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    “Stunning. Heart-wrenching. Breathless. Not since Gone with the Wind have I read an epic novel that has stolen my heart, my breath, my sleep to such a jolting degree. Love’s Reckoning marks Laura Frantz not only as a shining star in Christian fiction today but as a shooting star who soars skyward to the glittering heights of Rivers and Higgs.”


    Julie Lessman, award-winning author of the Daughters of Boston and Winds of Change series


    Praise for Laura Frantz


    “You’ll disappear into another place and time and be both encouraged and enriched for having taken the journey.”


    Jane Kirkpatrick, bestselling author of All Together in One Place and A Flickering Light


    “Laura Frantz portrays the wild beauty of frontier life, along with its dangers and hardships, in vivid detail.”


    Ann H. Gabhart, author of The Blessed


    “Frantz paints a vivid picture of the tough life out in the wild, and yet her characters demonstrate that it was possible to have a wonderful life.”


    RT Book Reviews for The Colonel’s Lady

  


  
    

    

    To Randy, my Silas

  


  
    Contents


    Cover


    Title Page


    Copyright Page


    Endorsements


    Dedication


    23rd Psalm of David in Metre


    1   2  3  4  5


    6   7  8  9 10


    11 12 13 14 15


    16 17 18 19 20


    21 22 23 24 25


    26 27 28 29 30


    31 32 33 34 35


    36 37 38 39 40


    41 42 43 44


    Epilogue


    Acknowledgments


    Take a sneak peek at the next installment!


    Prologue


    Chapter 1


    About the Author


    Books by Laura Frantz


    Back Ads


    Back Cover

  


  
    


    [image: ]


  


  
    

    [image: ]1[image: ]


    He that would the daughter win must with the mother first begin.


    English proverb


    York County, Pennsylvania

    December 1784


    ’Twas time for his daughters to wed, Papa said.


    But he had a curious way of bringing wedded bliss about, sending all the way to Philadelphia for a suitor. Eden Lee felt the dread of it clear to her toes. The ticking of the tall case clock turned the quiet, candlelit room more tense. Was it her imagination, or was her father about to do something rash? For days she’d sensed something was coming, something that would turn their predictable, unhappy world upside downand now this unexpected letter from the city...


    Liege Lee stood by the hearth, his firm-jawed face darkening as he looked down at the paper in his hand. Beside him, Louise Lee piped a rare request.


    “Liege, please, we have so little news from the East. Read it aloud.”


    Eden smiled a bit tremulously at her mother’s quiet plea, her gaze falling from her father’s sternness to the soft contours of her sister’s face as she sat mending by candlelight. Yet her attention kept returning to the post, her own sewing forgotten, as his gravelly voice resounded to the room’s cold corners.


    “The trade guild promised me another apprentice several months ago. At last we have a letter.” He unfolded the crumpled paper, spectacles perched on the end of his narrow, pockmarked nose. “This man is a Scot, trained in his home country before being bound to an American master in Philadelphia. Since the war’s end he’s been at a forge manned with a dozen apprentices in the heart of the city. His master has died, and he’s seeking a position in the West to finish his training. He comes well recommended.” Clearing his throat, he returned to the paper in hand. “The man writes, ‘I am unsure if this post will reach its destination. Likely the package I am sending will not. My hope is that one or the other of us will arrive safe and sound by December’s end.’”


    There was a stilted pause, then a gasp. “December’s end!” The linen slipped from Mama’s work-worn hands into her lap. “Any day now? But I thought he wasn’t coming till spring!”


    “Aye, any day,” Papa growled, turning to take his daughters in.


    He lingered longest on Elspeth, Eden noticed, and with good reason. But her great roundness was buried beneath her sewing, and she didn’t so much as lift an eyebrow at Papa’s stern scrutiny. Any day now Elspeth’s child would be born.


    But which would come first? The apprentice or the babe?


    This was what worried her father, Eden knew. He had plans for her wayward sister that couldn’t be breached by the early arrival of the stranger.


    “You both know what this man’s coming means?” he thundered across the small parlor. The stern words made Eden’s insides curl. She looked up, waiting for Elspeth to do the same, but her sister was simply ignoring her father, as she was prone to do when she disliked his dictums.


    “Elspeth Ann!”


    She finally snapped to attention, light and shadow playing across her lovely face, and met her father’s eyes.


    “You both know what this means, aye? You and Eden?”


    “Yes, Papa,” Elspeth murmured dutifully.


    Eden’s needle stilled and she simply nodded, grieved, barely detecting the telling sympathy in Mama’s eyes at their predicament.


    “The plan is this,” he went on. “If the apprentice comes before the babe, the jig is up and he’s to wed Eden. If he comes after the babe is born, he’s yours, Elspeth. You know how things stand with an apprentice.”


    Mama nodded, her wistful expression revealing she knew of such matters firsthand. Years before, Papa was apprenticed to her father, a master gunsmith, and she’d been part and parcel of the contract. Though rumored that she loved another, tradition held sway. ’Twas a time-honored practice that apprentices marry into their master’s family, as if some ironclad rule passed down from King George himself. Though times were changing and the war had been won, Papa was holding on to the past with both fists.


    Studying his craggy face in the low glare of lamplight as he pondered the letter, Eden bit her lip. She suspected Papa’s scheming had less to do with marrying them off than tying the man down for more mercenary purposes. Though every eligible suitor in the entire county trooped into their blacksmith shop to beg, barter, or pay coin for the ironwork turned out, none had yet passed musteror could abide the thought of her father as father-in-law. How like Papa to forge a liaison with a complete stranger, one who knew nothing of their affairs.


    Oh, if she could but protest! Warm words festered on her tongue and raced round her head as she returned to her mending. In all fairness, Father, this stranger you speak of is hardly a youth. He’s at the tail end of his apprenticeship and shouldn’t be coerced into keeping such a tradition. Besides, there’s such a thing as love.


    But she couldn’t be contrary. Her father’s word was as unyielding as the metal he worked. Once, when she was five, she had spoken upsassed him when she should have stayed silentand had born a welt on her backside for a fortnight or better. Any backtalk had since been confined to her head.


    “What’s the man’s name, Liege?” Mama asked, hands idle atop her lap.


    “Ballantyne,” he replied, perusing the accompanying package. “Silas Ballantyne.”


    Eden drank in every syllable, thinking it strong. Solid. Memorable. The last apprentice had been one George White, bland and utterly forgettable. Papa had disliked him from the first and nigh starved him, liberally applying the lash. He’d been but a boy. But this tradesman, from the sounds of it, was no mere lad. She’d not be sneaking him food like she had poor George, surely.


    The rustle of paper and snap of string brought her head back up. The package this Scotsman had sentcocooned in cloth and tied with twinewas slowly unwrapped. For long moments Papa looked at the metalwork as if struck speechless before holding the gift aloft. ’Twas a copper lantern, three sided, with a large hanging loop. From where she sat, Eden could see that the hinged lid bore a pierced scrolling pattern, every line elegantly worked. When her father lit the wick, they all watched in a sort of trance as the lantern’s mirrored back reflected twice the light.


    “Upon my soul, he’s a city smithand a master engraver!” Papa’s eyes narrowed and nearly gleamed. “No doubt I could sell this for a pretty penny.”


    “’Tis a gift,” Eden whispered, forgetting herself. “Gifts aren’t for sa”


    A sudden jab to her ribs silenced her. “Gifts are kept solely by sentimental fools.” Elspeth’s hiss held characteristic sharpness. Lifting her chin, she looked at their father. “Think of it, Papa. Why not let it be a template? Think of the orders you’d gain! A fine Philadelphia lantern here in the wilds of York County.”


    Eden marveled that even pregnancy had failed to soften her sister’s business sense. In the glare of lamplight, Eden’s eyes traced the profile of Elspeth and their father and found them startlingly alike. Elspeth should have been a son. Papa had said so a hundred times or better. If she closed her eyes, she could almost imagine her sister in breeches and a linen shirtand pregnant to boot...


    “I’ll wager this work would stop Jacob Strauss’s boasting,” Papa muttered. “The old German may be the best inventor in these parts, but I’ll wager he’s not seen the likes of this. Speaking of Strauss, has he settled accounts for that iron trim we made him?”


    Elspeth lifted her shoulders in a slight shrug. “Best check the ledgers. I finished tallying them this morning.”


    “Check them? I cannot find them.” His scowl deepened. “I’ve told you to return them to the parlor, yet you leave them continually in the smithy.”


    With a sullen gesture for her to follow, he left the room, Elspeth trailing. Eden glanced at Mama, now engrossed in sewing a baby garment as if nothing unusual had happened, no marital pronouncement had been made. Thomas played near the hearth with some wooden soldiers, making baby noises he’d yet to outgrow at age two. Sympathy softened her, and for a moment she forgot her own plight.


    Oh, little brother, what is in store for you?


    Weary, she set aside her sewing and crossed to the table where the lantern rested, its rich copper winking at her with a beguiling light. The same admiration that gave her father pause filled her as she took in its fine craftsmanship.


    “So he’s a Scotsman.” Mama’s eyes, gray as the doves that nested beneath their eaves, settled on her thoughtfully. “’Tis an interesting name he has. It sounds well with either Eden or Elspeth.”


    Warmth snuck up Eden’s neck. Eden... Ballantyne? Hearing them paired so made her squirm, yet she couldn’t deny that what little she knew about the man was pleasing. He owned a fine name, could pen a handsome letter, was generous with his talents. Not all apprentices were so blessed. Still, she whispered, “Perhaps he’s big as a barn and missing all his teeth.”


    Mama gave a rare chuckle. “Perhaps he’s handsome as a midsummer’s day. He’s certainly generous to send so fine a gift. ’Tis a wise man who wins your father over before the work begins.”


    But once the work began, would he stay on? Eden expelled a ragged breath. “Papa cannot seem to keep an apprentice.”


    “’Tis not your father’s fault two lads have run off,” she returned. “George White was not physically fit for the tradeso thin a strong wind would have pushed him over. As for Bartholomew Edwards, though big as a barn, he hadn’t the smarts of a louse, your sister said.”


    “Papa does need an extra hand at the forge.”


    “Indeed, he does. York County is burgeoning and has but one able blacksmith.” Mama’s needle plied the flannel fabric with a sure hand as she recited the facts. “Your father is aging and the workload is heavy. Elspeth is almost one and twenty, you yourself are nineteen. ’Tis timepast timeone of you were betrothed.”


    Betrothed.


    The very word sent a shiver through Eden. A mana husbandwas on his way, and she’d not yet felt a flutter of romance for any suitor... or the touch of a man’s hand. “So the babe is to decide our fate.”


    Mama nodded. “You heard your father. If the babe arrives first, Silas Ballantyne is betrothed to Elspeth. If not, he’s to be yours. There are worse things in the world than an arranged marriage, Daughter.”


    Looking up, Eden saw a shadow cross her mother’s face, as if she’d caught herself in a lie. Had their present predicament sparked one too many painful memories? Gauzy bits of gossip gleaned over the years about her parents’ beginnings swirled through Eden’s head, tempting her to ask questions she’d not dared to before. But she simply said, “Does this manMr. Ballantyneknow there’s to be a match?”


    “That he’s to wed one of you?” Mama lifted plump shoulders in a shrug. “Your father hasn’t said, though the apprentice is likely aware of the tradition.”


    “I care not for such traditions.”


    “Eden Rose!” Mama blanched at this rare show of defiance. “Has Margaret Hunter been filling your head with rebellious notionsor Jemma Greathouse with the books she lends you?”


    “No, Mama, I just don’t care to be married. To anyone.”


    Mama looked at her like she had two heads. “Then what else would you aspireto?”


    The probing question cut Eden to the quick, though she had a ready answer.


    I aspire to something beyond the stifling confines of this house, far beyond Papa’s fierce temper and Elspeth’s contentious spirit, and the endless monotony of my days.


    But she couldn’t give it voice, not with Mama peering at her like she was privy to the inner workings of her heart and soul. No one must know her secret. No one. She’d best tread cautiously till the plan was in place. And pray the babe came before the apprentice.
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    Standing by the meadow pond the next afternoon, Eden tried to look at everything through a stranger’s eyesthrough Silas Ballantyne’sbut since she’d been born and bred here, that was hard to do. Now, in early winter, the place held few charms. The landscape was skeletal at best, full of shivering oaks and elms, low stone fences, and a ribbon of road in shades of gray.


    Even the pond gracing the near meadow looked more puddle, swollen by rain, yet devoid of its blue brightness. ’Twas simply an uninspiring dove gray like all the rest, mirroring the dullness inside her. She longed for a little color. Her soul felt nigh starved for it. But she was no better, totally nondescript in butternut wool, worn leather shoes, and fraying bonnet.


    Her gaze strayed to the little church on the hill, her imagination filling in what she couldn’t see beyond the snowy risea muddy road, more meadows and fences, a few farms, then the tiny hamlet of Elkhannah with its gristmill, a school, and a scattering of timbered houses. The village of York, far larger and busier, was just beyond.


    Though she’d just come from the neighboring estate, Hope Rising, she already felt the pull to return there. The rich taste of imported tea and raisin scones lingered on her tongue, compliments of its housekeeper, Margaret Hunter. Each Sabbath she and Margaret met regularly and saw to the needs of the tenants who lived on Hope Rising land. There were but twenty of them at last count, but someone always seemed in need of a basket or tonic, a pair of mittens or a kind word.


    Eden glanced down the lane to the big house a final time, a great yearning skewing her insides. But it seemed Elspeth stood there watching, about to rebuke her for her gawking.


    “You can find no fault with Hope Rising and no good at home,” her sister had once said, a bite of bitterness in her tone.


    Eden acknowledged the truth of it now. She’d always loved the very land the Greathouses owned, every hilly, timber-rich inch. Even in the depths of winter it never seemed to be lacking, nor steeped in mud as was their own home place. The glazed brick house topped with a gambrel roof glowed a rich red, warm as a fire’s embers, as did every dependency surrounding itsmokehouse, icehouse, necessary, and summer kitchenright down to the bricks in the garden walkway. Even the gate with its fancy scrolled ironwork seemed to smile in rich defiance at winter’s bleakness.


    Hope Rising was the only respite from what had always seemed a dreary life. Even with Master David and his cousins away, ’twas grand to her. Ever since she’d been small she was welcomed there, had imagined herself one of them. The cook had snuck her sweetmeats. The gardener showered her with flowers, tucking a peony or rose into the buttonhole of her simple homespun dress. The stable master, long dead now, let her ride a pony named Tomkin. And the elder Greathouse, a conundrum though he’d been with his rare smiles and rollicking temper, allowed his nephew and daughters to befriend her and Elspeth.


    But it was not to last. Time and privilege had wedged its way between them. The three Greathouse girls had gone to finishing school and become proper Philadelphia belles while David went to England, enrolling at a fancy school called Eton. Eden and Elspeth remained behind to manage the wear and tear of ordinary life in York County.


    Tucking the faded memories away, Eden focused on a redbird atop a shivering branch. She supposed she made a strange sight, standing forlornly by the pond. If the apprentice happened by, he’d think her feyor a hopeless dreamer as Elspeth did. The thought spurred her down the tree-lined lane toward home, but as she went she was trailed by another, larger worry.


    Just whose husband would Silas Ballantyne be?


    Perhaps there was no need to fret. Perhaps he wouldn’t arrive but become lost in the woods between here and Philadelphia. Or become the third apprentice to run off before his time. Such ponderings made her almost dizzy, like she’d been skating in endless circles on the pond for too long, just as she’d done in childhood.


    When she was halfway across the icy meadow, snow began to fall, covering her worn cape with a lacy dusting. She felt a rush of wonder. Oh, let a snowfall dress the landscape like a bride! When the apprentice came, the only home she’d ever known would seem a magical place.


    Not misery.
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    Much may be made of a Scotchman if he be caught young.


    Samuel Johnson


    The winter landscape was like an old manor a poor one like himself, Silas Ballantyne decided. Full of sharp angles and bony barren places, never quite comfortable or at rest. But he was rich in spirit, he remembered, lest self-pity take root. He had some tools. A violin. A vision. And he’d traveled nearly fifty miles in two days, lacking but thirty more till he reached York County. If he pushed harder he’d be there on the morrow, but his gelding was acting a bit sore-footed, and then the snow came, at first fragile as a dusting of flour and then thick as goose feathers.


    Squinting through the twilight glare he saw a light in the distancean answer to prayer. His stomach cramped at the aroma of wood smoke and baking bread. What he’d give for some bannocks and mutton stew. The memory of his Highland home sharpened and turned melancholy, so he thrust it aside and grappled for a gracious thought. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, blessed be the name of the Lord. Tonight the Almighty seemed a giving God, and Silas uttered bethankit before seeing the colorful shingle flapping in the swelling wind.


    The Rising Sun Tavern. A far cry from the Man Full of Trouble Tavern he’d frequented on Spruce Street in Philadelphia. There he’d downed seared ham with raisin sauce and applejack each Sabbath, his one ample meal of the week. Here he smelled roast sweet potatoes and goose and something else he couldn’t nameor afford. A handbill had been nailed to the front door, which he perused tongue in cheek. Not all taverns were what they claimed to benor were people, he mused.


    Guests must be treated with kindness and cordiality, served wholesome food, and all beds, windows, crockery, and utensils to be kept in good order.


    Tired and tempted, he tied Horatio to the hitch rail in front and entered the large, smoke-filled public room to find it bursting, the rattle of dice at gaming tables sounding like dead men’s bones. Shoulders slightly bent with the weight of twin haversacks, rifle in hand, his first thought was to stable his horse.


    “How goes it, stranger?” A voice boomed from behind a scarred counter, overriding the surrounding din.


    “Well enough,” Silas answered, turning that direction. “I’ve a lame horse to see about.”


    With a nod and a whistle, the apron-clad man summoned a servant and then bent to hear the lad whisper in his ear. He straightened with a scowl. “The stable’s nearly as full as the inn this snowy eve. What else will ye be needing?”


    “I’ve little coin left,” Silas admitted. “Mayhap I’d best see to my horse.”


    The shillings crossed the counter and disappeared into one of the man’s many linen folds. He was enormousbig as a ship’s sail, or so it seemed. Silas tried not to stare, stepping aside when the door behind him opened to admit a retinue.


    A gentleman swept in ahead of three women, his beaver hat frosted with snow, the jewel-colored capes of the ladies the same. Beneath the wide brims of their bonnets, the feminine trio stared at Silas without a speck of primness as if he were a horse at auction. Heat crept beneath his collar and rose higher, encroaching on cold cheekbones. He shifted his rifle to the crook of his other arm, perusing the tavern floor with its alternating boards of white ash and black walnut, made bright by wooden and tin chandeliers.


    “Ah, Mr. Greathouse!” The innkeeper tossed out a greeting and gave a little bow. “What brings you to the Rising Sun?”


    “The weather and naught else,” the young man answered moodily, knocking his hat against his knee. Snow spattered to the floorboards, glistening like discarded diamonds. “I’ll wager we’ll be snowed in here till New Year’s and not make it to Philadelphia.”


    “You’re abandoning Hope Rising then?”


    “Just till the ice harvest. The place is deadly dull in winter, or so my cousins tell me.” He slid his eyes in their direction, a rueful pinch to his mouth. “They crave the comforts of the city and all its distractions.”


    At this, the three women tittered and talked in whispers. Silas turned his back to them, overcome with the scent of lavender sachet and their powdered, feminine faces.


    “I’ve one room left for your party, but it needs a good tidying first.” The innkeeper summoned a harried serving girl. “Your cousins can wait in the ladies’ parlor, and I’ll have Effie serve themtea.”


    “Very well.” Greathouse nodded his head at the women, and they left the room, obviously familiar with the inn. He cast an appraising eye over the crowd, his ruddy features relaxing. “I’ll have whatever they’re having... if there’s any left.”


    Chuckling, the innkeeper moved toward a far door Silas supposed was the kitchen. The supper smells were intensifying, and he was suddenly bone weary. Shifting his load, he waited for Greathouse to step away from the door and take the only remaining table before he made his way to the stable. The thought of a hay-strewn space, though cold, was far preferable to a flea-infested room where they slept six to abed.


    “So, man, have a seat.” The gentlemanGreathousewas looking at him, gesturing to a chair.


    Surprise and suspicion riffled through Silas at the invitation. There were but two seats left in the room. He’d not insult the man by refusing. Besides, he had no wish to seek shelter in the stable just yet, though he did need to see to his horse. He disappeared for a time, then returned and lowered his belongings to the floor, taking the offered chair, eye on the huge stone hearth gracing the low-beamed room, its flames burnishing the paneled interior a pleasing russet.


    “Are you traveling east or west?” Greathouse asked, hanging his cloak on a peg behindhim.


    “West,” Silas answered, removing his battered hat.


    “Oh? We’re in need of an extra man at Hope Rising.”


    “Hope Rising?”


    “Our family’s estatemy estate.” A look of bemusement lit his features. “Sometimes I forget my good fortune. My uncle passed last year, God rest him. Since he had but three daughters and no male heir, everything passed tome.”


    “You’re not sorry about that, I suppose,” Silas said wryly.


    Greathouse chuckled. “His father, my grandfather, made his fortune as a privateer in the Seven Years’ War.” There was unmistakable pride in the words. “His first shipa sloopwas called Hope Rising.”


    “I ken the name,” Silas said quietly, a cold realization dawning. “I’ve seen the Sally and Antelope at anchor alongside it in Philadelphia.” Slavers, all, he thought with a twist of disgust, appetite ebbing.


    “Ah, yes, we’ve some business in Jamaica and the West Indies, and occasionally dock in Philadelphia. But I let my factor handle any unsavory matters.” He averted narrowed eyes, clearly anxious to change the subject. “You’re going west, did you say? You have the look of an able hand.”


    “I’m apprenticed in York County.”


    “Apprenticed?” Surprise lightened his features, and he raked a hand through unruly, straw-colored hair. “You wouldn’t be bound for Liege Lee’s, would you?”


    “Aye,” Silas answered as the innkeeper returned and set down a steaming trencher of more food than he’d seen in a fortnight.


    “Two pints of ale and another plate,” Greathouse ordered without pause. “I’m not a man who likes eating alone.”


    Taking a steadying breath, Silas wondered just what he wantedand what he knew about LiegeLee.


    Greathouse forked a piece of meat to his mouth and chewed thoughtfully, eyeing him with renewed interest. “How long before you’re a master tradesman yourself?”


    “A year or less.”


    “I could use a good blacksmith. My estate borders the Lees’ should you, um, have need of employment in future.”


    The second plate was plunked down. Mindful that Greathouse was watching, Silas bowed his head anyway and uttered a silent prayer. The raucous laughter and rolling of dice all around him resounded far louder than his low amen.


    “So you’re a religious man. A Presbyterian, I’ll wager.” His smile was thin and laced with warning. “You shall need a prayer or two before your time with the Lees is through.”


    Silas sat back in his chair, the man’s insinuations wearing thin. But he lifted his own tankard in a sort of toast. “If they’re such heathens, mayhap I’ll convert them.”


    At this, Greathouse nearly spewed his ale in amusement. “That I would like to see, though their youngest daughter does have Quaker leanings.”


    “God is good at making silk purses out of sows’ ears, aye?”


    “She’s no sow,” Greathouse murmured around a mouthful of bread.


    Smiling now, Silas took another sip of ale and pinned his gaze on the young man opposite, who was turning a shade shy of beet red.


    Greathouse blundered, “I meanwell, our land borders the Lees’ andyou see, we have occasion to meet.”


    “Who?”


    “Me... and Miss Eden.”


    Miss Eden. The laird of Hope Rising was undeniably smitten. Warming to his easy manner, Silas decided to learn all he could. “So there’s a daughter, then?”


    “Yes, indeed, more than one.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin, still looking like he’d been caught snitching something. “Though the eldest has been ill for some months and confined to the house.”


    Hearing it, Silas felt a clutch of concern. Two daughters too many. He wanted no distractions, no romantic entanglements. He simply had an apprenticeship to finish. And his future, unenviable as it was, lay far beyond York County.


    “There’s also a younger brother and the mistress of the house, Louise Lee. They’ve been there thirty years or better, since the time my uncle built Hope Rising.” Greathouse studied him intently. “If you don’t mind my saying so, you’re a bit on the mature side for an apprentice.”


    “The war got in the way,” Silas said simply. He looked to his plate, cutting off a bite of meat and wishing he could do the same with the conversation. He had no wish to recount his personal history. His main concern was the Lees and the situation he was walkinginto.


    Greathouse leaned back in his chair. “The war, yes. I didn’t serve myself, being the heir. My father and uncle forbade it and pressed someone else into service. You’re from Philadelphia, then?”


    “Nae, Scotland.”


    “I’d gathered that, given your speech. I see the outline of a fiddle in your baggage there. How long did you say you’ll be with the Lees?”


    “A year or less, unless...”


    The sympathetic smile returned. “Unless you become the third apprentice to quit before his time?”


    The third?


    Silas set down his fork. Dread danced up and down his spine and nearly stole his appetite. He’d not been told this. The trade guild had simply given him a name and address. Liege Lee on Elkhannah Creek, York County, Pennsylvania. With the war won, he was fortunate to find a place, or so he’d thought. Like himself, nearly every apprentice in the colonies had collected a bounty and enlisted in the rebel army and was now seeking a position.


    “I’ll wager from the look of you that Liege Lee has met his match,” Greathouse said with a smug smile. “And like I said, work awaits you at Hope Rising, should you need it in future.”


    [image: ]


    Silas began the remaining thirty miles of his journey, fortified by a good meal and a sound if frigid night’s sleep in the stable. ’Twas Tuesday morn, the last of December. Horatio, rested and well-fed, with no sign of lameness, gave him little trouble even in half a foot of snow. Yet he found himself wishing the journey was far longer, that something warm and sure and good awaited him at day’send.


    As it was, the scanty facts learned at supper with David Greathouse left him at loose ends. Liege Lee sounded like a tyrant of a blacksmith with a wife. At least one bonny daughter. A young son. Two failed apprenticeships. The latter was common enough. Masters and apprentices did not always mix. Bound men ran off all the time. He’d considered it himself, but his convictions held him fast. He pondered it now, fighting anxiety.


    Mayhap he’d best keep going and bypass the Lees altogether. His ambitions lured him westward to Fort Pitt, far beyond the boundaries of York. The lyrical names of the rivers there played in his mind like a melody. The Monongahela. The Allegheny. The Ohio. Indian words, all. But much as he wanted to, he couldn’t push west till he’d fulfilled the terms of his contract. He’d have need of it in future.


    The Lee farm, Greathouse told him, lay a league south of Elkhannah Creek. Silas measured his steps, taking note of his strange surroundings. He passed beneath a giant oak holding fast to a few stubborn leaves, majestic and stalwart in the newly fallen snow. All around him the countryside was rolling and open, so pastoral it reminded him of southern England. Gentle hills and meadows abounded, nothing as abrupt or raw as his Highland home. He’d expected more wilderness, a wild and rough beauty, and felt disappointment pool in his chest.


    In time he passed an ornate gate with an H and an R wrought in fancy iron, much as he’d worked in Philadelphia. Hope Rising? A long drive snaked past an abundance of linden trees, but he couldn’t make out the house at road’s end. David Greathouse was a man of meansa gentlemanthus his house would be the same.


    His misperceptions shifted once again. He’d not thought to find signs of civilizationwealththis far west, just modest farms at best. For a few moments he felt disoriented in the glare of blinding snow. He couldn’t ask for directions or inquire how much farther he had to go, for no other steps marred the ground but his and Horatio’s. A strong west wind was picking up, keening like women at a Scottish wake, and he looked uneasily in its direction.


    His gaze snagged on an ice-encrusted pond just beyond a low stone fence. Greathouse land, he guessed. Surely the laird wouldn’t begrudge him a swim. Though hardly the River Tay of his youth, nor the heat of summer, it would have to do. He reeked of horses and hay, hardly fit for company, even that of a tyrant blacksmith.


    A good quarter of an hour later he was clean, though made of gooseflesh. A clean linen shirt, scratchy breeches, thick woolen stockings, and worn boots covered his frigid skin, and he was only too glad to slip into the confines of his frayed greatcoat again. His two days’ growth of beard he could do little about, as he was lacking a razor. He’d lost both shaving kit and comb between here and Philadelphia when Horatio stumbled, spilling him into a ditch, but hurting little more than his pride.


    On he walked, making note of every shrub and rock that raised its head above the snow, listening for the echoing cadence of a hammer striking iron. Heavy snowflakes began to dance down, and a biting wind made ice of his washed hair. Another quarter of a mile and he was soon in sight of a farm he knew was the Lees’, given the distinguishing feature Greathouse had told him abouta bold, wrought-iron weathervane atop a large barn adjoining a blacksmith’s shop, its stone chimney puffing smoke. The farmhouse was simple, if sprawling, and made of local limestone. All around it fallow fields lay like faded squares of an old, fraying quilt.


    Would the Lees be expecting him? Had they received his letter? The lantern? ’Twas all too quiet below. Nary a dog barked. He felt a niggling worry for all that awaited based on David Greathouse’s ominous words and his own Scottish good sense. And then his faith thrust him forward, checking his dread.


    Father, to this place You’ve led me, and I thank You for safe travels. May Your purposes be accomplished here, whate’er they may be.

  


  
    

    [image: ]3[image: ]


    Let honesty be as the breath of thy soul.


    Benjamin Franklin


    In the last remnants of daylight, Eden ran her hands over the skeins of wool and flax she’d spun in the shadows of the weaving room, caressing the distaff and ribbon that held the fibers in placea yellow ribbon proclaiming her unmarried state. But her mind wasn’t on her beloved Saxony wheel or the hearth’s fire that had flickered out an hour ago. She could spin no matter what the hour if need be. Indeed, she had been doing so since she was four.


    This cold afternoon, every fiber of her being strained toward one thing and one thing onlya newborn’s cry. Three hours it had been, and no sounds other than the usual birth noises of pain and weariness met Eden’s ears. While her sister labored in their parents’ bedchamber below, she labored over what she would say to the county busybodies.


    Aye, ’twas an onerous birth, indeed.


    The babe looks just like Papa, truly.


    Nay, best wait a while to come calling.


    She pondered the lies and excuses swirling through her head, grappling for facts. Likely Elspeth’s labor would prove indecently short, as all things seemed to work in her favor. And the babe couldn’t resemble Papa, as it wasn’t his and Mama’s. And no one should dare come calling till the Lees got their story straight. How were they to explain away the fact that they hadn’t summoned the midwife when they’d always relied on her before? The snowy weather, Eden guessed, was a handy excuseand they could always say the babe came early, hardly an exaggeration. And Mama, bless her, always had the bearing look abouther.


    Sighing, Eden struggled with this new complication, wishing for a different outcome, a chaste sister. How long would Elspeth keep weaving deceit and selfishness into the fabric of their lives? How long would Papa and Mama allow it? Unlike the fine fibers spun on her wheel, their lives seemed like tangled thread, knotted further by the coming of a babe who wouldn’t know his or her true mother... or father. Eden took a breath and held it, back tense and eyes tearing, sending up a petition to a being she was unsureof.


    Had the Almighty made this babe? Like He made the flowers in her beloved garden and the wind and weather? If so, please let the child grow to be kind and good and giving, not like its mother. Two wayward Lees were too many!


    At her amen, the air was rent by a hiccup and a cryso high and sharp it sent the fine hair on her neck tingling. She sensed it was a boyhoped and prayed it was. A boy was less likely to take after Elspeth, would make a fine companion to young Thomas.


    In moments, the door to the weaving room cracked open and Papa’s voice filled the quiet space. “A sonjust whose son, we know not. But ’tis as lusty a babe as has ever been born in York County.”


    Eden simply nodded, watching her father’s sturdy shadow retreat, knowing he wanted to be at his forge among the sameness and predictability of the iron he worked, much like she sought solace in her spinning.


    She hadn’t asked how Elspeth fared and felt a twist of guilt. But she needn’t wonder. Her older sister led a charmed life. Be it tallying ledgers or cavorting or begetting babies, Elspeth Lee came out as sleek and well-crafted as a fine Pennsylvania rifle.
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    ’Twas snowing harder, Eden noticed, and was shiveringly cold. Within minutes of Papa’s announcement, she abandoned her spinning and went to the kitchen to check the spitted meat and baking bread before joining Mama and Elspeth in the bedchamber. Though she’d offered to be present at the birth, Mama had forbidden it. Her youngest daughter’s virtue must be preserved, she insisted in a strained whisper. This seemed a bit odd given the fact Eden had witnessed a great deal of barnyard carousing and the birth of countless animals. But Mama held sway.


    Since the York midwife was absent, Mama had had to manage everything herself, for not even the meddlesome Mistress Middy knew about Elspeth. All thought it was Mrs. Lee who was lying in. For months now Elspeth had been kept hidden out of fear someone would discern the truth. Bound by a lingering English law, a midwife was obliged to learn the father’s identity for all unwed mothers. Her strategy was simple: she waited till the throes of labor to ask whom the father was. Oftentimes only then was the secret divulged, and the new parents later hauled to court and fined, chastised, and disgraced.


    “Here, let me take him,” Eden told her mother. “I’ve made a sugar treat.”


    With practiced hands she embraced the wailing, flailing bundle of flesh and brushed his open mouth with the treat that had always soothed Thomas. It pained her to see that even angry, he was every bit as handsome as Elspeth. She searched for some sign of his father in his livid countenance, names and faces of settlement men buzzing in her head like horseflies. David Hofstettler. Josiah Himer. Angus McEachon. Donal Shire. Wouldn’t the father step forward in time, anxious to see his own son?


    Frantic, the baby began sucking, but it was a short-lived reprieve. ’Twas his mother he wanted, her known scent and warmth, but Elspeth turned aside and slept, her comely form buried beneath a hill of blankets.


    “She needs her rest.” Mama’s face held a telling anxiety, the tired lines of midcentury deepening. “Where is your father?”


    “At the forge.”


    Their eyes met and held. Mama looked so worn it seemed she had given birth. “The babe is to be mine and your father’s. Not a word is to be breathed otherwise.”


    “Yes, Mama.” Why else had Elspeth pled illness and kept to the house so no one would know? The plan was nearly foolproof. Mama certainly looked the partplump, full-bosomed, clad in shapeless wool or linen dresses. None would question the babe’s origins.


    “What will you call him?” Eden asked quietly.


    “That I don’t know. Your father hasn’t decided.”


    So Elspeth wouldn’t name her firstborn son. Eden felt a twist of grief. If this was her babe, she’d savor the sweetness of naming him, illegitimate or no. But Elspeth had never held with sentimental things, didn’t care for children. Though perhaps, in time, she’d take to her own.


    Whoever’s son he was, this new one flailed in her arms and let out a war cry, sugar treat forgotten. Mayhap he was Heinrich Grossvort’s, as the man so loved the sound of his own voice. But Heinrich was so dark, and this child’s hair was pale as bleached linen.


    Watching, Mama sighed and pushed a graying curl behind her ear. “I’ll swaddle and try to quiet him. Go below and ready the meat and bread. Thomas will be rousing and your father will want his flip.”


    Eden gave up her bundle, nearly wincing at his stubborn squall. Down the narrow hall she went, into the warm confines of a kitchen smelling of rosemary and thyme, so reminiscent of her garden. She felt nearly wrenched with longing to be lost in it. Truly, ’twas her garden she craved, just beyond the snow-covered door stone.


    Dropping to her knees at the hearth, she took a bake kettle from the ashes and pretended the aroma of bread was a rose insteadthe red damask rose she’d gotten from Hope Rising’s gardener last spring. Lost in whimsy, she failed to hear the footfall or the knock.


    “Begging your pardon, miss. Would this be Liege Lee’s?”


    The strange voice came from behind, so deep and rumbling it seemed to be underground. Eden felt a swift spasm of mortification. There was simply no getting up gracefully. Her backside, covered as it was by two petticoats and an indigo short dress, faced the stranger. With furious haste she pushed herself up by her palms and turned to meet him. A man filled the door frame, a shadowy giant.


    Face aflame, she managed, “Would you be...?”


    “Silas Ballantyne.”


    Nay! Papa’s new apprentice? On the day of the babe’s birth!


    His bearded face took on a swarthy hue. “I knocked on both front and back doors and had no answer.” His tone was heavily Scots and a touch apologetic. “With all the noise...”


    All the blood left her head and she had no answer. She’d gotten up too suddenly and the kitchen seemed to swirl.


    “Eden, are you there?”


    Her mother’s high-pitched voice carried down the stair, and then she appeared, babe in arms. The nameless lad was screaming lustily with no thought to their fragile circumstances. There was no disguising a newborn’s cry. All their carefully placed plans began to unravel fast as thread.


    Mama’s eyes grew wide as saucers, and her plump face paled at the sight of Silas Ballantyne. “I’ll go get the master.”


    The kitchen’s shadows seemed to deepen when the stranger shot a glance up the stairs as if he knew Elspeth was thereknew all their secretsand had come to call them out. Or perhaps he was simply wondering where his lodging wouldbe?


    Quickly Eden took stock of him like Mama did her spice cupboard. Sturdy, wool-clad shoulders. Black boots and frayed breeches, and a greatcoat so shabby it seemed mere spiderwebbing in places. Hair as rich and multihued as the hard cider Papa kept locked in the shed, a damp amber-gold threaded with red. In their humble kitchen he cut an imposing figure. He stood, she guessed, more than six feet tall. She couldn’t get a fix on his features, couldn’t tell how pleasing or plain


    “Eden,” he said quietly, in a voice so low it was nearly lost to her. “Like the garden.”


    Her head cleared. “The garden?”


    “Aye, of Eden.”


    She tried to smile. “II’m sorry for my mother’s haste. She’s...”


    “Busy with the babe,” he finished for her.


    “Aye, the babe.” She turned toward the water barrel beside the kitchen door and plucked a pewter cup from a nail. “Born today. We’ve not even named him” She bit her tongue all too late. Oh my!


    He took the cup from her unsteady hand. “Today,” he echoed, a touch of awe in his tone. “I’d heard you frontier women were hardy...”


    While he took a long drink, she felt mired in a stew of subterfuge. Could he sense her panic, her deceit? She must speak of something elseanything. “Youyou’ve come far without a companion.”


    “I had Horatio.”


    “Horatio?”


    “My gelding.”


    She looked out the window in the fading light and saw a horse, its snow-capped nose at the pane.


    “If this is the wilderness, there were no dangers along the way,” he said. “No wild animals. No Indians.”


    Darting another look at him, she almost laughed despite herself. Did he think this the wilderness?


    Silent as a savage himself, Liege Lee filled the doorway. “So, Silas Ballantyne, you’ve braved a snowstorm to get here.” Voice gruff, he glanced at Eden. “Daughter, see to the man’s horse.”


    The Scot turned and shifted his load, shaking her father’s soot-stained hand. Eden began taking small steps backward, wondering if master and apprentice would take a liking to each other when such had never happened before. She could hear Mama down the hall but no more wailing. The babe was likely tucked in the worn cradle by the hearth. Supper awaited with the stranger.
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    ’Twas at supper that she noticed his thumbs. The candlelight seemed to call attention to their ends. At first she thought them injured. Had he burnt himself at the forge? ’Twas a dangerous work they did. Pity softened her, nearly made her forget the babe in the cradle or little Thomas at her elbow making a mess of his beans. But it was the stranger’s bowing of his head that most moved her. Was he... praying?


    Silas Ballantyne seemed to marvel at their table. “I’d not thought,” he said quietly, “to find such fare so far west.”


    Eden read deprivation and loneliness in the words while Mama smiled wearily and passed him more beef and bread. Glancing in Papa’s direction, Eden waited for him to belt out the admonition that there was to be no talking at table. But to her dismay, and surely Mama’s, he launched into a speech of all he possessed.


    “I’ve got four hundred acres here along the Elkhannah, a fine wife, two young sons...”


    There, he’s gone and done it, Eden thought. Claimed Elspeth’s babe as his own.


    “A pair of marriageable daughters...”


    Her bread turned to ashes in her mouth. She wanted to crawl beneath the trestle table.


    He continued on, confident. Nay, boastful. “A fine harvest of wheat and flax, twenty head of cattle, countless chickens and an aggravation of goats, a bountiful garden, corn that surpasses eighteen inches an ear. Not all you’ve heard about this land is fabricated. The woods to the west of us really are alive with Indians. Settlers beyond the Alleghenies still fort up on occasion. Any questions?”


    “Two daughters?” Silas asked, shooting a glance about the room.


    Eden’s fork stilled.


    “Aye, two. One’s ill and abed,” Papa said.


    Silas buttered a piece of bread, expression thoughtful. “Tell me about the forge.”


    The forge. Always the forge. Was he winning her father over already? Papa’s grim expression beneath his shock of graying hair told her he had not. Papa seemed tetchy, a bit on edge. Was he thinking of Elspeth? The babe beginning to stir in its cradle near the hearth?


    “The forge.” Papa forked a slab of beef onto his plate, voice rising as the infant’s fussing intensified. “What aboutit?”


    “How long you’ve been in business. How you come by your iron. What you turnout.”


    The crying could no longer be ignored. Eden got up, food forgotten, and fished the babe out of the cradle. Mama soon relieved her, her whisper low and urgent. “Make them both some flip. And mind your capit’s all askew. You must put your best foot forward.”


    ’Tis not my foot that needs to be minded but Elspeth’s.


    The Scottish apprentice now belonged to her sister, Eden realized with a little start. But Elspeth was abed. Disappearing into the kitchen, she measured out generous amounts of molasses, small beer and rum, and a dash of cream and egg. This she poured into two tankards, returning to the dining room, cap still askew, careful to keep her eyes off Silas Ballantyne.
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    He speaketh not; and yet there lies a conversation in his eyes.


    Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


    Silas watched the young woman at the hearth now that the room had emptied. Greathouse’s words came rushing back and nearly made him groan.


    She’s no sow.


    Nae, most decidedly not. Whatever Liege Lee’s faults, he’d sired a lovely daughter. But it wasn’t the snug lines of her wool dress that drew his eye, nor the worn lace kerchief dressing up her shoulders, nor the fact that her linen cap was a bit crooked.


    A spitfire, he’d thought at first sight.


    But as soon as she’d spoken, he’d detected a certain sweetness about her that altered his hasty opinion. And her smile... losh, bright as a sunrise, raising a dimple in her right cheek. But it was her voice that held him captive. He’d expected it to be high, girlish, simple. But when she spoke it was like a song. Soft and dulcet. Somewhat refined.


    Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his arms and legs, waiting for the drink she made him. Into the flames went her poker before the tip turned his pewter mug sizzling. Though he’d been in the house an hour or better, his insides had hardly thawed.


    When she handed him the mug, their fingers met and then their eyes, hers a startling indigo in the pale oval of her face. Shyly she turned back toward the fire, and he caught a flash of cherry red as she flipped the length of her hair over her shoulder. Bound with dark ribbon, it cascaded to her waist in lush spirals, thick as blackberry vine.


    Eden, indeed.


    The other daughter was ill, the master said. Just as well. If she’d been present and was half so bonny, he’d have been struck speechless.


    When Liege returned, he took up his own mug, surprising Silas with his terse words. “We breakfast at first light. Eden will show you to your garret room. Tomorrow comes all too soon.”


    Silas looked from master to daughter, saw the pained expression that crossed her face then skittered away like mist, making him think he’d imagined it. But she merely lowered her head and nodded, expecting him to follow, he guessed.


    Bidding Liege good night, he walked a respectable distance behind Eden, down a narrow hall past two closed doors, then up a small, winding stair to a second and third floor that nearly had his knees to his chin. Once, her taper nearly went out in a draft, but she cupped her hand around it and pressed on, finally pushing open a door at the very top of the stair.


    The promised garret room.


    It was small and prim, redolent of linseed oil and old wood. A narrow bed, a stove, a table, and a chair made it hospitable, and he was heartened to see a small window. Immediately he looked west, if only to look away from her. The snow made the land lantern-bright, the view unobstructed for miles.


    He nodded his thanks, stepping around her, remembering he’d left his belongings below. Setting the candle on the table, she added a chunk of wood to the glowing Franklin stove before shutting it soundly. He’d seen such contraptions in Philadelphia but never one so small. Fit for a child, it barely came up to his shin, yet he felt its warmth from several feet away. Bethankit, he nearly uttered aloud. ’Twas a far cry from the unheated hovel he was used to.


    With nary a look, she left him. He heard her soft footfall in the stairwell and wondered where she was off to. The babe was howling again with the keening pitch of a newborn, as if announcing Silas would get no sleep. Sitting in the too-small chair and finishing his flip, he contemplated whether or not to fetch his haversacks or wait till morning.
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    Down the dark stairs Eden flew, berating herself for forgetting his belongings. The house below seemed empty of all but the babe’s cries. Though he was tucked away in her parents’ bedchamber behind closed doors, her earsand nervesfelt shattered. To ground herself, she leaned into the parlor table where the Scot’s rifle rested, her gaze falling to the smooth walnut stock bearing silver mounts, worked with a pattern of twisting acanthus leaves much like the copper lantern.


    Had he fashioned this too?


    This fine gun lacked a nameplate atop the barrel. Turning it over, she searched for a signature, finding it secreted beneath the side plate.


    Silas Ballantyne, 1783.


    A tiny ember of delight, of discovery, flickered in her heart. Those who labeled a gun so subtly often felt their craftsmanship was God-given and to display their name prominently was to take away from His work. Usually Papa made sport of such folk behind their backs when they brought their rifles for repair, but their humility had made a far different impression on Eden.


    Perhaps... Her heart quickened. Perhaps this Scotsman was a believer, someone who could speak to her of Godmore so than Margaret Hunter with her mysterious Quaker murmurings.


    Listen to the Light, Eden. Quiet thy thoughts. Worship is deeper than words...


    Hoisting the canvas haversacks and rifle and nearly gasping at their weight, she trudged back upstairs. The apprentice met her halfway, surprising her in the stairwell, relieving her of her burden and handing her his empty mug.


    “If you grow cold... have need of another quilt” she began.


    “Nae,” he said abruptly.


    His terse tone surprised her. But he was weary, she reminded herself, in need of rest, with no understanding of her alarm. She glanced over his shoulder and into the garret, feeling a desperate need to rescue the private things she’d hidden there. She’d never dreamed Papa would want him upstairs and not in the room off the smithy reserved for apprentices. But the roof was leaking there and he’d had little time to repair it. Or might he have other motives? Like wanting him nearer Elspeth?


    Whatever his motives, the garret had special significance for her. ’Twas Grandpa Gallatin’s old room. All those stairs to its cramped rafters kept his old legs spry, he’d said. Her heart twisted further at the memory of Papa and Elspeth discovering her journal months before. Their shared laughter echoed long and loud even now. Made of scraps of rag linen sewn together by coarse thread, she’d been keeping count of her blessings within its pages, things that meant so much but they’d made sport of. Her spinning. The robin outside her window that sang her awake. Thomas’s sloppy kisses. Margaret’s tea and scones. Jemma’s generosity...


    It mattered little, she guessed, if this stranger found her makeshift book. Once Papa began his bullying, Silas Ballantyne would likely go the way of the other apprentices and she’d never see him again.


    She began to retreat, a plea arising in her heart that he’d be too tired to notice his surroundings tonight. In the morning, once he’d gone to work, she’d sneak in and reclaim what was hers. Find a new hiding spot. Oh, but the garret room had been nearly perfect except for the occasional bat. Already her mind was whirling with other possibilities.


    Lord, please help me find another hiding place.
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    Eden scarcely slept between the babe’s ceaseless crying and the coming of Silas to her garret room. As dawn dredged the sky with golden light, she dressed hurriedly in the second-floor bedchamber she usually shared with Elspeth, only Elspeth was lying in below.


    “Come, Eden, and help me with the babe,” Mama whispered after breakfast when the men had gone to the smithy.


    Entering her parents’ bedchamber, she found Elspeth asleep atop the immense feather bolster, jarring her anew with their predicament. Had her parents slept in the trundle bed? Papa was not one for such concessions. The lines about Mama’s eyes announced she’d not slept at all. Eden glanced at Thomas now rocking the low cradle so vigorously she feared the infant would be spilled onto the plank floor.


    Kissing her brother, she slowed the cradle, and together they rocked the babe till his cries subsided.


    “He’s been fed,” Mama said. “Now I must see to Elspeth.”


    Oh, Mama, hurry. I must go to the garret.


    Flushing, she watched as her mother roused her sister and removed her nightgown, binding her bosom tightly with long strips of linen. To subdue her milk once it came in, Mama said. And it was well on its way from the look of her, Eden thought, lowering her eyes.


    “Will you squeeze the very breath from me?” Elspeth protested sleepily, her hair spilling free of its braid and getting in the way. “You might as well lace me in my stays!”


    Leaving the cradle, Eden took a brush from the washstand and crossed to the bed to subdue her sister’s hair. With careful hands, she loosed the untidy plait, then brushed the length of it till it shone like yellow satin before twisting and pinning it into place.


    Elspeth glared at them both, thunder knotting her brow. “How long must I lie abed?”


    Mama’s mouth set in a thin line. “A fortnight or better.”


    “I heard another voice at breakfast. Has the apprentice come?”


    Nodding, Mama smoothed the bedcovers. “He’s at the forge.”


    Elspeth’s tired blue gaze turned sharp. “Well? What is he like?” At her mother’s silence, she looked at Eden, who’d fallen into a tongue-tied perplexity.


    “He’s a man like all the rest,” Mama finally said with a curtness brought on by a sleepless night.


    With a sigh, Elspeth flopped back against the bank of pillows. “Must I lie here and wonder about my future husband?” When the babe began crying again, she turned her face away in dismay. “How am I to recover with such noise?”


    Noise? Eden stared at her. You should have thought of that before


    Biting her lip, Eden scooped her nephewnay, brotherout of the cradle. While Mama took the chamber pot from the room, Eden paced up and down while little Thomas covered his ears. The day yawned long and she was already bone weary, fearful not even childbirth could dampen her sister’s strong will.


    From the tumbled bed, Elspeth sat up, wincing at the sudden movement. “Tell me, Sister, what does he look like?”


    Exasperation fanned through Eden. She didn’t want to dwell on Silas Ballantyne, nor the bewildering confusion she felt over their dilemma. The poor man had walked into a trap and she wanted no part ofit.


    “Come now, tell me. He is mine, is he not?” Expression coy, Elspeth softened her tone. “Papa has arranged it. I must know what my intended looks like.”


    Eden bounced the fussing babe. “He’s... pleasing.”


    “Pleasing?” With a roll of her eyes, she leaned forward and extended both hands as if prepared to wrest the facts from her. “Is he short? Hawk-nosed? Portly? Plain?”


    “He’s... Scottish.” Indeed, his brogue had stayed with her in the night, so honey-tongued he was. “His hair is the hue of hard cider. II don’t remember the color of his eyes. He has to duck his head to pass through a door.”


    A slow, satisfied smile spread over Elspeth’s face. Turning toward an icy window, Eden thought of all she couldn’tsay.


    He has a fine rifle. His shoulders are broad. His manner is forthright. His knapsacks are heavy...


    His thumbs are branded.


    When she turned back around, Elspeth was on her feet, pulling on her petticoats. Though used to her sister’s impulsiveness, this was too much. “Elspeth! What are you”


    “I cannot lie abed any longer.” She stared back in triumph as if daring Eden to deny her.


    “But you’re weak, bleeding”


    “I’ll not be on my feet long. Just long enough to meet this man... my future husband.” Her eyes shone with renewed purpose. “Besides, we must all play the part. I’m not the one confined to childbed. Mama is. Now help me manage my hooks.”


    Laying the newborn on the bed, Eden turned to her reluctantly, dismay riffling through her. The rich red calico had to be tugged into place, straining every seamand with it Eden’s every nerve. Elspeth hardly looked the invalid they pretended her to be. A practiced eye like that of Mistress Middy would ken the truth in a heartbeat. Eden prayed the Scot wouldn’t be so discerning.


    Lifting her chin like a general going into battle, Elspeth sucked in her breath. “I’ll not be long. Tell Mama I’d like some toast andtea.”


    Eden watched her go like she had on so many occasions, to do as she pleased, without so much as a by-your-leave. Short of chaining her to the bedpost, who could restrain her? Perhaps Mama would intercept her in the hall.


    Feeling drugged by sleeplessness, Eden tried to gather her wits as she soothed the babe. He was growing quieter, his eyelids heavy. Placing him in his cradle, she gave Thomas some yarn to play with, but he looked up at her with bleary blue eyes and rubbed his belly. Had Mama forgotten to feed him in all the confusion and fuss?


    “I’ll bring you some toast and gooseberry jam soon,” she promised.


    Nearly on tiptoe, she slipped from the room to the second floor and crossed the landing to the garret’s winding stair. Up, up, up she climbed, anticipation making her breathless. The twenty-one steps had never seemed so far, and the delicious anticipation she’d always felt in escaping here in spare moments had been eclipsed by the apprentice’s arrival. ’Twas no longer her room but his. Till he left or wed Elspeth and moved to another roomor another houseshe’d not get it back.


    She knocked before she entered, though she knew he was safely below in the smithy. The ring of a hammer was blessed confirmationnot Papa’s angry cadence, but something more measured and sure. Pushing open the garret door, she found the beloved space nearly as tidy as she’d left it, but when she crossed to the desk, she opened the sole drawer to emptiness. Panic seized her. Her quill and ink and journal were missing. Nay! In its pages she’d strayed from her list of blessings and complained mightily about the prospect of marrying a strangeran apprenticeupon a father’s whim and a rusty tradition. Nay, not only marriageshe’d also recklessly penned the details of her plan. Her escape.


    Dropping to her knees, she searched beneath the bed. Naught but a few dust motes that had escaped her broom. Dare she go through his belongings? Might he have put them in his haversacks? But the twin bags hung limply from a peg on one wall. Her restless gaze touched his gun and a fiddle sitting upright in a corner. A long horsehair bow lay in the windowsill.


    The leather-bound books Jemma Greathouse had lent her were also missing. She’d hidden them behind the stove, which was now cold. What if Silas Ballantyne read her scribbling, her concerns about marrying a man she didn’t know? Her hopes for the future? What if he’d given the journal and books to Papa? Sitting on the foot of the neatly made bed, she wrestled with her fears and groped for reason.


    She could lie, say they weren’t hers. But the mere thought was distasteful. Papa and Elspeth liedindeed, ’twas like a second language. Her mother, while not outright untruthful, was frightfully evasive. Thomas, too young to form but a mouthful of words, had yet to show his true colors. Nay, she’d not lie. But she must find the tender outpourings of her heart and make a new hiding place.


    The garret was now his.
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    There are charms made only for distant admiration.


    Samuel Johnson


    The smithy would be warm this snowy morn, thanks to the huge hearth that was the very heart of a blacksmith’s work. Silas stood by the worn, blackened anvil and took stock of the place where he’d spend the bulk of his twenty-fifth year. Going to the woodpile, he fed the fire that had been banked the previous night, coaxing the embers to life. They flamed under his experienced hand, and he began arranging his tools by the low light. Accustomed to working from daylight to dusk, he’d been surprised when Liege Lee had been absent at breakfast.


    “Mr. Lee is feeling the effects of the snow this day,” Mrs. Lee had said as she served him eggs and bacon, thick slices of toasted bread, and gunpowder tea. “’Tis his gout, I’m afraid.”


    Silas listened without comment, marveling that she was on her feet so soon after a birth while her husband let a little gout keep him from his work. The night before Liege Lee had struck Silas as indomitable, surly, and immune to such frailties. Now, standing alone in the timbered smithy, he savored the stillness. For months he’d felt there wasn’t a peaceful place in his soul.


    Being sequestered in a large Philadelphia shop with a dozen or more menmany of whom would rather fight than workhad taken a toll. Before that had been Williamsburg and a British prison camp. But he’d not begin afresh by recalling this. Laying aside his hammer, he tried to do the same with the pain of his past. A frayed, leather-bound book was within easy reach, providing a blessed distraction. He glanced at the title, tongue in cheek.


    A Present for an Apprentice.


    He knew the contents well enough as it was considered holy writ among tradesmen, stressing a master’s authority. He turned the battered tome facedown in silent protest, then took half an hour to familiarize himself with everything in the shop, wagering there’d be little business transacted on such a day. After filling a water bucket with snowfor he’d never find the well in such weatherhe straightened and turned toward the creak of a door. The shadows were dispelling slowly, and he could barely make out the well-rounded form. That it was a woman there could be no doubt.


    Eden Lee?


    Nae, this woman was taller, fuller of figure. When she stepped into the hearth’s light, all thoughts of Eden vanished. The elder daughter? The one who was dwinyilland confined to the house? He shook off his surprise.


    She was so unlike her younger sister he suspected they weren’t truly related. Her flaxen hair was pinned and plaited, forming a sort of halo about her head. Bold eyesa Scottish cornflower blueassessed him much as her father had done the night before. She had a classic roses-and-cream, English-type beauty. The kind that made men wage duels and pen poetry and lose all good reason.


    Her soft voice cut across the room. “Are you the apprentice?”


    “Aye,” he answered, clasping his hands behind his back and facing her.


    “I’m Elspeth Lee.” She hesitated, looking again at the door she’d just entered. “Since my father isn’t here, I’ll show you round myself.”


    There’s no need, he nearly said, but she’d already turned away as if expecting him to follow. He bit his lip to keep any amusement from telling on his face. The image of the timorous Eden doing the same made a puzzling picture. Liege Lee had two daughters, but they were as different as night and day. This one might well be the spitfire he’d mistaken her sisterfor.


    After a few minutes he forgot his reserve, impressed by the breadth of her knowledge as she spoke of ironwork that needed making, discussing details and design. Though he said little, she kept up a running conversation well enough withouthim.


    “Since my father has but two small sons, it has been left to me as the eldest daughter to learn the trade. A blacksmith cannot operate alone, as you know. Papa has had apprenticestwo runawaysbut I help him as best I can and keep the ledgers. Would you like to see them?”


    “Nae, I trust they’re in good order.”


    She gave a curt nod, fingering some tongs absently, her features a bit strained. She was unwell, he remembered, mindful of her malady. Without warning, she sank down upon a near bench, her full skirts ballooning in a swell of red cloth, and looked entreatingly athim.


    “Tell me of yourself, Silas Ballantyne.”


    He swallowed down a smile at her boldness and ran a hand over his bearded jaw, deciding to deal in generalities. “I’ve just come eighty miles from Philadelphia on a half-lame horse and ferried across the Susquehanna. Somewhere along the way I lost my razor. At five and twenty I’ll wager I’m the oldest apprentice in America.”


    At this, she laughed, but the merry sound was snatched away as the door behind them opened and Liege limped in, incredulity etched across every hard line of his face.


    “Your mother is looking for you, Daughter. She’s in need of your help today, and quickly.”


    The dismissal was met with Elspeth’s hasty retreat, and then Liege turned the full force of his gaze upon Silas. “Pray you never have such a daughter. That one should be in breeches, though she looks well enough in a skirt.”


    “She has a keen knowledge of the trade.”


    He gave a curt nod and reached for his battered leather apron. “And well she should, being at my side for fifteen years or better. The apprentices I’ve had can’t hold a candle to her. We’ll see if you fare any better.”
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    By midmorning, Eden felt as scattered as garden seed. Between helping her mother enforce Elspeth’s lying-in and assuming all her chores, she was worn to a thread. But it was her missing journal that most wrenched her. She tried to push aside her flustered feelings as they worked together keeping the babe quiet while mending and making cheese and preparing noonday dinner.


    “He’s to be named Jon, after your grandfather,” Mama said in low tones, settling in her rocking chair to nurse, though she could ill afford the time.


    Hearing it brought about a tender pang. Grandpa Gallatin? Though six years had passed since he’d died, the void he’d left had never lessened. It was still felt here in the house and the smithy, where he’d worked with her father day in and day out. His patience had been the perfect antidote to Papa’s grousing, always keeping him in check.


    Stifling a sigh, she watched as Thomas tried to climb on Mama’s lap, only to be shooed away with an agitated hand.


    “I’ll not be tied down with the both of you. Go on now.”


    Sympathy tugged at Eden as Thomas puckered his round face in protest. Abandoning her task, she took his little hand and led him away. “You’re big enough for your own cup now. Here’s a pewter one with anL engraved on it.” She poured him some cider and heated it with the poker as she’d done the flip the night before. Her reward was a tremulous smile. Though he spilled some taking it off the table, the cup finally made it to his open mouth.


    Absently she watched him, schooling her thoughts, revisiting the morning’s happenings. Elspeth was finally in bed againin the room they sharedand Eden rued the loss of privacy. Oh, that she could fly to Hope Rising and find rest, peace! She’d not been there for a fortnight or better. Her soul chafed at the farmhouse’s smallness as her mind roamed the mansion’s many rooms, each holding myriad hiding places for her missing journal and books.


    “Come, Eden, and finish the cheese,” Mama said, bringing her back. “The men will be hungry this day with the weather so raw.”


    When she began serving noonday dinner, she felt so addled she nearly spilled the fried hominy in Silas’s lap. He caught her wrist as the platter tipped sideways, steadying her, his gaze traveling from her trembling hand to her face. She imagined Elspeth’s eyes narrowing as she mouthed “idiot” from across the table. But Elspeth’s place yawned empty, and Eden felt stark relief.


    Thankfully, Papa was at the other end, so immersed in his plate they might have done a jig and he’d not notice. She felt a faint hope they might converse as they had last night, but Papa’s hospitality seemed short-lived. The rule of silence, forged in her childhood, was not to be violated twice. All that was heard was the clink of utensils and the whine and snap of the hearth’s fire as if it begged for more wood, leaving her to wonder if Scotsmen liked a bit more merriment at their table.


    Mama was missing, busy with Thomas and baby Jon, whom she could hear fretting mightily despite his being at the opposite end of the house with all the doors shut in between. When Eden went to fetch the apple cake from the kitchen, adding a generous dollop of cream atop it, she knew she must ask about her thingsor burst. Soon Silas would return to work.


    Serving her father first, she moved toward Silas, praying she’d not drop the dish. As she gave him some cake, he gestured to the empty chair beside him. Looking down, she felt a swelling relief. There, half hidden beneath the tablecloth hem, were her beloved things. Not once did Papa look up from his dish as she gathered them in her apron and returned to the kitchen.


    Quickly she took inventory. All was as she’d left themthe borrowed books, the journal, and an unfamiliar volume of red leather underneath. The Poetry of James Thomson. Intrigued, she opened the flyleaf.


    To Niel Ballantyne for services rendered, Sir John Murray, 1765.


    A hundred questions sprang to mind, begging answers. Had he meant this for her? Her fingers touched one gilt-edged page after another, lips parting in surprise at the scrap of paper marking a particular poem. On it he’d written a note in a hand far finer than a man of his station should possess.


    Eden, I did not mean to take your room, nor your books. Silas


    Putting a hand to her trembling mouth, she tried to staunch her emotion. She was unaccustomed to such kindness. And she knew then he wouldn’t mock her, nor read what wasn’t his. Nay, he’d shared something of his own. Never having heard of the poet Thomson, she was intrigued. She couldn’t wait to begin, but chores awaited. For now two lines would have to suffice:


    Thine is the balmy breath of morn,


    Just as the dew-bent rose is born...


    Clutching the book to her heart, she sought a hideaway in the busy kitchen till her work was done. Since Elspeth would soon be up and aboutindeed, had shocked them all by going to the smithy at dawn and ruining her best slippers in the snowthe kitchen was not safe. Nearly on tiptoe, Eden traded the warm room for the cold hall, peeked into her parents’ bedchamber, and found Mama nursing Jon by the hearth.


    The summer parlor, then. ’Twas her favorite room by far. Full of cast-offs from Hope Rising, it had a pretense of grandeur and nearly made her forget she was a prisoner of the farmhouse. The plaster walls were covered with copper-red paint, and the overall impression was charming, if a bit discordant. In winter the room was closed off, as the family preferred the smaller parlor with its mammoth hearth adjoining the dining room.


    Closing the door, Eden shivered. The icy floorboards seemed to penetrate the soles of her shoes. Everything smelled of dust, disuse, and beeswax. Pondering the furnishings, she chose a seldom-used secretary, its heavy lines forbidding. Surely no one would bother looking here. She hid her things and then left hurriedly, making her way to the weaving room, when a sudden hiss stopped her cold.


    “Eden Rose!”


    The strident voice couldn’t be ignored. Pushing open the bedchamber door, she opened her mouth to answer, but Elspeth galloped right over her. “What were you doing in the summer parlor?”


    Panic engulfed her. “Putting something away”


    Elspeth placed a cautionary finger to her lips. “Come in and shut the door. I don’t want anyone to hearus.”


    Eden did as she bid, albeit reluctantly. Smoothing her apron, she sat down on the edge of the bed, wondering about the high flush on her sister’s face.


    “Why didn’t you tell me he was so handsomeor so amusing?”


    The apprentice? Eden made her face appropriately blank. “I hadn’t... noticed.” This was only partly true. She’d noticed far too muchbut none of the things Elspethdid.


    Rolling her eyes, Elspeth resumed her usual exasperation. “How are you to catch a husband with your head in the clouds?”


    “’Tis not my husband we’re discussing, but yours,” Eden reminded her.


    “Yes, you’d best remember that.” A smile thawed Elspeth’s coldness, and her blue eyes sparked. “I suppose he’ll suffice, though I’ve never cared much for Scotsmen. You know those MacMasters and Gows with their drunken antics over the hill. They’re so... unpredictable. Like a greased pig on market day. One never knows which way they’ll go next.”


    Like you, Eden thought but didn’t say. Perhaps you’ve met your match.


    “How are you feeling?” she said instead, tucking in an unkempt bed corner.


    Leaning back against the bank of pillows, Elspeth sighed and fingered her braid. “I’m hungry and bored. You must light a lamp, bring me my sewing. Mama wants me to rest, but I need to finish those pillowslips for my dower chest.”


    Eden’s eyes drifted to the twin trunks fashioned by their grandfather’s hand on either side of the small hearth. Elspeth’s bore her initials, its smooth walnut lines pleasing in their simplicity. Eden’s was embellished with leaves and flowers much like the ones on Silas Ballantyne’s fine rifle. And while Elspeth’s was but half full, her own was burgeoning. Some days she could barely close the lid without rearranging half the contents.


    “Would you like something to eat?” she asked, hoping to change the current of conversation. “Mama and I made chicken pieand apple cake.”


    “I’m surprised there’s any left. How is the Scot’s appetite?”


    “He has fine manners,” Eden admitted.


    Unlike many of the men who’d sat at their table, he’d not wiped his mouth on his sleeve or licked his fingers or belched at meal’s end, nor asked for a second serving, though he’d eaten more bread. Wheat was scarce in Scotland, he’d said.


    “We’ll see how he fares with Papa at the forge.” Elspeth looked toward her dower chest absently. “Best not be hunting up the parson justyet.”


    Eden nearly sighed aloud in relief, seizing on the chance to distract her from any further probing about the parlor. “The parson’s been quite busy. Two of the Greathouse tenants wed last week, though Wealthy Heinz and John Masters eloped, or so Margaret Hunter toldme.”


    “Eloped?” Elspeth wrinkled her nose. “How dull! No wedding dress nor cake nor gifts.”


    “’Tis romantic, I think.”


    “You would. I plan to be married in the summer parlor. In your yellow silk.”


    Hearing it, Eden felt a sinking dismay. ’Twas her favorite dressa cast-off from Jemma Greathouse, who’d grown too stout to wear it. Elspeth had had a fit when Jemma sent it round in the carriage from Hope Rising right before Christmas. The memory bruised Eden still.


    “’Tis a snub!” Elspeth had stormed through angry tears. “They’re always gifting you, inviting you to the house!”


    “But ’tis too small for you. Look how narrow the bodice and sleeves are.” Eden had pointed out the obvious, feeling the heat of Elspeth’s anger and fearing the consequences.


    Since childhood Eden had often found her treasured things cut up or soiled with ink. To avoid this, she had often given over the coveted item. But this gown, which she’d hoped might be saved for Philadelphia...


    “I’ll soon fit into the dress, once I leave this bed.” Elspeth’s eyes, now cold as creek ice, brooked no argument. “Just bring round some toast and tea, no cake. And don’t forget my sewing.”


    Eden returned to the kitchen, her mind on more than the yellow silk. She felt weighted with the vision of her sister standing in the parlor at some hazy date in future, holding hands with Silas Ballantyne. Elspeth was altogether too eager to wed. To appease Papa and Mama, perhaps, who were weary of her waywardness?


    Whatever the reason, fidelity was not her sister’s strong suit. She liked to dally, never settling on one suitor for long. So many men came to do business with their father. Elspeth flirted with them all, or so it seemed, only to sneak out with someone at night. Eden hadn’t an inkling who the babe’s father might be. Though in time, once the boy grew long-limbed and strong of feature, wouldn’t his parentage be plain? And the truth be told?


    However wayward, Elspeth liked her secrets and was good at keeping them. It seemed a very small thing that Eden had her secrets as well. Just a journal and some borrowed books, a plan for the future. But Elspeth... Eden felt caught in a sticky web of deceit. Her sister was the spider and Silas Ballantyne was the poor, unsuspecting insect that had wandered into her and Papa’s path.
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