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Author’s Note


[image: ]


I first became fascinated with the Revolutionary War in fifth grade when we read Johnny Tremain by Esther Forbes. It wasn’t until I moved to Greensboro, North Carolina that I really learned much about the pivotal role that the Carolinas and Virginia played in our bid for independence. The military strategies employed at the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, while not leading to a victory for the Americans, were so costly to General Cornwallis, that it became a turning point in the war.

In writing Wild Rebel, I have tried to remain as true as possible to the people and events, but I have taken license for the sake of my characters and their story. My main characters are purely fictional, but I have woven my own fictionalized versions of some other characters from history within my plot. Some of the more famous ones, you will have heard of such as General Lord Charles Cornwallis. Some, such as Jack Jouett, perhaps not as much. I apologize for stretching the facts of history to suit my plot, but I did so with the best of intentions in highlighting the brave men and women who cared enough to stand up for freedom.

As always, I have to thank my wonderful friends and fellow writers in our Writer 2 Writer group. You keep me on my toes!
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Dedication
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Wild Rebel is a story I began more than 15 years 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 it, Wild Rebel might have remained in the woodpile. I finally entered the manuscript in Dragonblade Publishing’s Write Track 2023 contest, where it placed as 6th runner up. Once again, Harvey, you were right.
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Chapter One
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North Carolina, February 1781

Above the rhythmic clicking of the loom, the sudden jingle of harness startled Maggie from her weaving. She rose from the stool and crept to the door, heart beating with trepidation. Visitors did not drop by her parcel of land, removed as it was from the village proper. This portion of North Carolina near the Dan River had rarely seen travelers until recently. Twitching aside the small piece of hinged wood her father had built into the door, she peeked into the tiny barnyard between the cabin and her barn.

A lone horseman dismounted. Dressed in the uniform of a Continental officer, he was medium height with broad shoulders and the narrow hips of someone who spent a lot of time in the saddle. With his back toward her and tricorn hat firmly in place, she saw little of his face as he appeared to scan the deserted yard. He was as out of place in her barren farmyard as she would have been in the middle of a fine drawing room.

Deciding it would be best to act first, Maggie opened the door, clutching her worn cloak against the cold, winter air. Her visitor spun at the sound, brown eyes narrowed. Even several days' beard growth and a stern expression failed to hide his handsomeness. Maggie’s pulse beat in a way that made her want to put her fingers to the base of her throat, as though that might hide her reaction. The man removed his hat to reveal disheveled, brown hair and bowed.

"Good afternoon, Mistress. Is your husband or father about?"

Only the villagers knew Maggie lived by herself. It was knowledge she preferred stayed close. As a soldier, he was unlikely to return so did not need to know her true circumstances. 

"No, my husband is not here." She had not actually lied. A husband could not be present if he did not exist.

The officer took several steps in her direction but halted halfway while his mount stamped impatiently in the cold.

"Allow me to introduce myself. Major Samuel Sinclair of the Continental Army. I have been abroad in this weather for some time and am currently returning to my regiment. I noticed the smoke from your cabin and wondered if I might impose upon you for a bit of food and drink? Maybe a chance to rest my horse and warm my hands and feet?"

He looked safe enough, despite his mud-spattered, travel-worn appearance. Yet something about him made Maggie’s nerves tingle. The fluttery feeling was new and uncomfortable. He seemed to see to the very heart of her, as though she could not hide the truth from his keen gaze. Still, she would try. She never told passing strangers she lived alone, even if they were as handsome as sin.

"Of course, sir. Please come in. The ale is cold, and I have stew freshly made."

After another slight bow, he said, "I am grateful for your hospitality."

The major tethered the horse to the hitching post and tucked his hat under his arm as he ducked through the low door. He scanned the neat interior, but Maggie wasn't concerned. She knew nothing would give away her isolation. His glance rested on the loom.

"You’re a weaver?"

"Yes." She busied herself at the fire, stirring the stew and dishing it into a deep, wooden bowl. Behind her, the bench scraped, and the officer's spurs jingled as he sat. He smiled when she handed him a spoon and placed the bowl in front of him. For an instant, his fingers brushed hers, and their gazes locked. Maggie's heartbeat stuttered as she worked hard to keep from jerking back in surprise. He cleared his throat, a dull flush rising in his cheeks.

"I shall fetch some ale for you," she muttered, avoiding his gaze.

"Thank you. May I know the name of my hostess?"

She darted a glance his way, still unsettled by the brush of their fingers.

"Maggie MacDonald."

"Then thank you, Mistress MacDonald."

She drew the ale, feeling his gaze tracking her and wishing for once she had a fancier dress than her simple homespun skirt and heavy wool bodice. After sliding the tankard in front of him, she backed away. "If you wouldn't be offended, sir, I need to return to my weaving while I have daylight to work."

He sipped the ale then set the mug down. "Of course. Your husband is in town?"

"Hunting," she lied. "Checking traps."

She avoided his gaze, wondered if he believed her, but didn’t really wish to know the answer. Even a handsome stranger was still a stranger. Instead, she seated herself once more at her loom, grabbed the shuttle, and shot it across the warp. Instantly, Maggie was back in the rhythm of her task, but still conscious of her guest. As she worked, she felt his gaze periodically, like the brush of butterfly wings against her nerve ends. When his spurs once again jingled, she glanced in his direction. He stood, hat in hand, a gentler expression in those rich, autumn eyes of his.

"You've been most generous. May I pay you for your food?"

His voice and his offer warmed her.

"No. Tis simple hospitality. Perhaps one day you shall be able to return a favor." She doubted it, for it was unlikely they would ever meet again. Why she should find that sad, Maggie did not know.

Kindness lit his expression as he bowed. "Then I thank you. I look forward to the day I can return the favor, Mistress MacDonald. Please do not trouble yourself to come out into the cold."

He grabbed his cloak from the peg next to the door and swirled it about his shoulders before leaving on a gust of frigid air. Maggie stared at the door for a long time, a dull ache in her breast. She wondered about the man. He had been polite, even thanked her for her hospitality. As she heard the clatter of the horse's hooves, she glanced out the window and bit her bottom lip. A woman would be lucky to have such a man, but luck had never played a role in her life.

* * * *
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Major Samuel Sinclair, more often than not Sin to his friends, rode away from the cabin and the girl’s hospitality with a small smile quirking his lips. She had been a curious blend of contradictions. Innocent. Truthful about some things, such as the weaving he had watched her do so deftly, as if she had been born intertwining threads to create fabric, and an atrociously bad liar about other things. Husband indeed. He doubted the girl was much above sixteen or seventeen. She would likely lead whatever lad finally won her heart a merry dance. With that deep auburn hair, porcelain skin and wide blue eyes, she was breathtaking.

Sin shook his head. Not for him. He needed no entanglements in the midst of this horrific war.

He did wonder why she seemed to be on her own. Not a safe situation for any female these days with so many soldiers wandering the woods. Including him. But he meant the girl no harm. 

“Trot on, old man,” he murmured to his horse as he pressed his legs against his flanks. “We need to meet up with the others.”

His smile was gone now. While he might not mean the girl any harm, the chances were good he’d do so anyway. He had troops to feed and the foraging was lean this time of year. Whether Mistress Maggie McDonald had a father, brother, or husband somewhere about, one thing was for sure—she seemed to have plenty of food and livestock.

Sin sighed heavily. Sometimes what duty demanded was more than he really wished to bear.
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Chapter Two
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The following morning, Maggie stirred the banked embers in her hearth and added fatwood to stir the fire back to life. While she waited for the flames in the fireplace to catch, she stomped her feet and blew on her chilled fingers before tucking them beneath her armpits to warm. A kettle of water hung ready to heat as soon as the fire caught. 

It was tempting to stay indoors where the fire's warmth would soon curl through the cabin, but she had chores to do, animals to attend. They were a mixture of her own livestock and injured animals she found or were brought by for her to nurse. Right now only one small dog had been added to her own menagerie, but that would change as it did every spring. Warm weather always brought an influx of orphans.

Maggie longed to wait next to the fire before fetching water, but it would be easier to face the cold while she still felt the chill of morning. Once the cabin was warm and cozy, leaving would be twice as difficult. She threw her patched, woolen cloak over her shoulders and adjusted the hood to cover her head.

As she stepped out and shut the thick, wooden door, Maggie inhaled. The frosty air burned her nostrils and shocked her throat. Just beginning to edge above the eastern horizon, the sun's rays cast long shadows across the whitened landscape. It was a time of day she enjoyed. The golden light of morning brought hope, even in the harshness of the bare trees and frozen hills and valleys of her home. The woods were silent. Few animals stirred when the frost still coated everything. Even the beasts were smart enough to hold tightly to whatever warmth they had found for the night.

She hefted the wooden bucket next to the door before setting off along the well-worn path from the cabin to the creek. At this time of year, the steep banks could be slick and she had to be careful of her footing. Wet and cold was far worse than cold by itself. Either way, the going was rough.

Maggie spied the horse first, a large, dark mound against the frost-covered undergrowth. Even from a distance, its unnatural stillness signaled death, but it could not have been long dead. No frost glazed either it or the saddle and packs still strapped to the beast. Her heart pounded until she determined it was not the same color as the horse her visitor had ridden the day before. Her eyes darted left to right as she crept forward. Where was its rider?

She kneeled next to the animal, using her hand to close eyes glazed with death. Close up, what had happened was obvious. A protruding tree root and a hole next to it had caught the poor animal's leg, snapping it like a twig, and a nearby rock had dealt a death blow. At least it had not suffered long. Crouched next to the horse, she felt its body heat still evaporating and again raised her gaze to search the woods nearby. Worry and a faint stirring of alarm made her heart beat even faster as she failed to spot a rider or any sign of human life.

She kept her contact with people to a minimum. Many of the people in the village did not understand why she lived on her own, why she had refused to either work in someone's household or accept the smithy's offer of marriage. The truth was simple. There was nothing mysterious about her. She had nowhere to go, and no family since her father left, so she was stuck in the cabin in which she'd been born and raised. Weaving was all she knew, and she would not leave her loom behind, nor did she wish to become the drudge in someone else's house.

She returned to the puzzle before her. The horse's rider could have walked away, but it seemed unlikely he would leave all his belongings. A new thought sent her scurrying to the bank of the creek. There lay the answer to her question, and by the look of him, she was more than a little afraid he had suffered the same fate as his horse. Forgetting the bucket she had left next to the dead gelding, Maggie slipped and slid her way down the bank, grasping at tree roots to prevent falling into the ice-cold water.

She had dealt with dead animals but not a man. With trembling fingers, she traced the trickle of blood on his cheek. She tried to prepare herself to feel the coldness of death, even recent death, seemed to bring, but when she touched his skin, faint warmth met her fingertips and relief filled her.

"Sir!" she hissed then repeated it louder when she got no response. "Wake up! I must get you inside where you can warm yourself."

He did not stir, did not respond. Maggie examined the steep creek banks. There was no way she could get him to the top. Further downstream, where the creek widened and deepened, the banks were lower. She would need Penny. The old mare was nearly blind, but she could still do some work, certainly all Maggie required of her for this chore.

Grabbing at roots, she pulled herself to the top of the bank and ran along the path to the cabin. Smoke now curled from the chimney, but she had no time to warm her bones. Instead, she hurried to the small barn nearby. It took only a few minutes for her to buckle Penny's harness, far more useful than a saddle for this chore. After climbing onto the mare's back, she guided her down a longer path that would take her downstream where the creek banks were lower.

It was only the old horse's implicit trust that enabled Maggie to get her to step into the water. This was a moment of uncertainty for even a sighted animal, let alone Penny's clouded eyes. Though the banks were lower, the water was deeper. As Maggie guided Penny upstream, back to where the man lay unconscious, she raised her knees along the mare's round sides to keep her boots as dry as possible.

The man still lay where she had found him. It seemed like hours ago but was really only a matter of minutes, perhaps a half hour at most.

"Whoa, girl," Maggie told the old mare whose ears flicked uneasily. Penny might not see well, but her sense of smell was keen, and she had no trouble smelling death. "Nothing is amiss, Penny. I would never do anything to hurt you. Stand for me now."

The mare blew as Maggie slid to the ground. She looked from man to horse and realized she had a monumental task ahead of her. Even lying in the mud as he was, she could tell he was tall, dwarfing her in height and weight. She tried lifting his limp form, but that failed, so she resorted to using a rope tied under his arms. With Penny's back and the collar to provide leverage, she managed to pull and tug until she had him lying face down across the old workhorse's back.

The normally docile mare's ears continued to flick back and forth. Maggie soothed her even as she huffed and puffed with the effort to haul the man up. With him now sprawled across the horse, Maggie wiped her brow and began leading Penny back downstream until she found a spot with a fallen log where she could climb on the mare's back behind the man. As they reached the deeper water, Maggie grasped the back of his hair and pulled his head up to keep his face out of the water. Little would be accomplished if she fished him out only to let him drown on the way home.

She faced another dilemma as she reached the cabin—how to get him off the horse. But ingenuity had helped her live on her own since her father's desertion five years ago, and it came to her aid now. After pulling him from the horse onto a blanket laid on the ground, she used the blanket to pull him up the steps and into the cabin. Maggie winced as his heavy form thumped on the steps. No doubt she added to his injuries, but she tried to be as gentle as possible. She laid him near the fire, leaving him there while she tended to Penny and the other animals. A quick check of their water showed her they would be all right until she settled the injured man. After shutting the gate to the small pen where Penny felt most comfortable, Maggie fed the mare an extra handful of grain.

"There you go, girl. You did a fine job."

The gentle giant butted her nose against Maggie's shoulder. With a final pat, Maggie turned back to the house, took a deep breath, and squared her shoulders. She had cared for the wounds of many animals, but no people. Never that. In fact, other than her officer who had stopped, she was hard-pressed to remember the last time she had spoken to a person other than on her rare visits to the village. Now she had a man lying on her hearth, but she had no idea for how long. He looked so pale and still, death might take him before she even heard him speak or learned his name.

Maggie spread fresh linens on her jack bed for him first. For now, her bed would be the pallet stored beneath the bed frame. Once that task was complete, she could no longer put off what had to be done. She began to undress him. His leather clothing was wet and stiff, his boots difficult to remove. As she took off his heavy coat, a small leather-bound book fell into her hands. Maggie frowned at it. Why would he not carry this in his saddlebags? She flipped through the thick pages. She could not read the handwriting, but she recognized some of his drawings. Guns and cannons. She glanced at him. He had no uniform, so it seemed unlikely he was a soldier. A spy? She had heard of such things, but why would someone spy in this area? More importantly, she wondered which side he favored.

Maggie stuffed the book into the large pocket of her skirt and returned to what she was doing. She had to get him warm and treat the wound on his head. She tried not to think about what she was doing. He was a poor, wounded creature that had turned up on her doorstep. If only she could make herself believe it.

Each time she touched him, her hands trembled. He was soaked to the skin, but she could not bring herself to take off his undergarments. They would dry soon enough, unlike the woolen shirt and leather coat and breeches. Still using the blanket, she dragged him over to the bed. With some lifting and tugging, she managed to get him into her low, roughhewn bed. The straw-stuffed mattress was plain, but it was better than the hard floor. Besides, it was the best she had.

With him settled and covered with the faded quilt, Maggie could now tend his injuries. He had several bumps and scrapes, but only the wound to his head caused concern. It needed to be cleaned and stitched. Better to do it now while he was unaware. 

She cleaned the wound as thoroughly as she dared before fetching her sewing basket from where it rested on a shelf under the window. She lifted the lid almost reverently. It had belonged to her mother. The basket and the loom were Bridget MacDonald’s legacy.

Maggie turned her attention to the contents, her touch delicate as she shifted needles and spools until she found what she was looking for, the last bit of silken thread her mother had so treasured along with an extremely fine silver needle.

After sending up a silent prayer he would remain unconscious, she brushed back the stranger’s straight dark hair, glad the cut was not in a place where she would have had to trim his thick locks. Maggie kept a wary eye on her patient as she worked. After she tied one final, neat knot, her shoulders sagged in a release of tension.

From her seat on the stool she had pulled next to the bed, Maggie studied the unconscious man. She had little enough experience at such things, but she judged him to be older than her, yet not as old as her father. Other than faint lines at the corners of his eyes, she saw no others on his face. His bare shoulders and arms were well-muscled with little fat, and the hair on his chest just as dark as the hair on his head.

He was dressed as some of the men she had seen who spent their time in the woods hunting, but this man did not fit that mold. They were rough men, in looks and manners. She could picture her patient as one of the fine gentlemen she had once seen while traveling to town with her father. In some ways, he reminded her of her previous visitor, the major. They both had a refined strength about them.

She lifted his hand and studied it carefully. His nails were neatly trimmed, his fingers long. Fine dark hair sprinkled the back of his hand. When she turned it over to study his palm, she was even more convinced this man was neither woodsman nor laborer. His palm bore the calluses of someone who spent hours in the saddle, not hours with an axe or the handles of a plow in his hands. She studied the hand again and saw the faint whiter line as if a ring had been removed. Maggie knew no one who wore rings. So far as she knew, it was an affectation fit only for city folk...or Englishmen. A chill slid down her spine. She thought about the book and its drawings. Was he a redcoat?

Maggie did not like mysteries. In her experience, the unknown brought trouble. Nowadays, English meant trouble. She had seen soldiers passing and had been careful to remain hidden from them. The British were what she feared most. The Colonials passed by in everything from frock coats to blue regimentals, some so ragged they were all but naked. She heard their talk of war as they traveled through, often an arm's length from where she had hidden.

She had spoken only with that one Continental officer, and he had been kind, though she suspected he would be a tough opponent for any of the English.

It would be best for everyone if there was no sign of her patient having passed this way, for no matter his allegiance, she felt sure he was a spy. Maggie tucked the covers around him, added wood to the fire, and once more threw her cloak over her shoulders. She would need Penny again to help her move the dead horse. Maggie knew of a sinkhole nearby into which she might be able to push the gelding. The saddle, bridle and all else she would bring home and hide in the loft above the main room of the cabin. The book she would place in a different hiding place altogether.

It was almost midday before Maggie stood next to the pit, hands fisted on her hips as she surveyed her handiwork. Despite the cold, sweat beaded her brow. She was sure dirt smeared her cheek.

"Well, Penny my girl, I believe that will do." Maggie said a prayer over what had become the grave for the big bay gelding. Some might think her daft for praying over a horse, but the poor thing was still one of God's creatures. She threw the saddle over Penny's broad back, startling the old mare into an offended grunt. "Let the saddle rest there, girl, on the way back. You're of a bit bigger build than that poor gelding, so I doubt the girth will reach around you. Tis a short way, but I cannot carry the saddle, so you must do the heavy work."

She had gone through the saddlebags, discovering food, maps, a jar of ink and a quill, and a small flask. This she removed and turned over in her palm as she led Penny back to her cabin. It was a silver hip flask of the finest construction she had ever seen. She unstopped its cork and wrinkled her nose as she sniffed the whisky within before jamming the stopper back in place. One side was engraved, but Maggie could not tell if it was a design or lettering of some kind.

To her shame, she had never learned to read. Her father knew how, but was always too busy to help her, and her mother had never learned. Her family had been spinners and weavers, and while they passed the skill on to their daughter, they had not seen any reason to educate a girl. Maggie, too, had learned the craft. While her father hunted and cleared land to farm, Bridget had taught Maggie to weave. The skill had helped her survive after her father left, but Maggie had always yearned to know more.

Once Penny was in her paddock, Maggie hefted the saddle and packs. Bending double under their weight, she staggered up the steps and into the cabin. She would have to carry everything separately if she was to navigate the ladder to the loft. A quick glance at the bed showed her patient was still unaware of his surroundings, so she unpacked the food then hoisted his empty bags first. His bedroll, rifle, and canteen followed. At last, the only thing remaining was the saddle, which was much easier to handle now she had stripped everything from it. Maggie closed the door to the loft, took down the ladder and dusted her hands on the coarse cloth of her gown. Reaching into her pocket once more, she pulled out the small book.

"Now it's time for you," she whispered and crossed to the window. Kneeling, she pried up one of the floorboards. It was a special place her father had built into the cabin to hide what few valuables they had. It had lain empty since his departure. Now, Maggie dropped the book inside before again concealing the hiding place.

Her stomach growled. Already midday, and she had neither eaten nor prepared anything. She checked the storage chest on the porch and found the remainder of a loaf of bread and a small hunk of goat cheese. She took these inside and set them on the table before she turned to the kettle. Maggie measured out a portion of her precious tea, another thank you from someone whose dog she had stitched, and set the cup to steep while she sliced bread and cheese. She studied her injured guest while she ate her food a few minutes later.

"I don't suppose you can hear me, stranger," she said between bites, "but I would gladly share what I have with you. I only pray you'll not bring trouble down on me. It is far better everyone continues to ignore me." Maggie chewed the thick, crusty bread and swallowed. "I will try to give you tea later. You need liquid to heal. You can heal without food for a few days, but all God's creatures must have water. I get my drinking water from a spring, and it is the cleanest you have ever tasted."

The man continued to lie without moving so much as a muscle. Maggie tilted her head in worry and frustration. Was it natural to be unconscious so long? Perhaps there was more damage she had not been able to see. She remembered once trying to nurse a bird with a broken wing back to health. She had been able to fix the wing, but the poor creature had other damage, inside where she could not see it. Despite her best efforts, the bird died. She had cried over it, of course, and buried it beneath a tree. Far worse, though, would be if this man recovered, but was addled in his head. He was far too handsome a man to end up simple-minded.

Should she check him again? She had really only looked for damage, not felt for any. She pursed her lips as she took the remains of her meal out to the young dog in the shed. He wagged his tail when he saw her, hopping awkwardly about his small pen on the splint she had fashioned to help support his healing leg.

"Here you go, Baggage," she laughed as she tossed him the crusts and a small piece of cheese. "You're my only patient right now. Winter always is slow. Tis lonely out here with only the goats, hens, and Penny for company, but you will be well soon. Now I must check on a new patient." As the dog quirked his scruffy head, she continued, "This time it is no four-legged creature. Tis a man I must try to heal."

The man remained motionless until early evening when he suddenly cried out and twisted restlessly. Maggie set the spoon back in the stewpot and hurried to his side. His face was no longer pale. Now he was flushed and sweating. Fever. She looked to his wound, but it appeared fine, no redness or heat which would have signaled infection. She touched the man's cheek with the back of her hands. He was slightly feverish, but perhaps it was due more to his exposure to the cold before she found him. Maggie hoped so.

She stepped out onto the porch and dipped a piece of cloth in the bucket of water. After wringing it out she came back into the cabin and placed it on the man's forehead.

"Shh," she whispered soothingly as she did to the animals she healed. "You will be all right. You will be well and strong. I promise." His restless movements ceased for a moment. "I will take care of you."

His lips moved and she heard a faint whisper. Unable to make out his words, Maggie leaned closer. His eyes opened, and she stared into silver eyes that reminded her of the gray wolves she sometimes still heard in the night. His eyes must be piercing, but at the moment, no awareness lit their shimmering depths.

"Constance," he whispered. Barely audible and just one word, the accent was nevertheless unmistakably English.

Maggie sat on her haunches and stared at the man. Who was Constance? The name of his wife? A sister perhaps? She tilted her head, regarding him with increasing curiosity. It was so seldom she saw anyone. Sometime the boys from the village would venture near the cabin to tease her, but never to talk to her. Because she lived alone, and seemed content to do so, they regarded her with mistrust.

Maggie sighed. She would like this man to talk to her. He must know how to read his maps and write with his ink and quill, so perhaps he could teach her. It would not be so boring in the winters and the long evenings of summer if she could pass the time reading. She thought of his riding-callused palms and his finely made silver flask. No, he was no woodsman. And with his accent, he must be disguising himself for a reason.
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Chapter Three
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Years in the army had taught Major Nathaniel Fordham to assess his surroundings, so he knew he was not where he was supposed to be. This was no bedroll on which he slept. Above him, log beams and rough planking formed what appeared to be a loft in a cabin. He started to turn his head but stopped as pain shot across his forehead. Sensing another presence nearby, he shifted his gaze. Lying next to his bare arm was a head covered with tousled hair and a bedraggled braid of the deepest, darkest red he had ever seen. Nearby rested a slender, long-fingered hand attached to a fragile, bony wrist protruding from the ragged edge of a homespun dress.

He must have made a noise, for suddenly the child stirred and sat up in alarm, her face jerking to his. Blue eyes as deep and dark as the night sky gazed at him. Behind the wariness, he glimpsed gentleness and concern. Eyes a man could drown in, He berated himself. This was a child.

"You are awake."

Her voice had the drawl common to the Colonials, but where it sounded flat and nasal coming from most, from her it was mellifluous, flowing over him like a soft summer breeze.

"Where?" he croaked, trying to flatten his own accent, suddenly wary of where he might be. "Where am I?"

"I brought you to my cabin, a few miles from the Dan River. Your horse broke its leg, and you hit your head."

Surely he must have misunderstood her. She must have meant her father or brothers had brought him, for the girl was far too tiny to have moved him on her own. Nathaniel winced when he tried to frown. He reached toward his head, but she stopped him with a light touch.

"Don't. I had to stitch your wound together. If you break it open, I don't know if I can stitch it again, and you will be left with a worse scar." She removed her hand from him as soon as she finished speaking, and her fingers curled in on themselves as though she were trying to press away the memory of his brief touch.

"If you are thirsty, I can prepare tea. There is cider too."

"Tea," Nathaniel croaked. She moved to the hearth. After stirring the embers, she added fatwood followed by larger sticks. The flames caught. She lifted the heavy kettle from the arm from which it hung.

Nathaniel wondered where her family might be. Where was her mother? Was her father out hunting, or worse, with the militia? It seemed strange they would leave this young girl on her own, though he had to admit she seemed very capable. When he heard her open the door, he tried to turn his head. Searing pain knifed behind his eyes, almost making him gasp aloud with it. Nathaniel collapsed, disgusted and frustrated with his inability to do anything. His arms and legs felt as though leaden weights dragged at them, and he could not shake the lethargy pulling him down.

He had not inquired after his horse. She said it had broken its leg. Had her father killed it? Buried it? He must ask. She returned with the kettle and hung it on an iron pothook before swinging it over the fire.

She crossed to Nathaniel's side and looked at him. Her lashes, unlike many redheads, were thick and black.

"It will take the kettle a while to heat as the water is so cold this morning. I must go milk the goat, and then I shall fix you something to eat."

"Is there no one else here to help you?" he asked. "Where are your parents, your brothers and sisters?"

Her expression took on a faraway look. "There is no one else." She turned on her heel and left him, grabbing her cloak from a peg next to the door.

And now Nathaniel knew almost nothing more than he had already gathered for himself. She seemed far too young to be on her own, not even a woman grown from what he could see. How long had she been here alone? He closed his eyes as the swirl of thoughts made his head pulse with pain. So many questions he needed to ask. What had happened to his horse, his packs, and the journal he had carried?

He remembered most of what he had recorded, but the journal would enable him to give Beaufort exact numbers and possible avenues for attack. High on his list of concerns was what could happen should the journal fall into the wrong hands. It had strategic suggestions that might give the Colonials an advantage should it be found...not to mention its discovery could result in him being hanged for a spy.

Nathaniel eyed his surroundings from the security of the jack bed. From the corner where it stood, he saw much of the one-room cabin. It was typical of many he had seen with its large fireplace and the smaller iron-doored baking oven set in the bricks next to it. There was little in the way of furniture: the jack bed, a table and benches, a stool, one sturdy chair, and several chests in which he imagined were stored what linen, dishes and extra clothing the household might have. Dominating one corner of the room was a large loom on which there appeared to be a partially completed bolt of the ever-present linsey-woolsey.

The kettle boiled, its lid jiggling merrily by the time his angel returned. She hung her cloak and busied herself making two cups of tea. Nathaniel studied her from half-closed eyes. The skin of her creamy cheeks was now flushed with the cold, her hands, roughened from hard work, still seemed somehow delicate and graceful as she measured out tea and added honey.

If she had no one, he wondered, then how did she have a luxury like tea? His eyes narrowed suspiciously.

* * * *
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Maggie felt his gaze. It made her nervous, and her hand shook, rattling the spoon against the edge of the crockery mug. She set the wooden spoon on the table and looked over at the man in the bed.

"Can you sit?" she asked.

"Of course," he responded but groaned as he tried to shift. His face went waxen as if he might vomit. Maggie hurried to his side.

"Here," she said, "let me help."

She opened a chest next to the bed and pulled out a couple of extra pillows. She eased his head and shoulders high enough to slip the pillows behind him, careful to leave support behind his head. When Maggie straightened, she found him studying her once again, a perplexed look on his face.

"I'll get your tea for you."

As she started to turn away, he caught her wrist.

"What is your name, girl?"

"Maggie MacDonald."

He closed his eyes. "You may call me Nathaniel."

He sipped the herbal tea slowly. From his expression, its honeyed sweetness soothed his throat. As he continued to watch Maggie from his corner in the bed, she chopped the vegetables she had brought in from outside. Potatoes, carrots, and onions went into a pot along with dried herbs and a pinch or two of the precious salt stored in the saltcellar on the table. To the pot, she added bite-size hunks of ham and water then moved the pot to another hook hanging in the large fireplace. It could cook there most of the day and would be ready for supper.

"Would you like some bread and cheese, sir?"

"Nathaniel," he corrected. "Tea is enough for now. I am not certain either my unruly head or my churning belly is ready for anything else."

Maggie nodded. She tore a piece of bread for herself and used her knife to slice more of the goat cheese. A little self-consciously, she bit into it. She still had a day's worth of work to do, as well as Nathaniel to see to, and she needed food even if he did not. For a moment, she thought back to the Continental major who had stopped by. He would be someone who could help, a companion who would be easier to talk to than this very handsome stranger.

"If you need nothing else, right now, I have chores I must attend to outside."

"Go," Nathaniel told her. "I shall be fine."

She tended first to Penny and then the goats. The dog she left for last, taking time to check the splint. Another week and it should be ready to come off. Then they would see if he had healed properly. She suspected he had been a spit dog, but even once his leg healed, she doubted he would be able to return to the job of walking a treadmill to turn the spit in one of the larger houses.

"I suspect, Baggage, you will become a permanent resident here unless there is a small child somewhere missing you." Maggie scratched his head. "That might indeed be the case. It is seldom someone brings me tea and yarn for one wee little dog. So perhaps instead of work, you will go back to a life of leisure."

It was time to bring more water to the cabin. Maggie shouldered the wooden neck yoke she sometimes used when she had more than one bucket to carry and also picked up the wooden pails with their thick rope handles. Instead of the creek, she turned uphill to where the spring came out of the rocks. She had found the water from there to be cold and fresh, even when the heat of summer had the creek below running so lazily it looked almost stagnant. She would use this water for cooking and washing. She eyed the thick braid hanging over her shoulder. It was about time to wash her hair as well. Perhaps she could do so while the man slept. It was too cold to wash outside.

She made two trips to the spring and back, storing the water in a large, covered wooden barrel at the front of the cabin. Despite the cold, she had broken a sweat, and she stopped to wipe her brow before she returned indoors. After unhooking the wooden dipper hanging on the wall above the water barrel, Maggie opened the barrel and retrieved a cup of water, which she gulped.

She stared at the door. It couldn't be put off much longer. She would have to go in. Why she hesitated, she wasn't sure. On the one hand, she wanted to talk more with her uninvited guest. She wanted to see if he might teach her to read, but his unwavering gaze made her uncomfortable. Maggie squared her shoulders and stepped through the door. The cup was still loosely clasped in his right hand, but he had drifted off to sleep. That was best. Rest would help to heal his head wound and any deeper injury.

Maggie hung her cloak on its peg and crossed to the hearth to check the stew. A waft of steam rose from the pot when she removed the lid, teasing her with its aroma. She used a big wooden spoon to stir the contents and set the lid once more in place. Nathaniel still slept. She reached out to take the empty mug from his hand, but as she was about to grab it, one strong, bare arm snaked out, and he grabbed her in a firm grip.

She squeaked in alarm.

"What are you doing?" He barked at her, his silver gaze was fierce and pierced right through her.

Maggie stared back in shock, then looked at the mug lying next to him. "I—I came to retrieve the mug," she stuttered.

He glanced down, too, and dropped her wrist as if scalded. Maggie hugged it to her, rubbing the spot where he had grabbed her. Regret was plain to see on his lean face. He offered her the cup.

"I apologize," he said in flat tones mimicking her own, not the crisp accent she'd just heard from him.

She nodded and snagged the cup from his outstretched hand. She hurried back to the table, snatched her empty mug, and placed them in a large wooden bowl to be washed later.

She tried to ignore the man in her bed, but the speed with which he had grabbed her had frightened her for a moment. Maggie cast a wary glance his way every now and then. His gaze continued to track her. She crossed to the loom in the corner and sat in profile to him as she began to work.

After checking all was in working order, she pulled the batten forward and back to tighten what was complete, and then threw the shuttle between the alternating threads of the warp and caught it on the opposite side. The process repeated over and over in a rhythm both soothing and soporific. Soothing to her, but apparently soporific to Nathaniel. She glanced his way to see his eyes had begun to droop.

Maggie took comfort from her weaving. She pushed thoughts of Nathaniel out of her mind as she tossed the shuttle, pulled the batten, and shifted the harnesses before repeating the process over and over again. Her mother had taught her to use the big loom as soon as she was big enough to reach the batten. What she was working on now was a plain linsey-woolsey material, which required little thought but was easy to trade for other goods at the store along the main road.

Tucked away in one of the chests which lined the walls were other materials, linens so fine it required care to weave them, and a muted plaid wool that had taken many hours to complete. From it, she had made her father a coat, a coat he had left behind when he departed. Maggie blinked and pursed her lips. She would not think of him. Five years was enough to blunt her anger and bitterness.

She paused after an hour and stood to ease the muscles in her shoulders and arms. Nathaniel slept on. Maggie checked the stew and paused to look at her patient from a distance. She had learned her lesson. She would not approach him again while he was unaware. Back at her loom, she continued working until the late afternoon light began to wane. She would need to bring in more wood before nightfall.

He was awake by the time she finished stacking split chunks against the wall next to the hearth. Maggie let her gaze slide away from his, concentrating instead on the wall next to him. 

"Do you...do you have need...I mean," she paused and looked at him helplessly.

Nathaniel cleared his throat. "I would like to take care of my personal needs, if that is what you ask." He glanced around, obviously searching for a chamber pot.

Relieved he had mentioned it, Maggie fetched the container from the spot near the door and brought it to him. She rarely used it, preferring instead to use the privy out back. When she once again hesitated uncertainly in front of him, he glanced at her humorously.

"I will find some way to handle this on my own."

"Yes, fine. I shall see to our dinner." She turned to the hearth, making more noise than necessary to drown out whatever noise he might make.

"You may turn around," he murmured a few moments later.

She retrieved the pot and toted it to the door. He looked exhausted and pale with pain from the effort to sit. Maggie helped him back under the covers of the jack bed, settling the pillows behind him so he would be able to eat. She brought him a bowl containing broth.

"If you are able to handle this and would like more, I will bring some." As she dished her own bowl of stew, she heard the wind rustle through the bare branches of the trees outside. It seemed this month of February would never cease with its foul weather. Rain, sleet, snow, and ice. They had seen it all. Maggie would be glad to see the mud give way to spring and new growth. She sat at the table, nibbling her food and eyeing Nathaniel.

He had slipped earlier when he had grabbed her wrist. In the short, barked question had rung the crisp, clipped tones of an Englishman. Whoever he was, Maggie knew he was no frontiersman. With the calluses of a man who spent more hours in the saddle than doing any labor with his hands and his accent, she could draw only one conclusion. She had rescued an English spy.

Maggie glanced at him again and found him watching her through drooping eyes. He had emptied the bowl she gave him.

"Did you want more?"

"No. I believe I have had all my feeble stomach and head can tolerate." He closed his eyes for a moment. "My head aches abominably."

Maggie slid off the bench, quietly took the bowl from him, and slipped outside to soak another strip of linen in the cold water on the porch. He sighed with relief as she placed the folded cloth on his brow. She cleared away the dishes, placing them with the mugs from earlier before she brought in two buckets of water to heat over the fire. An additional bucket of cold water she placed near the hearth. She needed to bathe and wash her hair.

Glancing at the Englishman, who once again slept, Maggie decided against the hipbath, and instead filled a tub with a mixture of hot and cold water. Undoing her long braid, she dunked it in the water, using the soap she had sweetened with herbs to wash her hair until she submerged her head and scrubbed her scalp. Checking over her shoulder, she saw Nathaniel still slept. After gathering a clean night rail from her clothes chest, Maggie shrugged out of the bodice of the shapeless gown she wore, her back to the sleeping man, and used soap and a wet piece of linen to bathe herself. She slipped the night rail over her head and allowed her gown to pool at her feet. After stepping out of it, she completed her improvised bathing. She added the gown to the other soiled linen and carefully cleaned the dirty dishes before dumping the water out back.

With the chores out of the way, she stood near the hearth and finger-combed her long hair to help it dry. She watched the dancing flames. Nathaniel had not told her his last name. He would have her think he was from Carolina or Virginia, but he had given himself away. Now she must decide what to do with him.

Her father had spoken often about how the colonies needed to be independent of the crown, but Maggie had little personal experience to go on. Her few brushes with the king's army had not left her with any fond memories, but then the same could be said for the militiamen who had come through. From her perspective, both were little more than thieves.

* * * *
[image: ]


Not knowing she contemplated his fate, Nathaniel watched her from behind narrowed eyes. He had dozed off only to awaken to the sight of her finishing her ablutions. Though she had modestly put on her night rail, the thin cotton did little to hide the outline of her figure with the firelight dancing behind her. As she moved, he observed the outline of a shapely leg, her trim waist, and the flare of her hip. When she turned to begin combing her hair, the firelight revealed the outline of a small, perfect breast. His body's instantaneous response to the sight of her left him feeling vaguely ashamed, for she was little more than a child. But as he continued to watch, he wondered how accurate his assessment was. True, she was small and delicate, but the figure revealed by her thin clothing and the shifting light of the fire was every inch a woman grown.

She braided her hair with nimble fingers, and when she turned and moved toward him, he yawned as if he had only just awakened.

"Is your head feeling any better, sir?" she asked, touching his forehead with soothing fingers.

"Yes, I believe so." Nathaniel covered her hand, so as not to startle her. Still, he saw a flash of wariness shadow her eyes. "How old are you, Maggie MacDonald?"

"Near twenty," she replied cautiously.

Nathaniel's fingers stroked her wrist. "And where are your mother and father?"

She pulled her hand away this time and held it with the other as she stared at him with hostile, watchful eyes. "My mother is dead these five years. My father left four years ago to go west, though he might as well have departed the day my mother passed."

Nathaniel stared at her, utterly appalled by her words. She had been left alone? It was hardly credible. "Then you must have brothers and sisters." At Maggie's shake of the head, Nathaniel burst out, "You expect me to believe a father left his young daughter to fend for herself in this godforsaken wilderness?"

Maggie's chin tilted. "I am able to care for myself," she replied defensively. "And 'tis not a wilderness, 'tis my home. I did not want to go west with my father."

He studied the stubborn set of her mouth. "You didn't expect him to leave without you."

She stared at him, her head high, before she admitted, "The first year very nearly killed me. I was used to doing many of the chores. I had done them since I was a young girl, and I did the household chores and the weaving, but it was Papa who chopped wood and bartered the cloth Mama and I wove for the goods we needed. Everything changed when he left."

"How so?" Nathaniel kept his voice calm, despite the fury he felt at her absent father.

"The storekeeper would not deal with me."

"So what did you do?"

Her mouth lifted at one corner in a half smile. "He needed my cloth more than I needed his flour."

She pressed her lips together, as though she regretted having told him so much. She bent and tugged the trundle bed from beneath the jack bed.

"It is time for bed," she
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