude in her search for how to broach the subject. She found Hannah kneeling in the garden pulling weeds. Martha jumped up from her side and darted across the short distance to where Nora had emerged from the trees. Arms wrapped her waist.

“Hello, beautiful,” Nora said, pulling the five-year-old into her arms. The girl was a wonderful blend of Fannie and Joseph and an aching reminder of loss. Nora kissed her on the nose. “Are you being a good worker?”

“Aye, she is.” Hannah pushed from the ground, an awkward motion with her belly so large.

“How have you been feeling?” Nora asked, coming nearer.

“Heavy.” Hannah smiled. “What brings you over today?”

Nora shrugged, not about to blurt out her true purpose yet. “A visit. I can give you a hand with the weeding if you like.”

Hannah waved as though discounting the garden and turned toward the cabin. “Let’s find something cool to drink first. Those weeds aren’t going anywhere.” She chuckled. “Unfortunately.”

Lowering Martha to the ground, Nora hurried to collect the toddler so Hannah wouldn’t have to lift her. Lillian cuddled against Nora, hands still clasping the strands of grass she’d collected. Nora couldn’t withhold a contented smile. With her life filled with so many sweet little cherubs, what reason did she have to begrudge her own lack of maternity? God was still good.

At the well, Hannah leaned onto the wooden edge and dropped the pail inside, resulting in a splash.

Nora passed Lillian and drew the water upward. Clear and cool.

Hannah offered the ladle to Nora, but she only allowed herself a sip. Her stomach clenched. How was she to ask about love? What would Hannah think of her? Perhaps a casual visit would be better after all.

“Something’s on your mind.”

She needed to work at better concealing her feelings.

“Has something happened at home?”

Nora shook her head. Something had, indeed, happened but not at home.

“It must be bad if it has your tongue tied.” Hannah’s easy smile brought a little relief. Maybe facing the subject head-on would be best.

“I…” How to put it? “Had some questions. Not questions so much as opinions. Yours, that is. I mean, I have plenty of opinions but was wondering about yours.” Nora released the last of her breath. That hadn’t come out well at all, but she definitely had Hannah’s attention now.

“My opinion on what?”

“Love?” There. It was out. Spoken. Though why it sounded like a question, she wasn’t sure. Nora sat on the edge of the well beside Hannah and handed the full ladle to Martha so she could take a drink.

Hannah regarded her for a moment. “Love is a wonderful thing.” She cracked a smile that asked a question, as well.

“I know. I mean, I don’t know from experience, like you, but I’ve read about it from some of Lydia’s books and…” Her own smile pulled at her lips, and she tipped her head forward, preferring to watch the child at her knees than the woman across from her. “And I’ve seen you and Joseph together. I see how much you love each other.”

“Yes. We do.” A simple statement but said with such confidence. And a tone that denoted not only satisfaction but happiness. “But what aspect draws your questions?”

Nora retrieved the ladle and hooked it back to its peg. “How did you know? When did you first realize that you loved Joseph?”

Hannah seemed to contemplate that for a moment. Then started to chuckle.

“What?”

She laughed out loud and set a hand to her stomach. “My apologies, but I think the first time I realized I loved Joseph was when I acknowledged how jealous I was every time I saw him with you.”

Nora’s jaw slacked, but how was she supposed to reply? “I’m sorry.”

Another laugh brightened Hannah’s face. “It wasn’t your fault. You had no idea that I was married to him. He, on the other hand, had seemed far too ignorant for his own good.”

Nora allowed for her own chuckle but was too busy thinking about Mathew to feel it much.

“Who’s the fortunate man?”

“What? I didn’t say anything about a man or—”

Hannah touched her arm. “You didn’t have to. Your face is flushed, and you’re hardly formulating sentences with how distracted you are.”

She was far too open with her expressions. “I honestly don’t know what I feel for him.”

“Which is why you came here. And I’m honored, of course. But does the man have a name? Is he from here? One of the new settlers?”

If only. “He’s passing through. Says he can’t stay…though he won’t say why.” Better I just let him go. And better she get a hold on her tongue and stop babbling.

Hannah’s eyes widened. “His name?”

“Mathew Crawford.” Why not admit what the rest of her family knew so well. “He helped Daniel on the new house some and is now building pews for the church.”

“Yes…we’ve met.” Her smile softened. “I think him a very good man, Nora. I truly do. This pleases me.”

The genuineness of Hannah’s words warmed Nora. “I thought so, too. I mean, think so, too. Though I question not only my own feelings but his. I don’t think he cares the same way I had suspected.” Nora bit her tongue. She needed to stop talking now before all her uncertainties and the whole sorry tale fell from her lips.

“A man like M—Mathew Crawford has…a lot of past to overcome. Not that his past is his own fault—it was given him. But beneath it all, lies a good man. I do not doubt this. And I pray that given a little more time…please, Nora, don’t give up on him. Be open to accepting him. For who he is.”

“I just wish I knew who that was.” Nora stood and extended a hand to help Hannah up. Enough sitting and talking about Mr. Crawford. For all she knew, she would never see him again.

 

~*~

 

“Wonderful, you’ve returned.”

Myles nodded at Andrew Wyndham and went to work. “I left my horse here.”

“Yes, you did. Forgive me if I did not desire to claim him as my own.” Wyndham clapped him on the back. “Thank you for coming back.”

“Why? Because you thought you might be stuck with the nag?”

“Mostly. But also for the sake of my congregation and their sensitive backsides.”

Myles couldn’t hold his laugh.

“Hard to get through a sermon once someone lets out a curse.”

He could only imagine.

They settled back to work, and for the next few minutes, the scrap of the plane’s blade filled the space between them.

Then the good pastor cleared his throat. “How was your visit with Miss Reid?”

Myles put more force in the next motion than needed. A low grunt was the only reply he could muster.

“Did you tell her?”

“You mean about me?”

A nod.

He shook his head. “Wasn’t ready to put that noose around my throat.” Nor was he ready to make a full confession to the pastor.

“I do hope it was not her you took your frustration out on.” Wyndham waved to Myles’s scabbed knuckles.

“No. A sack of wheat offered me a match difficult to refuse.”

Wyndham’s eyes twinkled. “Who won?”

“The sack, of course.”

“Disappointing.”

Myles straightened away from the plank. “Why do you say that?”

“I used to have a decent eye while I studied at Oxford.”

Myles smiled at that. “I’ve bested more than one Oxford man who was far too confident for his own good.”

“Confidence has its place. But only when it’s well-placed.” The green in his eyes again gleamed.

Myles raised both brows. “Are you suggesting a match, Parson?”

“Not at all. It has been years since I stood toe-to-toe in a fight—one not related to the war, that is. But I would be interested in seeing your form. Some friendly sparring, perhaps?”

“Very well.” Myles set aside the plane, eye patch, and hat before facing the parson. It didn’t seem right to fight a man of God, but it wasn’t as though this were a real match. He’d take it easy on him.

Fists at the ready, Wyndham set his stance and circled Myles to the right. “Are you ready?”

With a smile, Myles shook his hands loose while mirroring the other man’s movements. “If you are.” Already he was impressed by Wyndham’s form. If he watched carefully, he might learn something new.

“Always.” Wyndham threw out a couple of playful strikes, easily dodged.

“You studied to become a pastor at Oxford? How did boxing fit in with that?”

“All in good sport.”

Good sport? Boxing had never been that for Myles. He had learned to fight in order to survive, and it was tied to that instinct. Matches with fellow soldiers had been no more than a way to hone his skills for when he would need them. He refused to feel—to be—helpless if anyone ever tried again to mistreat those he loved or to burn his home to the ground.

Wyndham parried Myles’s cross and countered with a one of his own. “Besides, the Lord supports us in protecting ourselves and our families.”

Had the man sensed his thoughts?

“But in return, He does ask us to forgive.”

Myles dropped a punch into his gut but stopped short of applying any strength.

Wyndham parried. “And requires that we leave vengeance to Him.”

Falling back a step, Myles froze. He tightened his fists, suddenly feeling winded. “I can try to protect my family, but if I fail I can’t pursue those who hurt them?”

“You can see that they are dealt with according to the law. You can seek justice.”

“And if there is no justice to be had? If justice seeks to punish you instead?” He began circling again, clinging to the image of his mother and sisters forced to watch the cabin burn, of Lemond as he’d ordered Myles tied down to receive his lashes, of the sergeant’s hardened expression when he’d informed Myles the commanding officers had ordered his death.

“The Lord will exact justice of the unrepentant.”

Except those who’d hurt him and his family thought themselves in the right, believed that God condoned what they’d done.

“Leave judgment to God.”

“I can’t.” Myles shuffled, his feet leading his attack. But the words rang untrue. Truth was, he didn’t want to leave justice and vengeance to God. He wanted it for himself. His fist connected with Wyndham’s face.

Wyndham stumbled back and pinched his nose, but blood still trickled free.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...” To lose control of himself. Again. Myles held up his hands and stepped back. The clapping of hands pulled him around.

“Oh, great,” Wyndham murmured. A hint of a smile showed in the crease of his cheek. “An audience.”

Daniel led his horse forward, a grin cracking his face in two. “Glad I came when I did.”

“As always, your timing is horrible,” Wyndham grumbled but without full success at containing his own smile. “Does your visit have a purpose, or did you only come to watch me bested?”

“Came to see how the benches are coming along. The rest is just good fortune.”

“You two talk while I excuse myself to clean up a little.” Wyndham started toward the creek.

Daniel chuckled. “Not going to the cabin? I’m sure Rachel could help you with that. Unless you’re hoping she doesn’t find out.”

Wyndham cast a sideward glance and kept walking.

Daniel laughed. “I never thought I’d like that man as much as I do,” he said. His smile slipped away. “But I guess the same could be said for you.”

Replacing his hat and stuffing the eye patch in a pocket, Myles returned to the plank waiting for him. He had work to do. “What do you mean by that?” Surely Nora’s brother didn’t actually like him. Only the work he did.

“You are nothing like your brother, that’s for sure. No. You’re more like me.” Daniel turned and mounted his black mare.

“Is that all you came here to say?” Myles honestly wasn’t sure what to do with that.

“I came to tell you you’re expected for supper tonight. Come early. Lydia invited some guests.” And with that, he clucked his tongue and directed his horse away.
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Myles slowed Buckethead as they approached Daniel’s cabin, not sure he wanted to know who their guests were supposed to be. Nora and her family? Perhaps Daniel hoped to push his hand so he’d reveal his identity. But Myles wasn’t ready to tell her. And as much as he wanted to see her, he didn’t want to face her again. Not after what he’d done.

Relief came in the form of a wagon and pair of chestnut horses he recognized well. Joseph helped Hannah down from the seat and then lifted little Lillian from the back. The older children already ran ahead to play with Margery and Grace.

A pang of regret hit Myles with unexpected force. He’d not be around to watch any of these children grow. Wouldn’t be able to see his own children join in the play. Would he even meet the babe Hannah carried, or might he be forced to leave before then?

Myles rode Buckethead to the barn and started unsaddling him, all the while eyeing up the lengths of black walnut remaining. He would make something for his sister and the new babe, something to contribute to their lives…and let them remember him by.

“How are the pews coming along?”

Joseph’s approach tightened the muscles across Myles’s shoulders. Though nothing but welcoming since their introduction, Myles sensed something darker lurking below the surface.

“Well enough. We’ve replaced a couple.”

Joseph stepped near and patted Buckethead’s blaze only for the horse to flatten its ears and point a glare. Joseph wisely stepped back. “I look forward to seeing your work.”

Myles glanced over his shoulder to ascertain his sister’s location at the cabin. There was still no sign of Samuel. “My siblings aren’t near. You need not pretend.”

That quieted Joseph for a few moments, but he didn’t leave. “I know you don’t trust me. But we are family now whether or not you like it.”

“I don’t like it.”

“And I don’t blame you.” He glanced away and ran his palm down his face. “But we don’t have to be on opposite sides any longer.”

“Are you sure?” Myles lowered his voice and checked to make sure Hannah maintained her distance. She visited with Lydia. “You fought at Oriskany, didn’t you? Same as my pa?”

Some of the color faded from Joseph’s tanned face. “And the same as my pa. He was killed that day, too.”

Myles hadn’t been aware of that, and some of his fight drained away. “What do you know about my old sergeant?”

“Gerard Lemond?”

Myles dipped his chin.

“The Lemonds only join us on the Sabbath. Can you fault a man for wanting religion?”

“No, but I can fault him for a lot of other things.”

Joseph cocked his head. “Like what? Not having it in him to carry out a direct order to execute a boy?”

Every muscle tight, Myles rotated to his horse. He didn’t want to talk about that night, was tired of reliving it. Besides, Lemond’s threat had been real enough. Maybe he’d hesitated to shoot a sixteen-year-old only guilty of trying to gain his freedom, but he had no reason to hold his hand against a seasoned soldier, an enemy, who had broken his promise to never return.

“If it makes you feel better, I promise I will do everything in my power to keep Lemond from learning you are here.” Joseph extended his hand. “Can we call a truce? For Hannah’s sake?” A gentleness touched his blue eyes. “I do love her. And our children.”

Myles couldn’t very well argue that. He’d seen evidence enough. And more importantly, Hannah loved Joseph Garnet. Maybe it was time to make peace. He took Joseph’s hand and gave a nod. “Thank you for taking care of her.”

“Thank you for coming back.”

Myles eyed him. “Why would you say that?”

“Because I know how deeply Hannah felt your loss—especially one so brutal. She’s already suffered enough. I don’t know if you realize what your time here and knowing you’re alive has done for her.”

Myles had no reply.

Joseph clapped him on the shoulder and squeezed. “Welcome home, Myles. I’d better go round the children up and into the house for supper, but we’ll see you there in a few minutes.”

Myles hurried with the saddle, but Joseph’s words pestered.

Welcome home.

Myles shoved his eye patch into his pocket and ran his hand over his beard. He wouldn’t really be home until he no longer felt the need to hide. Besides, as welcoming as Joseph was, something about him left Myles unsettled. Perhaps he could be trusted…but that didn’t mean he didn’t keep secrets from those closest him. There was something he wasn’t saying.

 

~*~

 

The last of the sunlight glowed on the leaves high above Nora’s head, while lower, shadows resided. A beautiful evening after an enjoyable afternoon with Hannah and the children. Joseph had made a brief appearance, but only to announce that they had a visit to make and he was hitching the wagon.

Nora had kissed each of the children good-bye and stolen an embrace from Hannah—more grateful than ever for her friendship. No matter where their loyalties had once lain. The same with Lydia. It didn’t matter what had happened in South Carolina. They were sisters now.

The peace of the evening settled into Nora’s heart. God was good, and He was in control. He’d stopped her from making a horrible mistake with Mathew and would continue to guide her.

She smiled at the memory of Hannah’s pleasure that Mathew Crawford was the man she cared for. Her good opinion of him gave Nora hope. Perhaps he had left because of the situation itself…and not because of her refusal of him.

The murmur of familiar voices slowed Nora’s steps and drew her toward the road. Rose stood with Samuel. She couldn’t make out the words, only the haste. Rose kept sending glances over her shoulder as though afraid someone would happen upon them. Acker, no doubt. She still wore the bruises on her wrist from the last time he had caught them conversing.

Nora hugged herself. What was Rose doing with Samuel if she was set to marry Levi? As much as Nora hoped she would change her mind, it was unfair to Samuel to let him hope if she had no plans to redirect her course.

Nora was about to draw back when Rose took Samuel’s hand…but only briefly. “I’m sorry,” she said before rushing away.

Samuel’s head dropped forward as he combed his dark hair back. He had a nice profile. Very similar to Mathew’s.

The thought stirred something inside of Nora, but she shook it off. Their noses where a little different. And Mathew had a deeper tan then the younger man.

How much younger?

Maybe four years? Or five? About the same age difference between Samuel and his older brother. But Myles was dead.

Myles Cunningham.

Mathew Crawford.

Is that why Hannah thought so highly of him?

It couldn’t be.

Yet the thought pestered her all the way home. And through the night.

Was it possible?

Myles was supposed to have been executed…and Mathew had almost experienced the same—an event that haunted him to this day. Nora had only assumed the British were the party who had taken him prisoner, but he had never confirmed as much. What if it had been the Continental Army instead?

No. Impossible. Mathew was a Patriot.

But then why couldn’t he remain in the valley? Why did he hide behind that beard of his? And the patch on his eye.

Hadn’t she seen him without it that day in Daniel’s new house before he’d hurried to pull it back on?

Enough. She had no real evidence.

But now she would be watching.

Morning dawned on an overcast Sabbath day. As soon as chores were finished, Nora hurried to wash and don her best gown. She helped Papa with the horses and then waited, perched on the tailgate, for the other womenfolk in her family. Rose was the last to join, her face drawn, and sun bonnet tipped to shade her eyes. She said nothing on their journey to the church.

Only three of the old pews had been replaced, but theirs was one of them. Nora relaxed against the back and ran her hand over the seat. Satin smooth and glowing from the oil rubbed into dry wood. How could she not smile at Mathew’s work? His talent surpassed any she’d seen in years. But then Henry Cunningham had been a carpenter, too, hadn’t he?

Oh, Lord, please tell me it’s not true. Mathew can’t be Myles.

And yet every passing minute more convicted him.

Her unease was reflected on the face of Andrew Wyndham as he stood to address them.

“Brothers and sisters, I have been asked to announce the following banns, between Levi Acker and Rose, daughter of Benjamin Reid.”

Poor Samuel. He sat rigid, jaw flexed, hands clasped.

Hannah’s hand lay over his arm.

“Their intentions are to marry on the twenty-seventh day of this month. If any man have an objection why they should not wed, please come forward within the next two weeks. Thank you.”

I do! She didn’t want Rose married to the man, plain and simple. Perhaps he had never struck a woman, but he was a brute. Even Rose recognized that now. So why marry the man?

Yet with the banns read, the arrangement bound them both.

Nora’s mind spun, making it impossible to listen to the sermon Andrew had prepared. All she could think about was her sister, Samuel…and his brother. Myles Cunningham.

Had he survived? Had he returned?

Nora didn’t move after the meeting ended. The rest of the community trickled out the door, leaving her in blessed silence, except for her own thoughts. Any peace was lost to her as the knot in her stomach hardened with uncertainty. Or maybe she simply didn’t want to admit to herself what she already knew to be true.

No.

She didn’t know if Mathew was indeed Myles. She couldn’t leap to conclusions. Not yet.

She jumped as a hand touched her arm.

Mama looked down with concern. “Are you ready to go home?”

“Is it all right if I walk? I shan’t be long.”

“Very well.” Mama patted her arm before departing.

Alone again and with so many pressing thoughts, she sat for a while, listening to the muffled conversations fade to silence. Finally, she stood from Mathew’s bench, only taking one more minute to admire his work…and think of him. She still wasn’t positive what real love was or what she felt for him. Maybe for the best. If he was, indeed, Myles Cunningham, a future was out of the question. He would leave. And she would stay.

Nora pushed out the last of the air in her lungs and pivoted toward the door. The sun beckoned. It was time to shake off the ache in her gut and move forward. The last of the parishioners had left by the time she stepped outside. Even Andrew had disappeared. Only Rachel and the children remained near where Mathew’s tools rested on long slats of wood. Little Sarah waved, and Nora waved back.

“How are you, Miss Sarah?” she asked, coming nearer.

The girl’s straight, golden hair flapped against her shoulders as she practically bounced to Nora’s side. “Very good, thank you.” Eyes as brown as her mother’s smiled up at Nora.

“Pleased to hear it. You are growing into quite the lady. Are you six yet?”

Her nod was enthusiastic, and Nora felt some of her melancholy flake away. “Almost six and a half now. I’m older than Martha. She’s not six yet.”

“I remember that.” Hard not to remember the anniversary of Fannie’s death. Six years already? But Nora refused to let her spirits be dampened again.

“I like your Mister Crawford,” the girl said happily. “He carved me a little cat. And Stephen got a dog and Dorothea a rabbit.”

“That was very kind of him.” And after seeing the doll he’d made, she could well imagine the craft of the smaller figurines. But he’s not my Mr. Crawford. Not that correcting the child would make any difference. But why would Sarah have paired them in the first place? Unless she had overheard her parents…

Rachel seemed to follow the direction of Nora’s thoughts and took her arm, leading her away from the children. “Watch your siblings, Sarah, please.”

As soon as the girl was out of earshot, Rachel released Nora. “I am sorry about that. Andrew mentioned your visit in front of the children. Sarah was curious why you’d come, and he told her you had wished to speak with Mr. Crawford.”

“You have no need to explain.”

Nora kept walking, and Rachel kept pace. They had never been very close, Fannie’s age being nearer to Rachel’s, but Nora had always admired her. Perhaps Rachel would have the answers Nora sought.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.” Rachel slowed and Nora faced her.

All words fled at the prospect of speaking of something so intimate.

“About Mr. Crawford?”

“Mayhap. I hardly know anymore. That’s the problem. I’ve read books and watched those around me, such as yourself and your husband, but…”

An encouraging hand squeezed hers.

“How did you know—when did you know you were in love?”

Rachel’s mouth softened with a smile. She filled her lungs and glanced heavenward. “What a question.”

“And a very personal one, I’m afraid. Do not feel pressed to answer it.”

“No. No, I shall. I am merely attempting to pinpoint when.” She moistened her lips and nodded. “I think it was after he moved out to sleep in the barn’s loft. Because of his injuries, he’d been on a cot in the cabin for weeks and suddenly that space felt so very empty. I missed him. The sound of his voice. His mere presence. Of course, that was only the beginning. It is nothing to what I feel for Andrew now after almost eight years together and children.” Rachel smiled. “Love is more than a feeling. It’s a commitment. It’s trying to see the best in the other. Forgiving their flaws and praising their strengths. It’s not about one of you or the other. It’s about both of you and your needs. Hopes. Dreams. Heartaches. In life and death. In God.”

Forgiveness. Commitment. God. Nora gave Rachel a quick embrace. “Thank you. I should hurry home.”

“I shall keep you in my prayers.”

With a nod of thanks, Nora started away. So much to consider, and already her head hurt. She wanted to put it all away for now. Forget about love. Forget about Mathew Crawford. And Myles Cunningham.

She was almost half way home when Rose’s voice slowed her tread. A male voice answered. Mathew? What was he doing here speaking with Rose? Why was he upset?

And why was she jealous?

Nora crept closer…and the voice changed. It turned sad. It weakened. How could it be? Now that the anger had left, it hardly sounded like Mathew at all. A little. Much more than she’d ever noticed before. But Samuel was the owner of that voice. And he had a perfect reason to be upset.

Nora crept from the road. She would take the long way around and let Samuel say his piece.

“It’s true, isn’t it, Lord?” She ducked under some low-hanging branches and plunged into the shadow of the woods. “It’s true.”

After giving her sister a wide berth, Nora returned to the road. Almost home. And still her thoughts were in a tussle. Until she came around a bend and Mathew Crawford stepped from behind a tree, leading his horse after him as though he’d been waiting for her. One look at him, and all doubts fled. Myles Cunningham had indeed returned from the dead.
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Buckethead nudged Myles, and none too gently, either. Standing along the trail for the better part of an hour waiting for Nora to pass by had stripped them both of patience. He’d been watching the church and had seen her parents leave without her. He’d assumed she would walk as she often did and had placed himself accordingly. But she had lingered, and his doubts had grown. Now, standing before her, her eyes wide and face drawn, he wondered if he should have kept his distance.

No. He owed her an apology. As soon as he found his tongue.

“Mr. Crawford.” Her shoulders squared.

“May I walk with you a short way?”

“Very well.” She started walking, and he hurried to fall into step at her side.

The trees on either side of the trail were alive with sparrows and finches. Easy to let their serenades fill the silence. Birdsong, and the pounding in his chest. Her cool welcome made him wonder the futility of saying anything. Her steady pace didn’t help either…but it was now or never.

He touched her arm. “May we pause for a moment?”

She pulled away from his hand. “You asked to walk with me. Must we talk?”

“Please.”

She folded her arms across her abdomen and waited.

Buckethead attempted to tug the reins from his hands, but he held fast. No more delaying. “Forgive me.”

Her mouth opened, and she blinked. “For what?”

“My actions toward you the last time we met were…wrong. I became carried away…” With how beautiful she was, the feel of her in his arms, the taste of her lips. Already he wished to lose himself again, but such was meant for matrimony and would be destructive if premature. If only he could take her as his wife, convince her to leave the valley with him. But first, the truth.

Color rose in her cheeks the longer he stared, but it was impossible to look away, and he’d completely forgotten what he’d been saying.

“You were not the only one at fault.” She turned and started walking again.

A moment passed before he gained the presence of mind to follow. Though following was the last thing he needed to do. She obviously wanted distance between them and leaving now would logically be best for them both. As much as he loathed logic, Myles forced himself to halt and watched as she continued on without him, taking a piece of him with her. The distance grew painful, as though he were being severed in two.

She looked back. Sorrow softened her brown eyes. “Are you telling me good-bye?”

“I don’t know.” As honest an answer as he knew.

“Where will you go?”

Thoughts of the Ohio Valley or claiming land up near the Great Lakes held nothing for him right now. He lifted a shoulder. “I’m not sure.”

“Do you have to leave?” She glanced at her feet that carried her nearer him. “Right now, I mean? Or will you stay a little longer?”

Was that an invitation? Her expression gave no clues.

“I don’t know.”

Her mouth pulled up at one corner. “What do you know?”

He knew that leaving her would be the hardest thing he’d ever done. She filled a part of him he hadn’t realized was empty. She soothed his fear and grounded him in reality. He reached for her.

She withdrew a pace.

Maybe it was time for him to do the same.

 

~*~

 

Nora stood facing him but had never felt more torn—both aching for him to take her in his arms and wishing he’d walk away. Mathew…Myles followed her example and took a step back, but his gaze hadn’t left her. He seemed to be searching for something. Perhaps a reason to stay—one thing she could not give him. Myles Cunningham no longer belonged in this valley. He had deserted the Continental Army and had been condemned to death.

Past conversations flitted through her mind. He had fought in the war. If not in the Continental Army, then…she clapped a hand over her mouth as though that could somehow contain her shock at the extensiveness of his betrayal, but her stomach pitched and turned. He’d fought for the British.

“Nora?” The questioning in his gaze almost undid her. How could she have let herself become so enamored by this man? He’d hardly opened his past to her. Now she understood why.

“It is best you leave, Mr. Crawford. I see that now.”

He appeared as though he wanted to argue but nodded. He turned to Buckethead and lifted his foot to the stirrup. He was halfway into the saddle when he reversed. “One thing before I go.”

“Wha—”

His mouth caught hers, at first with startling intensity, and then growing gentle.

Oh, Myles. She couldn’t help the ache in her soul, the longing he evoked in her. Besides…it was good-bye.

Nora allowed her hands to touch his face, brushing back over his whiskers to the back of his head. Was there any harm in one last kiss? To forget for one moment who either of them was? It was like living someone else’s story. Soon they would turn the page and the book would end, but for now, they could immerse themselves in this fairytale.

The ties of his eye patch brushed against her wrist and her mouth followed her thoughts, up his jaw to the scars at the corner of his eye. His own lips warmed her neck and sent fire through her.

She eased away enough to look at him.

He searched her face in return.

“May I…?” With her question, she caught the tie with her fingers and slowly pulled.

She felt him tense, but he didn’t move or hardly blink as the eye patch fell away. Her attempt to brace herself was not enough to keep her lungs from quickly expanding. She touched his face. Yes, there were scars, but his eye appeared whole. Was the patch nothing more than a part of his disguise?

He seemed to sense her thoughts—or at least some of them. “It’s still healing.”

“But you can see?”

“The eye itself is only a little weaker than my other. I got used to wearing the patch. Sometimes it’s easier.”

Easier to hide.

If only it were easier to let him go, but her hand lingered at the side of his face, slowly lowering along the line of his jaw. She could see him so clearly now. Myles Cunningham as a man.

“Nora.”

The sound of her name pulled her back. She pressed the patch into his hand.

Instead of fastening it back into place, Myles pushed the eye patch into his coat pocket. “Nora.”

What did he want from her? Why keep saying her name? Did he not know what that sound did to her? The rumble in his chest. The pleading in his voice. It shouldn’t be this difficult to walk away from him.

“My parents will begin to wonder what became of me.”

He didn’t move. “You should go then.”

She backed away. Then turned. A few steps later, she pivoted. She wasn’t ready for this to be the end. “Promise me you’ll say good-bye before you leave.”

A glimmer lit his eyes and squeezed her heart. “I promise.”
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“Dig.”

He thrust the spade deep in the earth, tearing through sod, deeper. And deeper still. The earth opened, wide jaws ready to consume him. No matter how hard he worked, it wasn’t enough. Never enough.

“Keep digging, soldier.”

Myles froze. The voice had changed. That wasn’t Sergeant Lemond. But it was a voice he knew well.

Panting, he turned. “Nora?”

Her expression remained hard as she prodded his shoulder with the musket. “You keep digging, soldier, or I’ll shoot you now and bury you shallow.”

“No.” This couldn’t be. Not her. “Please, Nora. I can explain.”

With a shake of her head, she closed her finger over the trigger.

Myles jerked awake to blackness. He gasped a breath. His arms flailed, and one slapped against a wall. Pain bit his knuckles. Of course. Wood surrounded him. Daniel’s mostly-finished house. Slowing his breathing, Myles felt his way to the door and into the moonlight. He leaned against the outside wall and stared upward. What was the chance that Nora had figured out his identity? What would she do if she had?

He wiped his sleeve over the moisture gathering on his forehead. Surely, Nora would have confronted him if she’d guessed who he was. Her behavior was due to his actions toward her and lack of a proper proposal or any suggestion of a future together. She was wise to distance herself.

Meanwhile, every time he thought of her, he became more and more the fool. The pastor’s words pestered, but was there any chance she’d consider leaving her family and home for him, Myles Cunningham?

His charade was coming to a close.

As was his time here.

Myles found his knife and moved to where he had left the project he’d been working on the past few nights. It would have been easy enough to fit hewn boards together for something usable, but he wanted to leave something unique, a piece of himself.

His eyes watered with weariness by the time the sun touched the horizon. His body begged to be allowed to lie back down a little while longer, but the low bellow of a cow announced Daniel’s presence at the barn. Might as well face the day. Maybe he’d be able to sleep better tonight. After another day building pews for the church, he’d be tired enough.

He started toward the well to hopefully wash the grit from his eyes when racing hooves shattered the still of the morning. He reached for his eye patch but didn’t get it fastened. Samuel on Hunter. Something was wrong. What if Nora had betrayed him to the rest of the settlement, and they were on their way here? Had he put Daniel’s family at risk, too? What of his own?

Dust billowed behind Samuel as he yanked toward the barn. Daniel met him at the entrance, nodded, and dashed back into the barn.

Myles broke into a sprint.

Samuel met him half way.

“What’s happened?”

“Hannah sent me to fetch Lydia. Baby’s coming.”

“The baby?” So sudden?

Samuel laughed. Probably at the look on Myles’s face. “Everything seems fine so far. She’s been laboring most of the night. Wanted another woman there for the delivery is all.”

Maybe it was a good thing he’d been busy half the night. “I’ll go help Daniel with the wagon.” He staggered off in that direction, something between anticipation and worry clenching his insides. Mama seemed to have an easy enough time birthing, but Hannah was his little sister. She had already done this once, but bad things happened sometimes. Plus, he didn’t remember the last time he’d been near a new baby. Probably not since Miriam, three years after Samuel was born. That brought a bit of a smile. He had the slightest memory of Samuel as a babe in arms.

Samuel headed back right away while Myles hitched the wagon. Soon Lydia was up on the seat, and Daniel motioned him to follow.

“You want me to drive the wagon?”

“It’s either that or stay behind to mind the children when they wake.”

Myles climbed onto the wagon and took the reins.

“Besides, I think you should be on hand for this little one’s arrival. Nothing quite like it.”

He didn’t doubt it.

 

~*~

 

Nora picked at the eggs on her plate. Her stomach tossed and turned with the sway of her thoughts. Myles Cunningham. How could she have not recognized him sooner? Though he looked hardly anything like the boy they had taken away, there were features he shared with his siblings. If they had ever been in the same place at once, she probably would have seen the similarities right away. Instead she had allowed herself to…

That was the question. What exactly had she allowed herself to do—besides melt in his arms and enjoy his kisses? Was she simply enamored by him? Did she care? Was she in love?

How could you be in love with Myles Cunningham?

It wasn’t the same as with Samuel or Hannah. They had never fought against her home and family. And Andrew Wyndham? Perhaps he had come to the colonies with the British, but that had all changed. He’d proven himself again and again protecting their valley. None of the others had been as opposed to American freedom as Myles.

Unless…

Nora pushed her plate aside and excused herself from the table.

“Where are you going?” Mama asked. She poured water into the basin for washing.

Nora grabbed her linen cap and sun bonnet. “I need to ask Daniel something. I shan’t be long.”

“I’ll want a hand repairing the smokehouse later this morning,” Papa said as he finished with his own plate. “So hurry back.”

“I shall try.”

Mama gave a vocal sigh, but Nora didn’t glance back.

A walk across the settlement allowed her mind to clear to some degree, and she prepared her questions. Not hard to decide which one to start with.

Nora headed to the new house. She would first check for Daniel there.

Through the windows, light glowed over the empty expanse. No wonder Daniel had been so adamant about purchasing so much glass. In the cabin she called home, they needed a lamp lit all day long unless they left the door open for extra light. Not an option in the winter.

How glorious this brightness would be.

Nora lingered longer than needful. Over in one corner sat Myles’s mattress. The blanket lay scrunched to the side, and she had to restrain herself against the urge to straighten it for him. She was turning away when a cradle snagged her gaze. The same beautiful walnut as the church pews was carved to form two large curves, no doubt providing a smooth rock. But it was the high walls and four corner posts connecting them that held her. An intricate weave of branches etched the deep-toned wood. The forest. And the river running through it. Even rays of sun stretched through the sketch engraved. As with Margery’s doll, the details stole her breath. Again, she could sense his love for the subject—the valley he could no longer call home.

The giggles and chatter of little girls wafted through the open door and she spun.

“Aunt Nora?”

Before she could say anything, the girls threw themselves at her, and she opened her arms to their hugs and kisses.

Margery’s doll was in one hand while she tightened the other around Nora. “I missed you even more this time!”

“I know, sweetheart. We’ve been so busy.”

“That’s what Mama always says when I ask, but I still miss you.”

“And I miss you, too.” She kissed the child’s cheek and for a moment didn’t want to let her go. They grew too quickly, changed with each passing day. What must it feel like for Myles to not see his family for over nine years, to walk back into their lives and meet for the first time his nieces and nephews? No wonder he’d put such heart into that cradle.

She looked at Daniel and straightened, letting the girls back down to the floor. “You knew all along, didn’t you?”

“About what?”

“Myles.”

He gave a sad smile. “Only after I saw him and Samuel together. He didn’t hide his surprise at seeing his brother very well.”

“So you’ve known for weeks. And you never said anything?”

“I promised him I wouldn’t.”

“Why? Why would you promise that?” Her voice rose with her frustration. “You knew I had feelings for this man, and you didn’t think to tell me to keep my distance because he’s a Loyalist and a traitor?” Nora clamped her hand over her mouth at the wide eyes of her nieces.

“I told you to stay away from him. You didn’t listen.”

No, she hadn’t. “I don’t see why you couldn’t have warned me.”

Daniel stepped to her and braced her arms. “I wanted to. I almost did several times, but Myles asked for longer. If his identity upset you, it would be too easy for that information to get to Acker. Myles didn’t want to risk that.”

“Why would I have told Levi or his pa?”

“You would have told Rose. She would have reported to her fiancé. And Levi would have passed it to his father. How old were you when the Cunningham boys were taken?”

“I don’t know. Maybe thirteen or fourteen?” Hard to remember so far back.

“Mama and Pa wouldn’t let us talk around you girls—didn’t want to frighten you—so you might not have known that it was Cyrus Acker who led the mob against the Cunninghams. Pa and James Garnet knew what was about to happen and that there was no way to stop it. Too many people were upset. Especially Cyrus. He’d just gotten home from a year of service in Washington’s army to find his wife and children murdered. Rumor suggested Henry Cunningham had ridden with the raiders.”

“I didn’t know that.” All she remembered was Pa upset, but his leg had pained him a lot that summer.

“When word came of the governor’s decree that any sons of Loyalists over the age of twelve could be turned over to the Continental Army for service, Pa tried to convince Cyrus that Samuel should be left with his family.”

“He didn’t listen.”

“James Garnet took Joseph and rode with the mob to make sure there was no violence against Mrs. Cunningham and the girls, but there was nothing to be done for the boys. Minds were made up.”

“So you think Cyrus Acker would…what do you think Cyrus would do if he knew Myles had returned?”

“I don’t know, but he’s not a forgiving man. Stopped coming to church after Joseph wed Hannah. And even with Samuel’s letters of honorable service…” Daniel let out a breath and picked up his youngest. He brushed back strands of dark hair and pressed a kiss to Grace’s temple as her arms wrapped his neck. “I hope you will forgive me for my silence on this matter. When did Myles tell you?”

“He didn’t. He doesn’t know.” Nora turned and paced the length of the room. “And now I don’t know what to do.”

“What is there to do? He will leave soon.” Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t consider leaving with him?”

“No.” How could she consider it? Her family, her heart, were here. Myles was little more than a stranger to her. “Of course not.”

Daniel watched her a moment longer before answering with a, “Good.” He motioned to the door. “I don’t suppose you can stay for a little while and help watch the girls while I finish with chores.”

“I suppose.” With one last glance at the cradle, she followed through the doorway, taking Margery’s hand as she went. “Where’s Lydia?”

“Mama’s gone to see the new baby.” Margery reported with a little jump.

Nora looked at Daniel for confirmation. “Hannah had her baby?”

“Most likely. Samuel rode in at first light to fetch Lydia to attend her.”

A new baby. How she yearned to join them at the Garnet cabin. But she was needed here. Besides, Myles might be there.
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Myles picked up another stick, the last one he’d been whittling nothing but shavings at his feet. Several yards away Samuel paced, his boots stirring dust. The children had taken up residence beside Myles, watching his knife with rapt attention. He’d attempted making them a whistle, but the last one hadn’t worked out so well. His focus was gone as soon as Hannah’s moans reached him from inside the cabin. Now it seemed far too quiet.

He stared at the thin, green branch in his hands. Hannah was a strong woman. She would do fine. Lydia was with her. And Joseph. Her husband refused to leave her side, but who could fault him after losing his first wife in childbirth?

The second branch snapped under the pressure of Myles’s knife.

Martha gave an audible gasp, while James frowned.

Lillian’s bottom lip made an appearance.

“Might need to try something else,” Myles said. “This wood doesn’t appear strong enough.” They didn’t need to know he was the wreck. “Let’s go visit the horses again.” The gentle beasts would be a pleasant distraction. What he wouldn’t give to trade Buckethead for one of these chestnut beauties—not a mean streak in any of them.

 

The suggestion was met by groans, but they stood with him. Myles clapped Samuel on the arm on his way past. “Come on, brother. We’re no use for them here.”

The door sighed open behind them and all pivoted. Lydia stood in the opening, a smile in place. “A big, healthy boy.”

Samuel let out a whoop and grabbed up the toddler. “Hear that, Lilly? You have a brother!”

“I want sister.” The pout returned.

Myles laughed and started back to the cabin, legs weak from relief. “Can we see them yet?”

“Give us another few minutes to get Hannah settled, all right?”

He gave a reluctant nod. And then got slammed in the back of the legs by an excited little girl.

“I don’t want to wait.”

He motioned back to the oak stumps they’d been using as chairs. “Why don’t I give this whistle one more shot?”

That gained a nod.

By time the door opened again, he’d made two working whistles. Sound wasn’t the best, but he was still a little distracted.

“All right, children,” Joseph said, looking a little worse for wear, “you can come and see the baby.” He picked up Lillian and ushered the others through the door.

Samuel was on their heels, but Myles remained sitting, flicking his knife against yet another length of branch.

“Coming?” Joseph remained in the doorway, jostling the child in his arms. “Can’t tell me you’ve been sitting out here this whole time and don’t want to see your new nephew.”

No, he couldn’t say that, but neither could he deny the sudden fear. Not of the baby but the overwhelming surge of emotion pouring through him.

He slipped his knife into its sheath. Then he stood and moved past Joseph, who allowed him to lead the way to the bedroom at the back of the cabin, already crowded with family. People he cared for. People he didn’t want to leave.

Myles hung back and let Joseph take the youngster to the bed to see her mama and baby brother. Not having a good view, Myles leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. Giggles and happy murmurs flitted back to him, filling him, increasing his yearning for family.

Footsteps approached, and he forced his eyes open—difficult with a lack of sleep catching up with him now that he’d relaxed.

“Hannah’s wondering if you would like to hold him.”

Joseph’s suggestion sent a shockwave through Myles. “Hold him?”

His chest tightened as the child was passed into his arms. How had they considered the child large and healthy? He was tiny and so fragile, everything about him begged for shelter and protection. Myles had never felt such a strong urge, such a need. Would it be any stronger with his own children if he ever had any? Would this cord wrapping his heart pull any more forcefully for a babe he had helped create?

He was hardly aware of the shuffle of feet across the cabin until the presence of a newcomer lingered in the doorway. He glanced up to find Nora watching. There was no surprise on her face at seeing him there, just acceptance. As though she’d expected as much.

“I’m sorry to intrude. The door was open and nobody in sight. Daniel told me the baby was on its way, and I thought to see if any help was needed with the children.”

Hannah extended her arms to her, and Nora leaned over the bed for an embrace. “I’m so glad you came. Why don’t you bring my boy back to me so I can see if he’s ready to try eating? Then you’ll have a chance to hold him for a minute.” The smile in Hannah’s eyes suggested an alternative motivation.

“Of course.” Nora crossed the floor to Myles. Gently her arms slid across his, slipping between him and the baby as she scooped him out of Myles’s embrace. Her gaze flitted back and forth between him and the child, and it was impossible not to let his hands brush across hers as she withdrew. The need to speak with her, explain himself to her, and beg for her forgiveness swelled within him along with the more powerful desire to take her in his arms.

She set the baby in Hannah’s arms and withdrew toward the door. “I’ll step out and leave you with your family.” Again, her gaze darted to where Myles stood. He followed her into the main room of the cabin.

“Nora…”

“I am needed at home, Mr. Cunningham.” She kept walking.

“How long have you known?”

“Not long enough.” She paused outside. “Pretending you were a perfect stranger. Everything was a lie.”

“No, it wasn’t.” He caught her arms and pressed a kiss to her mouth. “That was the truth.”

For a second, she looked undecided, but footsteps shuffled out from behind them, and she jerked away.

“Good-bye, Myles.” She turned and fled to the road.

He wasn’t ready to let her go.

 

~*~

 

“Why are you following me?” Nora kept her pace, not prepared to face him again. Not after that last kiss.

“I’m not following you,” Myles said, now at her side. “We merely happen to be walking in the same direction.”

“Really? And where is your destination?”

“The Reid farm.”

She twisted to him. “Myles…” As strange as his real name felt on her tongue, looking at him was a mistake. His dark eyes peered past her reserves with such pleading her heart ached.

“I only want a chance to apologize.”

She folded her arms. “Very well.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Good.” She started walking again least he look too deeply. Better he not know the effect he still had on her.

“Nora.” In three long steps, he caught up again. “I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to remain here this long. My plan was to stay clear of your family—everyone, really. Consider that you are partly to blame.”

“What did I do but offer you hospitality?”

“For which I am grateful. But do recall, how hurt was your ankle?”

His shot met its target. “Are you trying to suggest I tricked you into taking me home?”

“No.” He cracked a smile. “Perhaps. You did say your ankle wasn’t all that sore after all.”

“Maybe, but—” A lie sat on the tip of her tongue, an excuse to spare herself the embarrassment of truth. “Very well, I admit it. I was intrigued, and I knew if you walked away, I would never see you again. So I pretended to fall.” She kept walking.

“Thank you.”

She glanced at him. That was not the expected response.

“I was ready to leave, though less than a mile from my family. I never would have found them without you.”

“That’s why you stayed.” The only reason he had stayed. It had never been about her.

“Until recently.” He snagged her hand and drew her to a stop.

A scream cut the air, freezing them both.

“Rose.” Nora grabbed her skirts up from around her feet and ran toward home, a few yards to the trail that led into the yard.

Myles sprinted past her, only to slide to a stop at the sight of Levi gripping Rose’s shoulders and dragging her up from where she knelt on the ground. As soon as she was to her feet, he shook her hard.

“I won’t.” She sobbed.

“You have no choice.”

Myles plowed forward, grabbing Levi with one hand and ripping him away from Rose, while the other fist slammed into his face.

Levi reeled but quickly regained his balance. With a low roar he lunged forward, fists swinging.

In a fluid motion, Myles ducked and rammed his attacker’s mid-section. Levi grunted and dropped his hands, while Myles rose with two quick strikes to Levi’s face.

As Levi Acker fell back a step, Myles took hold of his collar, keeping him from going far. One solid hit to the jaw, and Levi dropped.

Panting, Myles turned to Rose. “Are you all right?”

She gave a shaky nod. “I think so.”

Nora wrapped her sister close. “What happened?”

A sob shook Rose’s chest. “I told him I wouldn’t go through with the marriage. I can’t.”

A red mark on her cheek showed the first hints of purple. Nora stroked her hair and held her tight while looking at Myles, the rigidness in his jaw and the flame in his eyes awakening something within her. She’d never seen a more handsome man.

He met her gaze and his expression softened, but Levi was already trying to get to his feet. Myles turned and gripped him by the back of his collar, dragging him to where his horse waited at the hitching post nearest the cabin.

Mama hurried around the edge of the cabin, probably from the garden, passing the men in her route to her girls. “What did he do?”

“Levi was just taking his leave,” Nora said with satisfaction. Though she didn’t like the way Levi kept looking at Myles as he gained his feet and staggered toward his horse.

“Where’s your eye patch, Crawford?” he sputtered.

“Some things heal.” Myles stood by to make sure the man mounted his horse. “But I guarantee you won’t if I ever see you near Rose or her family again.”

“Don’t be so confident I’ll be the man with his face in the dirt next time.”

“If you value your life, there had better not be a next time,” Myles growled.

Levi leaned over the front of his saddle and spit blood. “You’re the dead man.” Dust billowed in Levi’s hasty departure.

Papa came from past the barn, cane in full use.

With Mama holding Rose, Nora slipped to Myles, touching his sleeve, when what she wanted most was to throw her arms around his neck. “Thank you.”

Papa came alongside her and extended his hand. “I do not know all that happened, but I get the feeling I am in your debt as well.”

Myles stared at the hand as though it were a spade full of manure he’d been offered. “I don’t want anything from you.” He turned and started back to the road.

Nora looked from her father to Myles and his quick retreat. Anger sliced through the tender feelings of moments before. She was out of breath by the time she caught up to him. “Why? You save my sister only to turn around and insult my father?”

“I have nothing against your sister.”

“And what has my father done to so insult you?”

He sent a glare over his shoulder.

“The war is over, Myles. Let it go.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You were always safe here at home. Your family walked through almost unscathed.” He spun to her and pointed a finger. “But even with all that, tell me that learning who I am didn’t turn your stomach.”

Nora’s eyes watered, but she couldn’t deny the truth.

 

~*~

 

“I thought as much.” But her silence stung almost as keenly as a lash across his back. Would the scars last as long? “Good-bye, Miss Reid.”

“Don’t.” Her words sounded half-choked.

“What do you want from me then? You want me to admit that you were in the right to rebel and separate from Britain? You want me to apologize for escaping the Continental Army—for my treason, as you see it? You think I should have stayed and swallowed my pride and pushed aside everything that mattered to me and turn into a perfect soldier like Samuel?”

“Myles.”

He again jabbed his finger, cutting her off. “I didn’t, and I won’t. I followed my conscience and did what I felt was right. I was true to my pa.” His vision blurred, and he tipped his head away. “I’m not ashamed of who I was. Who I am.”

“And who are you?”

“I am Myles Cunningham.” He squared his shoulders. “A Loyalist. A King’s Ranger.” Emboldened, Myles stepped to her and took her shoulders. No more hiding. “And a man in love.”

Nora’s eyes widened. “You can’t.”

“No. I shouldn’t.” But he couldn’t help himself. So he craned his neck and captured her mouth. There was so much he needed to say with this kiss—his last plea for her to accept him for what he was. Or good-bye.

Her warmth radiated through him, adding fuel to his desire to be understood, his desire of a future with her, a life. He tasted salt. And dared a glance at the tears on her cheeks. Please. He stroked strands of hair away from her face while his lips continued his arguments against her own.

And felt her reply.

Perhaps she did share the vision he had gained only a short while ago in the Garnet home. Was it possible she also pictured a moment like that for them? A family. Babies and children and so much love. And even God.

Perhaps this had been God’s plan all along—them meeting that day near the river, stopping him cold in his tracks. Everything that had transpired since. The healing. The wholeness he felt whenever he was near this woman. Surely God was no more mindful of a Patriot than of a Loyalist. If he was not the God of all men, then what sort of God was He?

Their kiss ended, but Myles tightened his hold. Her breath tickled his neck, and he pressed his mouth to her hairline and breathed deep of spruce and wheat and her. “I do love you, Nora. And the thought of leaving here without you near breaks me in two.”

“Where will you go?” she whispered into his collar.

“West. North. I don’t know.” It hardly mattered. He’d go anywhere she wanted to if she agreed to leave with him. He’d stay here if it were an option.

She stepped out of his arms and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t.” With that she jogged back toward her father’s cabin, leaving him no option but to trudge away in the opposite direction.



 

 

 

 

 


32

 

“Ah, you are here.”

Instead of picking up his tools, Myles dropped onto the half-finished bench and looked up at the pastor who approached from his cabin. “You always sound so surprised.”

“Only pleased.”

Myles leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Why? Why does it matter to you?”

Andrew Wyndham joined him on the bench. “Why should it not matter? Why should you not matter?”

Myles pretended to laugh, but the question spoke to ones he’d struggled with on his own.

“The Lord said, ‘I will make a man more precious than fine gold.’”

“Any man? Or only Patriots? Only Christians?” Myles straightened. “For I am neither.”

“The apostle Peter was sent to the Gentiles with the gospel when the Jews believed it was only for them. In his words, ‘Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter of persons.’ He did follow it up with this, though: ‘But in every nation he that feareth Him, and worketh righteousness, is accepted with Him.’”

Myles wiped his hand across the back of his neck. “I’m not a bad man.”

“No, you are not.”

The next confession was harder to make. “And I do want to believe.” He wanted to not feel so alone in the journey he was about to undertake.

“I think you already do.”

Myles looked over at him.

“Else you would not be asking these questions. It would not matter to you.” Wyndham slapped his palm down on the solid wood of the bench. “And you would hardly be so intent on returning to finish the last few pews of this church with so little reward in return.”

Myles pushed up. He needed to get back to work. Time was short. “Perhaps I merely take too much pride in my trade. And have a keen appreciation for a warm meal and place to sleep at night.”

Wyndham smiled. “I shall accept what I can get. Only you and God know for certain what manner of man you are.” He squeezed Myles’s shoulder and then started back toward his home.

Myles didn’t watch him go, turning instead to the small church—looking not much better than any of the cabins in the area. But it had been built for worshiping God. Perhaps it was time to sit down and have a talk with the Being who had led him here.
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A Loyalist.

Over and over, the words tormented along with the tone of Myles’s voice when he’d said them.

A King’s Ranger.

No apology. No remorse. Just pride.

And a man in love.

Nora bound the wheat into shocks. The August sun beat down on her head and sweat rolled down her back, but she only pushed herself harder. An early harvest was a blessing if only to distract her from the memory of Myles and the intensity of his dark gaze.

The thought of leaving here without you near breaks me in two.

Was he asking her to go with him?

“I can’t.” Even if she were willing to leave her family, her parents who needed her, and her home, how could she turn her back on everything they had fought for? How could she open her heart to a blatantly unapologetic Tory?

Except her heart was already open.

That was the problem.

“I don’t love him.” She picked up the fork again. The worn handle pinched against her callused palms as she tightened her grip. She was caught up in the rush of romance. But it wasn’t love. Love ran deeper. Like Rachel had said, that ache of missing him when apart.

Nora stared at the prongs of the fork and the sprigs of wheat entwined. Almost a full week had passed since she’d walked away from Myles, and he was all she could think about. His shaggy locks tied at the nape of his neck, his eyes like two black coals glowing with such intensity as to take her breath away. The curve of his smile lighting a usually solemn face. The rumble of his voice. The taste of his mouth…

Nora forced herself back into action, gathering wheat into another shock. Why did her heart hurt with each thought of Myles if she didn’t love him? Was she confusing love with mourning the loss of her dreams of being a wife and a mother? Or was she simply a confused mess?

The day continued to drag on, same as the ones before. How much more of this could she bear?

A while later, she helped Papa and Rose unload wheat from the wagon into the threshing room, where she’d probably spend most of tomorrow. No one said much, and as soon as they finished, Nora excused herself to the well to wash up. She splashed cool water across her face and let it run down her neck, a blessed relief from the heat of the day and the itch of chaff.

Rose joined her and sent the pail down the well again. “Why are you avoiding him? I would think after what Mr. Crawford did, you’d not fight yourself so hard.”

Nora opened her mouth to protest, but her sister would know her lie. “I am needed here, not running off after…some man.”

“A good man.”

“You don’t know that.” Rose knew very little about Mathew Crawford.

Her sister’s lack of reply seemed to confirm her statement until she glanced up at Rose and found her staring into the pail, watching the water settle. “Yes. I do.”

“You called me a fool for considering an attachment to him. Said he frightened you.”

Rose sighed. “I don’t think he’s the same man who first stayed in our barn. And we know now who the real fool was. Samuel is the one I should have accepted, but Levi was already so intent that we marry and had so much to offer. I think I was afraid to cross him.”

“And yet you did.” Praise the Lord for that.

Rose slumped down on the edge of the well, shoulders hunched forward as she hugged herself. “Because I saw Mr. Crawford kiss you Sabbath last. My banns had just been read, Samuel was angry that I hadn’t told him everything or given him a chance, and there you were with a man who loved you with such amazing passion. His gentleness with you. I wanted that. I want that. And then he came to my rescue and beat off Levi…something Daniel would have done. I think Mr. Crawford is a lot like Daniel.”

“Maybe so.” Except for which side they fought for in the war.

But the war was over.

Nora blew out a breath and splashed more water on her face. “I need to walk. Can you tell Mama and Papa not to wait dinner on me?”

At Rose’s nod, Nora started away. She shook her hands dry and let the breeze do its part to dry her face. The road lay silent and peaceful, so different from the last time she had walked this way. Leaving Myles standing there after his profession of love still wrung her heart.

The Garnet farm, partly concealed behind a row of red oak gave no hint of what went on within. Rose and Mama had taken over dinner, fresh bread, and a healthy supply of biscuits and scones the evening before. By all reports the baby was healthy and bright-eyed. Would Myles be there, spending what little time he had left…or had he already gone? Without saying good-bye as promised.

You already told him good-bye.

Nora kept walking but slowed again as she passed Cunningham land. Samuel had mentioned one day rebuilding. Perhaps when he took a wife. Rose was no longer bound to another.

A wagon rounded the bend, and Nora moved to the edge of the trail. Daniel drove with Lydia at his side, the girls no doubt hiding in the back.

“Whoa.” Daniel pulled up the slack in the reins and leaned forward. “Where are you bound?”

“Nowhere, now. And you?”

Lydia spoke next. “I told Hannah I would check in on her and the baby this evening. Was there something you needed?”

Nora shook her head despite the nag of disappointment. “Nothing I can’t speak with Daniel about later.” She stood out of the way so they could proceed past.

“Why don’t you climb aboard?” Daniel shuffled over to make room on the seat. “We can drop off Lydia and the girls and then go for a ride.”

“I’ll wait here.” Rather than chance seeing Myles if he were there. She wasn’t ready.

“Very well. I’ll be right back.” He raised the reins over the horses’ backs, but Lydia set her hand on his arm.

“I would like to walk with Nora as far as the farm.” Before Nora could say a word, Lydia slid to the edge of the seat and climbed to the ground beside her.

Daniel tipped a nod and drove past.

Nothing to do but start walking. Maybe Lydia was the one she was meant to speak with, but she didn’t know where or how to start.

“Hannah’s babe is very sweet, is he not?”

Nora nodded, picturing him in Myles’s arms.

“It meant a lot to Hannah to have her brother there, to have Myles here. Even if it isn’t for very long.”

“I imagine so.”

Lydia paused and touched her arm. “Does knowing who he is change everything you felt for him?”

“How could it not?”

“What do you feel now?”

Indifference? Loathing? If only. “Confused.”

“Because your heart hasn’t changed. Only your mind has.”

Nora slowed. “I…I was never sure of my heart to begin with. I’ve never experienced love before. How would I know it now?”

“How can you say you haven’t experienced love? Love is love, whether for a parent or a sibling or a child. The only difference with the love between a man and a woman is the breadth. Its center is the same.”

Could it truly be so simple? “What about you then? When did you know you loved Daniel—enough to follow him away from everything you knew to a future so…precarious?”

Lydia’s eyes softened with a smile. “The same time I realized that what I cared about the most was his safety. I knew as long as he was anywhere near Georgetown, his life was at risk. I was a risk. I hated myself for the danger I had put him in, for the pain I’d caused him.”

“So it is true.” Nora felt herself slip back a step. “You and the British. You were helping them.”

Lydia nodded, her expression unchanged. “I had inherited a cottage in England, and I thought I wanted nothing more. The information I was trying to deceive your brother into giving me was worth passage to a new life.”

“And instead you followed him here.”

“Yes.”

“Do you ever regret it?”

“I may not be perfectly suited for this wilderness, but regret Daniel?” Her blue-green eyes lit with something akin to satisfaction. No questioning or wavering. “I could never regret him.”

Nora wished she could be so certain about Myles.
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Myles shifted the bench until it paralleled the ones in front, and then stood at the back of the church. Ten matching pews and no more slivers for those who came to worship God. A work well done, one to make Pa proud. The only thing he left for Nora to remember him by—whether she wished to or not.

Instead of walking out the door as he’d intended, Myles found himself moving forward, up the narrow aisle toward the rustic pulpit. If he stayed longer, he would have liked to build Andrew Wyndham something better, something that in itself testified to God’s existence.

For He did exist.

Myles sank onto the front pew and leaned into his knees, hands clasped together. “You brought me back here, didn’t You?” And kept him this long. But now it was time to go.

You’re a dead man.

Acker’s threat never left Myles. Not that he worried for himself—he could hold his own—but Samuel and Hannah had built a life here. He wouldn’t jeopardize that. Not on a fanciful dream.

The door creaked as it opened behind him, and he steeled himself with a breath. Wyndham had gone home an hour or so ago needing to prepare his sermon for the morrow. Myles hadn’t expected his return. Probably wanted to make sure the church was ready for the Sabbath. Hopefully he’d be pleased.

“Myles?”

The voice rang a little high to be the pastor’s, but Myles hesitated to look behind. He’d lost a lot of confidence in his senses over the past few years.

A shadow lowered into the pew across from him. “They are beautiful. Though not as breathtaking as the cradle you carved for Hannah’s little one.”

“You saw the cradle?” Not that there was reason she shouldn’t have. He’d given it to Hannah three days past.

“I did. And since, I’ve wondered what manner of man spends hours focusing on such intricate designs…creating. What patience and vision.”

Myles dared a glance. The lowering sun sent a ray of golden light through the small window beside him and spilled across her. Nora remained motionless, looking straight ahead, hair on her shoulders in gentle waves, the expression on her face soft.

“What manner of man throws himself into harm’s way to protect a woman? And not just one he cares for.”

He looked forward as well, waiting for what else she would say. Trying not to give in to hope…but failing miserably.

“What manner of man apologizes readily for mistakes almost made?”

Shame poured through him. “I ran first. What sort of man forces himself on a lady?”

“You didn’t force yourself on me. I was equally at fault.”

He shook his head. “Not the way I see it.”

“Not the first thing we see differently.” She clasped her hands on her lap.

“No. It’s not.”

“So what do we do?”

Myles dropped his head forward. “I don’t know. Everyone keeps saying the war is over.”

“And yet…”

They glanced at each other across the aisle that separated them. Might as well have been a gulf.

“And yet you are a good man. With a good heart.”

Myles could no longer look away. Warmth mingled with the ache in his chest.

“A heart that has already suffered so much.”

The tenderness in her voice opened him wide. “What are you saying?”

“I am wondering if you truly believe we have a hope of moving past…the past. If you believe God really is a God of miracles.”

Myles blinked hard and then wiped at his cheek before she could question what manner of man wept like a babe? “He must be,” he whispered. What else could explain the careful mending of what had been an open wound in his soul?
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This wasn’t what Nora had planned. To talk, that was all. Until this moment, her mind and heart had still been in such conflict. But seeing Myles so vulnerable, moisture glistening in his eyes, ripped a hole in her soul and placed him securely in it. She stood and stepped into the middle of the aisle. He met her there. Toe to toe, but not quite touching. His worn boots covered most of his long socks, reaching to his breeches. Her own shoes sported the start of a small hole along her big toe. Maybe they weren’t so mismatched after all. Remove the war and all that remained was a farm girl and a carpenter, both raised in this beloved valley.

Myles touched a loose strand of her hair, a soft smile forming on his mouth. His smile grew as she placed her hand along his jaw and traced her thumb over his lips. They moved under her touch.

“Do you believe in miracles?”

“I have no choice now.” She pushed onto her tiptoes and brushed her mouth to his. Surely, what she felt for him was a miracle.

Instead of returning the kiss, Myles wrapped her against his chest, his arms strong about her, tucking her head under his chin. “Please be my wife. Come with me.”

Nora felt herself nod.

His hold slackened. “Are you sure?” His mouth formed the question, but his eyes held a plea.

This time she had to force the nod. Was she sure? Of leaving her parents who needed her? To a raw wilderness far from her family? Or for a cold land northward inhabited by those who remained loyal to the king? The only thing she was sure of was her desire to be his wife.

For now, that would have to be enough.

Again, Myles clasped her to him, the thud in his chest all she could hear. This would have to be enough.

“We’re in the right spot,” he murmured. “I could fetch Mr. Wyndham quickly enough.”

Nora pulled back, but his face appeared as serious as his voice. He wanted to marry her here and now, without another word. “No. Not like a thief in the night.” She took hold of his arms and his gaze. “I will leave my family, but don’t make me estrange them. Come home with me. Speak with my father. Even if all he knows you as is Mathew Crawford.”

His muscles grew taut under her hands. “Because you know he won’t accept a Cunningham as a son-in-law. I won’t crawl to your father.”

“I didn’t ask you to crawl to him. I’m asking you to speak with him, inform him of your intentions. Go ahead and tell him who you are. If he refuses, that needn’t affect our plans. But the least you owe a man is a word before you steal away his daughter.” She tried to swallow back her frustration, but it still edged her voice. “Or a handshake?”

Myles stepped away. “I owe that man nothing. He stole my family.”

“What are you talking about? He didn’t ride with the mob that night.”

Another step back. “He didn’t have to. He’d already told Acker what was to be done with us.”

Nora’s hands flew into the air before she could stop them. “The order was from the governor, not my father. My father tried to convince Cyrus Acker that Samuel should be left with your mother because he was barely old enough to be sent. He tried to protect him. And you? How can you blame my father for what your father was responsible for?”

Myles flinched. “All my father did was serve his king.”

“A king who oppressed his people just because they lived on another continent. We slaved away to tame this land and make it profitable, and not only did he tax us to the brink of poverty, but he gave us no voice in the government, no say in our own laws.”

“You speak as though all he did was take. He gave us protection from other countries. Trade opportunities.”

“Ha! Protection? He’s the one who sent an army here to try to squelch us. How is that protection?”

Myles clamped his jaw though his nostrils flared with indignation.

“Go ahead. Say what you will.”

He shook his head, his breath dropping his chest. “What are we doing?”

A pail of realization doused Nora’s fire. She turned and walked to the far wall, opposite him. So much for miracles. “I can’t do this.”

Myles remained silent.

She forced herself to face him, a hollowness opening up in her chest where moments ago she’d felt so full. “I’m going home.” She turned and started down the aisle, slowly, hoping with each step that he would call her back with an apology or compromise.

Nothing.
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She’d made the right decision.

Nora lifted the pail of milk out of the way before leading Methuselah out to pasture. Skirts swishing around her ankles, she hurried to feed the hogs and chickens. With most of the animals on pasture, there was much less work required first thing in the morning. Unlike during the winter.

After collecting the eggs and going back for the milk, Nora started to the cabin. Her family needed her here. No matter how deeply she felt for Myles, how could she leave?

Besides, too much stood between them. Yesterday’s argument was nothing less than an answer to prayer. Now she knew to let him go.

If only the thought didn’t hollow her out like a rotted log.

Inside the cabin, Mama banked the morning coals while Rose set out breakfast. Papa sat on the edge of his chair and pulled on his boots. A flinch at the motion suggested another bad day, but she could tell he was weary of sitting back while she and Rose did the work.

“The chores are finished, Papa.” Nora leaned down to kiss his cheek. “I’ll hitch the wagon as soon as the milk is strained.”

“I can hitch the wagon,” he grumbled, grabbing his cane.

“Papa.” Nora crouched down beside him. “Please let me. I need the occupation.”

He studied her far too closely, and moisture piled in her eyes. “Something’s happened with your Mr. Crawford, didn’t it?”

“He’s not my Mr. Crawford.” She moved to stand.

“Not who you expected him to be, is he?”

The knowing in Papa’s eyes dragged Nora to her knees at his side. “No, he’s not.”

With a glance behind at the others, Papa lowered his voice. “He probably doesn’t realize that beard only makes him look more like his pa.”

“How long have you known?”

“There was always something about him, but seeing him without the eye patch confirmed it. Plus, that boy is just as bullheaded as Henry Cunningham ever was.”

Nora sat back. “I don’t remember very much about Mr. Cunningham.”

“Not a bad man, but he wouldn’t be told he was wrong. Keep wondering if that isn’t half the reason he sided with the British.”

Not that it mattered anymore. Henry Cunningham was dead, leaving his son to carry on his legacy of stubborn pride. Nora patted her father’s arm. “I should strain this milk before it spoils.”

He nodded but set a hand over hers, holding her in place. “Please tell me you’ve not set your heart on young Cunningham. He’s not like his brother.” Papa cast a glance to where Rose set the skillet aside. “I have no qualms with Samuel if that’s who Rose chooses.”

But not Myles. Papa didn’t have to say it for his meaning to ring perfectly clear. “I know.” She stood and delivered the milk to the table. “Can I leave this for you, Rose? I want to hitch the wagon before I change gowns.”

“Don’t you want to eat something first?”

“I’m not hungry.” And she was in no mood to try to appease her family in conversation.

“Did you speak with Mr. Crawford? What did he say?”

That he wants to marry me. Nora swallowed back the truth. “Nothing of consequence.” She hurried out the door, Papa’s words gnawing. Why did Papa’s disapproval of Myles affect her so? What did it even matter? She’d already determined to let Myles go.

And yet, more than anything, she wanted to walk back into the cabin and defend the Cunningham name—and Myles. Yes, he was more passionate than his brother and he had chosen his father’s path, but a man had a right to his own opinion, political or otherwise. That didn’t make him a horrible man. That didn’t make him unworthy of her.

Nora gathered the harnesses and hauled them to the wagon. The horses came readily for a nibble of oats, and she haltered them and led them out of the pasture. She tried to focus on the straps and buckles, but thoughts of Myles were not so easy to push aside. Neither was this rush of doubts.

“I shouldn’t feel this way.” She glanced heavenward, needing affirmation. She’d made her choice to stay. Papa confirmed that he did not approve of the match. So why did she feel she was making a horrible mistake?

“You’ve already decided.” No turning back. Even if what she felt for him was love, even if this were the romance she had always dreamed of, there was more to life than romance and love. Duty. To her family and her country. Dreams were for little girls with their hair in braids, not grown women with responsibilities.

Nora tied the last strap and hooked the reins over the seat before sagging into the side of the wagon. She bowed her head and clasped her hands. “What should I do, Lord? Guide me, please. Open my eyes to the path I should take.”

Maybe if she put it all into God’s hands, she would find some form of peace.
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Myles paced the few feet available to him just out of sight of the small church. He shouldn’t be there, but neither could he help himself. Just for that glimpse of Nora as she arrived with her family and trailed behind them into the building. At least she appeared about as miserable as he.

He nudged a stone with the toe of his boot. How had everything gone so sideways? A little more than twelve hours ago, they had stood in each other’s arms and she’d agreed to be his wife. Now the chasm between them had grown a hundredfold. Impassible.

He picked up the stone and tossed it against the trunk of a tree. The stone struck and flipped back, dropping halfway to him, not at all where he’d expected it to land. How much more control did God have over life and the direction of it?

The hum of Wyndham’s voice barely reached him, but a sermon might be just what he needed.

After making sure Buckethead wasn’t going anywhere, Myles crouched at the edge of the trees and checked for any movement outside the church. They had left the door at the back open—a choice he understood on a day as hot as this—but everyone appeared to be indoors listening to the parson. Myles approached at an angle so no one would spot him through the windows or the door until he reached the wall.

“Thank you,” Wyndham said. “Please bow your heads for our benediction.”

Disappointment pierced deeper than it should. Myles hadn’t realized how much he’d desired to hear God spoken of. He remained in place as a prayer was said, head bowed as directed. A prayer for a blessing upon the valley, upon crops and homes. A prayer for prosperity, open hearts, and peace.

Even after the “amen” was echoed by the congregation, Myles didn’t want to move, the words still settling into him, but footsteps shuffling toward the back of the church spurred him around the corner. He ducked down and darted past the windows. Better not to be seen. Not with Gerard Lemond present.

People visited while wagons were made ready, and Myles held tight. No way to get back to his horse without the likelihood of being seen. Conversations murmured on the far side of the building, but one grew closer—voices he’d come to know well.

“Hard not to be pleased with his work; he is a gifted carpenter,” Wyndham said, voice a heavy whisper.

Myles leaned toward the corner of the church to better hear as Joseph spoke next.

“He is. What a blessing he would be to the settlement. And I’ve never seen Hannah happier. For her sake, I wish he could stay.”

“But?”

Joseph released a gust of breath. “But he’s so much like his father. Mostly temperament, but other ways, too. I can’t stop thinking about Oriskany...and what he’d do if he knew.”

Knew what? All Myles knew about Oriskany was that Pa died in a battle there against the rebels eight years ago. Andrew Wyndham had been wounded. And Joseph had fought.

“Hannah and Samuel were able to understand what happened,” Wyndham said. “Perhaps Myles will also be able to forgive you. Given time.”

This couldn’t be true. He couldn’t be hearing right.

Joseph laughed. “Not that man. He can hardly stand me as it is. If he knew that I was the one who killed his pa…”

Myles didn’t hear what else was said, Joseph’s last words thundering in his skull. How could Hannah and Samuel know about this and accept it, pretend it didn’t matter? Joseph was right about one thing. Myles wasn’t as passive as his siblings. He couldn’t walk away from this. He stepped around the corner.

Both men’s heads jerked around, and Wyndham lunged to intervene. “Myles wait. You do not know what happened. Joseph had no choice.”

“Stand aside, Parson. A man’s got to answer for himself, for his own sins.”

“Let him by, Andrew.” Joseph’s voice had lost most of its strength, but the man stood resolute.

Wyndham hesitated a moment longer before releasing Myles’s sleeves. “Let God be the judge. Leave any vengeance to Him.”

Myles stepped to Joseph, eye to eye. Myles might have been lighter when he’d first arrived in the valley, but he’d put on some weight since then. With only that considered, it would be an even match. “Say it to my face.”

Joseph held his ground. “I fought against your pa in the Battle of Oriskany. It was either him or me.”

Myles let his fist fly, hardly conscious of the action. Only the hurt pouring through him. He’d been ready to forfeit his siblings to this man, to trust him.

Joseph reeled back from the force but managed to stay on his feet.

Despite the tug on his shoulders, Myles followed, not allowing Wyndham to hold him back. Nothing else mattered right now but that Joseph Garnet had murdered his father, stolen his sister, and taken his brother.
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Nora stood back from the buzz of conversations, leaning against the side of her parents’ wagon. Simply watching. Trying not to think of anything—or anyone—not before her eyes.

Rose stood with Mama and Papa, but her gaze oft stole to where Samuel watched over children at play, no doubt minding Hannah and Joseph’s since Hannah had remained home with the new babe, and Joseph was nowhere in sight.

Levi Acker stood with his horse, a glower as permanently affixed as the bruises on his jaw.

Daniel and Gerard Lemond conversed over one of Lemond’s horses, their wives visiting nearby with toddlers on their hips. Lydia held an extra “baby,” Margery’s doll tucked in the crook of her arm. A doll that looked just like Nora. She would never be able to see a piece of wood again without wondering what Myles might create from it.

So lost in her thoughts, Nora didn’t immediately notice the shift in focus, everyone migrating toward the far side of the church, some in curiosity, others in haste.

Papa yelled out, calling for someone to stop…something.

By the time Nora rounded the building to the commotion, Joseph was being braced up by Daniel, while Samuel and Andrew attempted to hold a struggling Myles at bay.

Pulse jolting awake, Nora skirted the others in an attempt to reach him. What was he doing here, eye patch missing and blood leaking from his nose? Why fight Joseph? They were family now.

“Of course, that’s who you are!” Levi Acker’s voice rang out above the rest. “It’s as plain as day standing there with your brother.”

The crowd silenced, and Myles froze, the look in his eyes as wild as his horse had ever been.

“You were supposed to have been executed for desertion, Cunningham.”

Myles jerked away from his brother. Not hard to do as both Samuel and Andrew stepped to keep Myles from the crowd.

“Everyone, please.” Andrew held out his hands to pacify those who had sat in worship not ten minutes ago. “Remember this is the Sabbath and not a day of violence.”

“He’s the one bringing violence to our community. Look what he did to Garnet. His own brother-in-law.” Levi waved to the bruise on his own jaw. “Who do you think gave me this? A Tory like his pa. He thinks he can come back into our valley and do what he likes?” Levi spat. “He’s just as arrogant as those redcoats.”

Andrew tensed.

Joseph stepped to the front, wiping the scarlet running from a cut on his brow and from both nostrils. “Let him go. He only wished to know what had become of his family. Nothing holds him now.”

“Then let’s see him on his way,” someone grumbled.

Andrew glanced at Myles and nodded.

Myles appeared a little more hesitant as he backed away from the crowd and then circled toward the woods, Samuel at his side. The crowd stayed in place until they saw rider and horse burst from the foliage and gallop away.

Nora stood in place as the others dispersed, not able to look away from the last place she’d seen him.

Myles.

For the first time she was genuinely grateful he was leaving the valley. Now he would be safe.

Levi crossed over her line of vision. “If he ever comes back here, we’ll be ready for him.”

“He won’t come back.” And the reality of it broke her in two.
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A heavy lather coated Buckethead’s neck and flanks, but still Myles pushed him northwest along the river. How could Hannah have married Joseph Garnet? How could Samuel work alongside him, treat him as a friend, as kin, when that man had killed their pa? The betrayal was too great. It would have been better to not have found them again. Better if he had never returned to the valley. Had never opened his heart. Had never given himself to hope or faith.

The trail passed under the animal’s hooves, taking him away from all he wished to forget. If only forgetting were so simple. He could not run away from the ache that increased with the distance.

Both he and the horse were winded by the time he slowed their pace at the edge of a well treed ravine. He’d ridden for a while now—maybe eight or ten miles—and the area seemed familiar. Not from his memory, he’d never ridden this way before, but from what others had told him about Oriskany.

He slid from the saddle.

Numb legs carried Myles down into the ravine. Even eight years later evidence remained hidden in the tall grass from the ambush the Iroquois and Tories, under command of the British, had set for a good-sized troop of rebels on their way to relieve Fort Stanwix from a British siege.

Where everything had changed.

Myles kept walking. He hadn’t meant to come here. All he wanted was to leave this cursed valley.

Promise me you’ll say good-bye before you leave. 

Nora’s plea slowed his tread. The last time they’d parted had been one of few words and good-bye had not been one of them. Not that he owed her a good-bye. She’d made her stance clear enough. And then she’d stood with the others, watching on as he’d been run off like a mad dog.

Myles quickened his pace. Better to never look back. To forget the Mohawk Valley and everyone in it.

She almost came with you.

Yes, she had, until they’d flung words at each other like horse dung. All his fault. Him and his pride—his refusal to speak with her father. What if she’d spoken the truth? What if Benjamin Reid had tried to talk the others into leaving Samuel with Mama and the girls?

Myles groaned and stopped again. Glanced back. What if only his pride stood in the way of taking Nora as his wife?

They didn’t have to agree on politics. They merely needed to let the war end once and for all.

Or he could let it continue to rage within him and never look back.

Myles’s knees gave way under him, and he sank to the worn trail. He clasped his hands, now callused from hewing wood, and dropped his head forward. “God…” His voice rang in the stillness of the forest surrounding him and the remains of this battlefield. “Dear God, help me let go. I cannot do this on my own.” Too much hurt. Too much distrust. What chance did love have against the fury that had raged within him for so long? His shoulders trembled and moisture touched his cheek. This time he let it fall. No one was here to see him in his weakness—no one but God above.

Buckethead tugged at the reins and pawed the soil, but Myles didn’t move. Neither did he speak. He’d already voiced his plea. Nothing remained but to let his pain leak from his soul and run down his face. What had anger gotten him? He had nothing to show for the years he had let hate and fear drive him forward. He was so weary of that endless march. He wanted peace now. Craved it as he craved water after a long battle—something to wash the taste of powder and smoke from his mouth.

Somehow, Myles knew the peace he sought wasn’t out here alone. It lay behind him—in asking Nora for her forgiveness and in offering the same to his siblings. And Joseph.

“Oh, God, give me strength.”

Myles stood and shortened the reins on his horse to mount. It was time to return.

 

~*~

 

Nora stared at the black marks strewn in perfect rows across a background of cream. Letters forming words, extended into sentences and compiled into paragraphs…creating life. Once upon a time, she had been enamored by every story she’d devoured. They had moved her to laugh and sometimes to cry. They had filled every empty crevice in her soul. How had they now been reduced to meaningless marks of ink, lifeless on a piece of paper bound into a book?

The answer brought no peace.

Nor did the undaunted desire for her own story to be realized. Her own dreams. How could she find any contentment in fiction after tasting a perfect moment of reality?

Nora dropped The Vicar of Wakefield to her bed. After watching Myles ride away, she’d resolved to pick up where she’d left off before he’d stepped into her life. Lydia had gladly lent her the book again. No questions. Only a long embrace and a whisper that all would be well.

And yet everything felt wrong.

Why would everything feel so wrong if she was where the Lord wanted her?

Nora left the book on her covers and slipped through the cabin. A walk was what she needed. To clear her mind and hopefully put Myles from it.

I’m needed here.

Papa’s leg was doing a little better, but no one knew how long that would last. Only a matter of time before Rose realized that Samuel held her heart.

“I’m needed here.”

God was wiser than her. She had only to accept his will.

The longer she walked, letting the late summer breeze sweep over her and the birds serenade her with their happy songs, the more weight lifted from her heart. Lydia was right. All would be well. God still reigned on high. She would accept the role He had given her. But never, never would she forget her moment of romance. She’d always hold tight to her memories of Mr. Mathew Crawford…of Myles Cunningham.

The sun pressed against the horizon, its light fading, by the time she reached the cabin. Nora set her hand to the door latch as the crack of a musket’s discharge ripped through the evening.

 

~*~

 

Myles jerked the reins, and Buckethead hopped sideward, away from the man with the musket. Twilight sat low in the woods, making him hard to identify. The man seemed to have no such difficulty. As though he’d laid in wait for Myles’s return, knowing exactly where he’d be headed.

“Get down from that horse, Cunningham, or I’ll shoot you down.”

The man had yet to reload his musket, but shadows emerged from the trees behind him. An ambush.

Myles yanked the animal’s head around and spurred his sides. Better to risk catching a ball than give up any chance of escape. He whipped Buckethead back toward the trail. Branches grabbed at his body and slapped his face. With the gathering darkness, racing through a forest was a good way to maim oneself.

Another shot rang out directly ahead.

He reined to the right. Two more strides, and a horse and rider burst through the trees. Buckethead reared in the same instant Myles pulled his head to the side. The animal twisted in the air, falling sideways.

The air broke from Myles’s lungs as he smacked the ground. In a furry of hooves, Buckethead lunged to his feet and sprang out of the way.

Myles tried to do the same, but his chest burned from the blow.

A man charged.

A half side step hardly cleared Myles of the force of the man’s body slamming against his but gave him enough leverage to gain higher ground. Myles landed two solid punches to the man’s face and scampered back to his feet.

“Get him!”

Myles couldn’t see the man who shouted, but the voice was Levi Acker’s. He twisted to find what happened to his horse, but Buckethead had already been caught by one of the ambushers on horseback. Shadows surrounded him, moving in. He had to break their lines or he’d be dead.

A blind dodge to the left. Myles charged the form standing in his way, in the last moment ducking so his shoulder plowed his trail. The solid shadow grunted but grabbed for his torso. Down again. They rolled and Myles felt the grip release. Only to be replaced by others.

This time, hands dragged him to his feet and a fist swung toward his head. He dodged just enough to miss full impact and struck out with his own hands into someone’s meaty gut. Breath whooshed down on him, and he struck again, to the man’s jaw.

“Get his arms!”

One more punch to the man’s nose reeled him back, but fingers closed in on Myles’s wrists like fetters. He struggled against them, managing to drop one man with a well-placed elbow, but there were too many of them now. Two men holding each arm and a pistol cocked against the side of his head.

“No more!” the bearer of the weapon bellowed.

Myles sagged forward, unable to catch his breath.

Then Levi and his pa stepped into view, the latter with lantern in hand. Myles forced himself to straighten. What he wouldn’t give for one free hand to wipe the smirk off the younger man’s face.

“Much too predictable, Cunningham. Took you a little longer than I figured, but we knew you weren’t gone yet—not without saying good-bye to your sweet little Patriot. Do you really think the Reid girls would have looked at you twice if they’d known the truth? You really are a fool.”

Myles jerked against those restraining him, and the cool of the pistol’s barrel dug into his temple.

“Weren’t you supposed to have been executed? By order of the Continental Army?”

Myles’s arms slackened, and an attempted swallow scraped the back of his throat. Was this how it would end?

In the dark, a pistol to his head.

Keep digging, soldier!

Forgive me, Lord. And receive my spirit home.
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Nora braced in the open doorway, staring into the dusk. Five shots about a mile west. What was happening out there? And how could she sit here not knowing?

“Maybe I should ride for Joseph.”

“You are not leaving this cabin.” Papa pulled her inside and slammed the door closed. “Never go wandering through the woods with hunters about.”

“It’s the Sabbath.” There wouldn’t be a hunting party out today. Maybe a lone man hunting, but those shots had come too quickly. Not enough time for one man to reload.

“You can’t know what’s going on out there.” He pierced her with a look that fixed her in place. “Do. Not. Leave. This. Cabin.”

“Nora.” Mama moved close and tried to direct her to the table. “It would be too dangerous. Joseph and Samuel will go see what’s going on if they’re worried.”

“If they heard the shots.” Nora gripped the high back of one of the chairs. “We barely heard them.” The Garnet cabin was a mile farther.

“It’s not safe.” Pa’s only reply before limping back to the fireplace. “Besides, the shooting has stopped now.”

The silence taunted her all the more.

Papa was probably right. Nothing more than a hunting party.

Hunting for a Loyalist, a deserter from the Continental Army.

Please, Father, bless Myles, that he didn’t try to come back. Keep him far away from here. Keep him safe.

Nora sank into the chair and leaned into the table, unable to push aside the nausea or the grindstone laid over her heart. It turned slowly, grinding away at her reserves, its message one of despair. Something horrible had just happened. Or was about to.

 

~*~

 

Pain broke across Myles’s jaw and stars burst in his vision. He blinked to see better as Levi’s second fist slammed beside his eye. Then he doubled over, unbraced for the third blow to his stomach.

“Have at him, men.”

Myles tried to yank up his arms against the furry of the attack. One hand gained freedom and hooked over his head, but that only left the rest of his body exposed. Agony burst like an open barrage of musket fire across his torso. The hard sole of a boot slammed the back of his knee and he buckled. Another boot cracked against his ribs. Fabric ripped.

His shirt. They were ripping off his shirt.

Someone shouted and the barrage halted. Myles rolled onto his knees, short gasps of breath not enough to feed his burning lungs. A swift kick flopped him onto his side. Torches lit the dark over his head. A man with a large pail pushed into view. The heavy odor hit Myles’s lungs.

“It’s ready.”

Levi reached for the short paddle sticking from the pail. “Get him up.”

Pain left Myles helpless as he was propped on his feet. Not that his legs would hold him very long if they let go. Levi waved the end of the paddle toward him, its end heavy with thick pitch. Tar. Myles flinched back, but without anywhere to go while it was smeared down his cheek and collar, warm and dense.

Other’s grabbed branches and whatever they could find to help apply the tar pitch across Myles body, poking, prodding, drowning him. One branch was the thickness of a man’s arm but held much more force when cracked across Myles’s torso. He gripped the earth against the agony burning through him.

And then snow burst overhead. Floating down as men laughed.

Feathers.

“Bring that nag of his,” someone hollered. “Time to send this Tory on his way.”

Again, with the prodding, every touch stoking a fire. The grumbles of men not wanting to get their hands dirty barely sounded past the ringing in Myles’s ears. So hard to focus on anything but the pain as he faded in and out of his darkening mind. His stomach met the saddle as though a knife wedged between his ribs. His own cry broke free along with another shot through the night. The horse bounded forward and charged away.

 

~*~

 

Another shot and then more silence.

Dear Lord, what is happening out there?

“Tomorrow will be a full day,” Papa said reaching for his cane. “It’s time we turn in for the night. Rose, Nora, off to bed with you.”

“But, Papa.” Nora turned her pleading his way. How could he ask this of her? She couldn’t bare the torture of not knowing…and yet knowing that something was wrong. She’d never felt so certain in her life.

“We’ll go out in the morning and have a look. There’s nothing we can do tonight.”

What if morning was too late?

Nora clenched back a scream and turned into the bedroom she shared with Rose. All she removed was her shoes before burying herself under a quilt.

Rose stepped into the room with a lamp, moving much slower. “How long have you known about Myles Cunningham?”

“Long enough.” Nora clamped her eyes closed. She didn’t want to have this conversation tonight. She just wanted her family to go to sleep.

“And it didn’t change how you felt about him?”

“Of course it did. In the beginning.”

Disbelief rang in Rose’s laugh. “You still love him.”

Nora tucked the quilt higher despite the warmth of the room. “You agreed he is a good man.”

“I suggested Mathew Crawford was a good man.”

“He’s the same man.” She loved him under either name. And lying here was torture. “Please blow out the lamp.”

Rose hurried to undress and climbed into her own bed. The light flickered and went out.

Now to wait.

“He’s a Tory.”

Nora pressed her palms into her eyes. They ached with the effort of keeping tears at bay. “He saved you from Levi.”

Minutes passed and no reply. Nora counted them out with the thudding of her heart. The main room fell quiet as well, and the light faded from under the door. Her parents had retired, but how long before they slept? How long could she bear the wait?

An eternity passed before Rose’s breathing relaxed and deepened. Nora’s limbs itched to shed the quilt, but she forced herself to hold still a little while longer. Until she could fight it no more.

Nora collected her shoes and tiptoed into the main room, moonlight splashed through the small window but with hardly enough light to see by. She collected a lantern and lit it from the coals in the fireplace but kept the wick low. Next, she took Pa’s pistol and silently loaded it. She waited to don her shoes until outside and then stared into the woods from whence the shots had sounded. Any light from the moon stopped at the trees.

Her hand holding the lantern trembled. “What am I doing?” She didn’t know that the shots had anything to do with Myles. Riding for half the day, he would be far from here.

Unless he’d turned back.

He had no reason to. He had cut ties with the valley—and with her. Papa was right. There was all manner of explanations for the shots. Like running off a wolf or a…Tory.

“Lord, what should I do?” What was this feeling driving her forward? The throbbing need to know what had happened out there. The oppressive fear that tomorrow would be too late.

Nora started forward, lantern high, fingers gripping the pistol so tight they hurt, breath in her throat. Into the blackness of the woods. Every scurry of little feet, every cracking twig, who could be certain what lurked beyond the glow of the lantern? Though well over a year since the last raids to the area, memories of fear and painted Iroquois rose through her.

“Please, Lord, keep me safe.”

Keep Myles safe.

He was what really mattered.

Nora pushed through the woods, trying to track the location of the shots as best she could. A little bit farther.

A branch swooshed behind her, as though something had brushed against it. Nora spun and searched the dark.

Nothing.

She sped her way over logs and the forest debris, but something continued to follow her. The sound was steady now. Not close, but out there beyond the reach of her light.

“Hello?”

A low growl spun her to the right. Her pulse climbed up her throat. Then she heard it again. But not a growl. A moan. She forced a step in that direction.

“Is someone there?”

Silence.

One foot in front of the other. She needed to know what lurked just out of sight. Deep shadows shuttered and fled under the flickering lamplight. All but one. Dark and gruesome and rising up before her. Only it wasn’t a shadow, flecks of white coated the creature.

She screamed and stumbled back into a log she had just crossed over. As she fell back, the pistol in her hand discharged, its boom cracking open the night. Somehow, she kept hold on the lantern.

Nora scrambled to her feet, her mind pushing past the terror. It wasn’t a shadow or creature. A man lay before her, covered in pitch and feathers.

“Oh, Lord, no.” Nora lunged over the fallen tree and dropped to her knees at the man’s side only for her vision to vanish behind a veil of tears. Not just any man, but the one she’d given her heart to.

“Myles?” Nora touched his shoulder, bare skin and heavy tar.

He groaned and his eyes batted open. Face twisting, he stared up at her. “How? Still so far to…to go.”

“You were trying to find me?”

His head gave the smallest nod. His throat rumbled with a cry as he pushed onto his back. His eyes clamped closed, and his breath came in short gasps as though he couldn’t fill his lungs. She moved her hand to his side, and he gasped.

“What have they done to you?” Probably more than one broken rib. And it wasn’t only black covering his skin. Crimson stained his face and suggested deeper injury over his body. “I have to get you home.” But how? She couldn’t carry him. Any attempt to move him would only hurt him worse. She needed a wagon and strong arms that could lift him carefully. She needed to go for help, but that would mean leaving him here alone.

“So you were right.”

Nora yelped and twisted to the deep voice behind her. “Papa? What are you doing here?”

“You expect me to let you wander through the woods on your own?”

Her legs protested, but she managed to gain her feet. “You didn’t try to stop me?”

“You weren’t listening.”

“I had to know. And now I have to find him help.” Tears tumbled free, clearing her sight. “They hurt him badly.”

Pa took a hobbled step around her. “Tar and feathers. Just when a man starts to think he can enjoy a little peace.” He shook his head. “I’ll sit here with him. You go straight for Samuel and Joseph. Tell them to bring a wagon.”

Nora didn’t move. She couldn’t. To leave Myles here, not certain if he’d even survive the time she was away. He needed her here.

“You have the speed, girl. If you want to save him, you’re the one who has to go. Head straight out to the road so you don’t have to fight the brush. And take the lantern with you.”

“No.” She’d not let herself think about what awaited her without light. “You keep the lantern here. See if there is anything you can do to help him. Please, Papa.”

Crouching down beside Myles, Nora touched a finger to the curve of his ear, one of the areas of skin not smothered in pitch. “I’m going for help. Just rest. And…” She leaned over and pressed her mouth over his ear. “Don’t you dare leave without saying good-bye, Myles Cunningham? Don’t leave me.”

“I won’t.” Barely a whisper, but his eyes repeated the promise. His lips moved again—this time without sound. “I love you.”

“Nora, you need to hurry.” Papa gripped her shoulder.

She touched a light kiss to Myles’s mouth. “I’ll be back.”

Hands up to protect her face, Nora raced through the woods in the direction of the road, her only fear for the man she left behind.
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Every wince of pain, every groan, speared Nora as they carried Myles to where the wagon waited on the road. About halfway there his eyes rolled back and his body sagged. He appeared dead but for the blessed rasp of his breathing. She straightened the blankets, and they settled him into the back of the wagon.

Samuel crouched down beside her while Papa and Joseph climbed up on the seat. The latter took the reins and encouraged the horses forward.

“Wait.” They were facing the wrong way. “Where are you taking him? Our cabin is the closest.”

“And the first place anyone will look for him. If someone finds his horse, they will come looking.”

“Then where do we hide him?”

Joseph focused on the road, directing the horses around the largest ruts. “With someone who has no known connection to him.”

That excluded both Daniel and Andrew. “But there’s no one we can trust. Everyone knows who he is.”

“That won’t matter with the person I have in mind. He already spared Myles’s life once. We’ll pray he’ll do so again.”

Samuel jerked beside her. “You can’t take him there.”

“Where?” Nora looked between the men.

“You have a better idea?” Joseph growled.

Samuel slumped back. “How do we know Lemond didn’t lead the mob that did this? He swore to kill Myles if he ever came back to the Mohawk Valley.”

“Lead the mob?” Joseph shook his head. “And confess that he disobeyed a direct order. No, Gerard Lemond’s main goal now will be making sure he can’t be linked to Myles or his miraculous return from the dead.”

“Mr. Lemond?” Nora’s mouth went dry. “He’s the one who was supposed to have executed Myles? The man who made him dig his own grave?”

Joseph grunted. “At least he didn’t put him in it.”

“Yet.” Nora placed her hand on Myles’s head, pushing back some hair that stuck to his forehead. Dared they take that risk?

As the wagon rolled on, Myles rose and fell from consciousness, sometimes sleeping fitfully, other times moaning with each jostle. It was so hard to wait on the slow turn of the wheels when all she wanted was hot water to clear away the pitch from his skin so they could better care for his injuries. Dawn cast a pale glow before Joseph pulled the wagon to a halt and jumped down from the seat.

“Wait here.” He jogged to a small cabin nestled against a backdrop of towering spruce. No barn yet, just a lean-to giving the horses some shelter and smaller sheds for the hogs and chickens.

“Where are we?” Myles murmured, his eyelids blinking slow.

Samuel touched his shoulder. “Somewhere safe.”

They hoped.

Nora smoothed her thumb over his ear. It was hard to tell how bruised his face was, but his left eye had swollen closed. She glanced to Joseph speaking with someone in the doorway. God, please let this not be a mistake.

After another minute, Joseph returned with a grim nod. “Let’s take him inside.”

Nora stood back while they eased Myles from the back of the wagon, Joseph at his feet and Samuel holding his shoulders. The grind of Myles’s teeth compelled Nora forward. She would make sure a place was ready to lay him.

Inside, Mrs. Lemond, with only a shawl over her nightgown, hurried to make up the bed they had been sleeping in only minutes before. She held a finger to her mouth and motioned to the loft—probably where the children slept. Her husband still wore his night shirt but with his breeches on underneath. Until now, Nora had considered him a pleasant man, but he wore a deep scowl as he sat to pull his shoes on.

Nora moved to him, ready to plead with him for Myles’s sake.

Lemond’s jaw stiffened. “I didn’t expect to see you here, too, Miss Reid.”

“I…I love him.” The words came on their own, flowing from her heart.

Frown still in place, Lemond motioned across the room. “Best get that fire made up and start heating some water then.” He stood and headed out the door.

Nora took an unsteady breath and did as directed, all the while praying for Myles and the mercy of Gerard Lemond.

 

~*~

 

Myles could barely see out of his swollen eye, and the other had never healed perfectly, but he only needed one look at the man to know exactly where they had brought him. No way were they carrying him a foot farther. He jerked his boot from Joseph’s grasp and shoved it to the ground. The motion hit his ribs like a hot iron, and his vision vanished behind a sheet of black.

“What are you doing?” Samuel demanded from behind.

“Let me go.” Myles pulled his second foot free, but this one came without the boot.

“Don’t be mad!” Joseph tossed the boot aside and reached for his arm.

Myles tried to get his feet under him, but his head swam and his vision refused to clear. The blackness reached deeper, pulling him under.

He awoke on a soft surface, warmth across his chest. Wet warmth. He opened his eyes to Nora’s face leaned near, brows pushed together. Her hands worked down from his collar, scrapping, pressing.

“It’s still not coming off.”

“You might have to try hotter water to loosen it.” Another woman said from the other side of him. “Did the soap help at all?”

“Perhaps. A little.” Nora withdrew her blackened cloth and dropped it into a basin with a splash. Her gaze darted to his face and remained. She leaned near, her fingers brushing over his temple. “Am I hurting you?”

He wasn’t sure. Pain tormented his whole body whether she touched him or not. Then he remembered where they had brought him and tensed.

“What’s wrong, Myles?”

Plenty was wrong. He tried to push up on his elbows to see, but Nora placed her hand on his shoulder, making any attempt futile. And just as well for the invisible blade again twisting between his ribs.

“Where is he?” Myles still couldn’t manage a full breath, and the effort left his head light.

Nora cupped his face and looked directly down at him, only inches away. “You are safe here. I promise. You must rest.”

Myles shook his head—not a friendly motion. She didn’t understand. “I can’t stay here.”

“Look at me.” Her fingers slid over his ears, almost distracting him from some of the pain. “This is the safest place for you. And I’ll not leave. Trust me.”

Myles forced himself to relax into the bed and felt for her hand until he found it. “I trust you.”

Her moist brown eyes made it impossible to look away. “Why did you come back?”

“I promised to say good-bye.”

“All this just for a good-bye?”

He rocked his head from one side to the other, slower than before, but his head still throbbed. “I don’t ever want to say good-bye to you.”

A smile bloomed on her face and a tear rolled free. “Good.”

Heavy boots approached, and Myles stiffened again. He’d never felt so helpless and dependent.

“It’s time to go, Nora,” Benjamin Reid said. “Joseph needs to get back to Hannah, and we are needed on the farm. There are chores to do.” His voice hardened. “I want you to come now.”

Nora drew away, and Myles forced his hand to release hers. What choice did he have?

Only, she didn’t release his. “I’m sorry, Papa, but I’m needed here more.”

“Nora.” His tone held warning.

“No, Papa. I can’t leave Myles. Not like this. Please don’t ask me to.”

Benjamin leaned heavily into his cane and then turned away.

Nora lowered onto the edge of the bed and squeezed Myles’s hand. “We’ll find a way,” she whispered. “Somehow we’ll find a way.”

A clean patch on her wrist provided a place to press a kiss. Otherwise her hands were as dark and sticky as he. Perhaps they would find a way to be together, to stay together, but he wished he knew how.
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How was it possible to still feel so weary after sleeping for most of two days? Myles watched Nora, eyes closed, breathing soft, on the quilts she had made up for a bed on the floor. He’d insisted near a dozen times that she go home so she could rest, but each time she remained adamant to not leave his side. So here she slept, unable to stay awake any longer despite the sun streaming through the window.

Myles had no such luck giving in to sleep. As exhausted as he felt, his mind allowed no such luxury. Too much uncertainty weighed over him.

Voices rumbled outside the door, and he quieted his mind to listen.

A woman’s voice. Probably Mrs. Lemond. Myles had never pictured the sergeant married, but the ages of their children ranged from around twelve to one with wide gaps between.

Lemond’s reply was mumbled, but Myles knew it all the same—had heard that voice enough in his waking nightmares and muffled through the door for the past two days.

Myles looked to Nora, sleeping so peacefully. What if she was in danger being there with him?

The latch on the door dropped, and Sergeant Lemond stepped into the room. Or was he a captain now? Isn’t that what Samuel had said? He looked a lot older up close with his skin leathery and tanned, gray streaking his hair.

“You came back.” Lemond kept his voice low, probably to keep from disturbing Nora. If he wished for a private conversation, this was as close as he’d get as she never left the room for more than a minute at a time.

“I had to know about my family.”

“You’ve risked your family. And my family. Everything I’m trying to build here.” The weather lines hanging from the corners of his eyes and mouth tightened, but all Myles could see now was worry. Not the villain who had haunted him for so long.

“I’m sorry.” Myles felt the words form on his tongue and couldn’t stop them. The last thing he had ever imagined speaking to this man—the one who had flogged him and swore to take his life. Now, Myles only saw the man who had spared him.

Gerard Lemond scratched his fingers over his hair and nodded. “I never regretted what I did, letting you go. I wish I had been able to tell your family the truth, spare them some pain.”

“What now?” Myles tried to push a little higher onto the pillow but quickly resigned himself to where he lay.

“We pray no one finds you here. Pray no one in this valley ever learns the truth.” Lemond turned to leave.

Too soon. Myles had one more thing he needed to say to this man, and if he didn’t manage it now, he might never. With a hard swallow, and an attempt to clear his throat, Myles forced the words forward. “Thank you.”

Lemond glanced back with an acknowledging nod…and a sheen of moisture in his blue eyes.

The door closed, and Myles relaxed into the bed, staring at the rafters above. He blinked and a trickle warmed a path to his ear. No more would he be able to look back on that night the same way. No more did death loom. No more fear. Only mercy—God’s hand in preserving his life.

A hand slipped into his before he was aware of Nora’s presence. She knelt at the side of the bed, sleep still in her eyes, her mouth wearing a soft smile.

“I’m sorry we woke you.” He squeezed her hand.

“I’m not.” She rose enough to kiss him. Then tucked the blanket up over his bare chest. “Did you sleep at all?”

He shook his head.

Nora frowned. “How are you feeling?”

“As though I’ll heal.” Slowly, perhaps, but he would heal. His body. His mind. One day the Lord would make him whole and complete…though he couldn’t imagine it being easy without this woman at his side. Nor as worthwhile. “Nora, we need to talk.”

She perched on the edge of the bed beside him. “I know.”

“When I leave here—”

Raised voices at the back of the cabin made them both look to the window. Nora stood and moved to look outside. She shook her head and backed away. “Let me go see.”

As soon as the bedroom door opened, so did the one at the front.

“What are you doing here, Daniel? How did—" 

“Don’t worry,” her brother said, moving their way. “I made certain no one could follow me. Is he awake?”

“Yes.” She stepped out of the doorway and let him past.

Daniel drew off his hat and approached the foot of the bed. “Samuel told me what happened.”

“Not Papa?” Her tone accused.

“He’s not saying much of anything right now.”

“He’s angry at me for staying with Myles.” Nora hugged herself, face drawn.

Daniel touched her shoulder. “He’ll work through it.”

Nora looked less convinced.

“Can you leave us a minute, Nora?” Daniel kept his focus on his sister, his voice firm.

Her spine straightened. “Why?” Her jaw jutted with defiance. “Papa did send you, didn’t he? Don’t do it, Daniel. Don’t you dare try and—”

“Didn’t I already fail in that? Trust me.”

Nora’s eyes closed momentarily, and she nodded before slipping from the room.

Her departure pulled at Myles stronger than before. Now he had seen how greatly her father’s opposition affected her. He was a wedge between her and people she loved. “So if not to convince Nora of her folly in being here, why did you come?”

“Someone found your horse. Levi has it now.”

“So they know I haven’t left the valley.”

“Dead or alive.”

“That animal may be the death of me after all.” Hadn’t Myles come close enough after falling from him at a run? “Are they asking questions?”

“Not so many. Mostly they seem to be waiting and watching.”

“I’ll leave as soon as I’m able.” Though not sure how long that would take, especially without a mount. He had nothing to offer Nora. Even if she were willing to walk all the way to Lake Erie with him, nothing awaited them there. No money. No way to provide for a wife.

“That would be best. And Nora?”

“You think I should leave her behind, don’t you? Convince her to stay.” The kind thing to do if he loved her. And he did. So very much. But he wanted to be selfish, too. Could he bear walking away from her now?

What manner of man would he be if he persuaded her away from all she held dear?

For some reason it was Pa’s voice he heard in his head.

You can tell the salt of a man by his craft, lad. When you build something, build it well, build it to last, and build it to be loved.

Only, how did that apply to the woman who moved him so deeply?

 

~*~

 

Nora’s nerves were strung tight by the time Daniel exited the cabin. She’d tried to help Mrs. Lemond in the garden but wasn’t much assistance. Too hard to keep her mind on even so simple a task. She caught up to Daniel by the time he reached his horse hidden behind the cabin.

“What did you say to Myles?”

Daniel swung up into his saddle. “Better to hear it from him.”

“I love him.”

He looked down, hat shadowing his eyes, expression sad. “I know.”

He rode away, leaving her questions taunting but her mind made up. She rushed back into the cabin, slapping the door closed behind her. The force ricocheted the door off its frame, and it swung open again.

“I don’t care what he said to you, Myles Cunningham. I’m going with you.”

Myles’s brow scrunched. “You are?”

She nodded and continued forward. “Yes. I am. You asked me to marry you. You’re not allowed to change your mind.”

“Even for your own sake?”

“No.” She dropped onto the edge of the bed at his side. “Please tell me he hasn’t made you change your mind. Tell me what he said.”

Myles’s mouth extended into a smile or at least started to before he remembered his split lip. “Daniel came to speak with me about my wages.”

“Your wages?”

“I worked for him for over a month, and Andrew Wyndham for a few weeks as well. A man’s sweat needs to be worth something. Like a light wagon and a horse to pull it. Supplies to see us through our journey. All we need for a new start far away from here.”

Nora blinked but couldn’t stop the tears. Her chin trembled, making it almost impossible to speak…even if she could find the words.

“I do want you to be my wife, Nora, if you are certain I’m what you want.”

“Oh, yes.” Lydia was right. All will be well.

After a light kiss, he gripped her hand. “Can you help me with something?”

“Of course.” Anything for him.

“My beard. It’s still…”

“I know, we weren’t able to get all the pitch out of your whiskers. But your jaw is still so bruised.”

“I want it shaved.”

Nora brushed her fingers over his beard, both soft and bristly to her touch. “All right. I’ll do that for you.” And she’d go with him. Anywhere. She’d not look back. 
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Hard not to stare at the horizon, watching the sun slowly sink, both willing it to hurry its descent, and wishing it would reverse course. Only Daniel knew her plan to leave with Myles tonight. Two weeks had brought healing. Though his ribs still pinched and required wrapping, and the bruises on his face remained a horrible yellow, he refused to wait any longer and risk being found. If only for the sake of the Lemonds and their farm.

So tonight, Daniel would come for her and take her to meet Myles. And then they would leave the valley forever.

Only a few short hours remained.

Though saying nothing to the rest of the family, Daniel had brought the girls over in the afternoon giving time to play, and visit, and break Nora’s heart. She wasn’t sure how she would survive so far from the ones she loved so much, but neither could she let Myles leave alone.

“I want the new baby to be a brother,” Margery declared as they picked clovers from the side of the trail. “I already have a sister, and she’s always taking my things.”

Nora smiled past the ache that she wouldn’t be here for the arrival of Lydia’s baby this winter. “You don’t think a brother will do that?”

“Boys don’t play with dolls.”

Nora bit her tongue from breaking the girl’s reverie, but in her experience, little boys played with about anything.

“Almost time to go, Marg,” Lydia said, coming near. She now showed her maternity, a little more each passing week.

Nora blinked back the ache to weep as she pulled her little niece into a hug. “You be a good helper for your mama when that baby comes, all right?”

The girl gave a chipper smile. “Of course I will. I’m the best helper.”

“Course you are.” Nora kissed her head, breathing deeply of her sweet scent, trying to memorize it.

“Go find Papa, sweetheart,” Lydia said, not taking her gaze from Nora. “Tell him I’ll be along in a minute.”

She nodded and was off, scampering to where their wagon waited, Daniel talking with Papa.

Lydia stepped to Nora and slipped an arm around her. “Are you ready?”

The floodgates opened, and Nora pressed a hand over her mouth. How could she feel so lonely already?

Lydia rubbed her arms. “But you love him.”

“Yes.” Unfortunately, that couldn’t stop the tears or feeling of loneliness pressing over her already—though she hadn’t left yet.

“The unknown is always frightening, but hold on to what you feel for that man and what God speaks to your heart. I’m not saying you won’t be lonesome for family or never want to strangle him a little. The life you are headed to might challenge you in ways you never considered, but it’s worth it to be with him, to stand at his side, to be his helpmeet and support.”

Nora wiped her tears and blinked away the ones still brimming in her eyes. “No regrets?”

Lydia squeezed her hand. “No regrets.”

“Thank you.” She embraced her sister-in-law, not wanting to let go. Not yet.

Nora made sure her eyes had dried before following Lydia to the wagon for more brief good-byes, as though they would see each other again tomorrow. Mama headed into the house to pull the duck from the spit, asking Nora to tell Papa it was time to come in for supper. The sun sank toward the horizon. The day was spent.

 

~*~

 

Nora took a wet plate from Rose and buried it in the cloth, before adding it to the other three. She glanced out the window at the darkness. Another couple of hours and Daniel would be there for her. Would Papa forgive him for helping her leave? Would he ever forgive her for abandoning them when they needed her, with nothing more than a letter to explain her departure?

As much as she longed for a proper good-bye, she didn’t dare speak her mind to them. Papa would never allow her outside this cabin if she did.

“You look tired today, Nora.” Mama took the stack of plates and set them on the shelf. “Your eyes are red.”

“I didn’t sleep well last night.” Almost not at all. “I think I’ll retire to bed soon.”

“Probably wise.” Mama touched Nora’s forehead. “You aren’t becoming ill, are you?”

Nora leaned into her mother’s touch. “I’ll be well enough after some sleep.” She slipped her arms around the woman who had given her life, raised her to be the woman she was, and kissed her cheek. “Good night, Mama.” I love you.

Eyes again watering, Nora retreated to the bedroom. She fell on her bed. “Give me strength, Lord.”

Rose stepped into the room moments later and leaned into the door behind her. “What is going on?”

“What do you mean?” Nora pushed up on her elbows.

“Is Myles well enough to leave? Is that why you’re so…misty?”

Nora blinked back the moisture in her eyes. “Yes. He’s leaving.” She pointed a glare at her sister. It was people who couldn’t let the past go who gave Myles no choice. “Does that make you happy?”

“No. No it doesn’t. I was wrong.” Rose lowered onto the edge of her own bed. “I mean, I was right.”

Nora sat up. “What are you talking about?”

“Samuel cares a great deal for his brother, and I am beginning to understand why. Myles Cunningham is a good man. Almost as good as Mathew Crawford.”

“Almost?”

“He still has a few rough edges.”

“And Mathew didn’t?”

They both laughed, and Nora joined her sister on the other bed. “We may not have always agreed on everything and have fought over our fair share of things, but I want you to know that I love you and…” I’ll miss you so very much.

Rose’s expression fell as understanding lit her eyes. “I love you, too.” She pulled Nora close. “You’re leaving with him?”

“I have to.”

Rose tightened her grip. “I hope I learn to love as strongly as you someday. Maybe with Samuel.” She chuckled. “Then we’ll be both sisters and sisters-in-law.”

“I’d like that.” Nora drew back and stood. “You mustn’t mention this to anyone. Not even Mama and Papa. Not yet.”

“I promise.”

They talked a few more minutes before Rose undressed and curled up under her covers. “I’ll miss you.”

I’ll miss everything.

On her own bed, Nora closed her eyes and listened to the last of her parents’ visiting, talking about the harvest, all that was left to do. So much left to do, and she was deserting them. What would they think when they woke to find her gone? Daniel promised Papa would have the help he needed, but still…

Lord, am I doing the right thing?

Hours passed and no answer came. She laid in the dark waiting for Daniel’s tap at her window, but it never came. What if something had gone wrong? If something had happened to Lydia or the girls? Or Daniel? What if word had spread and Acker had gathered a mob to lay in wait? What if, after all this, she still lost Myles?

A knock resounded through the cabin.

Nora lurched to her feet. This wasn’t the plan. Who would call so late at night? She grabbed her shawl and cracked open the bedroom door. Papa was on his way to the front but not before taking his musket in hand. One could never trust what nightfall brought.

Myles filled the doorway, still battered, but as handsome as ever with the sharp lines on his clean-shaven face and his dark eyes. “Good evening, Mr. Reid.”

Papa’s grip tightened on the musket. “Why are you here?” 

“I have come to ask you for your daughter’s hand. I wish to make her my wife.”
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Myles chanced a glance at Nora when she stepped into clear view from her bedroom, her expression a mix of confusion and horror. Hadn’t this originally been her idea? She was the one who hadn’t wanted him to steal her away as though a thief. And he wouldn’t. Even if she had since changed her mind about him speaking with her father.

Mrs. Reid appeared and quickened to her daughter’s side, wrapping a protective arm around her.

“You can’t have my daughter,” Benjamin growled. “Out of the question.”

Myles looked at the musket and the man who gripped it, finger over the trigger. With his luck he’d probably get himself shot, but it was too late to turn back. “Why?”

Benjamin’s gaze narrowed to dark slits. “You have to ask? You wish to take her away and brand her a traitor like you.”

“A traitor to whom?” Myles clenched his jaw against that line of argument. The man didn’t need to be reminded of his loyalties or how they differed from his own. “Sir, I love Nora and will do my best to support her and our family. You know I have a trade and skills. I also have a letter of reference from your son to a Mr. Selby in Virginia who might be able to offer me employment.”

“Virginia?” Nora stepped closer, forcing her mother to comply a step. “We don’t have to go north?”

“No. We don’t. Daniel has convinced me that my skills can be put to better use closer to civilization.” Her smile fortified him. “Mr. Selby, Lydia’s brother-in-law, has regained his two ships since the end of the war and has many connections, Daniel assures me.” Virginia would be far enough away to find a new start. He’d simply learn to bite his tongue.

Nora’s pa was looking at her now. “You want this?”

She went to him. “It’s not that I want to leave, Papa, but I do want him. With all my heart.”

He stiffened, looking past Myles into the night. “What is Andrew Wyndham doing here?”

Sure enough, the parson was dismounting near the barn. “I asked him to come,” Myles said. Though Daniel had relayed the message.

Benjamin tipped the muzzle of the musket back toward Myles. “You thought I might refrain from shooting you in front of a man of God?”

“That actually never occurred to me.” Though perhaps it should have. “Sir, I did not come here to turn your daughter against you. I came because I respect you, and I do not want to steal Nora from her family.” Myles extended his hand past the iron barrel. “Her wedding is something she should cherish. And her family should be near.”

Instead of a handshake, a smaller set of arms flew around his neck. Nora’s lips warmed his with open gratitude. Well worth the pinch of his ribs.

“Appears I have arrived in time,” Wyndham said from behind them.

“Appears you have,” Benjamin grumbled. “Come in so we can close the door.”

Nora released Myles, and they stepped together into the cabin. “Papa?”

He gave a slow nod and lowered the gun.

 

~*~

 

Trying hard not to pace the floor, Nora smoothed her hands over the simple, pale blue gown she would travel in. The one that would also serve as her wedding gown as soon as Daniel arrived. Myles asked that they wait for him, and Nora had no complaint so long as he hurried. They needed to leave long before dawn when travel for Myles would become much more dangerous.

“You’re beautiful.” Myles slipped his hand into hers and squeezed.

She returned the pressure. “You’re being generous.” She’d taken little time to do anything with her hair so it hung in a loose braid over her shoulders, and her eyes were no doubt red from tears and lack of sleep. The low lamplight was her greatest asset.

Myles, on the other hand…despite the faded bruises, he’d never looked so confident or striking. His dark eyes centered on her with such intensity as to spread warmth through every inch of her. Especially as he smoothed his thumb over her ear. “You are the generous one. I wish I didn’t have to drag you away.”

Before Nora could prepare a reply, a tapping came at the door. Papa hurried to unbar it, and Daniel stepped in with Margery rubbing her eyes, followed by Lydia, a sleeping girl in arms.

“You came.” Nora rushed to them, arms open.

Samuel entered next and also carried a sleeping child, little Lillian, with the other children tailing behind looking almost as tired. Hannah held a tiny bundle against her as she moved directly to her older brother.

“Myles.” She embraced him and held tight. “Are we in time?”

“Of course.” He kissed her forehead, and then stole a peek at the baby, the only one in the party who looked wide awake. “We waited.”

Hannah hugged Nora next. “I cannot tell you how happy I am. Take care of him for me?”

Nora nodded. She would do her very best.

“Where’s Joseph?” Myles questioned. Something changed in his voice.

“Making certain the wagon is out of sight and the road is still clear,” Hannah answered, watching her brother closely. “He’ll be along.”

Myles nodded and reached again for Nora’s hand. “Good.”

They greeted the rest of their family, but still no sign of Joseph. Probably what kept returning Myles’s gaze to the door. Nora wanted to ask him what he was thinking, but a look at Papa stole her thoughts completely. He said something to Mama and she disappeared into their bedroom, returning a moment later with a small leather pouch.

“Mama?”

“Your dowry.” She stepped to Nora and drew her into an embrace before pressing the pouch into Myles’s hands.

Papa spoke from across the room. “That should help see you to Virginia.”

“Thank you, Papa.” Nora hurried to him, heart full. His free arm pulled her against his chest, and for a moment she was a little girl again, safe in her father’s care.

Myles stepped near and Papa relinquished his hold, giving her over to her soon-to-be husband, along with a firm handshake.

“Are we ready to begin?” Andrew asked. “Is Joseph not coming?”

“He was,” Hannah said.

Samuel started for the door.

It opened and Levi Acker walked through.

Joseph followed with a pistol to the man’s back. “We’d better hurry here.”

Instead of taking her hand and moving to where Andrew waited, Myles started toward the men standing just inside the door.

Daniel and Samuel hurried to his side, probably to hold him or Levi back if needed.

“Myles.” Nora caught his arm. They were supposed to be getting married and hastening on their way. They had no time for revenge, and she had no taste for it.

“I only need a minute.”

A lot of damage could be done in a single minute, but she let him go, folding her arms tight and doing her best to remain in place.

Myles looked from Levi to Joseph and back again. “I’m done fighting. Done hating. So…” He released a slow breath. “I forgive you.”

Levi’s confusion was short lived. He spat. “I don’t want your forgiveness. I’m not done with you—not until we’ve run you out of this valley for good.”

“I’m already leaving.”

Daniel stepped forward and took Levi by the arm, forcing him into one of the chairs at the table. “We’ll make sure he stays put until you’re far enough on your way.”

Joseph lowered his pistol. “But best you hurry.”

Myles nodded but didn’t move. “Thank you, Joseph.”

The twitch of Joseph’s mouth was the only change in his expression. “We’re family.”

Myles extended a hand, but Joseph dragged him into a hug. “You are always welcome on my land and in my home. Don’t forget that.”

Another minute passed before Myles managed to return to Nora’s side, not near long enough to clear the moisture from her eyes. Nor his, by the look of it. But that was fine—more tears were bound to come, and did, as they stood together while Andrew spoke of God’s laws and the beauty of marriage.

“‘What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.’”

No man. No war. Nothing.

Nothing could separate them now.

Nora hardly heard more than half of what else was said. The moment was too perfect—almost like a dream. Or a story from a book. Love. Forgiveness. And happily ever after.

“You may kiss your bride, Mr. Cunningham.”

Myles turned and brushed his thumb over her cheek. “I love you, Nora.”

“And I love you.”

Her husband’s mouth covered hers with sweet promise, to love, to cherish…and to never say good-bye.
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