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Author’s Note
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I grew up around Louisville, Kentucky. Elementary school was filled with field trips to George Rogers Clark’s home and Farmington Historic Plantation. But there were other visits as well to Lincoln’s birthplace and a lot of historic locations throughout the Bluegrass State. More than those visits, though, were the stories my mother told me, and an old family history she let me read once I was old enough to take it in. Her family had a long history in our country that dated back before the Revolutionary War. Distant relatives were among the first explorers and settlers in Kentucky. The names of those brave men grace an obelisk at the entrance of Fort Boonesborough State Park. Among their descendants was Robert Breckenridge McAfee, the seventh Lieutenant Governor of Kentucky.

The roots that run so deep through the state I consider to be “home” have always fascinated me. While many of the people and places are gone, some of the history survives. But I’m not a writer of history. I’m a writer of romantic fiction. So I’ll offer my apologies to taking license with a few of those stories passed down and making my own use of them within this manuscript. The names have been changed and the events altered, but I sure did enjoy being able to visit—in my own imagination—with those long ago ancestors.
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Dedication
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Untamed Spirit, like Wild Rebel, is a story I began more than a decade ago. It sat in my “woodpile” as my husband calls it for many years because I was marketing only contemporary romance. If it wasn’t for my spouse’s continued pushing for me to do something with these manuscripts, Wild Rebel  and Untamed Spirit might have remained in the woodpile. 

I have to thank my fellow authors in my Writer 2 Writer group for their encouragement and feedback in getting these stories out there. You all are the best, and I only hope I help you half as much as you help me!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“Get out!” The purple-faced baker swung the long broom handle with amazing accuracy, but Grit managed to dance nimbly out of the way. With a smirk, she darted around the corner, a loaf of bread hidden beneath the folds of her worn coat. Served him right for filching on paying her for the work she’d done.

In the shadows of the alley just off the docks, she stopped and whispered into the darkness, “It’s okay, Cass, you can come out now.”

A skinny girl with a wan face peered out from behind broad barrels. “Grit?”

“’Tis me. I have some bread.”

The smaller girl hurried forward, grabbing a hunk of the still warm loaf and tearing into it. Grit leaned against the brick wall behind her and swallowed the emotion threatening to choke her. She let Cass eat as much as she could, but the younger girl stopped after just a few bites as a coughing fit overtook her. Grit bit her lip and reached into the pocket of the baggy, patched breeches she had on and pulled out a surprisingly dainty lace handkerchief.

“Here. Use this.”

The coughing continued, muffled now by cloth. Grit turned away. She had found Cass two nights ago, nearly passed out and feverish. She did not like this new town with its constantly changing population, and she had nearly walked right by the girl until she heard that body-wrenching cough. It brought back memories from her past, memories she deliberately tried to forget. Even so, she could not walk away. She knew from bitter experience that Cass had little time left, but what she did have, Grit Tanner would do her best to make sure was comfortable.

Using all the wiles she had gathered during her young life, Grit found a vacant shed for them to sleep in. It was little enough, but it was dry.

“The baker gave you a big loaf of bread this time,” Cass commented.

Grit smiled. “Aye. He did. He’s a fine man, generous to a fault, but I shouldn’t say a thing to him if I were you,” she added. “He does not like to boast of his good deeds, so we will keep it between us.”

Grit shoved the rest of the loaf into the spacious pocket of her frock coat and took hold of Cass’s hand. “Come along, now, sweeting, ‘tis nearly dark. We should get back to the shed and get settled for the night.”

Cass put her hand trustingly into Grit’s. “Why do you dress like a boy?”

Grit looked carefully around the corner of the building to make sure the baker had not followed before leading her companion down the street and along another alley toward the shed where they would be safe for another night.

“Tis much easier to work as a boy. I have my choice of jobs that most people will not hire a girl to do.” Of course it also made it much easier to run away if she needed to help herself to a little early payment for services rendered, but she did not think Cass needed to know that aspect of her clothing choices.

“I’m very tired today, Grit, but I think I’m getting better. The cough that is.”

Grit stared at Cass’s shadowed eyes and paper white skin. After the briefest of pauses, she remarked, “Yes, I believe you’ve the right of that.”

She covered Cass that night with her coat in a vain attempt to help the girl stay warm, but in her heart she already knew there was little she could do for the disease-ridden girl. Consumption would take her as it did so many others. Huddled near Cass’s frail form, Grit wrapped her arms around her narrow ribcage and closed her eyes.

Do not bother your mother, girl. She’s very ill. There is naught you can do to make her better. She frowned as the memory pushed its way into her conscious mind. Better not to think about the past. She needed to focus on the future, on getting a new start. 

Kentucky was where she wanted to go. She had heard excited settlers speak of it as they laid in provisions to travel down the river. Many described it as a land of milk and honey where wild game was abundant and the land was just there for the taking. Any place was better than Fort Pitt, but she would not leave yet. Not until she could take care of Cass.

Unfortunately, she knew that there would be but one end for the girl, so Grit would make sure she stayed long enough to see Cass buried.
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Nathaniel Fordham kept one eye on the woman and child just behind him in the wagon. Maggie Sinclair. Had everything not become so twisted in the midst of the war, it would have been Maggie Fordham instead of Sinclair, but once again, Nathaniel had become the second choice. It had happened back in England with his elder brother and now here in this new land with Samuel Sinclair. Well, he might have lost Maggie to Sin, but Natalie was still his daughter. It had taken a muddy and bloody fight, but he and Sin had settled their differences and even forged a friendship in the ensuing months.

He turned his eyes back to the rough road, keeping his chagrin at how primitive it was to himself. Were he less focused on his goal to move west into the new territory of Kentucky, he might allow his abysmal timing with women to affect him. But he had no time for that. His glance drifted to the baby.

Natalie was his daughter as well as Maggie and Sin’s. They had agreed not to keep it a secret, but by the same turn they would also not broadcast it through the town crier either. Not many would understand. As much as these colonials—scratch that—Americans wished to think themselves modern and progressive, they were no more free-thinking than the rest of the world. And in that world, a man should be married to the mother of his child.

Sinclair rode back alongside them, gave Nathaniel a nod and then addressed his wife. “How are you, Maggie?” 

“Quite fine. So is the baby. Do not worry about us, Sin.”

Natalie, now five months old, had grown into a chubby black-haired baby with her mama’s deep blue eyes. She was normally a happy little girl, but teething was making her fussy and she seemed to want to spend more time nursing, which was exactly what Maggie was doing at the moment in the back of the wagon while Nathaniel drove, his gelding tied to the back along with Maggie’s mare.

Sin watched as his daughter suckled hungrily. “Ah,” he sighed dramatically, “What I would give to change places with her.”

“Samuel Sinclair!” Maggie laughed. “You should be ashamed.”

“Not at all, Madam,” he murmured, “I am simply hungry for my wife. Life on the road is a little inhibiting.”

Nathaniel tuned them out. For the sake of his sanity, he had to. He had made his choice the moment he left Maggie behind to return to his regiment with the British Army. While he had been fighting on the losing side of a revolution, Sinclair had been forging a relationship with Maggie, a bond it was obvious to everyone was one of love.

They passed through the county seat of Fincastle, Virginia and Sin rode up next to the wagon again. “I’ll ride on ahead to warn everyone we’re coming.”

Maggie’s slender fingers smoothed and re-smoothed her skirts as she stared at the scenery ahead. She had moved back up onto the seat next to Nathaniel, leaving the baby sleeping in her cradle. Taking one hand from the reins, he patted her hand. 

“Do not worry yourself. You have dined with an earl and several barons. Surely Sinclair’s father cannot be more intimidating than that.”

He began to wonder, though. He knew from the way Sin talked of the farm that it likely rivaled some of the plantations he had seen in the eastern part of the Carolinas and Virginia.

They had been driving by a long stone-walled pasture for the past quarter hour when they rounded a curve and a large house, also constructed of stone, came into view.

Nathaniel turned and quirked a brow at her. “And you were worried my lifestyle might be too privileged for you?”

“Oh my,” Maggie whispered. “You are making me more nervous.” 

He patted her hand again. “You’ll have nothing to worry about. You shall see.”

As they finally reached the house, it seemed as though everyone was lined up out front waiting for them. First in line was an older version of Samuel, who must be Donald Sinclair. Next to him stood a young, brown-haired woman, obviously increasing, who must be his sister, and a tall, gangly young man about Nathaniel’s age, who appeared to be Samuel’s brother-in-law. As soon as the wagon stopped, Sin hurried over to lift Maggie and the baby down.

Donald Sinclair ignored the baby completely and gave Maggie and Nathaniel a polite, but cool welcome. Emma Anderson, on the other hand, was the complete opposite. Her gaze was warm and friendly and her greeting effusive.

“I am so overjoyed to finally have a sister! And a niece! May I hold her?”

Some of the stiffness left Nathaniel. Surely if both Sinclair and his sister were so accepting, his father would come round. Otherwise, their time at Sin’s father’s estate would be uncomfortable indeed.
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The end came sooner than Grit anticipated for poor little Cass. The child went rapidly downhill over the next week. She did what she could for the girl, but after a rough night, she could no longer rouse Cass from her stupor. After throwing on her coat, Grace hurried in search of Dr. Hamilton in the town that was quickly growing up around Fort Pitt.

He answered her knock, his napkin still tucked around his neck from where she had interrupted his breakfast. “Grit. What brings you around so early in the morning?”

She had done odd jobs for the doctor since her arrival. He paid her, not in coin, but in access to his small library of books and the occasional meal.

“Tis a girl, sir. I fear she may have died during the night.”

He pulled the napkin from his collar. “Another of your strays? Take me to her.”

Several minutes later, the young physician was shaking his head as he bent over Cass. “There’s naught I can do here, lass.”

“Do not call me that,” Grit bristled. “You know I do not advertise I’m female.”

He stared at her somberly. “I fail to see how anyone is fooled by your disguise.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “What about Cass, Doctor?”

“She’s gone. It was consumption, was it not?”

Grace nodded.

“Damn it all! Why did you not find me sooner?” He glared at her from bright blue eyes that narrowed with concern. “How are you?”

“I’m fine.”

Dr. Hamilton eyed her a few moments more as if taking silent stock of her appearance and general well-being, then nodded. “I’ll take care of her burial. You go on to my house. There’s work for you in the stable, then you can clean up in the kitchen and use my study.”

Grit dropped her gaze from his steady blue eyes, nodded, and ran out of the shed, through the alley and back to Hamilton’s small house and office. She did not hesitate an instant before heading to the small barn attached to the back of his cabin. After feeding his chickens and taking care of the horse, she let herself inside the back room of his home.

There was water near the fire, so she poured some in a basin and ducked behind the screen in the corner. After stripping off her clothes, she used a square of linen and a sliver of soap and washed herself from head to foot. Dr. Hamilton insisted on it. It was part of his arrangement to allow her access to his books. He was a firm believer in cleanliness. At first, Grit had thought him touched in the head, but when he explained that wounds seemed to heal faster and better when they were kept free of dirt, she began to understand.

It certainly helped folks smell better.

She eyed the leftover food once she was dressed again but headed into the small room where Dr. Hamilton stored his books. She would not take from him without asking first. Every time she stepped inside the doctor’s book room, Grit stopped for a moment to inhale the scents of leather, ink, and tobacco smoke. She picked up the copy of Gulliver’s Travels from which she had been reading and settled on the bench near the window.

She was just starting part three of Gulliver’s journey, but she found herself unable to concentrate. When Andrew Hamilton entered the office a while later, she jumped up. “Will she get a coffin?”

He nodded. “It’s handled, Grit. Go back to your reading.”

“I can help pay for it,” she volunteered.

“Keep your money. I traded it out with a patient who owed me for services.”

She sat back down and opened the book. After several minutes she said softly. “Thank you, sir.”

He sighed and met her stare. “You are quite welcome.”
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“Oh! She has your beautiful eyes, Maggie. And what lovely dark hair.” Emma smiled at Sin. “You will have to beat the young men away with a stick, Sam.”

Both Sinclair and Nathaniel beamed. Maggie stepped on Nathaniel’s toe and he made an attempt to look avuncular. It did not appear anyone noticed anything unusual until he looked at Sin’s father. His dark brows, so similar to his son’s were drawn together in a frown he quickly masked. With introductions completed, Donald Sinclair invited everyone to come inside.

“You are just in time for dinner,” he said. “Take a few minutes to freshen up, and we will meet in the dining room in half an hour.”

Nathaniel certainly could not argue with the accommodations. Donald Sinclair’s home was as luxurious as any he had visited so far, but he realized as he stared out the tall window overlooking the rolling hills beyond, that they would all have to be more circumspect. Sin’s father obviously knew Natalie was not his son’s child.

Nathaniel’s fists clenched. He was here to visit, get horses, and move on. As far as he was concerned, the sooner he did that, the better. Over the last five months, he and Sin had worked out a relationship in which they had become friends as well as partners, but it was plain to Nathaniel that no such overtures would come from the elder Sinclair. That would make things awkward should Sin and Maggie want him to stay for any length of time.

He raked a hand through his dark hair, and then turned to the pitcher and ewer on the washstand. He could at least wash some of the travel dust off and shave. He never thought he would admit it, but he missed Edger. He had given his batman the option of staying with him or returning to England, and the valet had regretfully resigned his post, saying he was too old to begin life anew in such a wild country.

Nathaniel looked forward to the challenge.

He just had not realized how awkward it would be. He had envisioned a future that included Maggie and him, certainly not finding that Maggie had married a man he had considered an enemy, much less that the child she was about to deliver was a baby Nathaniel had fathered.

He grabbed a square of linen and dried his face and hands.

He might have lost Maggie to Samuel Sinclair, and he could now admit the two of them were good together, but he would not lose his daughter. Somehow, he would be a part of Natalie’s life.

When he went downstairs to dinner, Nathaniel sensed immediately that all was not going smoothly. Maggie looked tense and Sin was frowning.

It did not take Nathaniel long to figure out that Donald Sinclair believed men should dominate the conversation at table. Emma said little, occasionally looking up to smile at Maggie. After the last course, Sin’s sister rose.

“Maggie, if you’ll follow me, I will be happy to show you around the house while the men continue their business.”

Once the door had closed behind the women, Donald Sinclair looked at his son. “George has been doing a fine job with the horses since your decision to join the army. Will you be wanting to help with that or concentrate on your law practice?”

Nathaniel darted a glance at Sin. A lawyer? It appeared there were still many things he, and likely Maggie, too, needed to learn about Major Samuel Sinclair.

Nathaniel raised a brow as he looked at Samuel. “And here I thought you were merely a struggling farmer.”

Sin cleared his throat. “We are farmers. I told you we raise horses...”

“Tobacco as well,” Donald Sinclair added. “Our holdings are among the largest in the area.”

Nathaniel smiled slightly. Donald Sinclair was a man puffed up with his own importance. How he could be more opposite his son Nathaniel could not imagine. 

“We have sold several horses to breeders in England,” the elder Sinclair commented. “Where did you say your family resided?”

“Hampshire. We have more cattle than horses though.”

“I am surprised you would be willing to risk your capital then on this venture of breeding horses in this new land to the west. Why not stay here?”

Nathaniel sipped the wine in front of him. “I wish to make a new start. I think the Kentucky territory is the right place for that. Large landholdings have already been snatched up here, but the land to the west is still wide open.”

“I agree with him, father,” Sin remarked. “This country will continue to expand westward. Men with the vision to take up that ideal will reap untold benefits.”

“Hrmph.” Donald Sinclair frowned. “A foolish way to risk your inheritance.”

Sin stiffened. “But then I risk only my inheritance, father. So it is my business.”

Nathaniel traced a finger over the pattern of the fine table linen and kept his own counsel.
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“Is it just me, Maggie,” Nathaniel murmured a little later as they admired the view from the drawing room window, “or are we receiving the cold shoulder from the elder Sinclair?”

She blinked and quickly averted her gaze. “I believe you are entirely correct.”

He tucked her arm into the crook of his elbow. “Well, I have faced far worse lions before, and I can assure you, playing the meek little daughter-in-law will only make Donald Sinclair run roughshod over you.”

Maggie smiled then. “Shall I throw water on him, too? It seems to have brought both you and Samuel to your senses.”

Nathaniel chuckled at her reference to the fight between the two men shortly after Maggie had given birth. “Ah, you were magnificent. I do not think that will be necessary, but you are fully capable of going toe-to-toe with Papa Sinclair, even if you barely come to his chin.”

“I suppose I must face him sooner or later.” There was a touch of fatigue in her voice. The traveling was not easy on her or Natalie.

“Sooner will be easier in the long run, my dear,” Nathaniel drawled.

Sin approached them. “George would like to catch me back up on the breeding program and this spring’s foals. Would you care to join us?”

“Very much so,” Nathaniel said. “As you and I have discussed, Sin, I would like to find land of my own to begin my own stud.”

“Maggie?” Sin asked.

She ignored the hopeful look on his face. “I’m going to find Natalie. It’s time to nurse, and then I believe I’ll lie down to take a nap for a while.”

Nathaniel glanced between the two of them. There was stiffness there, an awkwardness he had never seen before, and it worried him.
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Grit slipped out of Hamilton’s home as evening drew near. She might do odd jobs for him. She might allow him to dictate her improved hygiene in return for being able to read his books, but she would not spend the night in his house. Street urchin she might be, but Grit had scruples. More than that, she had independence. She had seen the way men ordered their women around, and she was damned if she would be one of them.

Once she was able to find passage to Kentucky, she would make her own way, earn her own living and own her own property. Then it would not matter that she did not know who her father was, that she had only made up a last name.

She knocked at the back door of the tavern. The cook, a big woman with a broad, rosy-cheeked face, answered the door.

“Grit. You looking for chores?”

She nodded.

“If you’ll chop more wood and fill the wood box,” the cook said, “I can let you have some of them leftover meat pies.”

“Yes, mistress.”

Grit kept her head down as she worked around the kitchen. Everyone here thought she was a lad. Only Hamilton knew the truth, and he kept her secret. Had it not been for the beating she had taken from a teamster she had stowed away with to get to Fort Pitt, even Hamilton would not know. But the doctor discovered her secret when she wouldn’t strip to the waist so he could look at her back and ribs. Pain finally drove her to let him treat her wounds.

She had begged him not to tell. In return, he demanded her story and said he would make a decision then. Grit had glossed over many details, like the fact that her mother had worked as a prostitute in Baltimore. But she had told him the truth that she did not know who her father was, nor even her last name.

Andrew Hamilton, a physician newly arrived from Scotland, had listened and then told her it mattered naught to him. What did matter was that she earn her money honestly and keep herself safe. He had offered her the use of the loft over the barn, but she refused him.

Now, a month later, she rarely stole...well except for the food for Cass...and she kept herself as neat and clean as she could.

After chopping the wood and filling the box, Grit sat out back of the tavern and slowly ate her meat pies while she played back in her mind the story of Gulliver. How much easier would her own travels be if she truly were a man? She sighed. Certainly she was a sorry enough excuse for a girl that few people realized she was one.

She grabbed a hank of her chopped off hair. It needed washing, but she always drew more attention when she did unless she kept her hat jammed over the golden curls. Her heavy clothing hid what few curves she had and her small size kept most people from worrying that she was anything other than the boy she appeared to be.
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Sin toured the stables with increasing unease. Nathaniel watched his friend’s expression darken. George Anderson showed them through as if they were but guests. Finally, Sin narrowed his gaze on his brother-in-law as they stood outside the barn.

“Where’s Excalibur?” Sin inquired casually.

“Pa had me move him to the top pasture,” George said, not apparently catching anything out of the ordinary in Sin’s tone. Nathaniel, however, had come to know Samuel Sinclair very well over the past months and recognized his friend’s fury. “He believes the horse is not a good combination with our mares, so we haven’t bred to him since that first crop before you left. We sold off those foals.”

“I see,” Sin gritted between clenched teeth. Nathaniel watched fury darken his cheeks. Sin’s mouth was tight and his jaw tense as he turned to Nathaniel. “Shall we ride over the rest of the farm, Nate, so you can get a good look at it?”

Nathaniel noticed the deliberate exclusion of George Anderson, but simply nodded. “That would be delightful, Sin.”

Horses were saddled and brought round to them by two young African boys. Nathaniel noticed Sin tossed both lads coins before he vaulted into the saddle. When he turned to Nathaniel, his eyes glittered black with fury. “I hope you’re in the mood for a run because I need to blow off some steam.”

Nathaniel smiled grimly. “Lead on.”

They stopped at the top of a ridge. Nathaniel’s eyes narrowed as he looked westward where more mountains rose toward the sky. Finally, he said, “You know, you and Maggie could come with me.”

Sinclair swore. Nathaniel waited patiently, and finally the older man snarled, “I thought I left things in good hands, that George and Emma would control Father and keep things on track, but I can see now, that George did not have the strength of will to stand up to my father. Every practice I designed to improve our breeding has been abandoned...even to exiling the finest stud we own. I supposed I should be thankful my father stopped short of selling the stallion. I didn’t see it when I was last here. My illness and then the need to return to Maggie blinded me to what was happening.”

Sin stopped, but Nathaniel watched his jaw clench and unclench. “If it were only me, Nate, I should take you up on the offer in a heartbeat, but I must think of Maggie and the baby.”

“Think about it anyway. Maggie is tough. Our daughter will be, too.”

Sin arched a brow. “And of course, if we go with you, it will allow you to continue to play a role in Natalie’s life.”

“Is that a problem?” Nathaniel tried to keep his tone neutral, but the prospect of leaving Natalie behind had cost him more than one sleepless night. She was his blood, the only family he had in this new land. 

“Not at all. You know we want you in her life.” 

That straightforward acceptance was the exact reason he and Sinclair had been able to forge a friendship. The man had no preconceived ideas. He judged everyone he met on their character. And while Nathaniel’s might have been tarnished to begin with, Sin must have seen something he liked. For that, Nathaniel was glad.

Supper later that evening was a tense affair. The tension between Sinclair and his father was palpable. Maggie made an effort to engage Emma in conversation by asking about the embroidery in the sitting room. Emma went on at length about what appeared to be a pastime of hers.

“Do you embroider?” Emma asked curiously.

Sin spoke up. “Maggie weaves Emma, some of the finest materials you have ever seen. Is that not so, Nate?”

“Indeed,” Nathaniel agreed. “The softest, warmest wool I ever wore, a beautiful plaid coat.”

Maggie smiled at Emma. “I have never had time to learn embroidery, Emma. I began weaving as a child.”

“It is something many crofters brought to this country with them,” Donald Sinclair said dismissively.

Nathaniel glanced sideways, recognizing Maggie’s narrow-eyed glare at her father-in-law. Oh lord. 

“It is indeed, sir,” she said. “A good honest trade that has put food on the table for many families not born with silver spoons in their mouths.”

The challenge was plain. And now that Maggie had issued it, her look plainly showed she would not back down. As Donald Sinclair glared at her, Maggie raised her chin and glared right back. Emma and George both seemed struck dumb with horror that anyone would speak up to the elder Sinclair. Nathaniel and Samuel looked at each other and calmly sipped wine from their glasses while they waited for the next salvo. It was not long in coming. 

“I do not see you turning down what that silver spoon now provides you, girl,” Donald Sinclair thundered.

“Perhaps because I had no idea,” Maggie responded quietly, “that I was marrying anyone other than a farmer. Had I known I needed a pedigree as long as a blooded broodmare, then the chances are good I would not be here.”

Donald Sinclair eyed her coldly, “Is that because of your own lack of a pedigree or because you cannot provide one for your child?”

China, glassware, and silver all rattled as both Samuel and Nathaniel surged to their feet.

“That is enough!” Samuel thundered.

“You are out of line, Sir!” Nathaniel bit out coldly at the same time.

Emma and George looked on aghast, their mouths hanging open. Maggie stood, too, her chin jutting forward and her hands fisted on her hips as she stared at her father-in-law.  “You may think and say what you like about me, sir, but you will not heap your scorn on the head of an innocent child! You, sir, are a bully who rides roughshod over anyone who will let you. Well, I am not about to let you do that to me. Where Samuel goes, I go, and you will neither drive me away nor break my will.”

With that, Maggie sat down and calmly resumed her dinner, but around her the storm was far from over.

“You go too far, father,” Sin snapped, his eyes black with fury. “I would discuss this with you now, in private.”

“I will discuss it when I am damned good and ready,” the elder Sinclair said. “I will not be dictated to by my son in my own home. I am not one of your soldiers to whom you issue orders.”

“And I am not a child in leading strings.” Samuel turned to Maggie. “I will have a tray brought to our room if you would like, sweetheart. There is no need to subject yourself to this.”

Maggie set her silverware down and delicately wiped her mouth. “There is no need, Samuel. I am content.” She looked at Emma and George. “I am sorry for the disruption to your meal. Please forgive me.”

George stammered something and Emma nodded. The meal was finished in a silence so thick it could have been cut.

Samuel and Nathaniel both escorted her from the room. In the main hallway, Sin turned to Nathaniel tiredly. “My apologies, Fordham, we’ll move in the morning to my mother’s family homestead where we can continue making our plans.”

Nathaniel clapped a hand onto his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Sin. It appears we are all doomed to be outcasts. If you’ll excuse me for a while, I believe I’ll get some fresh air. In the meantime, think about what I mentioned.”

After Sin and Maggie went upstairs, Nathaniel strolled down to one of the nearby pastures. He rested his elbows on the pasture fence, wondering if the rift between Sinclair and his father could be repaired. Doubtful. Hearing the crunch of gravel, he turned. Sin had come to stand next to him, also leaning his arms on the fence.

“Sin,” Nathaniel began quietly as he stared out over the dark pastures. “Over the last few months, I have gone from wanting to kill you where you stood, to regarding you as a brother and a friend. I now know why Maggie chose you over me.” He turned to look at Sin in the darkness. “If my presence right now creates an obstacle in any way for you, you must tell me. I’ll leave and start making arrangements to go west right now.”

“No, Nathaniel. I have had word from my friend Jack Jouett. He, too, is heading to Kentucky. I had planned on following later, when Natalie was a little older, but it’s time now. I’ve already told my father I plan to sell the farm I own in my own right. As soon as we can arrange it, we’ll go.”

Sin was silent for a moment as he stared over the hills and trees around them. He tossed a stone toward a gently gurgling brook several yards away. “I would like to go to Mercer County. I’ve heard from some of the families here with relatives who have settled this new territory, that there is plenty of good land to be had, though some threat from the native Indians still remains. We’ll need to work together. We need strong, capable men, and despite our earlier differences, I cannot think of a man I’d rather have at my back than you.” Sinclair raked his hand through his hair again. “I must go to Maggie. I fear I have a lot of fences to mend there.”

Nathaniel clapped him on the back, “Better you than me, Sin. Maggie in a temper is not something with which I wish to deal.”
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Finally, at the end of May, all the arrangements were complete. Sin had sold his mother’s farm, collected Excalibur and the mares he would take west with them. They began the trek northward to Fort Pitt at the juncture of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers where they formed the Ohio. Although it would be an arduous, dangerous journey, Sinclair and Nathaniel agreed it would be far better to travel by boat down the Ohio as far as possible before going overland. With the amount of livestock they were bringing with them, they had no desire to battle upstream along the Kentucky River.

The month before their departure was spent training the men servants in sharp shooting with long rifles. Maggie, Patience, and Ruth had learned how to make musket balls and how to load the pistols and rifles. There would be no idle hands, nor were there any enslaved ones. Sin had provided those servants who chose to make the journey with the papers that made them free men and women.

“We will rest at Fort Pitt,” Sin told Nathaniel one afternoon once they were well into their journey. “It may take a few days to find an experienced crew, but we cannot afford to wait too long. As spring goes into summer the water level will drop and the river may not be navigable.”

They reached Fort Pitt the following afternoon. While Sin made sure the animals were secured and then sought to engage a boat crew, Nathaniel went to secure lodging for them.

****
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Grit swung the ax with a grimace each time it made contact with the wood. She had ridden a horse for a guest at the inn the previous evening, not knowing until she mounted that the horse had already bucked off three other riders. While it had not unseated her, its pulling and lunging had left her with a back and shoulders that screamed with pain each time she swung the ax. However, she wanted to eat and needed to save as much money as she could for when she headed to Kentucky.

“You. Boy.”

Grit glanced over her shoulder at the sound of a deep, cultured voice, fully expecting to see the red uniform of a British officer, for the accent was clear enough. But what she saw instead was a tall man with dark hair pulled back into a queue at the base of his neck and the clothes of a gentleman. She raised her gaze to the most compelling silver eyes she had ever seen.

Setting the ax down on the stump she was using to split the small chunk sticks, Grit turned. The man’s eyes widened.

“You’re female!”

Her eyes snapped wide in alarm and she looked hurriedly around. “Damn! Must you shout it? If it should get around, I’ll never find anymore paying jobs.”

He stepped closer to her, his eyes looking her up and down. “You mean people around here believe you’re a lad? Are they blind?”

Grit felt her cheeks heat, something that had never happened to her before. In fact, the only person who had ever guessed she was a girl without her telling was Dr. Hamilton. She scowled at the tall man.

“What do you want?”

“I need lodging.”

Grit hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “That’s the inn, but you’ll have to go inside. I just do odd jobs for them.”

She turned to pick up the ax once more, but he was there before her, picking it up in his large hands. “Please, allow me.”

She scowled at him and snatched the tool from his hands. “Stop that! I have work to do. If I don’t do it, I don’t eat. I already told you, if you need rooms go inside, but leave me alone.”

The man stepped back, looking as though he wanted to say something else, then shook his head. As soon as he was gone, Grit swung the ax with renewed vigor. She needed to finish this job and get out of sight. The handsome Englishman would screw everything up for her if he went around blabbering about a girl dressed as a lad. So the less he saw of her, the better.

****
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Nathaniel was still shaking his head as he crossed the yard to the hotel. How appalling that no one seemed to realize the little slip of a thing wielding an ax was female, never mind how rude the chit was. Before he entered the inn, he glanced once more over his shoulder. She swung the ax again, but he noticed her movements held an element of stiffness as if what she did pained her. This was one aspect of life in America he found hard to understand. He was accustomed to protecting and coddling women, not having them do the same work as a man, and certainly not dressing like one.

Well it was no concern of his. His job was to find lodging. A quarter of an hour later, he came back outside. The wood was neatly stacked and the little blond urchin with her turquoise eyes was nowhere in sight. He looked around surreptitiously, disappointed when he did not see her anywhere.

Nathaniel returned to where Maggie waited under a tree, gently rocking the baby.

“It’s crowded, Maggie. It seems there are a lot of people wanting to head west either into Kentucky or the lands north of the Ohio. I managed to secure one room that you, Sinclair, and the baby can use.”

“What about you?” Maggie asked in concern.

Nathaniel smiled. “I shall bed down with the men in the stables. Patience and Ruth can sleep in the wagon.”

“I’m glad you’re with us, Nathaniel. I know Sin is, too.”

He had noticed some tension between the two of them as they traveled north. Taking advantage of a rare opportunity of some privacy, he asked, “Is aught wrong between you?” 

“Tis private
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