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	Finlan Blackwood has survived fighting on the losing side of the Jacobite Rising, but finds himself transported to Pennsylvania in the Colonies to serve out his sentence for treason. Five years and he’ll be free to seek out his family in the south and to regain his life. But when the widow Elizabeth Graham find herself at the mercy of an unscrupulous nobleman, Finn must decide if he should follow his family or follow his traitorous heart.
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	Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

	July, 1716

	 

	Fin shielded his eyes against the midday, midsummer sun and stared out over the gathered crowd. Some there, he noticed, stared back at him, openly inspecting and evaluating him much like a piece of horseflesh or beast of burden. 

	Which, in truth, he now was. 

	He shuffled along the raised platform, until the line of men before and after him stopped. They were called forward one at a time and each man called out his name and occupation. When the man in charge pointed at him, Fin took a step forward as he fought the urge to run and the need for sustenance. His knees shook when he moved too quickly and his voice quivered like a wee bairn when he could speak. 

	“Finlan Blackwood,” he said. The words came out as a squeak so he swallowed hard against the dryness of his mouth and spoke louder this time. “Finlan Blackwood.”

	“What skills have you?” the man asked. “Were you trained for an occupation, boy?” 

	‘Twas a hard thing, to concentrate on what the man said, with all the people staring and the sun beating down on him. He’d never gone this long eating and drinking so little. Even the months in the prison before his transportation had not been as terrible as the journey on this ship across the Atlantic Ocean to this hot, humid place. 

	“Skills, boy?” the man yelled a bit louder and pushed at his shoulder with a wooden cudgel. 

	“My da is. . . . was a blacksmith,” he answered, sorrow and exhaustion filling his voice and tightening his throat. “He trained me.” His father and the rest of his family were dead or gone now. The only kith or kin he had were scattered along the coastal colonies, transported for their crime of treason against the English Crown and sold, as he would be, into indenture. 

	“A blacksmith!” the man called out. “A man. . . –” he began. “A boy with skills and much potential to the right buyer!” The seller poked and prodded him again, but he met with flaccid skin and little muscle. 

	The man’s words blurred as the next five years of his life were offered into bonded servitude. No matter the glowing words or points the man made, no one seemed interested. Then, when the man lowered the price, the cost of his transportation to the Colony plus the ship owner’s fees, a tall man stepped forward. The man’s garb and tall hat marked him a Quaker. A few minutes of quiet discussion led to Fin being directed down the steps and to a table. Sooner than he would have thought possible, he went from convict and traitor to bought-and-paid-for servant. An “X” marked the place on the contract where he had to sign his agreement to the terms. 

	Five years of good and hard work. 

	Food and a place to sleep. 

	His owner would set the rules. 

	Property now and no longer his own man. 

	His long-empty stomach clenched in bitter disagreement, but Fin forced his hand to mark the document. As a traitor and convict, Fin expected disrespect and loathing and was surprised to see something different in the Quaker’s gaze. 

	“Come thou now,” the man said quietly. 

	Before they took a step, Fin looked back at those yet remaining on the platform. Those men were the only links back to his homeland and his lost family. Some were distant cousins or neighbors who’d been caught up in the Jacobite uprising’s fever. Some were prisoners with whom he’d shared a cell or, more lately, the hold of a ship. 

	“Have thou belongings to claim, Finlan?” the man asked. 

	Pain pierced him as surely as a dagger through his heart. The only thing he’d had was lost to him now. His mother had pressed her luckenbooth brooch into his hand as he’d left to follow his father into the fighting. The gemstones on it had saved his life several times but were gone now. Even the gnarled and bent metal had purchased some morsels of food in prison. 

	“Nay,” he said, shaking his head. “I have only the clothes on my back.”

	The heavy hand on his shoulder spoke of a man used to the hard labor of working metal and yet his light touch gave Fin some succor. 

	“Thou hast thy life and thy soul and thy mind,” the man said. “Many have begun a new life with less.”

	“A new life?” Fin had only thought on the deprivation and loss of the last year and not beyond it. 

	“Aye, Finlan Blackwood. Thou hast a new life, an open road before thee to makest what thou will of it. Most men never have this chance.”

	He stood a little taller then, for he had not considered this an opportunity. The others had spoken of the harshness ahead of them and not once had he thought of the possibilities. Five years was a long time, but if he worked hard for this man who seemed a fair one, he would earn his freedom. If he learned the trade his father had pointed him to, he would have a way to make a living. Then, he could seek out those kin he knew lived farther south, in the Carolinas and try to establish a life and family there. Just then, his life did not seem as filled with loss as it had been minutes ago. 

	“What do I call ye, sir?” he asked.

	“Neither lord nor sir, nor any term that sets one above another,” the man said. “Those in Fellowship use our given names to address others. My name is Richard Montgomery. So, thou may call me Richard or Friend Richard or simply Friend.”

	Fin held out his hand and took a firm grasp of the Quaker’s larger one. 

	“Richard,” Fin said, shaking his hand. “Friend.”

	“Come, let us see to getting thee some sustenance and then I can finish my errands here in town.” 

	Fin’s stomach grumbled loudly at just the mention of food. His ma had said he ate for three men. His ma. . . . there would be time enough to mourn and grieve, but not now. Now, he had just been given a gift by this man. Questions flooded his thoughts then and he asked them as they walked away from the harbor. 

	“Where will I live?” he asked. 

	“Thou will live with me and mine,” Richard replied. “My smithy is at the edge of the town, to the south.” Richard pointed to the left and off in the distance. “And I offer my services out into Chester County, as well, where my farm lies,” he added. “That is where thou will work whilst thou learn the craft better.”

	Fin followed the man and climbed into the wagon Friend Richard indicated was his when they reached it by the public house. They rode in silence through the busy town to its edge. 

	Five years. 

	In five years, his debt would be paid and Fin would be his own man, free to come and go as he pleased. 

	In five years, he would seek out his kin and make his life with them.

	Five years. 
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	Cooper’s Farm, Chester County

	July 1721

	 

	Taking her ease in the shadows created by the front porch, Elizabeth stood in silence and stared across the fields at the dust rising from the road to the east. The clouds above her and the humidity that thickened the air around her promised that the dust would soon be weighted down with moisture. Dust to mud with one afternoon shower was usual for this time of the year in this corner of southern Pennsylvania. 

	The sound of a cart’s wooden wheels was familiar as they approached. The blacksmith was making his rounds of the farms along the Brandywine River, repairing the farming implements and preparing the metal scythes and plow blades for the coming harvest. As soon as the cart turned onto the lane leading to the house, Elizabeth realized it was not Friend Richard but his man, Finlan Blackwood. He nodded as he slowed the cart before her.

	“Mistress Graham, how do ye fare this fine day?” he asked. A trace of the Highland accent yet flavored his voice even these five years since his arrival. Elizabeth tugged the handkerchief free from the wristband of her sleeve and mopped her brow. 

	“Is that what you call it, Mr. Blackwood?” she asked, smiling. Thunder rumbled above them, making one of her points. 

	“Just so, Mistress,” he said, laughing. 

	Even a God-fearing widow like herself could not help but notice the deepness of his laugh and the broadness of his shoulders. Or the way his voice had deepened as he reached maturity. He’d grown up well these last five years since his arrival here. Aye, he’d grown up well. 

	“Is there something on my jacket?” Mr. Blackwood asked, brushing his hand over his shoulder as he spoke. He’d caught her staring. So much for the God-fearing and respectable widow demeanor for which she’d striven. 

	If truth be told, she had enjoyed the physical side of her marriage to Jonah and missed the closeness of it. Still, gawping at the blacksmith would not bring Jonah back or accomplish anything of what yet stood undone in her day. Such as finding a way to pay this man for repairs he would perform on the plows on her farm. 

	“Nay,” she answered, glancing into the distance to cover her perusal. “I was just looking for Nathaniel in the southern field.” 

	The blacksmith turned to look in that direction and the width of those wide, muscled shoulders now blocked her view of anything else. Aye, he had grown up well.

	“His leg still bothering him then?” Now, he removed the wide-brimmed hat from his head and raked his fingers through his auburn hair. Standing taller, he tossed his hat in the wagon and took a step away from her. “Would you like me to bring him back in the wagon?” 

	“There’s no need,” she said. “The cart is there.”

	He faced her then, the full force of those forest green eyes on hers, and nodded. ‘Twas time to bring her shame to light. No matter how much she’d rather not reveal the terrible state of the farm’s situation and her potential loss, Elizabeth was pragmatic enough to know she had run out of time, excuses and money.

	“Mr. Blackwood, would you like a cool drink of water? I just brought up a pitcher from the springhouse.” She forced a smile on her face and reached for the door. The house was not much more comfortable in temperature, but being out of the sun might bring some relief. And, she would speak easier if he was sitting and not towering over her as he did now.

	“With gratitude, Mistress Graham.” 

	She lifted the latch and pushed the door open. Blessed by its position on the hillside, the house caught the best breezes as they moved through the vale toward the Brandywine River. His heavy boot steps followed her inside and, after he’d passed her, she motioned to the kitchen. Leaving the door open, she walked to the table near the window and reached for the stone pitcher and cups there.

	“Here, let me,” he said, reaching past her to lift the heavy vessel. He managed to stand at her back and reach the pitcher without touching her, his long, strong arms easily lifting the water. 

	She’d not heard his approach but she was grateful for his help. Elizabeth brought the cups and he filled each one before placing the pitcher on the table. They sat across the well-worn table and Elizabeth took a sip before speaking again. 

	“I am afraid you have come all this way for nothing, Finlan.” There, that was a good way to begin. 

	“Do yer implements no’ need sharping for the harvest?” he asked. Though his fingers still encircled the cup, he did not partake of the water. 

	Elizabeth pulled her dignity and wits tighter around her and smiled at him, bravely putting on an expression she hoped showed a calm she did not feel. This would be but the first of many such encounters and admissions, so she steeled herself against the shame and fear before meeting his gaze. 

	“I cannot pay for your services, Finlan. I’m afraid there is not enough coin or crop to cover the cost of them.” 

	Elizabeth had looked down at his hands as she finished admitting her situation and watched as they clutched the cup tightly. Now, she attempted to raise her eyes once more, knowing she must accept the pity she would see, first from him and then from others, once her circumstances were known among her neighbors and friends. 

	A clear gaze, neither pitying nor judging, met hers. A flash of something else shone there, but Elizabeth could not decipher its meaning. She searched his expression for his opinion and found only an openness she did not expect. 

	“I ken, Mistress Graham.”

	The quiet words pierced her. How? How did he know the truth? 

	“Worry no’ on the cost for now. Without the right tools, ye cannot clear yer fields. I could not, in good conscience, allow a friend to face that if I could help them.”

	In one of their conversations over the last several months, Finlan Blackwood had revealed that he’d kept to his own faith in spite of living with Richard Montgomery, a faithful Friend. With his words, though, he’d shown that some of their practices had, indeed, rubbed off on him during his years here. 

	Still. . . . his words were very much like a Friend in  Community would utter. When he reached out and touched her hand with his, she understood that the action was not. 

	“Mistress Graham, is there no one to whom ye can turn in this distress? A relative or one of yer late husband’s family? A friend?” Then, before she could reply, he pulled his hand back and shook his head. “Forgive me for my intrusion into a private matter,” he said as he stood. 

	“You knew?” she asked. A quick and slight nod gave her his answer. If he knew, then who else did? Elizabeth stood as well, gathering the cups and taking them to the sink. “Does everyone know?” 

	“’Tis no secret from yer neighbors and others.”

	The shopkeepers who’d allowed her to purchase on credit. The other workmen who waited still for payment. Her neighbors who noticed the fewer and fewer fieldworkers and more uncultivated fields than fields ready for seed. His quiet admissions shredded her pride.

	“So, then, I think you will find that the Camerons have need of your services now,” she said. She walked through the cabin to the front door, not able to look at him. “I am sorry you came out this way for nothing.” 

	“Elizabeth,” he said softly, standing before her as she fought the tears of failure. 

	Elizabeth? The fact that he’d used her given name finally struck her and forced her to lift her head. Now, those green eyes looked at her in compassion. Something else glowed there but she could not identify it. 

	“I will tend to the farm plows and blades. We will speak of payment when ye are able to.” 

	When she wanted to argue, he shook his head and crossed those strong arms over his chest. For an insane moment, she wished he would wrap his arms around her and hold her close until her fears eased. Before she could say another word, he nodded at her. 

	“My thanks for the water. I will see to things,” he said.

	He walked through the open door without another word or glance. Within a few moments, she heard the sound of his wagon making its way around the house and up the road to the barn near the southern fields. 

	Only then, as he was almost out of sight, did she give in to the growing despair and fear. Elizabeth walked to the table, sat down once more. Leaning her head down, she covered her face with her hands and let the tears flow. 

	Only when the sounds of a song being sung drifted through the open door did she lift her head. The faint Scottish lilt in the voice of the singer made her smile. 

	Finlan Blackwood could carry a tune. 

	The blacksmith’s apprentice, now nearing the end of his indenture, had begun his time here as a frightened, half-starved young man who’d barely survived being transported from Scotland. Richard Montgomery had tended to the young man’s body and soul, taught him the skills of a blacksmith and made him welcome in the Community of Friends. Though Friend Montgomery had invited him to stay on as a free man, soon Finlan would leave to reunite with his long-lost kin in the Carolinas. 

	Elizabeth stood and wiped her eyes. The irony of their situations was not lost on her. Finlan’s life here had begun in fear and shame but now he faced a promising future. Her own life had begun on a promise of a good life and now she faced ruin and shame. Her farm was mortgaged and she owed creditors more than its value. In trying to hide her situation, she’d fooled no one, according to Finlan’s words. 

	Well, if her neighbors knew how bad it was, then she had nothing else to hide. She would begin in earnest to find a buyer, a legitimate buyer, and begin to pay back her debt before all was lost. 

	From the letter she’d received from another neighbor, Henry Lancaster, she was closer to losing all than she’d hoped. 


Chapter Two
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	Fin lifted his hat and raked his fingers through his hair, trying to ease the dampness from the temperature. Though he’d lived here now for almost five years, his body had not adjusted to the heat of this area. In Scotland, in the western Highlands where he’d grown up, ‘twas never as hot as this. Cool breezes moved the air, even in summer, and kept it much more temperate than here in Pennsylvania. 

	Gazing down the dirt path toward the house, Fin wondered if she was still crying.

	Oh, he’d heard the desolate, soft sounds of it behind him as he climbed back into his wagon. It tore at his heart to hear a woman like Elizabeth Graham, a strong, good woman, so torn apart by the hardship and loss she faced. 

	He understood loss. He’d survived losing everyone and everything he once had. The one thing that kept him alive and moving was the hope that he would regain the kin he’d been separated from those five long years ago. Elizabeth had no such hope and the sound of that filled her sobs. 

	Shuffling footsteps in the dirt alerted him to Nathaniel’s presence and Fin turned to find a look of pity on the man’s face. As Fin had told the widow, most around here knew the truth of her circumstances and even this man, first a slave but now indentured and working toward his freedom as Fin himself was, realized the problems facing Elizabeth Cooper Graham. Since her husband’s passing, the many burdens of running this farm had been hers and hers alone. 

	And keeping a farm this size without family to help was a challenge that even a strong woman like her would not find possible. Putting his hat back on his head, he nodded at Nathaniel and turned back to his work. 

	A man in his own circumstances could offer her nothing. He was counting the days and weeks until he would be finished here and could move south and seek out those who’d been transported with him. He’d gotten word from travelers who passed through Philadelphia that most of his cousins now lived  near Charleston in the Carolinas and while another one was even closer near Richmond in the Virginia colony. A few letters had even made their way into his grateful hands. 

	Even understanding that he held no standing to think on matters affecting her, the matter plagued him through the rest of the day as he toiled to prepare the plows as he’d promised. 

	Another problem was more pressing and he considered the explanation he would offer to his employer when Fin returned to the city in two days. What would Friend Richard’s reaction to him performing this work for no payment be? 

	When the bell rang signaling the two working men that supper was ready, Fin was no closer to a solution to his problem or hers. He and Nathaniel washed before going to the house and soon they sat across the table from the widow as she served a plain but filling stew with freshly-baked bread. 

	Only then did Fin realize that the girl who helped her in the kitchen was gone. His questioning glances must have alerted her to his notice of such things. For as supper continued, a tension sat between them in spite of the good food. Unwilling to address that particular absence, he, instead, knew he needed to say something to put her at ease now.

	He’d sat at her table countless times over the last five years since he’d begun apprenticing to Friend Richard. Too many conversations to count that began first when her father and her husband yet lived and more since those sad and unexpected deaths. Now, he remembered the topic that seemed to cheer her the most. 

	Scotland. The Highlands. His family.

	He’d carefully skirted anything that touched on the treason that had brought him across the sea. But Fin could make her smile and sometimes laugh over the antics and follies of his cousins and others he’d grown up with in his village. 

	“Have I told you the story about the coo that got into my Auntie Margaret’s laundry?” he asked after drinking the water in his cup. “The puir wee thing.”

	“Puir wee thing? Truly, Finlan?” she asked in reply. “From your descriptions of the size and hairiness of your Highland cows, I cannot imagine one of them being referred to as a ‘puir wee thing’.” 

	“’Tis true, they are large and hairy creatures, but they are of mild dispositions, Mistress Graham. The puir creature got out of the field and thought my auntie’s shirts and whatnots were quite tasty.” Fin shifted in the chair and nodded. “But my aunt found out that, hard to rile or not, coos are hard to move when they have found something good to eat.” 

	Her soft laughter caused something in his gut to tighten. His blood heated and his face burned. It was difficult to take in a breath. For a moment, he thought the air outside had gotten hotter than it had been a short time ago. Then Fin knew the truth of it, demonstrated by his own body’s reaction. It shocked him. Her happiness mattered to him. She mattered to him. 

	Nathaniel said something and Elizabeth smiled at his words, but Fin was not able to hear them. The room seemed brighter when she turned to him and nodded. Her gaze filled with mirth and her mouth curved into an enticing smile. ‘Twas as though he saw and heard Elizabeth for the first time. Not as the good widow of Jonah Graham or the dutiful daughter of Elias Cooper. Nay, for the first time in his memory, Fin saw the woman there. 

	Elizabeth Cooper Graham. 

	With hair the color of new wheat mixed with honey. Her eyes the swirling brown of the Highland stream that ran near his village in Scotland. A woman who laughed at his stories and had never treated him as anything but a welcomed guest. 

	“Are you well, Finlan?” 

	Fin blinked several times to clear his head of such fanciful thoughts. He nodded. 

	“I am, Mistress Graham.” 

	Standing, he carried his plate and cup to the bucket on the table near the door. He returned to collect the rest. Mistress Graham stood as well and shook her head.

	“I will see to those,” she said, reaching for the bucket. “You have given a full measure of work on my behalf this day.” Fin lifted the bucket away from her and shook his own head then. 

	“Nay, Mistress,” he said. “I can see to this while ye see to the rest.” 

	In truth, he needed to place some distance between them now that this revelation came upon him. Washing the dishes outside near the well would be a good first step. Her eyes took on a serious look and then she smiled. . . again. 

	“Very well, Finlan. I will not argue with such a generous offer of help. Nathaniel, have you finished outside?” 

	“Aye, mistress,” the man replied. “I will see to the last chores now.” 

	Fin let the man walk out ahead of him and then carried the dishes and cups to the well. Tossing the bucket down the well, he tugged off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves before turning the crank to bring the bucket back to him. Pouring the water over the used dishes, he looked around and knew he’d forgotten the soap to clean them. Fin decided to fill the bucket before returning to the house for the missing soap. Caught up in his task and his thoughts, he did not hear her approach until she stood just before him.

	The moonlight behind her and the soft light of the lantern hanging by the door bathed her in tones of silver and gold. His mam had told him stories of fae queens who frequented the deep forest glades in the mountains around their villages. Faery creatures of unworldly beauty who could capture a man with one glance of their eyes or with a whispered word spoken in their unearthly voices. 

	Right now, staring at Elizabeth, he suspected his mam knew more than he’d ever thought she did. Worse, the vulnerability he saw in the depths of her eyes called to a part of him he could not have foreseen. 

	“You forgot this,” Elizabeth said softly, stepping closer and holding out her hand as she glanced at his.

	A bare forearm.

	Of all the things in this world that could tempt her, she’d never known her weakness would be the muscular forearm of a tall, Scots blacksmith washing her dishes. He held out his hand toward hers and his eyes moved from her face to what she held there. 

	“Soap. Aye, I need that.” 

	The words were uttered softly, but it was his deep voice that sent chills through her. Was it her desperate situation that now made her weak? That made her notice things like the way the auburn hair on his arms matched that on his head? Or how the muscles in his back had tensed as he’d turned the crank on the well? In her weakest moments, why was her attention being turned from the crucial decisions she must make to this. . . man? Their fingers barely touched as he took the small jar of soap from her, enough contact that she noticed it. 

	Pulling in a breath, she dropped her hand and watched as he turned to the chore of washing the cups and plates. There were a number of tasks undone that she should see to. There was mending to be done. There were accounts to review, once more, looking for ways to save money and avoid complete ruin and worse. 

	Yet, she enjoyed watching him perform this simple ritual. Taking the linen cloth from under her belt, she walked to his side and began drying as he finished washing each plate and cup. The companionable silence reminded her of many nights when she would sit at the table sewing while Jonah saw to his tasks.

	“Do you know of anyone looking to acquire more land?”

	The words slipped out of her mouth, unexpected and yet welcomed, because she really did need to speak to someone about the choices facing her. Somehow, it was easier to talk about it with this man who was more a stranger than kith or kin. He would be leaving soon, so at least she knew he would not be around to watch the coming failure or disgrace that she could no longer avoid. 

	“I know you have been doing your work all over the county and the next one over. I thought, mayhap, you have heard of someone interested or in need of more fields for planting?”

	Thankfully, he did not pause in his task and he did not look at her, for Elizabeth was certain she would fall into crying again. And ‘twas past the time when tears would help in any manner. Now, she must act. 

	“Ye would sell yer father’s lands?” he asked, now placing the last cup in her waiting hands. He still did not turn toward her or meet her gaze. She took a deep breath and let it out.

	“Aye, if I must. . . . nay, I no longer have the luxury of choice in this. I must sell.” Elizabeth faced him now. “Or I will end up in debtors’ prison.” 

	Strangely, the admission did not pain her as much as she’d thought it would. Had she finally accepted her failure then? Lifting her head and leveling her shoulders, she nodded in confirmation before he voiced the question on his face. “Aye, ‘tis that bad.”

	He let out a small breath, an exhalation that ended in a soft sound, and nodded at her. “I have no’ heard of such an interest, but I will listen for it.” His calm manner of speaking helped her hold on to her control. “I will ask Friend Richard if he kens of anyone in need of lands, if ye would permit it.”

	Richard Montgomery, she knew, was well-connected in three counties and the city of Philadelphia. A member of the Society of Friends and an established business owner in the city for more than a decade, he would be a valuable asset in finding a buyer—if she’d not run out of time to do so. More importantly, the man was discreet and honorable, as demonstrated by the way in which he treated the less fortunate people. Like the way he’d treated Finlan upon his arrival here in the colony. 

	“Aye. I thank you for your kind offer,” she said.

	“Kind offer, my arse!” He’d uttered the words under his breath but she’d heard them and could not help the chuckle at the shocking epithet. “I beg yer pardon, Mistress Graham,” he said, nodding in deference. “’Tis expected where I come from that friends will help friends in their time of need.”

	“Is that what we are, Finlan? Friends?” she asked. She’d never thought on it until just now. She needed a friend more than she ever had before and appreciated this young Scot with his direct approach and kind manner.

	“I would hope ye count me a friend. Even though I can do nothing more for yer plight than to ask Richard for help in finding a buyer.” 

	Regret tinged his words and the sound of that warmed her heart in a way she had not felt in a long time. His offer, limited as it was because of the conditions of his indenture, was still more than anyone else had offered in these last dark months. Would others have helped her if she’d approached them? Mayhap, but ‘twas too late to change the past. 

	“It may be too late for your efforts.” He startled at her admission. “The debt collectors are circling already, so I may have to accept the only offer I have received.” 

	Elizabeth tried not to let her true feelings about the offer show on her face then. It was not an honorable one at all. Instead, the proposition would take control of her farm out of her hands and make her nothing more than a whore. Her father had denied Henry Lancaster’s suit several times and the man had not taken the refusal well. Now, he saw a way to lay claim to everything he believed he should have received through a marriage to her and in the most insulting way possible.

	And he’d made it clear he considered her part of the bargain. Henry was willing to pay more for her complete capitulation and shame, for he had offered considerably more than would be needed to cover her debts if she agreed to share his bed and live in disgrace as his mistress. 

	She swallowed against the disgust that filled her at such a thought and glanced at Finlan. There was nothing to be gained by self-pity this night, so she reached out to collect the dishes and cups. Elizabeth would wait until all choices were taken from her hands. 

	“Here, let me take those,” he said, breaking into her reverie. 

	He efficiently placed the towel in the bucket and then gathered the rest into it to carry it all back into the kitchen. She walked to the house, opening the door and letting him enter first. Without a word, he put the dishes and cups in their places and hung the towel over the side of the bucket to dry. 

	A smile teased her mouth then, for he had been a visitor so many times in the last five years that he knew where those things should be. And he did it, without hesitation or without waiting to be told so. Had Fin Blackwood become so accustomed to being a servant that he served without realizing it or was it simply his nature?

	“Where will you go?” She’d never asked him before. ‘Twould have been a breach of etiquette and good manners, but now that he had called her “friend”, Elizabeth decided to appease her curiosity about him. “Your indenture is almost finished. Will you go to your kin in the south?”

	He walked to the door before answering her question and, for a moment, Elizabeth thought he might not speak. But, he nodded his head as he reached for the latch.

	“Aye. I complete my service for Richard in three weeks and will leave as soon as I finish my other commitments.” At her frown, he continued, “Richard has allowed me to accept small tasks when my work for him is done. I have several small jobs in the city to complete after I am…free to leave.”

	She smiled then and offered her thanks once more for his help. He bade her a good night quietly with a slight nod of his head. As she watched him, Fin tugged his sleeves back down over his arms, buttoned the cuffs and picked up the coat he’d left at the well. Elizabeth realized an important thing as his figure disappeared along the path to the barn.

	Over the next weeks they would both face profound changes to their lives and situations. Finlan Blackwood would finally be free, his own man, and would set off to find all those lost to him years ago. However, she would face the loss of everything that was ever important to those she’d loved and lost already. 

	 


Chapter Three

	[image: C:\Users\User\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.IE5\QDMPBR8Q\TerriBrisbin_ScottishThistle.jpg]

	 

	‘Twas a man’s angry voice that drew his attention first. 

	Fin was working inside the barn this morn, out of the summer rain that had accompanied the sunrise. He had not slept well or much, thinking on the widow’s problems rather than his own plans. Rising at dawn, he got right to his tasks and continued to consider the dilemma before him—how to help her.

	At first, Fin thought he’d been mistaken and heard something else. Not a man’s voice at all. The second and third times alarmed him, for the anger and volume increased with each utterance. Putting down his tools, he wiped his hands on the thick canvas apron he wore and set off down the path to the house. Softer, plaintive tones interspersed with the male ones as Fin reached the back of the house and followed a walkway around to the front.

	Five years had taught him much about humility and pride, but the sight before him made him forget all of it. With a step forward, he interfered where he had no place to do so. Two long, quick strides brought him to Mistress Graham’s side where he reached out to block the man’s blow before it could fall upon her. When he saw the man’s grip on her wrist and the tears on her face, ‘twas all he could do not to strike him down where the blackguard stood. 

	“Mistress Graham,” he began as he took another step toward this scoundrel. The man released his hold and stepped back, a coward after all. “I thought I heard the bell for the morning meal.”

	The man might be hard and cruel, but he apparently was not a half-wit, for he crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head at Fin and the widow.

	“Know your place,” he ordered harshly. 

	Fin recognized the man now. Henry Lancaster was the son of one of the wealthy landowners to the west of Philadelphia and a man who was used to taking what he wanted. If and when someone objected, Henry’s father would pay the cost to ease whatever damage his son had wrought. That Henry had some interest here did not bode well for the widow. Tempted to lower his gaze as he should, as an indentured man would, Fin remained where he was, shielding Elizabeth. 

	“Mister Blackwood is my guest, Mister Lancaster,” Elizabeth said softly as she stepped around Fin and smoothed her hands down her dress. “That is his place.”

	“Call him guest or not, I will not ignore this insult,” Lancaster snarled, nodding at both of them. “However, I will speak to your master and see to it he takes action while he still owns you. Just see if I do not.” 

	He began to turn away, adjusting the hat he wore. Lancaster turned and faced them once more. 

	“You have five days, Elizabeth. Agree to my terms or you will find yourself prosecuted for your debts.” Glancing from Elizabeth back to Fin, Lancaster shook his head and an evil smile curved his lips into a cruel expression. “Four days, now that I think on the matter. To show you that you have no one who can help you but me.” 

	Though Lancaster’s words were meant to insult him, Fin cursed himself silently for making matters worse for her. For now the man meant to punish the woman who clearly defied his wishes. Fin knew, without asking, what this bargain included. Regardless of the wording of its clauses and sentences and no matter the meaning of it, these terms would include the woman herself in bondage of another kind to this man.

	He heard her gasp and could not bear to meet her eyes now that he’d caused her terrible situation to worsen even more. They watched in silence as Lancaster mounted his horse and rode away toward the Brandywine River and the road to Philadelphia. 

	She turned away without saying a thing to him and Fin feared that she held him responsible, and rightly so, for Lancaster’s additional cruelty. Fin knew that to see the anger or disappointment in her gaze would tear him to pieces. Especially now that he understood the grave danger she faced. The loss of her family’s lands was a terrible thing, in and of itself. But to know that Lancaster planned to use her as part of this bargain sickened him.

	And there was nothing, not a single thing, Fin could do about it. 

	The powerlessness to which he’d grown accustomed made him sick now. For five years, he had tamped down his pride and his temper, in order to survive what he’d lived through. And, in spite of being sold to a good man, he had, indeed, been sold like a piece of furniture or a beast of burden. In those early days, Fin had watched as others had failed to accommodate themselves to their new circumstances. In the prison, on the ship and here on land, those who did not accept their statuses and who fought their situations were punished and even died fighting it. 

	Fin had made the decision early, to acquiesce as he could, to avoid taking stands or speaking too much. To blend into the background of this new life until he could reclaim at least a part of his own. Certainly, ‘twas easier for him since Richard treated him less like a slave and more like a valued guest. He tried to stand as a father would to a son on the verge of manhood, guiding his spirit and his honor and teaching him both a skill to earn a living and ways to live uprightly among his neighbors. 

	Most indentured servants were not as fortunate as he had been. Somehow, though, the powerlessness in this moment while he watched her suffer pushed his temper now and Fin wanted to strike out, in frustration and anger. But when he noticed the expression of misery on Elizabeth’s face as she walked past him, any rage of indignance fading away. 

	“Mistress Graham,” he said as she walked to the front door of the house. “I would. . . I would. . . .” She paused there with her hand on the latch, but did not face him. 

	“Truly, Mister Blackwood, ‘tis not for you to worry over.” Then she did lift her head and look at him. He wished she had not. “The food will be ready soon. I will ring the bell.”

	Fin did not argue or protest. He walked up the path to the barn, determination building with every step he took away from her. There must be something he could do to help her. Clearly, her circumstances were much worse than he knew. So the first thing he must do was find out the extent of her indebtedness. 

	Oh, he did not have enough funds to repay whatever she owed, but there must be something he could do. By the time she rang the bell, he had made the decision to step in and find a way to help her. Now, all he needed was her cooperation and some luck in finding a way. 

	They shared a silent morning meal with Nathaniel before everyone returned to their own chores and tasks. Fin spoke at length with Nathaniel, who knew more about Mistress Graham’s troubles than she probably guessed. Several hours later, after completing his work on her farm, Fin left, not traveling on to the next place on his schedule but going back to the city to speak to Richard.
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	Elizabeth stumbled numbly through the rest of that day and the next, thereby wasting two of the precious four she had left before her complete ruination struck. Henry’s demands had not changed though now the price of saving her would be more costly. He’d threatened to buy up all her debt so she would have no choice but him and she’d trembled at those words. He’d seen it and, from the glint in his eyes, he enjoyed having someone at his mercy. 

	No matter that she’d not meant to bring Fin Blackwood into this mess. But his appearance there at her side had, she would admit only to herself, been appreciated in more than one way. 

	Though now she feared that Henry would seek retribution against the man and jeopardize the freedom he’d worked so hard to achieve. If Henry did, in fact, lodge a complaint against him with the man who held his indenture, it would make trouble for the man who only tried to protect her. 

	All because of her woes. 

	She walked from the kitchen window, where she stood staring out at the fields, over to the hearth and pushed the heavy pot closer to the flames. Fetching some of the tea she preferred, Elizabeth dropped a few leaves of the last of her supply into the steaming water to brew. When it was ready, she used the cloth of her apron to lift the heated pot and pour the fragrant tea into her cup. With her hands wrapped around it, she inhaled the tea’s aroma and tried to make peace with the decision she’d made.

	Henry’s fumbling attempts at seduction had proven to her that she could never accept that role in his life. Even the thought of his touch made her want to retch. And that reaction did not address the immorality of his offer—one that would damn her if she accepted, even to save her beloved father’s lands. 

	Her choice, the only one her honor would countenance, was to sell off the lands for much, much less than their value and attempt to pay off the debts she owed. Of course, this meant relying on the good nature of those to whom she owed, for even then she might not have enough to pay them in full. If they would not accept her payment and allow her time to earn more to pay the rest, she would end up in debtors’ prison or as an indentured servant, as Fin was now.

	That realization shocked her, for Henry could then buy her indenture and she would have no rights to refuse him anything. He would own her body and her life and honor be damned! The cup slipped from her grasp and hit the floor, spilling the tea and clanging loudly in the silence. She grabbed up a towel and crouched down to dab up the liquid from the wooden floor where it had spread.

	Be practical, my girl. 

	She caught herself before turning to find him, for she could hear her father’s voice just as though he was with her now. The most honorable man she’d ever known had a firmly-held belief that living in the world forced one’s focus to that which made it possible to survive. Even things otherwise not considered acceptable. Even, if she remembered her father’s lessons well enough, Henry’s proposition would ruin her.

	She stood as she glanced, once more, around this room where so many wonderful memories had been made. Elizabeth allowed herself to grieve for the last time before accepting her fate. She could no longer afford to hold to her lofty principles if she wanted to stay out of debtors’ prison and survive at all. The soft knock at the door startled her, but the person standing there surprised her even more. 

	“Mister Blackwood,” she whispered as she opened the door a scant few inches. 

	“Mistress Graham.” His voice was low as he nodded and removed his hat. “I would speak with ye, if ye would allow it.” His hair, usually neatly tucked into a queue or tied back, hung loose around his face, giving him an almost unkempt appearance.

	What could have brought him so far in the dark of night? Even if he had been on another farm in the county, only an urgent matter would force such a visit at such a time as this.

	“Are you well, Mister Blackwood? Are Friend Richard and his family well?” Elizabeth looked around for her shawl. “A moment, pray you,” she said, leaving the door ajar as she retrieved it. 

	Tossing the shawl around her shoulders and gathering it in front of her, she then tugged the door open wide for him to enter. He held his hat in his hands, shifting it around as though nervous. He stood back as she closed the door and faced him. 

	“Let me get you some water,” she said, walking past him. “You must be thirsty.” 

	He stopped her with a soft touch of his hand on hers. “Nay, Elizabeth. I have no need of refreshment right now.”

	Had he noticed he called her by her given name? He’d done that once before. 

	“May I offer you a place to sit?” she asked.

	“Nay, I will not be here long. I have something to say, an offer of a sort, and then I will take my leave to give ye time to consider it.”

	Her thoughts scattered then, for she was unable to even think what he would say. An offer? Elizabeth waited for him to begin. 

	“I have told ye that I will be heading south to live with some of my kin when my indenture is completed. Some of those. . . who were transported with me. . . ,” he stumbled over those words, shame clear in his voice. “Some of them live in the Carolinas and I will go there.”

	“I know this,” she said. 

	“There would be a place for ye there, if ye would wish to make a new life.” 

	Of anything he could have said, this was never a possibility. She blinked several times trying to fathom the whole meaning of this. 

	“I confess,” she uttered as she walked to the kitchen and sat in a chair there. “I do not understand.” 

	“If ye do no’ mind living with others like me,” he said, “my cousins said there is a place and men worthy of a woman like ye there.” 

	“Others like you, sir?”

	“Former convicts.” He whispered the last word, shame imbuing what he said now. “Rebels and traitors to the king.”

	“Mister Blackwood, whether ‘tis the time of night or the unexpectedness of this call, I find myself confused over your words.” 

	He watched her as he walked over and sat in a chair next to her at the table. Their positions reminded her of an earlier encounter. . . when he’d reached out and touched her hand in comfort. This time, he placed his hat there and stared off for a moment or two, his own discomfort clear to her this time. 

	“I would no’ insult ye with an offer of my own,” he said. His gaze now fell on his hands as though the message he brought her sat in them. Then he looked at the floor, the table and then the window. Bless him, but his subject was not easy for him to speak about. “But when my cousin, Margaret, Dougal’s wife, wrote that there is a dearth of marriageable women in their area and knowing of yer situation. . . . I thought that. . . . I thought ye might be amenable to. . . .”

	He struggled with his words as she realized what this offer was—a new place to live with the possibility of finding a husband. As in any new place claimed in the wilderness of this land, once settled, men wanted to settle and begin their own families. His cousins must be in that situation now. And Mister Blackwood thought she might find a place there.

	“You do not understand, Mister Blackwood,” she began to explain the worst of it to him.

	“Fin. Please, call me Fin.” Now his gaze met hers and the intensity of it made her stomach do some strange quiver.

	“Fin.” He exhaled as she spoke his name, as though it was something he waited to hear. “I do not think you comprehend the severity of my situation.” He looked at her, expectantly, ready and waiting for her to explain it. “I face too many debts to leave here a free woman. And I face debtors’ prison or indenture if I try to leave without paying them.”

	“I ken. . . know that. But, if it is what ye want to do, there is a way.” 

	The quiet words made her world tilt a little then. He offered an escape, from her debts and from Henry’s proposition. It could not be legal and it might not be the right thing to do, but it was an escape nonetheless. Her face must have given away the shred of hope she held, for he continued.

	“Ye would never be able to return here. Not to Philadelphia or Pennsylvania. And if ye run into trouble with the law again, it could bring ye to the authorities’ attention and ye could still be put in prison.” He paused then and waited on her to speak. 

	A thousand questions flooded into her thoughts then. About mundane things and important ones, too. What exactly was he offering her? 

	“How could this happen?”

	“Ye would walk away from these lands and from the people ye ken without a word. Elizabeth Graham must disappear forever.” Fin paused then and nodded. “I can send ye to the Virginia colony for now and meet ye to travel the rest of the way with ye when I finish my time here.”

	This man, this practical stranger, was offering her the help she needed when no one else could or would. When others would stand out of Henry’s way and not interfere, Fin Blackwood continued to place himself there. Why?

	“Why do you do this, Fin?” she finally asked. A myriad of emotions passed over the masculine lines of his face and in those green eyes. “Why risk your own freedom when you are so close to reclaiming your life?” 

	 


Chapter Four
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	Dare he tell her the true reason for his actions?

	She watched him with those eyes that implored him and promised him and tempted him. All the while, she could not have any idea of his feelings about her. But all of that, none of that, mattered for he’d spoken the truth to her—he was not worthy of a woman like her.

	He had failed in so many ways and had broken so many laws, of the king and the land, and she deserved better. Even if she accepted this offer, the taint of treason and lawlessness that he lived with could not be allowed to touch her. She would be trying to save her life and had never harmed anyone while he. . . he taken too many lives to remember. 

	“My mother, God rest her soul, taught me to help as ye can,” he said instead. “I had word of her death recently and I remembered her words to me when I learned of yer situation. There is something I can do to help ye, so I must.”

	He fought to keep his tone even and measured so that she would not look too closely at his words. ‘Twould be hard enough if she accepted them as truth and he escorted her south before watching her marry someone else. But, if she would be safe, he would content himself with that. And if it took him days or weeks or years to accept that fact, then so be it. She would be alive and well. 

	A single tear spilled from the corner of her eye and she shook her head. “Your mother passed away? I am so sorry for your loss, Fin.” 

	He knew, from the stories she’d shared, that she yet mourned the loss of her own mother’s passing and now she was sharing his own grief. Fin would have to guard himself or he would find it impossible to control his feelings in this endeavor to help her.

	“Aye, she did,” he said. “So I will try to honor her by doing what she said, at least this once.” Fin smiled as many memories of his mother’s frustrations with him and his antics flitted through his thoughts then. He’d not been the easiest of children to raise. Elizabeth wiped her hand across her cheek and smiled at him. 

	“I admit that I am overwhelmed by this offer, Fin,” she said. “Overwhelmed by this and my circumstances.” 

	She fell silent then and he feared she would refuse him and his plan to get her out from the expectations of Henry Lancaster and his ilk. She looked away then, glancing over at the door, and he watched as she took several deep, slow breaths. When she raised her gaze to his, there was a determination there he had not seen in months. 

	“What must I do?” 

	Though he hoped she would accept, he had convinced himself she would not, so Fin stumbled over his words before clearing his throat and nodding. 

	“I would think that Mister Lancaster would be here early in the morning two days hence to make good on his threat to ye,” he began. “So, at first light, bring only what ye must and ride out in yer cart toward the crossing. I will meet ye there.”

	“And what should I do with. . . ?” She did not finish her words. But when she glanced around the house, her gaze touching on all manner of things, he understood.

	“If there is something ye cannot live without, then bring it, Elizabeth,” he said. “But the more ye bring, the slower we can travel and the more attention ye risk.”

	The sadness and loss in her eyes nearly crippled him then. He understood it more than most would, for only six years ago, he’d left home and most of his kin behind never realizing he’d never see them again. Was it kinder that she had these next hours to look over her treasured belongings and choose which to leave? To say her farewells to the home she knew? Or was the way he’d suffered an easier way? 

	Without further thought, he walked to her and drew her to her feet and into his embrace. Wrapping his arms around her, he held her close and offered her a comfort he’d never been offered when he’d lost everyone and everything. She did not resist and when she rested her cheek on his chest, he whispered to her.

	“It will be frightening at first, Elizabeth. That much I ken. But with each step and each new day, ye will find it less and less so.”

	Her hands slid around him then and she took hold of the back of his jacket, holding on to him. He barely breathed and when he did finally draw in, it was to inhale the warm scent of her. Her still-damp hair smelled of femininity and roses. Her body felt. . . right, somehow there molded against his. He breathed again and realized he wanted this woman as his own, regardless that she could not be.

	“Is that how it’s been for you then?”

	“Aye. Every day is a bit better.” 

	He’d known he’d liked her. Fin admired her strength and perseverance. Her loyalty to those she loved and those in her care. He’d just not recognized until now that they would face the same type of challenge in their lives—losing the life they knew and fighting to regain it, or some of it. He was closer to the end of his journey of reclamation and she was just beginning, but the pain would be the same. 

	Fin let go his hold and waited for her to release him. Stepping back, he watched as she adjusted her shawl to cover her nightdress and pushed her hair out of her face. 

	“I will be ready.” 

	“I will be waiting there, where the river road meets the Philadelphia one.”

	He turned to leave, for there were still many things to do and miles to cross this night, but she stopped him with a touch on his arm. He swore he could feel the heat of her fingers through the layers of cloth. 

	“What about Nathaniel?” she asked. 

	Fin had already spoken to the man before approaching Elizabeth with this idea. Born a slave, he had never known another life and would not unless Elizabeth freed him. If she left without doing so, Nathaniel would be owned by whomever Elizabeth owed the most to. Though they’d never spoken on the matter, Fin had strong feelings about the practice of owning people. 

	“If ye would do so, sign his manumission papers and I will give them to Richard to see them administered to when ye have gone. Or he belongs to whoever claims this farm, to sell or to keep.” Disdain entered his voice, even he could hear it, but Elizabeth nodded. 

	“I would want no one at Henry’s questionable mercy, so I will do that, Fin.”

	His blood roared when she spoke his name. He wished he had a way to make her his, but he would be a penniless traitor with many mortal sins on his soul and she deserved better. There would be many men in the village in the Carolinas who would try to stake their claim on Elizabeth when she was known to them. And he would not, could not, be one of them. With the question of Nathaniel settled for her, Fin walked to the door then.

	“I suspect Richard would make a fine Friend out of you if he had more time,” she said. ‘Twas known that a growing number of Friends’ Meetings were denouncing slavery and demanding that it be outlawed in Pennsylvania. Richard was involved in the manumission movement that was active in Philadelphia right now. 

	“I walk the path with him on many topics and beliefs, but no’ all,” he admitted. Over the five years, Richard had never forced him to join in his Community or refused him permission to worship in his own faith. It was a founding tenet of William Penn’s colony. 

	Fin reached the door then and faced her before leaving.

	“Would ye tell me who yer creditors are? Or does Lancaster hold all of yer debt?” he asked. 

	Other than a few solicitous remarks from neighbors who worried over the widow’s predicament, he’d heard no gossip or bad reports from the other merchants and suppliers with whom he or Richard had accounts or business. Mayhap things were not as dire as he thought? 

	Elizabeth walked over to the small cabinet and opened it. After glancing over her shoulder at him, she reached in and withdrew a notebook from inside. More than simply a notebook, as she walked toward him, Fin could see it was crammed full with slips and scraps of paper and lists. She inhaled slowly before meeting his gaze and holding it out to him.

	It took him but moments of examining the material to discover how deeply in debt she was. The only good thing was that Lancaster held none of it, so far as he knew. Fin suspected that the others would bear the loss in more mercy than the overbearing nobleman’s son would. He doubted that any of the men listed on these bills and invoices would track the widow down for their pound of flesh. He closed the book and handed it back to her. 

	“Why did you ask to see this?”

	“Lancaster is a man who would track ye down to extract his payment, but the others are kinder men and not so likely to make matters worse for ye.” He nodded and stepped to the door once more. Lifting the latch, he smiled, trying to reassure her. “Though they will no’ be happy, they will no’ send out bailiffs or trackers to hunt ye down, should ye disappear, say, in two days’ time.” 

	Something swirled in the back of his mind as he walked from the house. He’d spoken to Nathaniel earlier about the conditions on the farm and about the other neighbors who Fin did not know. Elizabeth had been late or in arrears for the last six months but, before that, the farm had been solvent. What had changed to make things go so badly so quickly? As he mounted his horse to ride back to the city, he realized it was not something but someone. 

	Henry Lancaster.

	Even the man’s name left a bitter taste on Fin’s tongue and, now, more so than before. Was the man manipulating things to make it harder for Elizabeth to refuse his ever-insulting offers? He snorted as though he did not already understand the truth or remember old Mister Cooper’s refusal of Lancaster’s suit for his daughter’s hand. This rich, vainglorious bastard was behind it all and Fin knew it.

	What could be done though? Now, at this late time, when Elizabeth was so desperate she would agree to leave her whole life behind her to escape his plans? Could anything save what her family had lived and worked so hard for? 

	Richard Montgomery sat waiting in his house when Fin returned from his late night ride. The man who owned him had never been cruel and had taught Fin many, many things about living and honor and the craft they shared. Although he would not have thought indentured servitude a blessing, this man sitting in the main room watching his arrival had certainly been just that—a blessing. 

	“Thou hast been on the roads late this night, Finlan. Is there something I should know?” Richard asked, motioning to a nearby chair. “There is ale there in the pitcher if thou hast a thirst or need for such.”

	Fin did not know what to say or not to say about Elizabeth and their plans. If Richard knew, he would be complicit in the crime they were about to commit. Better to keep him out of it, in true ignorance, in case questions came his way. So, Fin poured a cup of ale for him and for his master and then sat in the proffered chair, still sorting out what to share with the man who had the legal right to know and control both his whereabouts and his actions.

	“Thou hast been quiet and thoughtful at Meeting, Finlan. For weeks now. At first, I thought it because of the changes coming to thy life shortly, but now, I suspect that thou hast had an Opening and that the widow Graham is at the heart of it.”

	Fin waited. He’d learned years ago that, when Richard spoke his mind, he spoke in a calm, slow, measured pace. And Fin had found wisdom in the man’s words, so he waited once more.

	“Thy comings and goings these last days and nights speak of efforts to help her. Is that true, Finlan?” 

	“Aye, Richard. ‘Tis true.”

	“And what hast thou accomplished on her behalf thus far?” 

	“I think it best if ye ken no’ about this matter, Richard.”

	“Hast thou offered her marriage and a safe haven with thy relatives in the Carolinas?” 

	He purposely avoided the real question. “I have told her of the possibilities of marriage there. There are many marriageable men looking for wives and helpmates in the new villages and towns.” Richard’s expression changed and a slight smile, a mocking one, lifted one corner of his mouth. The man was no fool. When the silence continued, Fin let out a breath and decided to confide the rest.

	“Mistress Graham is deeply in debt with no way to pay off her creditors. I offered her a way to escape south, but she must walk away from her life and become another person.”

	“The widow is a kind, goodhearted woman with much experience at tending a household and a husband. I suspect she will have no problem finding a willing man to take her to wife.”

	Fin closed his eyes as his stomach clenched then and anger rose within him. He could save her, aye, help her escape, but could not claim her as his. “Aye. There will be many interested among my cousins and the other men building their lives there.” 

	“And thou, Finlan? Wilt thou not claim her hand in marriage since love is already in thy heart for her?” 

	“I cannot!” He let the words out loudly and clasped his hands into fists. “I have. . . . I have. . . . I. . . .” Fin did not realize he’d jumped to his feet and faced Richard now. “I have too many sins on my soul and too much blood on my hands to claim a woman such as Elizabeth Graham.” 

	His path to this moment in time had been fraught with bloodshed and death, both in the Rising and after it, as he struggled to survive the terrible ordeal of capture and imprisonment. The killing had not stopped on the battlefields and had not been limited to the soldiers they’d faced. Nay, the worst shame lying heavy on his soul did not involve soldiers, but others who’d preyed on him and the other prisoners. Though his youth made him more the target of shameful acts and attacks, his work with his father had made him stronger than many thought and he’d used that strength to kill. 

	Relentlessly. Many times. Fin glanced at his hands now, certain that the blood he’d spilled marked them even now. Richard stood and walked to him, taking hold of his hands and turning them over. 

	“No man’s hands or soul is free from sin. But the Almighty saw fit to bring thou through trial and tribulation and into the Light, Finlan. Thou hast lived an upright life these last five years, taking His counsel and learning His ways as part of my household. If He has forgiven thy sins, cannot thou forgive thyself?”

	Fin looked at Richard and saw nothing but compassion and truth there in the man’s eyes. Glancing back down at his hands, he thought on what Richard had said. Fin had prayed for forgiveness so many times but he had never accepted that it could be his. 

	“Mayhap thou hast had a Leading that guides thou to help her? Mayhap thou are worthy of such a woman?” 

	“I am not of yer faith, Richard, though I respect that ye are faithful to its teachings. There was no revelation on this matter for me.” He took in a deep breath and let it out. “She is a God-fearing woman who is forced to flee her life and deserves a man who is no’ a traitor and rebel and murderer.” Richard would have spoken, but Fin shook his head and pulled from his grasp.

	“And more than all that, I am a penniless man who will leave indenture with nothing more than the clothing on my back and the few coins ye have allowed me to earn. I can work to support myself but I can neither pay off her debts nor promise to take responsibility for her life.”

	Richard stared at him, once more, and did not speak for several minutes then. Tempted to leave now, something held him in place. 

	“But thou wishes to do that? Pay off her debts and take her as thy wife and helpmate? There is truly love for her in thy traitor’s heart?”

	Mayhap, knowing that it would make no difference and that she would never learn of his true feelings for her released the truth from within him. 

	“Aye. I would do whatever was necessary to give her the life she wants. I would take her to wife and cherish her all the days of her life and mine.” Fin nodded. “I love her.”

	“The Light could not live within an evil heart or soul, Finlan. I believe thou hast been called to it and will find what thou seek.”

	With that pronouncement, Richard nodded and left the room, climbing the stairs up to the second floor. 

	“I will be working out of the city for the next few days, Richard,” he said before the man was too far away. Better to use that excuse so the man did not search for him or expect him here. ‘Twould give him time to escort Elizabeth into Virginia and place her with friends there until he was ready to leave for good.

	“Go with God, Finlan.” 

	Fin gathered his things together and sought his own room off the kitchen. Had Richard given his blessing then? How much did he know? 

	 


Chapter Five
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	Richard walked on silent feet and entered the room where his wife slept undisturbed. He made his way around the room, undressing and readying himself for sleep as he heard Finlan moving around belowstairs. 

	The young man who had arrived here in the city those five years ago and the one who would leave his home in just a few weeks were not the same man. God had brought about many changes in Finlan, even if the young man did not realize it.

	Richard had experienced a Leading when he saw the scrawny, filthy boy stumble out of the hold of the ship and climb up on the platform on that long-ago day. A Concern over the treatment of those indentured prisoners led him to claim the young man and the Leading that followed brought Finlan into Richard’s life and home. God had given him this responsibility and, ‘twould seem, He was not done with Richard yet.

	Recently, during the quiet moments of their Meeting, Richard had watched as Finlan struggled through some personal challenge and deliberated on a course of action. Though Finlan was not a Friend, Richard believed that God had used their Community to guide the young man and had given him a Leading of his own that did, indeed, involve the young widow of Jonah Graham.

	So, over the last weeks, Richard had himself paid heed and heard as well and now would do as he was led in this matter. Though the Friends believed that their Concerns and Leadings were addressed only to them, Richard had seen others so affected and that Finlan had received a Leading did not surprise him at all. 

	As sleep eluded him for the next hours, Richard, once more, opened his heart and listened in the silence before deciding how he could be the instrument he was designed to be in this. By morning, he understood his role and, by the end of the day, he’d set things in motion. 

	Finlan Blackwood’s biggest step would be to realize and accept his own worth. Richard understood that was difficult for a man who had walked the path Fin had. However, Richard had faith, not only in the young man Fin had become, but also in the young widow who Fin loved. 

	Within a few days, Richard would know if Finlan had heard the Opening given to him. Within a few days, all would be settled. 
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	Elizabeth sat in stunned silence for some time after Fin left her house. The candles sputtered out, leaving her with only the light of one lantern yet burning in the kitchen. It did not matter. 

	Was her decision the right one? Could she leave everything here behind and begin a new life among strangers? Torn between the obligations for her debts and her inability to meet them, Elizabeth changed her mind several times in the ensuing hours before the sun’s light brightened the night’s darkness. 

	She rose from the chair and began her morning chores by rote, cleaning out the remnants of yesterday’s fire in the hearth first. Her thoughts churned in her mind as she prepared porridge for her and Nathaniel. She must see to his future and sign the papers for his freedom, whether she ran or stayed. Before any judgement could be entered against her, his fate must be settled. 

	By midday, she accepted that she would take Fin’s offer and leave with him. 

	By sundown, she was staying.

	But, in the dark of that final night when she had a choice, she prayed that her parents and her husband would forgive her the one she made. Over those last hours in the house where she’d been born, grown, married and lived her whole life, she gathered together the most important things she owned and prepared to leave everything else behind. 

	Her mother’s necklace and sewing box.

	The quilt she and her mother had sewn in preparation for her wedding to Jonah. ‘Twas the same one that covered her marriage bed and the one under which she still slept each night.

	Her father’s Bible, well-read with dog-eared pages to mark his favorite passages. Even now, she could hear his deep voice reading aloud from it as was his custom to do each night after supper. The book fell open to a page that had been read many, many times and Elizabeth read the first passage, hearing her father’s voice in the words there.

	Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to Him, and He will make your paths straight. Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil.

	 

	She let the words pass over her and continued on, hoping and praying that she had done this well. The collection of belongings from which she could not be parted was not a big one, but each choice made the tears flow. Finally, when there were no more tears to shed, she dressed and packed everything in the wagon that stood waiting by the kitchen door. 

	As she drove the cart down the road, away from her home toward the river road, Elizabeth tried not to look back. She must look forward now and leave her past behind. But, as the road curved along the banks of the Brandywine, she pulled the cart to a halt and turned back.

	She would never see the gently-rolling lands that her father had turned into fields or the small house he’d built. The graves of her parents and Jonah lay at the edge of their property, on the hill overlooking the river. Offering up one more prayer as she moved her gaze back to the road that would lead her away, she turned her thoughts to the future that Finlan Blackwood had held out to her.

	Anticipation grew with each moment as she approached the place where he would be waiting. Only then did she realize that she was placing her trust in a man about whom she knew little. And yet, her father and Jonah had both respected him and liked him, something they did not do easily or often. 

	A stranger, truly, and yet he risked his life and freedom to help her now. When she’d questioned his reason, she knew he did not tell her the whole truth. The part about his mother’s teachings was certainly true for his words and tone held the soundness of honesty when he spoke of her. Yet, Elizabeth suspected there was more to his reasons than that.

	In these moments of brutal honesty, Elizabeth admitted to herself that she’d hoped his offer was more than what it turned out to be. Just as he’d spoken of her worth to those in this new place to which they would travel, she understood his. A young man, trained in a highly-needed skill, would have his choice when he decided to marry. 

	He’d spoken of not being worthy of her, but mayhap ‘twas the other way around? Mayhap there would be a more valuable match for him there? Mayhap he was already betrothed or spoken for? 

	That would explain much. 

	Disappointment filled her then, for accepting marriage to a man she knew would be less terrifying than marrying a stranger. She had been fortunate in her first marriage. Jonah Graham and his family had been known to her and her parents had supported her marrying him. Now, she allowed herself a moment to admit that she would have accepted an offer of marriage from Finlan Blackwood.

	He was not a rash man. He was not cruel. He worked hard and respected others. Her father had a saying that she thought was true of Fin—a man who could laugh well and often could love just as much. 

	But he had not offered that. He had, however, offered her a life and she would take it and be grateful. She would be in his debt for this and she would seek a way to pay off this one in full. 

	When the cart traveled over the last rising before the Philadelphia road, she saw him there and her heart raced. He risked his all to protect her and she would do anything he asked of her. A woman would be lucky to call him her own. Some woman would do that.

	“Good morning, Elizabeth,” he said softly as she pulled to a stop there beside him. He held out his hand for the reins and she gave them over as she shifted across the seat, allowing him to climb up. He glanced behind into the cart as he tossed his own bag in the back and then met her gaze. “This is everything then?”

	“I took only what I could not be parted from, Fin. As you said to do.” They settled next to each other and he clucked as he flicked the reins over the horse’s back. “The more I leave behind, the more money can be raised at auction to pay back those I owe.” A farmstead with a house filled with all necessary furniture and tools was more valuable than an empty one, she knew. 
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