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She expected the redcoats to solve her
father's murder. The redcoats and her father had other plans.

 


In early June 1780, the village of Alton,
Georgia, is rocked by the triple murder of the town printer and one
of his associates, both outspoken patriots, and a Spanish assassin.
Alton's redcoats are in no hurry to seek justice for the murdered
men. The printer and his buddies have stirred up trouble for the
garrison. But the printer's widowed daughter, Sophie Barton, wants
justice for her father. Under suspicion from the redcoats, Sophie
sets out on a harrowing journey to find the truth about her
father—a journey that plunges her into a hornet's nest of terror,
treachery, and international espionage.
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Chapter One

 


IN THE JUNE twilight, Sophie Barton stopped
strolling with her brother to assess the number of soldiers present
by the blaze their scarlet uniforms made along the perimeter of the
crowded, open-air dance ground. One of those redcoats' musket balls
could be destined for her father. More likely, Will St. James would
end his life in the customary manner for rebel spies: his body
swaying from a noose, his face an indigo twist of agony. Either
prospect gave her a bellyache the size of a cannonball.

If she kept an eye on him, maybe she'd limit
his antics for one night. She craned her neck in search of him.
Burning pine knots in metal baskets on poles frisked mystery across
the faces of soldier and civilian, merchant and farmer, musician
and servant. There was her sister, Susana, brewing tattle into
gossip with the help of several other goodwives. But Will was
nowhere in sight.

Beside her, David aped an accent straight
from Parliament. "Madam clearly prefers a sedan chair to walking
amongst the vulgar herd." Sophie rolled her eyes. "Or perhaps Madam
prefers a candlelit ballroom on the Thames?" Mischief reigned in
the handsome face of her tall, lanky brother.

"You silly goose." Who wouldn't prefer London
to Alton, Georgia? Still, she'd never turn her nose up at one of
Zeb's dances, guaranteed to enliven a Saturday night. She'd even
worn her favorite blue wool jacket for the occasion, the one with
enough boning to make her look buxom.

David scanned her up and down. "By Jove, you
do clean up nicely."

"The first such compliment ever you've paid
me."

He dropped the accent. "You don't dress like
this to pull the press. What's the occasion?"

There Will was, but damnation, he was
talking with stout Zack MacVie, his assistant chairman for the
Committee of Safety. Never mind that Will had formed the Committee
to maintain a militia and promote local trade. Put MacVie and her
father together, and sedition happened. "I'm weary of dressing in
ink." Seizing David's hand, she towed him after her.

Near straw sheaves along the perimeter, they
caught up with Will. MacVie saw them coming and slipped away into
the crowd, a scowl on his swarthy face. Ignoring sweat that escaped
her mobcap into a wisp of dark hair on her neck, Sophie prodded
trim on her father's green silk waistcoat. "Remind me on the
morrow. I shall mend that."

"Thank you." His voice was taut. Supervising
one of his "special editions" at the printing press all Friday
night with his rebel friends had transformed him into a grizzled
and winter-worn wolf — gaunt, yet potent for his small stature, and
gray-eyed like his son and two daughters.

The fresh lampblack and varnish on his hands
might as well be blood. She resisted glancing at her own hands,
likewise stained from setting type on composing sticks and fitting
lines and woodcuts into galleys.

Across the dance ground teeming with
townsfolk, committee treasurer Jonah Hale signaled Will. Annoyed
and alarmed, she turned and grasped his shoulder. "You know, I'd
so enjoy the first dance with my father." Warmth replaced
the hunted look in his eyes, and hope leaped to her heart. Not long
ago they'd listened to each other, supported each other's ideas.
Alas, they hadn't discussed much of anything in recent months. They
had to live under the same roof. The war. The damned, wretched war.
"Please," she whispered. "Lie low tonight."

Stubbornness sealed his expression and drove
out the warmth. He passed a critical eye over her attire. "Where's
your beau?"

Her blank look transcended to vexation. How
exasperating that both her father and sister read courtship into
chess games and business discussions. "Major Edward Hunt
isn't my beau."

With a grunt, he shrugged off her hold and
strutted for the company of Jonah, skeletal fingers of bitter black
smoke from a nearby torch grabbing for and just missing him. David
occupied the void beside her, but it didn't dull the despair
filling her soul. "Father despises me."

"Nonsense. The old man doesn't hear me,
either. Take my advice. Don't cluck over him tonight."

"But —"

"Enjoy yourself. He's going to do what he
damned well pleases." David's voice dropped in disgust, and shadows
darker than his hair roamed his expression. "What fools in the
Congress and Parliament."

"Yes, how unfortunate they won't listen to
each other."

"Four years after fifty-six congressional
peacocks strutted around their imagined independence, it's become a
cause of holy proportion for both sides." A roguish grin dispelled
the gloom on his face. "But I know I can dance a tune with the
prettiest lady in Alton, even if she's my big sister."

What a sight they'd make, too, with David
dressed the dandy in lace and fine linen, and she in her mother's
garnets.

"Hah! Quit wrestling that smile off your
face. Makes you look like you've eaten pickled turnips." David
glanced to the right. "Guess who's back in town."

The glee on his face was a clue. "Uncle
Jacques?" Many of the townsfolk called the old Frenchman "Uncle."
She darted a look around, her heart lightening. "Here at the dance
tonight?"

David aimed her for the sidelines. "With
Mathias and Mrs. Flannery." At the sight of the wiry gnome standing
near a sheaf of straw, Sophie tidied her apron, petticoat, and
jacket, self-conscious that she'd flushed. David chuckled. "Do
hurry. You just might claim him for a dance."

Jacques le Coeuvre packed the Red Rock Tavern
to capacity whenever he turned up, for the community was eager to
hear the latest installment of his wild and often preternatural
excursions. Starting with the Indian massacre of redcoats at Fort
William Henry back in '57, he'd landed himself in the middle of
more adventures than any man ought to. In July of '77, he'd
finagled his way in to witness the nineteen-year-old Marquis de
Lafayette volunteering his services to a skeptical and chilly
Congress in Philadelphia. Six months later, he'd enthralled
listeners with tales of bloodying his tomahawk at Saratoga.

Sophie kept her skepticism about scrappy
Jacques's "spying" to herself. People who'd lived as long as he had
deserved to embellish their youthful years. Just before she reached
Jacques and his half-Creek nephew, elderly Widow Flannery took her
leave of them. A grin split the Frenchman's weather-beaten face.
"Sophie, belle Sophie!"

After exchanging an embrace with Jacques, who
smelled of brandy, garlic, and dusty hunting shirt, she winked at
Mathias Hale, a blacksmith like his two half-brothers. He looked
quite polished that night in a fine brown wool jacket, waistcoat,
and breeches. "Your uncle hasn't changed a bit."

"He boasts of a new scar." Warmth softened
the obsidian of Mathias's eyes. "Jonah brought me his horse earlier
and said he was too busy to replace a shoe, so I shan't have your
hoe and pot repaired until Monday."

But he'd walk all the way across town to give
her back the hoe and pot. Sophie returned the warmth of his serene
smile.

"So David is just back from Wilmington today.
How was his trip?"

Wry amusement brushed her lips. "The master
of piquet and one and thirty has new tales of glory for you."

"I shall look him up tonight." Perhaps
Mathias had spotted David charming a smile from a shapely, young
widow, because his tone became droll. "Or tomorrow. Sophie, may I
have a dance with you later?" She smiled and nodded assent. "Thank
you." He grinned and bowed, then sauntered off.

She inspected Jacques from head to toe. A bit
more gray at his temples. "You slunk into town two days late for
Elijah Carey's funeral but just in time for another dance."

"We French have such instinct about parties,
non? But had I attended the funeral, I am afraid my respect
for Monsieur Carey might have been outweighed by memories of
the — er — masquerade."

She laughed. "My goodness, Susana and I
thought about it during the funeral, and the Careys admitted they
did, too!"

"There, you see? The town biddies milled the
prank to such extent that Carey and your father are now legend. You
have to admit it would not have smelled so scandalous had
Madame Carey not taken two hours to realize that it was Will
in her husband's clothing."

Sophie, David, and Susana had hooted together
over the "masquerade" for months, wondering whether their father
would have pushed the joke so far as to climb in bed that night
twenty years earlier with the wife of miller Elijah Carey. They
finally decided that although their father had his share of vices,
Mrs. Carey hadn't been one of them. No, Will St. James, now a
widower for a decade, still wore his wedding band.

Will. She glanced over the grounds without
seeing him. By then, more than half of Alton's forty-man garrison
of redcoats was present for the dance. Fiddle scratch from two
players warming up atop a wooden platform rose above the buzz of
folks on the dance ground already surrendered to the lure of liquor
and long shadows.

Jacques slipped his hand into hers,
reclaiming her attention. Black eyes aglitter, he took his leisure
inspecting her from head to toe. "Like fine wine, you grow more
delectable with each passing year."

She smiled. Typical Frenchman. "Pshaw. You've
just come from a bottle of brandy at the Red Rock."

"Mais oui! It does my old heart good."
His gaze took in her bosom, and his smile became a leer. "I suppose
I am too late to claim a dance from someone as slender and graceful
as you."

"Not at all, but my father has the first
dance."

"Of course. May I have the second dance,
then?"

"You may."

"And perhaps the sixth also?" He wiggled his
eyebrows. "And the twelfth? I feel the most fortunate man
alive."

She laughed and hugged him again. "I'd love
to dance with you all night."

"Ah, for a moment, I thought the whispers I
heard were true, that an English is courting you." Misinterpreting
the exasperation on her face, he gripped her hand. "Non,
non, not an English pig, Sophie! Tell me it is not so."

Behind her, she heard Susana's squeal. "Uncle
Jacques!"

He released her hand, and while he and Susana
embraced, Sophie slipped into the crowd. She didn't enjoy watching
her younger sister favor Jacques. It came too close to
ingratiation, as if Susana imagined the Frenchman had a fortune
stored somewhere, and she could earn some of it by flattering him.
And when it came to Edward Hunt, she knew Jacques wouldn't accept
her explanation of chess games and business discussions either.

From the platform, the mayor's voice boomed
across the crowd. "Welcome everyone to Zeb Harwick's fifteenth
dance. Let's thank our fiddlers for coming." Applause followed.
"And let's thank Zeb for making all this possible." More applause
and enthusiastic shouts of "Huzzah!" The wealthy cattle farmer had
given them all a magical three-hour reprieve so they could forget
debt and disease and the frightening way Loyalists and Whigs were
bashing each other's brains out in neighboring South Carolina.
"First tune tonight is a reel. Grab your partner!"

Noise escalated as people swarmed from the
sidelines to the dance ground, rousing the smells of dung and
straw, rosewater and sweat, and onions and whiskey. Sophie searched
in vain for Will. One of several British privates standing near the
ale scored a fourteen-year-old girl for the first tune and guided
her to a line with a flourish.

Sophie smiled at the girl's blush,
remembering being fourteen, remembering her wedding the following
year to blond-haired, blue-eyed Jim Neely, the apothecary's
apprentice. The year after that, she'd borne her daughter Betsy,
and her first husband lay in his grave, dead of pneumonia.

The town hornsmith stuttered out an
invitation to dance, and she glanced at his fingernails. She
couldn't help it. No one else chewed fingernails to nubs the way he
did. She thanked him and declined. His bow spasmodic, he hastened
on to the next eligible female.

Across the ground, two more soldiers found
partners. Then Lieutenant Dunstan Fairfax strolled into view. Hands
clasped behind him, the russet-haired young officer assumed
position well away from the beverage table to interrogate the crowd
with his stare. By convention, officers didn't mingle with their
men during social occasions. But one look at Fairfax, who displayed
all the sentiment of a suspicious swamp cat, convinced Sophie that
the dance didn't constitute a social occasion for him.

The mayor began walking three lines of
dancers through steps. Privates escorted women out to the dance
ground past her father, who was conversing with MacVie. Sophie had
best grab Will for the dance.

Within twenty feet of the two men, she
realized they were arguing and halted in time to hear MacVie snarl
to Will, "...just you and Jonah, eh?" A warning look from Will
silenced his associate. Both turned, MacVie sneering at her, Will
tense.

Awkwardness squeaked her voice. "The first
dance, Father."

MacVie gestured beyond the straw sheaves and
stalked off the dance ground. Regret wove through Will's tension.
"I apologize. Something's come up." He spun on his heel and
followed his cohort, leaving Sophie speechless.

She whirled about in a huff. By then, just
about everyone was lined up with a partner. Fairfax caught her eye
and started toward her, and she cast about in panic. Gods, no. She
didn't want to talk with him, and she sure hoped he didn't want to
dance with her. Handsome as he was, the thought of him getting too
close reminded her of the way she'd felt when David dropped a live
lizard inside her shift years ago at the fair.

She signaled a fifteen-year-old lad to join
her in the line closest to the ale. Seeing her partnered for the
dance, Fairfax retreated, and the fiddlers fired up an introductory
four measures. Ten minutes later, after Sophie and the boy traveled
up the line and then halfway back again, the fiddlers wound down
the tune. People applauded, thanked partners, and scrambled about
for the next dance, merry and flirtatious.

Sophie spotted David in conversation with
Widow Reems. David sure did like widows. Will had vanished. So had
Jonah Hale. She noticed even more redcoats on the grounds.
Lieutenant Fairfax was questioning MacVie, who often whittled
woodcut artwork for the newspaper. Interrogation couldn't have
happened to a nicer person; in MacVie's world, women should be
silent and servile — probably a factor in his failure to find a
wife. Still, her uneasiness returned. A charred woodcut had been
left in the fireplace after last night's print run. With hindsight,
she wished she'd insisted that her servant clean the fireplace that
afternoon.

Bearing the smile of a diplomat, tall, blond
Edward Hunt met her halfway to the sidelines. "Good evening. You
look lovely tonight." He took her hand and escorted her off the
dance ground, the scarlet of his uniform like a beacon. People
gawked at them and whispered, grinding grist in the gossip
mill.

The mayor's voice cleared the hubbub. "The
second one is a minuet. Grab your partners, friends, and let's get
started."

Edward clasped her hands in his. "I'd dearly
love dancing with you, but I fear my schedule doesn't permit
it."

"No? You've given your men leave to attend
the dance."

His sapphire-hued gaze roved over her bosom
before returning to her face. "Good soldiers, each of them
deserving of a few hours leisure."

"And you don't deserve such leisure?" Fairfax
drew up at attention behind the major, a hound awaiting the command
of his master in the shadows, and just close enough to hear their
conversation.

"Commanding officers see little of leisure."
To her surprise, he lifted her hand to his lips. "I shall return
later, perhaps in time for the final dance." He released her hand,
bowed, and pivoted toward the lieutenant. The two stepped over
straw sheaves, headed out of the torchlight toward the horses.
Still bemused by Edward's kiss, Sophie remained where she stood,
her ears trained on his query to Fairfax: "MacVie?"

"Nothing. Just like St. James." No emotion
colored Fairfax's voice.

"Carry on. With good fortune, we shall have
all we need by midnight."

"Sir."

Their voices dwindled, and the sputter of a
torch swallowed the rest of their conversation. She chanced a look
at them, but they'd already passed from silhouettes into secrecy.
We shall have all we need by midnight. Anxiety parched her
mouth and fluttered her stomach. She paced the sidelines and
searched the crowd. Where was Will St. James?
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Chapter Two

 


JACQUES TROTTED OVER for the second dance,
his expression stern. "Belle Sophie, there you are, and
finally free of the company of pigs." A beguiling smile creased his
face. "Let us make merry, eh? I will show you how the French dance
a minuet."

Popular "Jacques-Lore" held that decades
earlier, before bandits butchered his parents and a Creek family
adopted his young sister, Madeleine, the Frenchman had learned his
dancing in Paris. Jacques decorated Sophie's minuet with wild
swings and twirls, leaving her laughing and breathless. Clearly,
some lore about him must be true.

For the third tune, she found herself
appointed David's partner by virtue of her ability to pick up dance
combinations quickly. They demonstrated a dance called a "waltz"
that he'd seen in Williamsburg. Couples joined in. When she could
spare a moment, she glanced over the crowd. Three rebels present at
the previous night's printing run had disappeared, and Will was
still absent.

The waltz wound down, and several fellows
thumped David on the back with approval, their faces flushed with
dancing and ale. David nodded at them, then he led Sophie to the
sidelines, where he pitched his voice low. "You really stir matters
up with Major Hunt."

"Too many people have nothing better to do
than mind my business. Have you seen Father in the last quarter
hour?"

"Forget about the old man. You wouldn't be
vexed so by gossip were you on a course that carried your heart
with it."

"Hearts." His sober expression drew a chuckle
from her. "Hearts have nothing to do with this."

"To the contrary, it's clear the major's
quite taken with you."

"Oh, poppycock."

"Join me for a short walk."

Her hand on his elbow, she strolled with him
toward Zeb's barn, aware that Lieutenant Fairfax watched them leave
together. They passed a dozen men near the barn shrouded by night
and the haze of tobacco smoke. One said, "Buford surrendered. That
scum Banastre Tarleton butchered men who lay down their arms."

"They were asking for it up there in the
Waxhaws," said a second man.

"Asking for the likes of 'Tarleton's
Quarter'? Bah! Who expects no quarter after surrendering? I tell
you, carnage like Buford's Massacre will continue."

"Buford's Massacre" they'd labeled the
military action on May twenty-ninth, five days earlier. How orderly
had Continental Colonel Buford's surrender been? Sophie suspected
that news of the massacre disturbed a few redcoats, too. More
unsettling was the fact that it had occurred in neighboring South
Carolina. Was Georgia next?

David steered her away from politics and
around the corner of the barn, where he regarded her in the
darkness. "If Major Hunt isn't your beau, what do you expect from
his attentions?"

"Intelligent conversation. A glimpse of
someplace — anyplace — other than Georgia."

"And what does he expect from you?"

"A reasonably challenging chess game.
Discussions on Plato, Socrates, and expense accounting."

"Good gods!" David howled with laughter.
"He's positioned for a grand look at the operations of the printing
press."

"Naturally. But never fear, I'm thirty-three
years old and immune to the follies of girlish infatuation."

"Let us hope so."

"And I don't care what color coat he wears.
He's a hundred times more interesting than the men of Alton and
Augusta."

"Of course he's more interesting than Georgia
stock, but you aren't in love with him."

"What of it? He isn't in love with me,
either."

"You're certain of that, are you?" Concern
clipped David's tone. "Look at you. That jacket compliments your
figure so well, and with Mother's garnets at your ears and throat,
you look positively elegant. I've watched you turn the heads of
half the men of Alton tonight. Everyone's smitten, Sophie. Are you
going to tell me you dressed up just to improve your mood?"

"Yes, I did dress up to improve my mood. As I
said earlier, it's a pleasure to wear something other than
ink."

"Major Hunt wasn't ogling ink when he kissed
your hand. Suppose he declared his love for you and offered to take
you away from Alton to his estates in Hampshire? You'd be
guaranteed to wear something other than ink there."

Sophie found it easy to dismiss similar
sentiments expressed by her sister and father. However, David
wasn't a raving rebel, so his intimation sent her reexamining the
situation. Given the academic and business topics of their
conversations, Edward had to be just passing his time in Georgia in
the company of an intelligent woman. He wasn't about to make any
grandiose offers to her. Not with the class distinction. She
shrugged off her disquiet. "Your question is hypothetical, so I'll
answer hypothetically. If he fell in love with me, I might fall in
love with him, too."

"You?" Her brother snorted. "No. You'd
be feeling gratitude, not love."

She scowled. David understood her just a
little too well. She'd read every book she'd gotten her hands on,
so she knew there was a big, bold world out there. Too bad she
couldn't see more of it than the Georgia colony. "Faugh, managing
our business and extra projects out of Augusta and Savannah is
sheer drudgery! I'm sick of Alton. It's little more than stinking
swamp. The men gripe about whiskey and livestock, and the women
natter on and on about babies and baking. I want something else. I
want life! I've never seen mountains or the ocean. I'd give
anything to travel the way you've done, and pluck purses over
piquet, but women aren't supposed to gamble or travel —"

"Or operate printing presses?" His teeth
shone in a brief grin. "Come now. You know most women, especially
Susana, envy you for running that press. To be sure, they consider
you eccentric and too independent, but don't believe for a moment
that all they want from life is babies and baking."

She swatted at a whining mosquito. "I daresay
if women ran the world, there'd be far fewer wars."

"Undoubtedly. But you shan't stop this war by
dallying with a nobleman you don't love. Your good fortune has been
to outlive not one, but two undesirable spouses." He paused. "I've
never faulted you for sending Betsy to grow up with Sarah and Lucas
in Augusta. But I often wonder how you've kept yourself these seven
years since she went away, particularly now that she and Clark are
expecting. Don't you want to play the doting grandmother come
Christmastime?"

Sophie had just about convinced herself that
seven years of alone wasn't so bad because she'd grown accustomed
to it. But David's words raked over and exposed an ancient ache in
the cellar of her heart. She'd never enjoyed living a day's travel
away from her only child, even though she'd seen it as a necessity
seven years earlier, when she'd fostered Betsy with her cousin.
"Well, yes. Yes, of course I look forward to being a grandmother."
And being with Betsy again, sweet Betsy. The ache compressed her
heart.

"Sophie, you're lovely and vivacious. You've
intelligence and wit. Living with the old man and his crazy notions
day in and day out, running the press, keeping the accounts
straight — how does that feed your soul?"

Amazed, she blinked up at him. In the St.
James family, certain sentiments weren't vocalized easily. "It — it
doesn't."

"What does feed your soul?"

"I'm not sure."

"Well, perhaps you'd best think on it. I
shan't lecture you about duty. The gods know what a pimple Alton is
on the arse of civilization, and I'm the last person you'd hear
advising you to remain here out of duty." He paused again in
search of words, and she sensed him fidgeting. "To be sure, Major
Hunt is a fine fellow. But if ever you truly love a man, I shall
encourage you to follow your heart." Dancing had loosened hair from
the purple, silk ribbon at the nape of his neck. He tucked the
errant strand behind his ear and edged back toward the barn's
corner. "Now, I've a widow to dazzle tonight. Shall we return?"

"You go. It might do me well to stand out a
dance." He nodded and headed back for the torchlight.

With a sigh, she waved off the query of
another mosquito and scratched behind the ears of one of Zeb's
hounds that trotted over to check on her. Then she ambled further
around the barn, flitting fireflies her escort, her heartache
subsiding into disillusionment and dissatisfaction. Where was her
place in the world? With her seventeen-year-old married daughter in
Augusta, awaiting grandmotherhood? At the printing press in Alton,
growing more distant from her father the longer they lived
together? Sophie didn't feel like she belonged anywhere
anymore.

A man's murmur delayed her turning the
corner. She didn't want to interrupt a lovers' tryst. In the next
instant, she realized that the man wasn't speaking English, so she
pressed herself against the rough siding of the barn and peeked
around the corner. Overcast sky silhouetted five shapes of darkness
— four bare-chested, top-knotted Creek warriors, their earrings and
nose rings tinkling in the muggy breeze, the fading light glinting
off their shaven heads, and a fifth man in colonial dress, his back
to her.

She squinted. Was one of those warriors the
horse trainer, Runs With Horses, adoptive cousin to Mathias? The
racket from the crowd prevented her identifying a voice, so she
withdrew. Only Jacques and his nephews spoke Creek well enough for
lengthy conversations. So who was out there with the Creek? And
why?

Hairs on the back of her neck prickled, the
feeling she got when someone watched her. She retreated along the
barn, turned the corner, and almost collided with Lieutenant
Fairfax. "Ah, madam. Your brother returned without you. I thought
to assure your safety."

Sure he did. "Thank you, Lieutenant." Since
he didn't budge, she maneuvered quickly around him toward the dance
ground.

Inside the ring of torchlight, the back of
her neck prickled again. Fairfax snarled, "I would speak with you,
Mrs. Barton."

She whirled on him with the haughtiness she
invoked to bring a peddler's price down. "Speak with someone
else."

His eyes took on the appearance of pale green
hailstones hammered from the heart of a thunderstorm, and he
towered over her, not at all possessed of a peddler's
suggestibility. A thousand times worse than a live lizard down her
shift, the seethe of inhumanity in his eyes made her want to cower.
Somehow she found the strength to jut her chin.

To her astonishment, MacVie bounded over,
grabbed her hand, and dragged her after him. "She promised
me this dance." They tacked onto the middle line, her
rescuer pale despite whiskey on his breath. He darted a glance over
her shoulder. "Ghoul."

On the sidelines, Fairfax cornered another
rebel crony, Sam Fielding. The redcoats must have kept the shop
under surveillance all night. If Fairfax singled her out, he'd
interrogate her in much the same manner. Rather than rescuing her
out of kindness, MacVie schemed to keep her apart from the
lieutenant.

Her gaze on the hog farmer sharpened. Will
was still absent, as were several accomplices from the previous
night. "Where's my father? I've not seen him since you two
argued."

"I don't know." Nonsense. Her father, Jonah
Hale, and the gods only knew who else were up to no good. Fairfax
was there to gather leads. The other soldiers were there in case
trouble erupted. And Edward — was he off tracking down rebels who
operated a printing press in the middle of the night? The swarthy
man flashed sharp, yellow teeth. "But take my advice, Mrs. Barton,
and stop asking so many questions."

"But Mr. MacVie, I'm full of questions."

"Aww, just like the child who questioned what
was down the well, leaned over too far, fell in, and drowned."

Was that MacVie's idea of a threat,
patriot-style? She sniffed. "I can swim." He bared his teeth again
and stubbed the toes of her left foot three times before the dance
was over.

While the mayor talked the mob through a
circle dance, and the pathetic hornsmith prowled for a partner,
Sophie skirted the ground to where Mrs. Reems and David huddled,
enmeshed in each other's gazes. Just before she reached them, David
trailed his fingers down the widow's forearm.

"David," she whispered from behind.

He sighed and faced her with a waxen smile.
"Make haste."

She launched into a summary of the evening's
weird events. After five seconds of it, David patted her shoulder.
"Relax and enjoy yourself." He waved to someone. "Would you be so
kind as to partner my sister for this dance?"

The hornsmith bounded over and proffered his
nail-gnawed hand. "Mrs. B-Barton, I'm d-delighted to be your
p-partner."

She forced a smile at David, who turned his
back on her and re-engaged Mrs. Reems, and then at the hornsmith,
who guided her onto the grounds. Not soon enough, the dance ended
and she hobbled off, both feet bruised. The mayor's voice boomed:
"Next one's a quadrille. Sets of four couples." Quadrilles could be
complicated. Her punished feet begged her to rest.

Her brother-in-law, John Greeley, stomped
over. "Susana reminded me you and I haven't had a dance, even
though a bloodyback is courting you."

Dousing her retort was the sight of Fairfax
tracking her. Like the folk-tale girl who danced to death in a pair
of magic slippers, she took John's hand. He trotted her out, and
his meaty, cooper's hands routed her through the dance with all the
subtlety of maneuvering tobacco hogsheads and corn barrels.

When the tune was over, Sam Fielding
interposed himself between her and Fairfax. "How about our
dance, Mrs. Barton?"

By then, she knew the script. "Of course, Mr.
Fielding."

Fairfax knew the script, too. His eyes iced
over again. "May I have the next dance, Mrs. Barton?"

"My apologies. I'm taken for the rest of the
evening."

Jacques focused on her for the following tune
and honed his flirting skills. Laughing, forgetting her sore feet,
she danced up the line with him, and at the top, Fairfax and a
townswoman jumped to become their neighbors for the next thirty
seconds of music.

The lieutenant emerged from an allemande with
Jacques and caught Sophie up into a swing. "Where is your father at
this moment, Mrs. Barton?"

"Isn't he here? If not, I've no idea where he
is."

"What did you print last night on the
press?"

"I printed nothing."

"Do you expect me to believe you were asleep
all night?"

Her mouth tightened. "I don't care what you
believe."

A smile devoid of warmth rippled his mouth.
"Major Hunt has a blind spot when it comes to you. I suffer no such
affliction."

"How reassuring."

His smile lingered when he handed her back to
Jacques. Not once had his stare strayed to her bosom. "Such a
pleasure dancing with you at last, Mrs. Barton."

 


 


##########

 


 



Chapter Three

 


DURING THE BREAK, people thronged to the
beverage table to slake thirst or bolster inebriation. Everyone
ignored lightning undulating on the western horizon and a
thunderstorm grumbling in the swamps, threatening to roll east to
the Savannah River and give them a good soaking down. The air stank
like the yeasty insides of a cattle farmer's boots. Fanning away
gnats, Sophie discussed her garden with Widow Flannery, who
promised to send over some potted herbs.

With Mrs. Reems ornamenting his elbow, David
meandered Sophie's way. "Huzzah! You're enjoying yourself."

Sweat gleamed on Widow Reems's big breasts,
pressed so high in her bodice they looked ready to explode, a feat
all the boning in the world would never accomplish for Sophie due
to lack of volume. She aimed a tart smile at her brother. "I'm
having a delightful time."

"Jolly. And don't worry about the redcoats.
Fairfax is interested in two Spaniards who came to the dance
looking for the old man."

"Spaniards? Where?" She looked around, noting
the absence of Fairfax and all but five redcoats.

David shrugged. "We've probably seen the last
of those Spaniards."

As if adventuring with rebels wasn't enough,
Will St. James must also dabble in dealings with Spaniards. With
Spain having declared war on Britain, small wonder that Fairfax
bayed out his pursuit. She scanned the crowd again and turned back
on David.

"Now, now, let's banter about the
possibilities on the morrow. I've other thoughts to occupy me
tonight." Smiling down Mrs. Reems's cleavage, he kissed her hand
before strolling her away.

Soon after the dance resumed, an empty-handed
Fairfax returned with his men, sweat streaking their scarlet coats.
Preoccupied, the lieutenant paid only cursory attention to the
return of several Safety Committee members and spent the rest of
the event conferring with soldiers and studying the crowd.

Grateful for his waned interest, Sophie sat
out a dance. Committee scribe Donald Fairbourne plopped down on the
sheaf next to her. "Evening, Mrs. Barton." He jammed a piece of
straw in his mouth and gnawed it, watching the dancers.

"Evening, Mr. Fairbourne." She regarded his
damp hair and mud-caked shoes. "Were you caught in rain on the way
over?"

He glanced at his shoes, the straw dropping
from his mouth. "I was gardening and lost track of time. Would you
care to dance?"

"No, thank you. What were you planting?"

"Perhaps the next dance then." He shoved
himself up.

She watched him stride to Susana, intuiting
that he'd hastened off to avoid discussing his muddy shoes. Charley
Osborn, another rebel, claimed her for the next tune, his hair
damp, his shoes muddy, his response to her queries just as evasive
as Fairbourne's had been. The hair of rebels Measure Travis and
Peter Whitney was dry and their shoes clean, thus dashing her
theory that her father and his associates were competing with two
Spanish fortune hunters to recover lost treasure from the swamps.
But she'd have wagered six loaves of her molasses bread that those
Spaniards figured into the Safety Committee's intrigue.

During the following dance, MacVie stepped on
her left foot twice, as if penalizing her for curiosity. She
doubted her father had anything in common with the odious hog
farmer beside the rebel cause. At the end of the tune, she hobbled
to the sidelines, sweaty, irritable, needing a good night's sleep,
but certain she had everything in perspective. A pox on rebels and
redcoats and everyone else whose small minds played at secret
missions. Regardless of who eventually won the war, the sun would
continue shining, and the Georgia colony would continue to resemble
hell. Unfortunate that the men with the small minds weren't the
primary casualties of war.

When the mayor announced the final number,
she didn't check for Edward Hunt. She didn't care whether he'd
returned. Over the course of the evening, her interest in him had
waned. He belonged to the group of people who thought themselves
clever that night by being dishonest with her. Eccentric, overly
independent widows couldn't be bothered with such games.

"Don't tell me you're going to sit out the
waltz."

She tilted her head and cocked an eyebrow at
Mathias Hale, having concluded that it must have been him outside
talking with the four warriors. When she, David, and Susana were
children, they'd run hoops through the dirt streets with the three
Hale brothers. Now Jonah, tangled in rebel intrigue, never jested
with them anymore. And Mathias had his own little game going with
the Creek. "My feet were stepped on too often tonight."

"Have I ever stepped on your
feet?"

Feeling obstinate, she looked away. "I'm
tired."

He leaned over and whispered, "You're
sulking."

Her gaze swiveled back around to challenge
his. "You should have invited your four Creek friends to
dance."

Eyes hardening, he stared at her several
heartbeats before he whispered, "They don't like European
dances."

After a night of subterfuge and lies, she'd
given up expecting anyone to admit to anything, let alone trust her
with secrets. She mused why Mathias, of those at the dance that
night with clandestine dealings, had trusted her. Clearly his
stakes were on a different plane. "How unfortunate."

The guard in his expression retreated.
Straightening, he extended his hand. Up on the platform, the
fiddlers meandered into "Give Me Your Hand," a tune by the Irish
harpist Rory Dall O'Cahan. Sophie took Mathias's hand.

They danced without conversation. Taller than
his uncle by several inches but just as wiry, the blacksmith led
her around without stepping on her feet or colliding with anyone.
When the fiddlers finished, thunder boomed closer. A cool downdraft
fluttered torches and stirred a murmur through the applause. Rather
than lingering and socializing, people hurried off the grounds,
eager to return home ahead of the storm.

Sophie spotted Susana and John herding their
six children for the horses and wagons. "Pardon me, but I must help
my sister. Good night." After a curtsy for Mathias, she retrieved
her kerchief and fan and bustled after the Greeleys.

The major caught up with her at the family's
wagon just after she lifted Susana's little girl inside to Mary,
the St. James's servant. "A moment, please!" Lightning illuminated
the contrition on his face and the distaste of the Greeleys.

Vexation pressed Sophie's lips together.
"Visit me at home on the morrow. We're off. We've no desire to get
drenched tonight."

"I shall make sure you're home ahead of the
storm."

Expelling annoyance, she motioned Susana to
go on without her. Her sister glared from Sophie's earrings to the
pendant at her throat, and acid stung her voice. "Wearing Mama's
garnets. Such airs you give yourself lately. Must be the company
you keep." Then she turned her back on Sophie to settle down
children scampering over each other like squirrels hitting upon a
cache of acorns.

Damp wind smelling of swamp, sand, and
Piedmont red clay whipped Sophie's petticoat. Edward Hunt seized
her hand. When they reached his horse, he vaulted into the saddle,
and he and a private hoisted her up behind him. A tepid raindrop
splashed her cheek as she wrapped her arms around him. They trotted
for the road, passing wagons. When she glanced at the four
accompanying soldiers, lightning illuminated a sheet of rain
sweeping over Zeb's barn. The major spurred the horse into a
gallop.

A quarter-hour later, ahead of the rain but
followed by thunder, they arrived at the St. James house and print
shop. The town stank of livestock, rotten fruit, and wood smoke.
From the direction of the Red Rock Tavern, south of Town Square,
came avian screeches and human cheers from a cockfight in progress.
Two soldiers saluted their commander and rode south on the dusty
main street lined by most of Alton's two-dozen wooden buildings —
businesses on the ground floor, residences upstairs. The other two
dismounted with their commander and Sophie.

Will's hounds, Achilles and Perseus, crawled
from beneath the porch, shook off, and ambled over. She and Edward
Hunt petted them before he escorted her to the porch, where she
turned to him. "Thank you for bringing me home ahead of the
rain."

"You're most welcome. May I come in for a
moment? I've a matter to discuss."

"My sister and her husband will arrive before
long."

"I don't need much time."

She nodded. He instructed his men to wait on
the covered porch, removed his hat, and opened the door. They
entered the stuffy darkness of the shop, where the St. Jameses also
had a small post office and sold Will's almanacs, magazines, books,
and maps. Thunder rattled the house. She closed the door and
reached for the shelf beside it. The absence of the expected candle
made her recall that she'd given the holder to Mary to clean.
Scowling at the servant's laziness, she groped her way to the
pressroom. "I've a candle in here."

Sharp and musty, the odors of ink and lye
hung in the air. With the lantern lit, she faced Edward, who'd
followed her in. His gaze ranged over the clutter of ragpaper and
the half-opened drawers of type before he set his hat atop a
cabinet. "Are you assembling the galleys for Wednesday's
paper?"

More thunder crackled, and the front window
shook. "Yes."

"What will you print about the military
incident on May twenty-ninth in the Waxhaws?"

The formality in his carriage indicated the
all-business nature of the visit. "What's being called Buford's
Massacre? I shall state facts — an engagement between regulars and
militia from Virginia commanded by Buford, and His Majesty's
provincials commanded by Tarleton — with the provincials
victorious."

His nod was curt. "That's all that need be
said about it."

"They're calling the engagement a massacre
because Buford's men were supposedly cut down after they'd
surrendered. Why did that happen?"

"I wasn't there. Without details, I cannot
presume to know what invokes specific decisions of my superior
officers."

"Could something like that happen here?"

"I've no comment."

"But would you cut down men who had
surrendered?"

His smile was meant to be reassuring. "You're
speculating, making yourself uncomfortable. We protect our
colonies. We don't slay the King's friends."

Yes, it made her uncomfortable, but it made
Major Edward Hunt uncomfortable, too. Buford's Massacre could
happen anywhere. Were conditions right, it could happen in Alton,
under his command. He was, after all, a soldier, and soldiers did
what they were told. Her responsive smile felt wooden. "You're
right, of course. It's foolish for me to alarm myself."

From the way his shoulders relaxed, she knew
she'd said what he wanted to hear. He approached her, his
expression agreeable. "I've never told you before, but the hue of
your eyes reminds me of dawn in Hampshire."

A flush tingled her cheeks. No one ever said
things to her like that. Most of the men from Georgia were so
ordinary.

"Perhaps even the luster of silver."

How charming, especially when her father had
once told her that all his children had eyes the color of common
slate and hair like coal. "You flatter me, sir."

He leaned over, extinguished the lantern, and
captured her hands in his, brushing his lips over her fingers.
"Edward," he whispered. Then he kissed her palms and wrists. His
lips delivered intriguing moisture and softness between her
forefinger and thumb, the sensation contrasting with memories of
two husbands' clumsiness.

A thunderclap faded, and a horse nickered. He
murmured, "My darling, you have enslaved me."

She swallowed, uneasy at his departure from
their intellectual relationship, her stomach fluttering again, and
withdrew her hands to fumble for the lantern. "I must make sure the
windows are —"

"I'm sorry about tonight." He recaptured her
hands and reeled her to him, just the outline of his face visible.
"I wanted to dance with you."

"You had your priorities." Her unease
deepened. Where was this leading?

"I shall make it up to you. My temporary
assignment in Alton is over. I'm returning to England. Come with
me. Let me take you away from all this barbarism."

She gaped at him in the darkness. Disbelief
and instinct almost caused her to recoil. "This comes as quite a
surprise."

"Have you misunderstood my attentions?" He
grasped her shoulders. "I'm in love with you." He slid his hands
down her arms and around her waist. After brushing his lips over
her collarbone, he trailed them down where her shift peeked from
the neckline of her jacket, and his hands guided her hips against
his. "Kiss me."

Her lips opened for his, and from the way his
loins performed with hers, she fancied he knew far more of the act
than porcine grunting atop a woman. Mechanical response stirred
within her body, too long asleep, and her initial shock ebbed, but
her brain nagged that his charm obscured something. She turned her
face aside. "You're going home?"

His lips pursued her throat. "When my
replacement arrives."

"But this war is far from over."

"My elder brother died. I've inherited the
family estates."

The slow percussion of raindrops pattered the
roof while kisses traveled to her temple. She frowned. He must be
feigning his fondness, hoping she'd tell him about rebel printing
runs. "Surely the Crown can ill afford to lose your military
expertise. And I really must close all the windows."

He pressed her hips to his again. "The Hunts
are well-regarded in Parliament." Translation: He, like other
officers weary of a war with no end in sight, had used wealth and
Parliamentary connections to buy his way out of the American
conflict. "Let me show you what civilization is. Come with me."

One little detail hadn't yet been discussed.
"As your wife." She made it a statement, not a question.

"Ah." The tempo of his kisses slowed, even as
the rhythm of raindrops quickened. "Well, there's a financial
empire at stake with my fifteen-year-old cousin, Beatrice, having
come of marriageable age, and —"

"Wait a moment." She wiggled out of his
embrace. "You're saying you want me with you as your
mistress." Certainly not a slight to a woman's worth, and a
more desirable arrangement than matrimony when the man was grateful
to be in the company of his mistress, having come from a shrewish
wife and whining offspring. But Sophie's thoughts spun. How in the
world could she have so misread him? Worse, had she misread
herself?

"Not to worry. I shall arrange a fashionable
townhouse in London for you." He nibbled the knuckles of her right
hand. "My duties in Parliament will take me there at least twice a
month. We can be together during those nights."

Edward did indeed sound as though he belonged
among the "grateful." Plus, two mediocre marriages, eight years of
widowhood, and a measure of financial independence had made Sophie
indifferent toward matrimony.

But anxiety lurched around in her stomach. In
the American colonies, where a woman could manage a plantation or
operate a printing press, weren't she and Edward sharing an
illusion of equality created by their intellectual
relationship?

And there was the matter of that age
difference between Edward and Beatrice. "How happy will you be
married to a girl who's younger than my daughter? You've almost a
quarter-century more life experiences than she. Believe me, I know.
My first marriage was at fifteen."

"That's why I need you. You and I discuss
Plato and Euclid and Shakespeare." He kissed her left palm. "You
understand what operating a business is about. Operating estates is
like that, but on a grander scale. Beatrice and I have little in
common."

"Except consummating a financial empire and
placating friends in Parliament."

"Sophie, would you stay here running the
press for the rest of your life? Between the Creek, Spaniards,
French, and roving outlaws, Alton could be a pile of rubble within
five years."

"Within five years, your cousin will have
borne you children, and you'll have that bond with her. Where will
I be?"

"I know you aren't happy here." He grasped
her shoulders again. "You've never tasted fine wine or felt silk
against your skin. You've never been to the Drury Lane theater or
heard a symphony. I'm offering you a way to experience all
that."

She considered treasures beyond her economic
reach: fine wine, silk, symphonies, the theater. She also thought
of the times she'd collapsed into bed, bone-tired from a printing
run. Edward's offer provided splendid passage out of Alton, a dream
women in her position would lunge for with no reservations. It was
just the opportunity she'd been waiting for, wasn't it?

What would happen if her intellectual parity
with him didn't survive crossing the Atlantic? She sighed, still
disoriented, confused. "I shall consider it."

"What's to consider? Ah, you don't love me,
do you?" He paused, reflecting. "It's hard to love in circumstances
where you're preoccupied with survival. If you freed yourself from
those fears, you might grow to love me. And with that thought —" He
kissed her left hand again. "I shall bid you good night."

The rain had slackened, so Edward retrieved
his hat, and she walked him out the front door. Halfway back to the
pressroom, she paused, sniffed, and frowned at the faint redolence
of squashed strawberries. When she groped her way into the dining
room, her shoe skidded on something slippery. She fumbled a lantern
lit and held it up to view the bowl of strawberries she'd put on
the table earlier and at least a dozen berries on the floor. With
the lantern held high, she headed for the stairs. At the foot of
the stairs she spotted a man's boot print: a man who had stepped in
strawberries.

Her stomach tensed, and her gaze leaped up
the staircase. "Father? Are you there?" Receiving no answer, she
returned to the dining room and noticed another boot print. An
explanation spiked a chill through her. Burglary! During the dance,
the thief had entered through the back door, bumped into the table,
spilled strawberries, and proceeded to the stairs, leaving two
strawberry boot prints behind.

And for all she knew, he might still be in
the house with her that moment.
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Chapter Four

 


SOPHIE RUSHED TO the front door and flung it
open, but the soldiers had already ridden off into the steamy night
sprinkle. After shutting the door, she braced herself against it
until her knees stopped knocking. Then, anger coating her fear, she
squared her shoulders, marched into the pressroom, and flung open
the cabinet where Will kept one of two sets of pistols in the
house. No thief was going to steal her family's property.

At the foot of the stairs, she reexamined the
print, made by a man with larger feet than her father's, so the
culprit had probably been taller. The lantern held aloft, she crept
to the landing, loaded pistol ready, her breath sucked in soft
gasps.

For a dozen heartbeats, she listened to the
sough of wind, creaking boards, and raindrops spattering the roof
from branches of fruit trees. Then she nudged bedroom doors open,
one by one.

No one jumped at her from the four bedrooms.
However, someone had searched her room and her father's room —
drawers left ajar with their contents jumbled, furniture
repositioned, beds mussed.

Loath to verify the plunder of her mother's
jewelry in her own room, she found it untouched, as were Spanish
doubloons and two century-old horse pistols in her father's room.
Baffled, she lit Will's bedroom lantern. What was he searching for,
the stranger who violated their privacy earlier that night?

Instinct wailed that something was missing,
something small but not insignificant. She glanced over the
nightstand and retraced steps she'd made earlier, when she'd shut
her father's window before leaving for the dance. Her gaze returned
to the nightstand. Had a peculiar book been sitting there?
Confessions by St. Augustine, a gift her father mentioned
receiving that afternoon from his friends in Philadelphia.

She searched the floor around the bed to no
avail, still wondering whether she remembered seeing
Confessions there at all. When she straightened, fear and
anger ebbed, replaced by a muddle of emotions. Why would an
intruder steal a book? More perplexing, why would Will tolerate
such a book when he didn't even keep the family Bible in his
bedroom? With titles such as Common Sense by Thomas Paine
and On Secular Authority by Martin Luther dominating his
library of revolutionary thought, a book about self-denial looked
mighty odd.

The major question of the night resurrected
itself. Where was Will St. James?

Voices out front drew her to her bedroom
window. John trundled down from the driver's seat of the Greeleys'
wagon, parked in the muddy street. Leaving the loaded pistol
behind, she trotted downstairs and opened the front door. In
slogged Mary the servant, bronze hair plastered over her jacket and
down her back. "Got caught in the rain, Mrs. Barton."

Sophie brushed past her into the humidity of
the porch. "John, we've had a burglar!"

"Oh, for god's sake," said Susana, shaking
water from her mobcap out of her eyes. "Is the villain still
there?"

"No."

John climbed into the driver's seat. "What
did he steal?"

"One of Father's books, I believe."

Susana and John burst into laughter, and
Susana added, "We're exhausted and drenched, Sophie. Report the
theft to your precious redcoat on the morrow." She laughed again.
"And here's an excellent caption in your newspaper. 'Book-Stealing
Scoundrel Burgles Newspaper Editor's House.'"

John snapped the reins. "Heigh! Get up!" With
a jerk and a creak, the wagon rolled through the mud and off into
the night.

A puddle of water had collected beneath Mary,
who looked woebegone. Sophie closed the front door and flung her
hands up. "Well, don't just stand there. Get yourself into dry
clothing."

 


***

 


"Mrs. Barton! Wake up! Please, wake up!"

From somewhere below, Sophie heard pounding
on a door and the hounds barking. She fended Mary's hands off her
shoulders and bolted upright, trying to shake the fuzzies from her
head.

Terror writhed across Mary's face by
candlelight. "There's two Spaniards at the back door calling for
your father. We'll be ravished and murdered! By
Spaniards!"

Spaniards. Sophie shoved the girl aside and
climbed out of bed. "Take hold of your wits. Have you ever fired a
pistol?"

"Wh-what? You want me to sh-shoot them?"

"Never mind. Just stay out of my way."
Flinging a shawl over her shift, she grabbed the pistol and Mary's
lantern. After verifying that Will wasn't in bed, she padded
downstairs ahead of her shivering servant.

With the pistol hid behind her, she hung the
lantern beside the back door and opened it. In the yard, Achilles
and Perseus growled at two Spaniards who stood shoulder-to-shoulder
on her step. The men's glowers transformed into leers at the sight
of her, and her fingers flexed on the butt of the pistol. "For what
purpose do you interrupt our sleep?"

The man on her right murmured to his partner,
"La hija del Lobo." The daughter of the Wolf. The Wolf. Was
that some sort of alias for Will?

A lie wouldn't hurt. Her voice sliced the
damp night air. "Speak English, for I understand no Spanish."

The smile of the other man broadened. He
muttered to his companion, "Es muy bonita," before
addressing her. "Señora, we have urgent business with
Señor Will St. James."

"It will wait until the morrow. Begone." When
she shoved the door with her foot, his hand blocked it from
closing. She whipped out the pistol, cocked it fully, and leveled
the barrel at his nose, hoping he couldn't see her heart pounding
in her throat. Both Spaniards' eyes bulged in shock. "Away, or I'll
blow someone's miserable brains from here to Madrid."

They backed from the door, their stares on
the pistol, the dogs still growling. She slammed the door shut with
her foot and extinguished the lantern. "Mary, drop the bars across
both doors." If Will came home, he'd have to sleep in the
stable.

Mary complied, and Sophie peeked out the
dining room window, but it was too dark to see much. She strode
into the shop and peered out the windows while Mary barred the
front door. Nothing.

"A-A-Are they gone?"

Sophie sighed, certain the girl was twisting
her fingers in her shift. Having an indentured servant had seemed a
good option to slavery, which Sophie abhorred, but Mary possessed
neither spine nor brains. "I hope so. Make sure all windows on the
ground floor are closed."

Back in the pressroom, she lit a lantern and
loaded another pistol. She and Mary secured the house, and she sent
the girl up to bed, forcing herself to remain awake another hour.
The Spaniards didn't return, and the dogs calmed.

Still, when she trudged up to bed at two
o'clock Sunday morning, she carried the pistols with her. In the
doorway of her father's bedroom, she paused to whisper, "What's
become of you?"

 


***

 


"Mrs. Barton! Wake up! Please, wake up!"

Not again. Sophie moaned and rolled over in
bed, opening one eye. This time, at least it was daylight.

Mary set a towel and pitcher of water beside
the washbasin. "Major Hunt is downstairs asking for you, and he
brought that — that unpleasant Lieutenant Fairfax and a dozen
soldiers!"

Dread clambered over Sophie. "Inform him I'll
be down in five minutes. Then help me dress." Mary curtsied and
scurried out. Sophie rolled from bed, tied her hair back with a
ribbon, and sloshed water in the basin. By the time Mary returned,
she was already blotting off her face.

Edward appeared to have passed the night in
the same restless state she had, and his expression filled with
duty when she entered the shop. Fairfax, too, had bags under his
eyes, but vitality blossomed across his face at the sight of her.
Outside, a sea of redcoats blocked her view of the street. She
said, "May I serve you gentlemen something to drink?"

Edward shook his head. "I would speak with
your father. Where is he this morning? His horse isn't
stabled."

"I don't know where he is. He didn't come
home last night."

He extended his arm in Fairfax's direction.
From a leather portfolio, Fairfax withdrew a broadside. Edward
showed it to Sophie. It depicted a redcoat bayoneting a kneeling
militiaman, and the caption read, "Tarleton's Quarter."

She touched her fingers to her mouth in
horror, unable to tear her gaze from the gruesome image. "Ye gods."
So that's what the Committee had printed two nights before. "How
horrid."

His expression hard, Edward handed the
broadside back to Fairfax. "We found ten of them posted about town.
Since the print run lasted most of Friday night, there were clearly
more than ten printed. Where are the rest?"

"I've no idea. I'd nothing to do with
it."

This time Fairfax handed him a newspaper.
Edward held it out for her, and she examined it. "Last Wednesday's
paper."

He nodded. "You supervised the printing?"

"Yes." She glanced at Fairfax. His eyes
glittered. His face held the rapture of a saint who has communed
with angels. The ache in her belly flared like dry kindling on a
banked campfire.

Edward directed her attention to an
advertisement for Zeb's dance. "Notice the crease in the lowercase
'e' of Mr. Harwick's first name."

"Yes." Her mouth dry, she sensed what was
coming.

"Examine the broadside again. What do you see
in the lowercase 'e' of Colonel Tarleton's name?"

"A crease in the curve." She silently
lambasted her father for not having been more cautious.

"Would that not imply that these documents
were printed by the same hand?"

She lifted her chin. "Yes, but I've already
told you I'd nothing to do with the production of that
broadside."

Edward returned both papers to Fairfax.
"Where were you during the print run two nights ago?"

"Asleep upstairs."

"While eight men crowded the pressroom the
night before last and printed copy after copy of a broadside, you
never woke up?"

"I sleep soundly."

"Weren't you curious as to your father's
visitors?"

"Why should I be? His business is his
own."

"I shall ask you again. Where is your father
right now?"

"I told you I don't know."

Fairfax stepped forward, his face angelically
beautiful. "Sir, allow me a few minutes alone with her. I assure
you I shall find out everything she knows about the rebel
operations."

Unable to hold Fairfax's unearthly stare of
frigid green, she sought humanity in Edward's eyes. "Cease this
foolish prattle. You know King George is my sovereign."

Fairfax's nostrils twitched. "False loyals
profess fidelity to His Majesty even as the noose is draped round
their necks."

Edward sounded bored. "Fairfax, as you were."
The lieutenant subsided into silence, a rare hound with the
intelligence to curb his barking instinct, but Sophie stayed tense.
Edward scrutinized her. "Show me your lowercase e's."

"Of course. I'll even help you find the
creased letter, but it's circumstantial evidence." Pivoting, she
did her best to flounce into the pressroom, despite her fluttering
heart. Edward followed and observed while she sorted through a tray
of vowels. "Someone burgled my house last night while I was at the
dance."

"What was stolen?"

"One of my father's books."

"I believe you know far too much about the
dealings of these rebels to be considered innocent."

She barked a laugh. "My skill at deducing
what's missing from my house makes me suspect. How logical. What if
I said two Spaniards came banging on my door in the middle of the
night?"

"Spaniards." An edge cut his voice. "What did
they want?"

"Will St. James. My loaded pistol convinced
them to conduct their business in broad daylight." Shutting the
tray, she turned to him and deposited an "e" in his hand. "Here's
the evidence with which I may be damned."

His hand closed about the letter. "I hate
arresting you, but you've been a passive accomplice in rebel
operations."

"He's my father. Am I supposed to betray my
own blood?"

"Your 'own blood' has vanished and allowed
you to be implicated in his stead."

She unclamped her teeth. "I presume you've
arrested those who assisted my father at printing?"

"Unfortunately not. After being questioned,
they've not admitted to wrongdoing."

And they had no circumstantial evidence
against them. Enraged that culpability for rebel operations had
fallen on her, she wondered if she could shift the blame where it
belonged. "How may I prove my innocence?"

He wrapped the "e" in cloth, tucked it in his
waistcoat pocket, and withdrew a small piece of paper. It bore a
scrawled list of numbers beginning seventeen, four, twenty-five,
sixteen, forty-nine, eleven. "Does this mean anything to you?"
She shook her head. "It's a cipher intended for your father."

"How do you know that? And where did you find
it?"

He ignored her questions. "Our expert on
codes has yet to break it." He handed her the paper. "Decode it
within a day. Give me your word that you'll not try to escape, and
I shall let you remain under house arrest while you're working on
it."

She gaped in dismay from the numbers to him.
"What makes you think I can succeed where your expert failed?"

"You know your father better than we do. Your
success will convince me of your innocence and exonerate you.
Otherwise, I must escort you to jail."

"But you still haven't told me how you know
the cipher was intended for my father. How do I know you aren't
just sending me on a fool's errand?"

His voice quieted. "Trust me. I'm allowing
you house arrest, and that involves considerable trust on my
part."

She comprehended the risk he took. No one had
made that kind of sacrifice for her. Softness unfolded in her soul.
"I appreciate your trust. I shall give it my best endeavor and not
attempt escape." She paused. "But don't ciphers require a key?"

"Indeed." He motioned her to follow him back
out into the shop. Along the way, she wondered how the pressroom
fireplace had come to look so tidy overnight. Near Fairfax, Edward
faced her. "The key to this cipher is in a book by Saint
Augustine."

Sophie's jaw dangled. "Confessions?
Why, that's the very book stolen last night! If you wish me to
succeed, you must find a copy of that exact edition for my use. I
doubt anyone in Alton has such material. You might have luck in
Augusta."

"Lieutenant, give Mrs. Barton the book."

Fairfax stared at Edward as if he
misunderstood. "Sir?"

Sophie stared at Edward, understanding at
last. The softness in her soul withered to ash, and a dank sense of
violation spilled into the void. Glancing to the base of the
stairs, she spotted the strawberry boot print. She stared at
Edward's boots: the same size. She could also count on the soldiers
to extract any evidence the confiscated charred woodcut yielded.
Why didn't they violate her house Friday night and arrest eight men
in the act of sedition? Perhaps it was more convenient to arrest
one woman on circumstantial evidence.

Anger flooded her soul. How dared Edward do
this to her?

He passed her the copy of Confessions
he'd removed from Will's nightstand. "Mrs. Barton is under house
arrest."

"Sir, I remind you of regulations concerning
rebel spies —"

"Thank you, Lieutenant. She has agreed to
decode the message in exchange for the privilege of house
arrest."

"Sir, the regulations are clear. No
privileges may be —"

"You will select two suitable men and station
them here, within the St. James home."

"But, sir —"

"Lieutenant, need I remind you of your role
as my subordinate?"

The volcano capped itself, and non-emotion
resumed residence on the face of Fairfax. "Sir." He stood at
attention.

"Mrs. Barton requires no interruptions, no
visitors."

Sophie gripped the book, white-knuckled with
fury. "What of my brother? Surely you know he has no dealings with
rebels."

"One ten-minute visitation with David St.
James."

"Sir."

"And secure all firearms." Edward leaned
closer to Fairfax and lowered his voice until she could barely
distinguish his words. "El Serpiente was here last night looking
for St. James." El Serpiente — alias for a Spanish spy? "The men
chosen for this assignment must protect Mrs. Barton." Edward
straightened and regarded her. "I leave you now in the capable
hands of Lieutenant Fairfax." He glanced at the time on a watch
from his waistcoat pocket. "I shall return for the deciphered
message on the morrow at precisely eight-thirty." After a short
bow, he exited out the front door.

"You will surrender all firearms to me
immediately."

Sophie repressed a shudder at the thought of
being in Fairfax's "capable" hands for a full twenty-four hours.
Perhaps if she cooperated, he'd leave her alone, and she'd only
have to deal with the two soldiers. "This way."
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Chapter Five

 


SEVENTEEN, FOUR, TWENTY-FIVE, sixteen,
forty-nine, eleven...Numbers in odd positions of the cipher
increased, but those in even positions followed no pattern. Sophie
decided she might as well assume the message began on page
seventeen.

If he fell in love with me, I might fall
in love with him, too. Could she love a man who'd burgled her
house and arrested her? Could she sleep with him? Did he
love her? What did she want from him?

Back to the cipher. At the desk in her
bedroom, she copied the fourth word on page seventeen to a sheet of
paper, and the sixteenth word on page twenty-five, and so on before
realizing the scheme was too obvious. Next she copied first letters
of words. Gibberish. She inverted the order of letters. More
gibberish.

Ensign Baldwin knocked on her door. "Mrs.
Barton, your brother has arrived. Shall I admit him?"

She sprang up and yanked open the door. "Yes,
straight away." David trod upstairs, and she motioned him
inside.

He shut the door and sat on her bed. "News of
your arrest is all over town. What the deuce is going on?"

"I shall be jailed on the morrow if I don't
decipher this." After showing him the cipher, she summarized
the past twelve hours and finished with, "Did you see the
broadside?"

"Oh, yes, posted around Alton this morning,
so townsfolk have seen it, too. Despite efforts to hush the affair,
the broadside keeps reappearing. No one can catch the
perpetrators."

"What did you think of the broadside?"

"Definitely not MacVie's best artwork." With
a beguiling smile, he dodged her swipe at him. "Seriously, the full
story has emerged from the Waxhaws incident. Colonel Buford invited
massacre upon his men — first by refusing to surrender, then by
continuing to fight after raising the white flag."

"The fool."

"No greater fool than Colonel Tarleton, who
allowed his soldiers to hack men to pieces. Sanity has fled both
sides. Your arrest confirms fears of Loyalists that the redcoats
prey on their own. It also confirms the convictions of rebels that
everyone's a patriot."

She grimaced at the implication. "I don't fit
the profile for a heroine. I complain far too much."

"True, but you could still end up being a
martyr."

They locked gazes, and a rare furrow appeared
between his eyebrows, sign that he'd leaped from the happy-go-lucky
wagon of his life into the carriage of concern. A lump formed in
her throat before she rose and fumbled through papers on her desk.
"So tell me, what do you make of this?"

He shrugged at the numbers. "The old man is
in over his head. Sit in his room awhile. Let him tell you what it
means."

"I cannot decipher it. I shall be jailed on
the morrow."

The furrow between his eyebrows deepened, and
he stared through her. "Jailed? I've a hunch not."

Baldwin rapped on her door. "Your ten minutes
are up, Mr. St. James."

"A hunch, you say?" she whispered.

David rose, and the furrow disappeared,
replaced with his familiar complacency. "A feeling I get when the
cards are right. Players around the table change. Captain John
Sheffield and Lieutenant Michael Stoddard arrived in town this
morning. Hunt will be returning to England, and Fairfax will be
transferred to the Seventeenth Light in South Carolina." He hugged
her. "So chin up. You'll triumph."

 


***

 


She ate dinner in the dining room while
pondering the change in the garrison's command. Back up in her
room, she paced and tried more decoding schemes, but they resulted
in gibberish. She kept wondering whether Captain Sheffield would
dispense with house arrest and jail her after Edward left town.

Her patience grown short, her bedroom grown
warm, she leaned out the window for a view of the town. Goats
roamed loose pilfering neighbors' garden greens, and chickens
flitted out of the way of two boys running a hoop in the dirt
street. Wood smoke dulled the sky. Years of sun and rain had
bleached the wood buildings to a uniform gray. How drab Alton
looked. She pulled back inside and sat on the bed. Was Hampshire
more colorful? Not that she need waste time wondering, for surely
Edward's offer had become void.

Conversation in the shop preceded the tramp
of boots up the stairs, a rap on her door, and an unfamiliar man's
voice. "Mrs. Barton, I must speak with you." Shoulders squared, she
opened the door to a dark-haired British lieutenant in his
mid-twenties, mild-featured despite a cluster of pimples on his
chin. He stood at attention, looking beyond her. "Lieutenant
Stoddard at your service, madam. I regret to inform you that your
father met with foul play, we believe sometime between ten last
night and two this morning. As neither your sister nor brother can
be located this moment, we require your attendance at the scene to
confirm identification of the body."

In the first second, the news speared her
with panic and fear. Then she clamped down on it. Will St. James —
dead? Absolutely not. A deep suspicion that the redcoats were
baiting a trap carved through her. She glowered at Stoddard. "As
you wish." He turned on his heel, and she followed him downstairs,
the cipher forgotten.

 


***

 


Their destination was on Zack MacVie's
property. Feeling her neck branded by summer, she adjusted her
straw hat, dismounted the sweating horse just outside a copse of
hardwoods, and handed the reins to a private supervising
horses.

Nearby, Mathias Hale stood with Edward, the
scarlet of Edward's uniform vivid against the lush countryside.
Although she couldn't pick out their conversation, she watched
Mathias pivot and bow his head against his horse's saddle, and her
confidence sputtered. Could Will truly be dead? Dread seeping into
her heart, she hastened after Stoddard, who made for the copse.

He stomped vines out of her way. Upon
entering the cool shade, she passed a tethered horse, then her nose
was assaulted by the stench of charred meat. While her eyes
adjusted to shade, she spotted sheets draping three bodies. What
devilry was this? Had there been three murders? Memory of
Mathias's posture of grief knotted her stomach.

Both lieutenants were afoot among the
moldering leaves of the copse, and Stoddard addressed Fairfax. "I
didn't expect to find you here. What brings you this way?"

Fairfax took position above the gore-soaked
sheet near Sophie. "I'm solving murders and appreciate your leaving
the premises before you destroy evidence. Sir."

Sophie flushed at Fairfax's rudeness.
Stoddard closed the distance between them and swelled his chest.
Although he was Fairfax's height, the russet-haired lieutenant
outweighed him by at least twenty-five pounds, all of it muscle,
making Stoddard look scrawny. "I was given charge of this
investigation at one o'clock. You and your commander have
been transferred from this garrison. Sir."

"How unfortunate. Sir. I presume you've skill
solving crimes?"

"I've tracked down burglars and livestock
thieves."

"Capital. Such depth of experience should
stand you on firm ground in the realm of violent death."

"And you've skill solving crimes of
violence?"

"Four cases of arson, three abductions, five
murders. I no longer count the burglaries and livestock thefts."
Fairfax glanced beyond her and came to attention, mockery departing
his expression.

Leaves rustled behind Sophie. Edward
interposed himself between her and the nearest body, diplomacy
smoothing his tone. "No need for concern, Mr. Fairfax. I believe we
can turn the investigation over to Mr. Stoddard with
confidence."

Sophie shuddered. Being stationed in frontier
Georgia offered an ambitious junior officer little opportunity for
advancement. Fairfax must have jumped at the chance to perform
early investigative work. Now that Stoddard was going to take all
the credit for solving the crimes, he was fuming.

Edward turned to her, the gravity in his
expression ringing sincere for an officer who dealt with murder,
and lowered his voice. "I wish I could shield you. Not one, but
three men lie slain here."

Compassion tugged at her heart at the thought
of Mathias. "Who?"

"Jonah Hale, his throat slit. A Spaniard,
flayed alive —"

"A Spaniard?" Flayed alive. Her stomach
protested.

"The murderer left his face untouched. I ask
you to verify whether he was one who threatened you last
night."

She nodded, lightheaded of a sudden. "I shall
do my best. And what —" She gulped. "What of my father?"

"Burned at the stake."

No, this was unreal. She gaped at him,
horrified. Will St. James burned at the stake. Jonah Hale's throat
slit. A Spaniard flayed alive. The Indians were well known for such
gruesome executions. Disbelief and betrayal rattled her, and she
clenched her jaw to keep from mentioning Mathias's meeting with
four Creek warriors the night before. She'd experienced firsthand
the power of circumstantial evidence and refused to implicate the
Creek when many were quick to blame them for anything that went
wrong. Besides it was quite possible the murderers intended
to implicate the Creek. "Show me the Spaniard while I still have my
mettle."

Edward led her to the body guarded by
Fairfax, which lay twenty-five feet from the other two bodies. At a
gesture from Edward, Stoddard stepped back from the corpse. Edward
nodded to Fairfax. "His face." Fairfax knelt, fanned away an
arabesque of flies, and uncovered the head.

The dead man had been the one who labeled her
"Daughter of the Wolf." Sophie's skin crawled at the torment
twisting his expression. Surely a corpse's face shouldn't retain
such agony. It was unnatural, diabolical. "Yes. He was at my house
last night." Who could be so barbaric as to kill another human
being meticulously, with such torture? She wished she'd done the
Spaniard a favor by blowing his brains out with her pistol.

Edward studied her. "What time did he come to
your house?"

"One in the morning. Where's his partner?"
She realized her hands were shaking and pressed them together to
still them. "And is — was — this man El Serpiente?"

"His partner is El Serpiente, and we don't
know where he is. Let's finish this business so we can bury the
bodies." Edward walked off, his boots crunching leaves and
twigs.

Her attention shifted from the dead Spaniard
to Fairfax, and her stomach torqued. Tenderness wreathed the
lieutenant's face as he draped the sheet back over the corpse's
head — the kind of fondness one reserves for an object of devotion.
He noticed her observing him then, regained his familiar
non-emotion, and rose. She backed away in revulsion and hurried to
Edward, who had paused beside the second body, leaving it
covered.

The third sheet-covered body drew her
attention, and a mechanical part of her brain registered details. A
scorched post nearby about five feet tall. A zone cleared of grass
and leaves around the post. Six buckets of dirt. Someone had
planned it well enough to take precautions against the fire getting
out of control.

Edward shook his head over the second body.
"We all know Jonah Hale was a rebel. St. James might have betrayed
them, and they took his life. Perhaps he and Hale betrayed the
group. Or perhaps the Spaniards killed St. James, and Hale, seeing
the blaze, hastened over and met his death at their hands. Ah, but
who killed the Spaniard?"

Her neck tingled, and she resisted an urge to
gape at Fairfax. She really didn't want to know what was going on
inside his head. Fortunately, Fairfax had untied and mounted his
horse. "I've picked over the area well in the last hour," he
snapped to Stoddard from the saddle. "Do let us know whether you
find evidence. And, by the by, there is a cure for pimples. You
find yourself a lusty wench and plough her every day and night for
a month straight — but I don't suppose you'd know about the plough,
having spent so long with your own shovel buried in guano."

Stoddard held Fairfax's gaze, and even
through Sophie's personal jumble of emotion, she couldn't help but
admire the dark-haired lieutenant's professionalism at expressing
only detachment. "My benefactor raised peregrines, not
seafowl."

Edward's mouth tightened, and steel infused
his tone. "Mr. Fairfax, you may fetch the surgeon now." He then
guided her to the third body, where the stench of incinerated flesh
dangled her on the edge of retching. Still, her nose tried to
identify another stench that the fire almost obscured. Edward
lifted the sheet.

The thing beneath it looked like a sketch
she'd seen of a pharaoh's mummy, shriveled and blackened. The
mechanical part of her brain took control again, sweeping her
scrutiny the length of the body, past charred clothing, up along
the withered face and familiar shape of the nose and brow, back to
the incinerated waistcoat and crispy remnant of trim she'd promised
to repair. No, this wasn't real!

She gagged. Tears cresting her eyes, she
bolted from the stench to the edge of the copse, dragged her apron
over her mouth, and half-sobbed, half-gagged several times. Her
tears dried up, yet she kept shaking. That burned thing had looked
demonic, not human. It wasn't Will. He couldn't be dead. She'd just
talked with her living, breathing father last night. The cremated
abomination wasn't Will, no, no, no!

Desperate for the release of tears, she
squinted toward the sun and blinked, but tears didn't come. Mathias
still stood beside his horse. She didn't blame him for not rushing
home to tell his stepfather. Old Jacob Hale adored his son,
Jonah.

Edward joined her, his face haggard. "We
found this on the body." He showed her a blackened ring. "His
wedding band?"

Her heart wrenched again. "We never
understood why he kept wearing it. He could have remarried."

"Do you want it back?"

She extended her hand and closed fingers over
the ring when he dropped it onto her palm. She imagined feeling her
father's heartbeat trapped within the ring, pulsing a whisper: "Not
dead."

Her chin jerked up. "It appears you no longer
need my assistance with the cipher."

"To the contrary, we need you to decode it
more than ever. In return, we shall place as much priority as
possible on bringing your father's murderer to the gallows."

The cipher's decoded message might hold a
clue to Will's murder, but it was more certain to provide
information of rebel espionage. Heartsick, she envisioned the
Crown's idea of justice as contingent upon first trussing up a spy
ring. "I'm unable to work on it today. Please tell Captain
Sheffield I shan't have the translation ready —"

"Sophie." He rubbed his neck. "Promise that
we shall have your cooperation. Promise you'll stay in your
house."

"I've already given you my word on the
matter." Grief and outrage plunged her ahead. "Folk will want to
pass along condolences to me. Am I still denied visitors?" He
hesitated, and she ground her teeth in desperation. "I've sworn to
you I'm innocent of dealings with the rebels! Allow me to come to
terms with my father's — with this catastrophe. Allow me
visitors."

"Very well. You may have one visitor at a
time for five minutes, and a soldier must be present during each
visitation."

Such a decision wouldn't go over well with
the garrison. Edward would have to soothe Fairfax, that watchdog of
regulations, and minimize the wildfire of gossip through the ranks
about the colonial frill who'd enchanted their commanding officer.
Perhaps Edward did love her. "Thank you."

"I shall visit you this evening."

She wished he needn't bother. She didn't
covet the company of someone who'd burglarized her house, and she
wasn't in the mood to hear Edward retract his offer from the
previous night. But he'd allowed her extravagant privileges. "Don't
bring Mr. Fairfax."

A dry chuckle escaped him. "I shan't."

Her father's ring tucked in her pocket, she
walked over to the horses, where she paused behind the blacksmith
before resting her hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry. I shall miss
Jonah." Her throat shuddered. A childhood friend murdered. Tears
gathered in her eyes, only to be dammed up again. She squeezed her
lips together and sniffed.

Mathias swiveled and embraced her, his voice
a whisper. "My condolences for the loss of your father, a friend to
all who —" He broke off. She felt tension in his body soar, as
though at any second he would dissolve into lamentation, but he
maintained control. "I shall find who murdered him and avenge his
death."

Did he speak of avenging Jonah or Will? "Stay
clear of the soldiers," she whispered.

He coughed with derision before grasping her
hand and walking with her a few feet from the horses. "Three
enemies of the Crown are dead," he said, low. "Don't expect the
redcoats to trouble themselves solving the murders. As far as
they're concerned, justice has been served." Determination fired
his expression. "If we want answers, we shall have to find them
ourselves. But you've been arrested."

"House arrest. A cipher supposedly intended
for my father fell into Major Hunt's hands. In exchange for
decoding it, I exonerate myself from involvement with the
rebels."

"Ah." He glanced over her shoulder. "Mr.
Stoddard draws near. You and I must speak again."

"I'm allowed no privacy with my
visitors."

He wrapped an arm about her shoulder and
raised his voice for Stoddard to hear. "Take heart. You aren't as
isolated as you believe." After releasing her, he retrieved his
rifle and reins and hoisted himself into the saddle. With a nudge,
he sent the horse eastward, back to town and the Hale smithy.

Stoddard brought her the horse she'd ridden.
In the seconds that she watched the diminishing figure of the
blacksmith on horseback, she concurred with Mathias. The redcoats
wouldn't exert special effort to solve the murders. That meant it
was the responsibility of the St. Jameses and the Hales to bring
the killers of their loved ones to justice. Plagued by doubts of
her father's love in his final months, she resolved that moment to
find his murderer and show herself a worthy daughter.
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Chapter Six

 


RANKLED OVER BEING implicated for the
broadsides, stunned by her father's death, Sophie clung to
composure while receiving condolences in her dining room. Who
killed Will St. James? The redcoats had motive to arrest and
imprison him, but burning him at the stake just wasn't their style.
Indeed, the manner of his murder, hallmark of someone hell-bent on
revenge, made his rebel cohorts, the mysterious El Serpiente, and
the Indians suspects. So, suspects she had aplenty, but as for
their motives —?

Private Barrows entered the dining room with
a sour look. "A savage is outside. Says his name is something like
As-say-see-cora." One shoulder jerked with dismissal. "Shall I get
rid of him for you?"

She sat forward. "Assayceeta Corackall?" Runs
With Horses, son of Madeleine le Coeuvre's adoptive sister,
Laughing Eyes — what brought him to Alton? He seldom ventured into
town.

"That's the fellow. You want to see him?"

"Please."

Barrows looked surprised. "But everyone
thinks the savages killed those men."

Foreboding twined with her grief. She stood.
"Please."

In contrast to the thud of Barrows' boots,
Runs With Horses glided into the kitchen, his moccasins a whisper
on the wood floor, his earrings and nose ring silent. Lines of
dotted, charcoal-colored tattoos ornamented his bronze, shaven head
and encircled his topknot of blue-black hair. A bandoleer of tiny
charcoal tattoos extended from left shoulder to right hip,
continuing over the portion of his right buttock visible outside
his breechcloth and coiling down his right leg like a rattlesnake.
He halted about two feet from her and bowed, the sigh of arrows
brushing together in his quiver and a rancid whiff of bear grease
the non-visual harbingers of his arrival. "Nagchoguh Hogdee." Paper
Woman.

The Creek slit enemies' throats, and flayed
them alive, and — heaven forbid — burned them at the stake, but
until she had a motive, she'd grant them the courtesy she'd always
given them. "You honor my house with your visit, Assayceeta
Corackall."

"As you have honored the house of my mother."
Behind him, Barrows leaned against the doorjamb yawning, bored with
condolences, perplexed by her choice of company. "The people send
well wishes. The journey of Will St. James separates from yours for
awhile, but Creator will again unite your paths."

Hardly the speech of a murderer or enemy.
Intrigue gleamed in the onyx depths of Runs With Horses's eyes,
sending a shiver through her. On a deep level, she sensed he wasn't
just spouting Indian-speak. "And how do you know this, friend of my
house?"

With peripheral vision Runs With Horses
ascertained Barrows' inattention and reined back disdain. "We saw
his spirit pass through the forest last night."

Yes, they would have, after all the times her
father had visited the village. She bowed her head, by then certain
the Creek weren't involved in Will's death. But unless the murderer
was found, they'd be blamed. Sorrow thickened her voice. "You bring
me great comfort. Thank you for your kindness."

Barrows escorted the warrior out. Sophie's
attention wandered all afternoon. Susana drenched her sleeve with
tears during her visitation. David kept a tight cover on his grief.
Between two visits from Alton's undertaker, thirty townspeople paid
their respects. She kept wondering what secret mission was worth
dying for in such a horrendous manner. The redcoats, the rebels,
the Spaniard: who killed Will? Through her head wove that column of
numbers in the cipher.

Back in her bedroom Sunday evening, she
studied the cipher while nudging ham and hominy around a pewter
plate with her fork. With a sigh, she shoved the plate aside and
cleaned her teeth. Then she set the supper tray at the top of the
stairs. Jollity from Mary and both soldiers carried upstairs.
Will's death created little stir in Mary's life, for it was Sophie
who managed the finances. "Mary! Fetch my plate. I'm done with
supper."

"Right away, Mrs. Barton."

In Will's room, Sophie eased into the rocking
chair and thought about rocking Betsy, all full of squalls, brawls,
and life, her dark hair tousled and damp. Five years later, she'd
rocked a boy babe, born too soon, until his hold on the earth
slipped away. Then she'd laid him to rest beside his tiny twin
who'd never mewed signs of life.

There'd been no solace from Richard Barton,
her second husband, away on business in North Carolina when she'd
borne the twins in Augusta. He was always away on business, even
when he was home. As soon as she could travel, she'd returned to
Alton with little Betsy, where her family had given her the solace
she needed. Not just her family, she recalled, but friends as well.
The Carey brothers and their wives stammered out platitudes.
Newlywed Joshua Hale and his wife were full of trite little sayings
about life and love. Jonah Hale had mumbled out an "I'm sorry,"
then scurried off because he was still mourning his wife, who had
succumbed to yellow fever earlier that summer — Jonah, whom she'd
never see again. Sorrow clutched the back of her throat and receded
without leaving her the relief of tears.

The visitor who stood out most in her mind
from that time was Mathias Hale. Unmarried after his Creek wife,
Stands Tall, had died in childbirth, he'd sat quietly with her one
morning. When she'd asked him why he didn't speak, he'd said, "I
figure by now everyone has said all the words and still not made it
better, so I'll sit with you and not say anything." His stoic
presence bolstered her more than anyone's shallow attempts at
cheer. Mathias, she reflected, had always been anything but
shallow.

The current of memories carried her farther
back to a summer afternoon eighteen years before, to one of her
earliest memories of Mathias's depth. A scant two weeks before she
was to marry Jim Neely, she and the girls stole clothes from the
boys at the swimming hole. On the opposite side of the pond she
discovered and swiped Mathias's clothing. A good sport about it, he
traded repartee while she returned articles of clothing one by one,
starting with his left moccasin.

When he'd bent to help her disentangle her
petticoat from brambles, across the ropy muscles and Creek tattoos
on his left shoulder she'd seen an outrage: faded scars, legacy of
his stepfather's wrath. Why did Jacob Hale beat him? Had Mathias
let the fire in the forge go out or been slow with the bellows? Not
likely. Jacob had never taken to his stepson, no flesh of his own.
But still, that was no reason for Jacob to beat him.

Didn't his brothers know their father beat
him?

Mathias had regarded her then, expression
composed, precursor to his solace over her twins. Of course his
brothers knew. How could they not know? Sophie, do me a favor
and don't say anything about it, he'd said. In fact, just
forget about it.

Sophie returned to Sunday, June 4, 1780 in
the dusk. How peculiar that sitting in her father's bedroom should
call to mind Mathias's depth. Yet something told her it wasn't
coincidence.

She pulled the wedding band from her pocket
and scrubbed scorch marks off with her fingernail. Tears pressured
her throat, but when she waited for relief, the flood didn't come.
Instead, a blaze in her insides burned the tears away. She didn't
want to weep. With her bare hands, she wanted to strangle every
redcoat, rebel, and Spaniard she could find. Will couldn't be
forever gone. She expected him to stomp in through the back door at
any moment calling for his supper. Exhaling despair and
bewilderment, she closed her eyes, and another memory trickled into
her head: Will with six-year-old Betsy on his knee.

 


***

 


"Grandpapa, what's your favorite
animal?"

"A horse. He's smarter than most men I know,
and he'll tell you who's the master."

"What's your favorite color?"

"Green. It's the color of the deep, untamed
wilderness."

"And your favorite number?"

"Three, for my three children and three
grandchildren."

 


***

 


Anxious, Sophie rose, pocketed the wedding
band, and brushed her fingertip over one of three painted wooden
soldiers ornamenting a bookshelf. Three clay pots of different
sizes each contained tobacco for Will's pipe. On his desk she found
quills for his inkpot and three seals. A shudder wove up her back
and stirred her imagination. Three.

Back in her room, the door closed, a lantern
lit, she opened Confessions to page seventeen and wrote the
third letter of the fourth word. Next to it she wrote the third
letter of the sixteenth word on page twenty-five, and from page
forty-nine, pulled the third letter of the eleventh word. By the
time she'd ferreted out twelve third letters from the book, she'd
cracked the cipher. Those letters spelled "Don Alejandro."

Night settled over Alton while she dipped her
quill in ink and extracted the message one letter at a time. Then
she sat back and whispered, "Gods." don alejandro de galvez
awaits you midnight june seventeenth near old fort beware the
serpent

She knew who "the serpent" was. Had Will been
supposed to meet a Spanish lord at midnight on June seventeenth but
been killed by the serpent? "Don Alejandro" might know something —
if she could talk with him.

Many forts in North America could be reached
by a man on horseback within two weeks of leaving Alton. Where was
the "old fort?" She correlated the page-word pairs with the letters
to make sure she hadn't missed any, but she'd used them all. Edward
wouldn't have kept any of the message from her. Perhaps Will had
known his destination in advance. Or perhaps the clue to his
destination was conveyed in another manner.

She rolled her head around to work kinks from
her neck, picked up the book, and examined scratches on the front
and back covers. None of it looked like secret code. The soldiers
had slit the covers, hoping for clues. She examined the spine,
still amazed that her father would tolerate material from a "damned
Papist" in the house. And St. Augustine, of all people.

The chill slid up her backbone again. St.
Augustine. San Agustín. Wasn't there an old Spanish fort at
St. Augustine in East Florida?

Having acquired East Florida from Spain after
the Old French War, Britain had booted most Spaniards out to
Havana, then concentrated military attention on the thirteen
colonies. The garrison and residents of St. Augustine formed a
stronghold of the king's friends. The city hardly sounded like a
haven for a meeting between a rebel courier and a Spanish lord,
unless the meeting was facilitated by an agent in St. Augustine.
How likely was it that a spy for Spain resided there?

The Congress was desperate for support from
another European power like France. Spain had declared war on
Britain in June of the previous year, then intrigued with France.
But Spain hadn't made an official alliance with the American
rebels. Even though rebels in the southern colonies won smaller
battles, such as that fought not far from Alton at Kettle Creek the
year before, the entire southern Continental army had surrendered
to the redcoats just three weeks earlier in Charles Town. The Crown
also held Augusta and Savannah. The rebels needed more direct
intervention from Spain. Earning approval of a Spanish lord who had
the ear of King Carlos couldn't hurt the rebel cause.

Time to make Edward aware that she'd cracked
the code so he could exonerate her, and she could find out what
else Mathias had needed to tell her. The folded paper in hand, she
headed downstairs, entered the front shop, and stopped short,
stalling a conversation between Barrows and Fairfax. Both men
looked at her. What the deuce was Fairfax doing there instead of
Edward? She slid the paper toward the pocket of her petticoat, but
Fairfax missed nothing. "Barrows, it appears Mrs. Barton has
completed her assignment."

"Yes. Inform Major Hunt that I've decoded the
cipher."

"Excellent." He strode forward and shot out
his hand. "I shall convey it to him."

"I'll give it to him when he arrives here
tonight."

"Unfortunately, he's occupied with new
issues." Was that worry in his tone? "He's unavailable to meet you
tonight. Give me the translation."

She hesitated a second too long. Seizing her
upper arm, Fairfax propelled her against the wall, where he pinned
her wrist. With a gasp of pain and astonishment, she released the
paper. He snatched it, still restraining her. "Mrs. Barton, can it
be that you don't trust me?"

Fear and anger twisted round each other in
her soul for a second or two before the same anger that parched her
of tears crushed the fear. Fairfax would love to cow her. Rather
than yielding to her desire to jam her knee into his groin, she
glared at him. "Whatever gave you that idea?"

He released her. "I'm glad we understand each
other. What have we here? Ah, Gálvez. Do you know who the Gálvez
are?" She shook her head. "They've distinguished themselves in
military service to the Spanish monarchy. Don Miguel: counselor of
war. Don José: minister of the Indies. Don Matías: captain-general
of Guatemala. Don Bernardo: brigadier-general and thorn in our side
in West Florida. While I've not heard of Don Alejandro, the family
is quite large. Cozying with the powerful Gálvez. How well this
fits with our anticipation of rebel activities. I'm intrigued. How
did you break the code?"

He thought she lied and was feeding the
redcoats a story they expected to hear. Anger firmed her jaw. "My
father's favorite number is three. Every letter in that message
represents the third letter in a word in Confessions. Each
word is identified in the list by page number and word number on
the page."

"Show me an example of this scheme."

Turning about, she exited the shop, but it
was too soon to breathe relief. Fairfax followed her up to her
bedroom. By lantern light, she opened the book to page seventeen
and brought the paper with the column of figures close while he
spread the translation open on her desk. "You see, the third letter
of the fourth word is a 'd,' and if you turn to page twenty-five,
the third letter of the sixteenth word is an 'o.'"

"I see that. Where is the location of the
'old fort' specified in the translation?"

While heading up the stairs, she'd decided it
would be a cold day in hell before she let Fairfax in on her hunch
about St. Augustine. "Did I receive all the cipher to
translate?"

"Yes, of course."

"Then that's the full message. I see no
destination."

Angelic radiance transforming his expression,
he stepped toward her, but she refused to retreat. His gaze tarried
over her face, as if her resistance intrigued him. "Are you being
honest with me?"

"Work it out for yourself. No destination is
mentioned."

He regarded her a moment longer before
sitting at the desk. While he flipped pages in Confessions,
she walked to the window and leaned on the sill, longing to feel a
breeze on her skin. After a few minutes, he stood and tucked the
papers into a breast pocket. "Thank you very much." He swept from
her room.

She descended to the shop in time to hear him
tell Baldwin and Barrows, "For no reason must she leave the house
tonight."

Eyes wide with incredulity, she stomped
toward them. "I've performed my duty! I'm no longer under arrest. I
must pay my respects to Jacob Hale."

"You'll stay in the house. Conditions have
changed."

She balled her fists. "What
conditions?"

"Someone manufactured a rumor about the
garrison that those idiotic savages believed and took issue with.
Major Hunt's orders. You remain in the house until he resolves the
matter. On the morrow, I'm sure you'll be allowed to pay your
respects."

The story was the biggest pile of hog dung
Sophie had ever smelled. The Creek near Alton were of White-Stick
persuasion, not Red-Stick. They'd been a peaceful people during her
whole lifetime. Were that not the case, she and other residents of
Alton would never have received invitations to join the Creek for
certain festivals. No, she was still under house arrest.
Fairfax had merely dressed it up in different clothing. "I must
talk with Major Hunt."

"I shall relay your message. We protect the
King's friends, Mrs. Barton. Remember that Baldwin and Barrows are
here as a service to you. Good night." With a bow, he was out the
front door, only to return in seconds, a clay flowerpot in his
hand. "This was on your front porch. Someone sending condolences, I
presume."

"Widow Flannery. Last night she promised to
send me something for my garden." Sophie retrieved the pot from
him, yellow daisies in dark soil. Odd, she could have sworn Mrs.
Flannery had told her she'd send herbs, not daisies. "Thank
you." Then she watched Fairfax leave again and finally let out that
slow breath of relief.

 


 


##########

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


MARY WAS FETCHING water from the well out
back near the kitchen building when Sophie noticed a sliver of
oiled paper protruding from the soil in the flowerpot. She held the
pot closer to the lantern in the dining room, dug out the oiled
paper, and unfolded it to find a strip inside displaying a cipher
similar to the one she'd just decoded. Bewildered by the find, she
jumped at the sound of Mary clattering to the back step with a full
bucket and jammed the oiled paper and cipher in her pocket. Her
expression composed, she stretched while the maid set the bucket on
the table. "I'm for bed. Turn in after you've watered these
daisies."

"Are those two soldiers spending the
night?"

"Yes."

"Well, then, at least we won't have to worry
about Spaniards or Indians causing us a fright in the wee hours of
the morning."

Hearing the clack of dice on the counter in
the shop, Sophie smiled with irony. "Such a comfort."

She poked her head into the shop and bade the
men goodnight before heading upstairs, feet dragging in pretense of
weariness. But behind her closed bedroom door, she rushed to the
desk and spread the new cipher open. Fairfax had left
Confessions on her desk. Did the new cipher use the same
key?

Within minutes, its message emerged:
serpent knows all old fort too dangerous leave immediately for
havana woman in black veil awaits you church of saint teresa.
Her imagination leaped.

If Don Alejandro hadn't already been diverted
to Cuba for the meeting, he might still expect to rendezvous with a
messenger in St. Augustine. She could pose as the messenger, meet
the Spaniard, and learn who'd murdered her father and Jonah Hale.
Perhaps she'd even help bring the murderer to justice.

Ah, but embracing such a plan required
freedom, a horse, and supplies. She had none of that. She slumped
in the chair with a ragged sigh, admitting the crazy, reckless
nature of the scheme.

Brooding, she rose, stuffed the new cipher
and translation into her pocket, dimmed the lantern, and lay back
on her bed. The night was moonless, the atmosphere heavy with
moisture. No breeze ventured inside her window. Sweat gathered
between her thighs, in the crack of her buttocks, and in her
armpits. She'd have been far more comfortable undressed to her
shift, but intuition prodded her that the night wasn't over.

For the information in the new cipher to be
legitimate, the courier must have gotten skittish at the sight of
soldiers at the house and decided to drop the pot off without
drawing attention to himself. The Red Rock closed at two in the
afternoon on the Lord's Day, so the courier would have had little
chance to hear that the recipient of the flowerpot was dead.
Therefore the probability was good that she wasn't dealing with a
false encryption, and she could trust the cipher.

Who was El Serpiente? A Spaniard, surely, but
from his actions, no ally to rebels or redcoats. She stared at the
ceiling. Her imagination, stimulated by books and business, yet
bound for years by scant contact with the educated world, ran amok.
So many different interests collided in the American War, but she
had yet to see any nation concerned for the people in the
colonies. What sort of world were these "interests" bequeathing to
her daughter and unborn grandchild?

Uncanny quiet held the night outside her
window, crickets and frogs reluctant to complete the melodies they
started, reminding her of more immediate concerns. Fairfax's story
about the Creek was absurd. Knowing her discomfort with him, Edward
wouldn't have sent him to her house. Something had happened to
Edward. Perhaps Captain Sheffield had had to assume command of the
garrison. She knew nothing of Sheffield, but she'd observed
Edward's sensible leadership style contributing to calm, fair
relations between soldiers and civilians in the four months since
his arrival. The repercussions for Alton, if he proved unable to
exercise his leadership, might not be pleasant.

Again she thought of his offer from the
previous night. She couldn't expect a better offer anywhere. She
had little money and was thirty-three, a woman with gray in her
hair and autumn in her womb. But she didn't love Edward. If she
never grew to love him, how satisfied would she feel with her
life?

Even thornier was the issue of class. And in
England, Edward would court and marry someone Betsy's age and beget
children upon her. Soon enough, Lady Hunt would develop finesse at
the non-intellectual means of taming her husband. When it came
right down to it, most males responded to that non-intellectual
persuasion with a predictable deficit of common sense. Did Sophie
want to be in the middle of all that?

Something scraped her window, so she rolled
over and looked out. Dark as the night had grown, she discerned an
oblong blot of midnight that lifted and scratched at her window
frame.

Fright ignited in her chest, and she sprang
from bed. Someone had scaled the side of the house and was balanced
atop the porch, trying to enter though her window. Time she took
advantage of the soldiers' duty to protect her.

"Sophie!" whispered the shadow. "Sophie!"

She hesitated. Was it someone bringing secret
word of her father's murderer, perhaps? She crept around the bed
and flung aside the curtain, where her gaze lodged on a Creek
warrior balanced on the porch roof and clinging to the side of the
house. A scream tightened her throat, but before it could escape
the man stuck his turbaned head inside. "Shhhh! It's me!"

Voice recognition routed out terror.
"M-Mathias!"

Earrings tinkling, the blacksmith glanced
down at the ground before turning back to her. "I must speak with
you. You're in danger. May I come in?"

She backed away, and he crawled inside
accompanied by the scent of pine straw. Seldom had she seen him
dressed like a Creek, and she tried not to gape at the picture he
created with feathers and shells, turban, tomahawk and knife,
breechcloth, leggings and moccasins. She yanked the curtains
closed. "What in the world are you doing out there?"

"The Creek have surrounded the garrison and
number over one hundred and fifty."

Her gape magnified. So Fairfax hadn't been
fabricating the story. One hundred and fifty Creek warriors. Many
must have been summoned from Red-Stick villages. "What's happened?
Have the colonists given offense?" Heavens, some clod of a farmer
must have flung the gauntlet and openly accused the Creek of the
murders.

"No, our business is with the British
alone."

Our business. Well, at least he was
clear about his allegiance. "But King George and the Creek have a
treaty —"

"Treaty? Bah! What is the worth of King
George's word if his soldiers will impersonate others to kill
hundreds of people?"

"What are you talking about?" Sophie
frowned.

"They've schemed with outlaws and mercenaries
to impersonate the Creek and massacre the townspeople."

"That's a rumor. Lieutenant Fairfax spoke of
it tonight. There's no logical reason for the soldiers to do such a
thing."

"Did logic figure into 'Tarleton's
Quarter?'"

"Oh, come now, the redcoats don't usually
massacre their prisoners, and I still haven't heard how this
hare-brained rumor originated."

"British intelligence reports that Spain has
launched an offensive to capture Georgia and Florida later this
summer —"

"British intelligence?" She looked askance at
him. He hadn't picked up that tip standing over an anvil. What
maelstrom had Will plunged into with El Serpiente and Don
Alejandro?

"Britain is sending seven hundred more troops
into Georgia with no time to expand the barracks at local
forts."

Mathias wasn't given to flights of fancy.
Rather, he had summoned the mindset of a Creek warrior. "You cannot
believe that Britain will butcher loyal subjects of the Crown, just
to accommodate soldiers! Major Hunt would never consent to such
wickedness."

"It appears that's why he's been recalled to
England."

"Recalled? But he told me that — that —"

"That he'd inherited family estates and
bought his way out?" Mathias ejected a short, soft laugh. "Not all
who wear the uniform are warriors. Major Hunt belongs on his
Hampshire estate, not on the battlefield."

Not only had Edward burgled her house, but
he'd lied to her about his reasons for returning to England. She
lifted her chin to stop her lower lip from quivering with
disillusionment.

"Tonight all hundred and fifty warriors will
make sure the soldiers don't impersonate us for such an
atrocity. Let Whites massacre each other if they must, but we won't
be cast as villains."

This was madness. Her heart stammered a beat.
"You're going to kill Major Hunt!"

"Only if he doesn't cooperate."

Sophie reflected that Lady Beatrice had best
keep her betrothal options open. "I still don't know why you're
here."

"I'm here to ensure your safety."

"There are two soldiers downstairs charged
with that duty."

"If we aren't satisfied with Hunt's
explanation, both of them are dead, along with as many others as we
can find tonight."

For the first time, she noticed his quiver of
arrows and bow. "You plan to guard me until the danger is passed.
Why?"

"A month ago, Will asked me to protect you if
danger ever came to Alton and he wasn't here." Ah, so her father
knew at least a month in advance that danger was coming. Mathias
took a step toward her. "I gave him my word I would do it."

"But why?" she whispered, although she
knew at the core of her soul.

"In all my life, few have given me respect.
Will dealt me far more respect than my stepfather, as have you,
your brother, and sister. It's a debt I can never repay."

A solid enough rationale, one that stood on
its own, but after almost two decades, she suspected Mathias's own
agenda played into it. It dawned on her then that his offer was an
avenue to freedom from the absurd house arrest. "If all you say is
accurate, I'm not really safe here. I must leave."

"Those two soldiers won't let you go, and I
won't attack them unless it becomes necessary to protect you."

"We don't have to let them know I'm leaving.
I can get out the window if you help me."

He propped fists on his hips. "Where would I
take you?"

"To the Creek village."

"That's the first place the redcoats will
look." From his expression, he realized the obvious with his next
breath, and he sealed his lips briefly over scorn. "Ah. They'll see
only what we wish them to see."

Better still, perhaps the redcoats wouldn't
find her in the Creek village because she'd be miles away to the
south, en route to St. Augustine. Now that she'd gotten that wild
scheme in her head, she couldn't turn it loose. Grasping for it was
far easier than embracing the finality of her father's murder.

Somewhere in the distance, they both heard
the report of a musket, followed by others. In the room below,
Barrows's voice rose. "Did you hear that? Zounds, it's war with the
Creek!"

Sophie seized her tote sack and threw in
toiletry articles, hair ribbons, and an extra shift and pair of
stockings while Mathias climbed back out the window. Ensign Baldwin
stomped across the shop floor. "Shut the windows. Block the
doors."

Out of intuition, she also threw the copy of
Confessions into the tote sack. Then she diapered her
petticoat together, slung the tote over her shoulder, extinguished
the lantern, and went to the window.

Mathias clung to the side of the house and
whispered, "Crawl out like this. Get your balance on your stomach
the way I'm going to show you, and then ease your legs over the
side. I'll wait on the ground and help you down." She watched him
roll onto his stomach, wiggle to the edge of the porch roof with
his legs dangling over the side, then drop out of sight.

Holding her breath, she crawled outside and
balanced on the roof. She eased the window shut, dropped her tote
over the edge, and let out her breath. Then she rolled onto her
stomach, slid her legs over the edge, and scooted backward. While
gripping the planks with her hands, she heard the approaching
gallop of a horse. "Mathias?" One of the planks splintered. She
clawed the roof for support.

He caught her about the waist as the plank
gave way, as Fairfax rode up, reined his horse back from a gallop,
and vaulted from the saddle. No doubt about it, the British
lieutenant saw a Creek warrior trying to spirit away a helpless,
senseless woman from Alton that he'd captured and slung over his
shoulder. "The devil — savages! Baldwin! Barrows! To arms!"
Achilles and Perseus sprang up from the porch and began barking.
Fairfax's infantry hanger sang with a metallic shhhling,
freed from its scabbard, while he sprinted toward Sophie and
Mathias.

Sophie found herself dumped hard on the
ground beside the porch. From inside the house, Mary screamed, and
Baldwin hollered, "Barrows, douse the light! Assume position!"
Sophie realized the two soldiers had misunderstood Fairfax. Rather
than rushing to the lieutenant's aid outside, they prepared to
repel hoards of Creek warriors from breaking into the house.

Meanwhile, the blacksmith staggered backward,
beyond reach of Fairfax's first swing, seeking the cover and shadow
of fruit trees along the side of the house. Out of sight from the
front windows, Sophie collared Achilles before he could lunge for
the two men. Both hounds barked and whined.

The curved sword's second whoosh through the
air curtailed when the blade embedded in a tree trunk. Growling,
Fairfax yanked at it. Mathias grabbed a branch and swung his legs
around. They caught Fairfax in the chest and knocked him away from
the trees and the hanger. Fairfax reached for his knife. Mathias
slammed a fist into the pit of his stomach. Then he brought both
fists down on Fairfax's right kidney. The lieutenant landed belly
down on the ground and didn't move.

Sophie rose, her tote on her shoulder. The
dogs' barking subsided, and they circled around, confused, curious,
sniffing at Fairfax and Mathias. "Are you hurt?" she whispered to
Mathias when he staggered over.

Breathing hard, he shook his head. "Even
better, I doubt he recognized me."

"He knows you were Creek." She stroked both
hounds. They pranced back to the porch, toenails clicking on the
boards. "Taking me to the village isn't wise. Hide me in the
smithy."

Adjusting the quiver, he whispered back, "I
am not leaving you in Alton tonight."

"Gods, but you're stubborn."

His smile gleamed in the starlight. "The pot
calling the kettle black, eh?"

She turned back to the dogs to hide a grin.
"Down," she said, her voice low. Achilles and Perseus flopped down
with sighs, relieved that the activity was over. "Stay."

Mathias signed for her silence. Then, hugging
the deepest shadows, they crept west, out of town and into the
rolling, lush wilderness of pines and hardwoods peopled by the
Creek Confederacy.
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Chapter Eight

 


THE FIRST TIME she awakened, night had not
yet surrendered the land. Unable to see more than dark, she lay
still, heart pounding with disorientation. Musty scents of deer
hide hammock and fiber blanket deepened her confusion. In the
distance a dog barked, competing for nocturnes with crickets and
frogs. Above her, a mockingbird experimented with Monday predawn.
Not far away, a man snored bass to the bird's soprano.

Sophie recognized the interior of a
wattle-and-daub house of the Creek village. The snoring came from
beyond a partition near her hammock: Hawk In The Sun, who was
husband of the village's ambassador and Isti Hogdee —
Beloved Woman — Laughing Eyes. At Laughing Eyes's groggy mutter,
his snoring curtailed with a grunt. He grumbled, and they grew
quiet. Sophie smiled at the familiar routine of urging a snoring
husband to roll on his side. She drew the blanket over her shoulder
and eased back to sleep.

Daylight awakened her the second time —
daylight and a conversation in Creek between Jacques le Coeuvre and
Laughing Eyes. Curious, she rose and pushed the window shade
aside.

Outside the lodging house, Jacques gestured
east toward Alton to emphasize a point. He wore a hunting shirt,
trousers, tomahawk and knife in his belt, and moccasins. A thin
strip of leather held his shaggy salt-and-pepper hair in a braid
down his back. Over his shoulder draped his haversack, and he
carried his musket. No doubt about it, he was ready to embark on
another adventure, rub shoulders with celebrities. Envy crawled
through Sophie.

Laughing Eyes nodded to him, the creases on
her face deepening. Almost three decades earlier, while in her late
twenties, she'd begun taking Mathias with her on visits to the
Europeans, allowing her adoptive sister's son to absorb the art of
diplomacy. Ayukapeta Hokolen Econa, they soon named Mathias: Walk
in Two Worlds. Naked from the waist up that morning, the Beloved
Woman wore a knee-length skirt of floral print. Strands of shells
and beads adorned her neck and bosom, and a myriad of flowers
twisted through the plaits of her black hair.

All those flowers triggered Sophie's memory
of her stroll home from the swimming hole that afternoon. Mathias
had stolen her mobcap, snagged wildflowers, and twined them into
her braid. Silly with summer, they'd made each other laugh by
convoluting sentence structure to an approximation of Shakespearean
English. A poetic side of him emerged that she'd never expected.
Along the way, the dark of his eyes had softened whenever he looked
at her.

Had it been eighteen years since then? It
seemed a hundred. At what moment in time had they turned from giddy
youths into duty-bound adults?

Jacques referenced the garrison, and Laughing
Eyes responded something about warriors. Sophie listened with
diligence but didn't know enough Creek to understand. Vexed, she
eased the shade back in place and began dressing.

Instinct told her there'd been no bloodshed
in Alton the previous night. The Creek village would be hopping
with activity otherwise. Finding no sign of a struggle in her
bedroom, the soldiers would conclude that she'd left of her own
volition, violating house arrest. With Fairfax insisting he'd been
attacked, the incident would appear schemed between Sophie and the
Creek. The redcoats wouldn't take that lightly. What had she
unleashed?

While she was drawing on her stockings,
Jacques rapped on the door of the hut. "Belle Sophie, you
are awake?" She stuffed her stockinged feet into shoes, set the
partition to one side, and opened the door. A blend of pleasure and
relief wove through his expression. "Ah, it is good to see you safe
and well after last night. May I come in?"

She stepped aside. "And where are you headed
today?"

His expression darkened. "Anyplace where
trouble is not, and that does not include Alton this morning."

"You'll not attend the funerals at ten?" She
closed the door behind him.

He shook his head. "Bad luck, my old heart
tells me, to leave town the same day I attend a funeral, even the
funeral of my nephew." He paced the interior of the hut. "What
possessed Mathias to bring you here last night?"

Chagrin gnawed her. "I coerced him. He wanted
me to be safe. Where is he?" Mathias had disappeared within minutes
of depositing her into the hands of his mother's adoptive
sister.

Jacques sneered. "He is in Alton, convincing
English pigs that no hostages were taken during that gross
misunderstanding. I do not know how the rumor originated among the
Creek, but I am certain that no one was slaughtered to make room
for troops."

She expelled relief. "Mathias thought the
real reason Major Hunt was surrendering command to Captain
Sheffield was because he'd been recalled to England for refusing to
commit atrocities."

"Bah. Hunt is wealthy. He bought his way out
of the war."

"I presumed as much. Then why did Mathias so
misread the situation?"

"The rumor infringed on the sacred honor of
the Creek people." The sneer contorted Jacques's upper lip. "Even
if the rumor vanished with the light of day, that lieutenant was
knocked out after he charged the Creek warrior with you —"

"Hah. Fairfax attacked Mathias with his
sword."

"As far as the pigs are concerned, you
escaped arrest. And although no one was injured in the
confrontation in town last night, the Creek are now suspect of
breaking their treaty —"

"I cannot go back to Alton, Uncle Jacques!"
She threw up her hands.

"Soldiers are on their way here. You must
return to Alton, or the Creek may be charged with abetting your
escape." He grumbled, "And already the whispers I hear are foul,
that the Creek murdered those three men."

Time to enlist qualified help for the cause.
She seized his upper arm and lowered her voice. "I'm leaving for
St. Augustine today. Find me a good horse and some supplies."

"Eh? Have you hit your head, belle
Sophie? St. Augustine is more than a week away by rigorous travel
over terrain no woman dare journey alone —"

"Get word to David that I require his
company."

Scowling, he shook off her hold. "What is all
this about?"

"Solving the murders of my father and
Jonah."

Disbelief faded from his face, and he studied
her. "Perhaps you had best explain everything. Keep your voice
low."

She told him about the ciphers, showing him
the second one and Confessions, and related the visit of the
Spaniards two nights before. The Frenchman's eyebrows bristled like
caterpillars, his beady gaze stung, and the veins in his ropy neck
stood out. "St. Augustine belongs to George the Third. Sophie, you
cannot go. You are a woman."

She stamped her foot. "I run a printing
press. My aim with a musket is excellent. I ride a horse better
than most men in Alton." From his expression, she wasn't getting
through to him. Exasperated, she realized her argument wasn't
convincing because in her heart she hadn't accepted her father's
death. "Jacques, the redcoats won't solve the murders! Someone did
them a favor and rid Alton of rebel spies. Don Alejandro de Gálvez
is a lead in the murders. He may be in St. Augustine. If the
soldiers are on their way here now to find me, you can either help
me get to St. Augustine, or you can hand me over to them." She
braced her fists on her hips. "I'll not return willingly to Alton
today."

"St. Augustine is a different world from
Hampshire."

"Then perhaps I shan't be followed to St.
Augustine."

His expression thawed. "Belle Sophie,
you may find the companionship of more than your brother on your
journey."

 


***

 


Inside the Moon Lodge, the smell of menstrual
blood blended with that of sweat, flowers, and a grass-and-herb
smudge. Two-dozen Creek women of various ages lounged around a fire
pit, the interior of the lodge dimmed by smoke. Some were naked
above the waist. Others wore floral print shirts like the one Two
Rainbows had loaned Sophie. They gossiped while having their hands
and feet massaged or their hair combed and braided. None seemed
concerned that eleven redcoats had ridden into the village a
quarter hour before and begun nosing around.

Three women entered bearing platters of cut
fruit and corn cakes. They served the food as if the menstruating
women were goddesses — which they were in Creek civilization,
exalted and one with Creator during their menses. Imagining the
townsfolk of Alton treating menstruating women with honor made
Sophie want to laugh. That idea had slim chance of generating
approval among those who regarded work as a moral good.

With a swirl of skirt fabric, Two Rainbows,
younger wife of the medicine man, pivoted from the small window.
"Nagchoguh Hogdee, a lieutenant comes." The Creek woman sashayed to
the opposite side of the fire pit and sat facing the doorway.

Her back to the door, Sophie shifted on her
mat and willed the muscles in her neck to relax. Surely Lieutenant
Stoddard wouldn't invade the Moon Lodge. Strands of shells and
beads around her neck chuckled, blended with the earthy murmurs
within the lodge. Earth, she told herself, I am earth as the other
women are.

Jacques's voice, steeped in indignation,
closed on the lodge from the outside. "What can you be
thinking?"

"The Moon Lodge is the only place in the
village we haven't searched."

Dismay and panic tore through Sophie. That
was Fairfax outside with Jacques, not Stoddard. Fairfax had
received movement orders. Why hadn't he left for South
Carolina?

"Uhchulee Nagonúhguh gave you his word that
Sophie Barton is not here." She almost smiled at the semantic game
the medicine man, Old Tale, had played with Fairfax. No, Sophie
Barton wasn't there, but Nagchoguh Hogdee was.

Indignation in Laughing Eyes' voice rang
distinct. Old Tale said something in Creek. "Monsieur le
Coeuvre," said Fairfax. "Please be so good as to translate for me.
I could have sworn this fellow spoke the King's English."

And so he did when he felt like it. The smile
plucked at Sophie's mouth. She fanned a fly away from her face.

"Uhchulee Nagonúhguh reminds you that the
Moon Lodge is a sacred place and that great Mico George has thus
far respected the customs of the people in this village —" A snarl
penetrated Jacques's tone. "— English pig."

Fairfax's voice lowered. "Curious,
Monsieur le Coeuvre. I detected neither the Creek words for
'English' nor 'pig' in the fellow's statement."

Jacques lowered his voice, too. "Translation
is a delicate and subjective art, impacted by the judgment,
personal experience, and prejudice of the translator — English
pig."

Oh, gods. She closed her eyes a moment.
Jacques le Coeuvre had just elevated himself to the top of
Fairfax's dung list.

"Tell the medicine man I follow orders to
search the entire village for Mrs. Barton."

The incongruity of the situation jolted
Sophie. Fairfax should be headed that moment to South Carolina for
his next assignment. Technically, neither Edward nor Captain
Sheffield was his commanding officer. Neither should have sent him
on such a search.

Fairfax paused the duration of a heartbeat.
"While King George does not wish to infringe on the customs of
natives, Mrs. Barton is a subject of the Crown, has violated
arrest, and must be taken into custody if she is here."

Wood clattered and feet shuffled outside —
warriors stepping before the lodge with spears. Movement within the
lodge stilled, and conversation ceased. Jacques dripped acid into
his voice. "You will have to get past them first. Now look
around you. At least a dozen warriors have you targeted. Even King
George is not mad enough to proceed on your course. Stand down,
Lieutenant, or you will die."

Seconds dragged by while Fairfax considered.
"Monsieur, extend King George's gratitude to the people of
the village for cooperating in this matter." The women in the hut
returned to their tasks. "Oh, and Monsieur, I encourage you
to use better judgment at translations in the future as your
personal prejudice may predispose you to making enemies." Gravel
and grass crunched beneath the lieutenant's retreat. Jacques
spat.

The trembling in Sophie's hands quieted.
She'd expected Fairfax to open the door and look around. But, when
threatened by warriors, even someone as unyielding as he couldn't
help but feel the negative pressure of transgressing the cultural
and sacrosanct boundary of the Moon Lodge.

As she assessed the elements within the lodge
— native women, smoky dusk, earthy smells — she reflected that
Fairfax was looking for a woman who held herself apart from the
Creek, not one who had removed her mobcap and let her hair riot
across her shoulders and back like a "savage." They'll see only
what we wish them to see, Mathias had said the night before.
Would Fairfax have recognized her, had he opened the door? The
British mouthed policies of protecting the natives, but they hadn't
the slightest idea who the natives really were.

Jacques tapped the door, his voice low.
"Nagchoguh Hogdee."

She rose and cracked the door open. "Are they
gone?"

"Oui."

She opened the door several inches. Over his
shoulder she took in activities in the village plaza — children
scuttling a ball around in the dust with dogs chasing them, two men
returning from a lake with fish, several other warriors negotiating
with traders. The ordinariness of it soothed her. "Thank you."

He inclined his head. "Your brother should
arrive within the hour. Mathias will rejoin us at noon with
transportation and supplies. And I have requested that Zack MacVie
meet me here in the village."

"MacVie?" She grimaced, recalling how he'd
stepped on her feet at the dance to discourage her sleuthing. Then
she remembered he was second-in-command for the Committee of
Safety. Her zeal over the St. Augustine lead had made her overlook
the potential complicity of her father's cronies in his murder. Not
a one of them had stopped by to pay his condolences on Sunday. They
might very well have double-crossed him. "Leave no stone
unturned."

A wicked smile twisted the Frenchman's lips.
"Ask the correct way, and MacVie will volunteer information."

She nodded. "If we go to St. Augustine, I
shall need a man's hat and clothing." Jacques arched an eyebrow at
her. "I shan't slow the party by riding a horse in a
petticoat."

His eyes twinkled. "You are a wanton,
belle Sophie."

She grinned. "Has it taken you thirty-three
years to recognize that?"

"Not at all."

 


 


##########

 


 



Chapter Nine

 


FINGERS INTERLACED BEHIND his head, the
hammock swaying beneath him, David contemplated flies scooting
around the ceiling of the guest hut in the heat of the day.
"Havana."

Sophie gave the hammock a push. "Have you
been there?"

He regarded her with amusement. "You know I'd
have told you if I'd wandered off to Havana. Now who'd have thought
the old man would go to a place so exotic?"

"Ben Franklin goes to Paris." She pushed the
hammock again. "I've heard he's courted more women in Paris than
there are women living in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and New
York."

"Three cheers for old Ben. Still, Paris isn't
tropical. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity."

"Does that mean you want to come along?"

"They have women, whiskey, and whist in
Havana. I'm in."

"But it isn't certain that we'll go to
Havana. We'll likely go only as far as St. Augustine."

"They have women, whiskey, and whist in St.
Augustine, too."

She smiled. David was such an uncomplicated
man. "Of course, should we need to go to Havana, there's the issue
of passage aboard a ship."

"The card tables of St. Augustine are
generous."

"I didn't plan for you to subsidize the
venture."

"And how are you going to pay for
it?"

"I have some money hidden away at the
house."

Clearing his throat, he sat up and rubbed the
back of his neck. "Uh, your supply is now in the hands of our
enterprising younger sister."

"What?"

"Along with Mother's garnets and the old
man's doubloons and horse pistols. For safekeeping, she said."

Anger balled Sophie's fingers into fists.
"'Enterprising?' You mean 'thieving,' don't you?"

He pushed himself out of the hammock and gave
her shoulder a squeeze. "Calm down. I was witness to her taking it.
That way, at least you know where all of it is, and she can't claim
your servant stole it." He spread his hands. "Look, you aren't an
heiress sitting on a fortune. The first lesson you need to
learn if you go off on this adventure is to accept the generosity
of others when it's offered.

"The second lesson you must learn is
that you won't always be in control. Dash it all, you've had that
printing business under your thumb your entire life. Month after
month, year after year, those columns in your ledger have added up
perfectly and balanced. But your debits and credits will be fouled
by the time you get to St. Augustine. If you go on to Havana,
forget about ever balancing anything."

Indignation yielded to reflection, smoothing
the pucker of her lips. "You think my life is boring."

"Abysmally so."

"I agree."

"Then why have you been chasing the
perpetuation of abysmal boredom on an estate in Hampshire?"

She frowned. Edward's offer was the fond
fancy of so many women. Why hadn't she accepted it Saturday night?
"I'd be lodged in a townhouse in London, not in Hampshire."

David rubbed his chin. "Oh. That's a
different offer and a point in Hunt's favor. You wouldn't be bored
in London unless his money ran out or he lost interest in you. But
somehow I just don't see you in London." He took her hand and
patted it. "My dear sister, you've set this ship a-sail on the open
seas and given her a bearing. Let others trim the sails and tack to
keep her on course. The ship will find harbor, I assure you. And
don't worry about the print shop. With six brats running around,
ink creates an appealing diversion for Susana right now."

"You must be joking. She hasn't touched that
press in fifteen years." But Sophie knew her absence was just the
opening Susana had been waiting for.

David's grin took a bawdy bend around the
corners of his mouth. "I suspect it's like climbing in the saddle
after you've been out of it awhile. Comes back to you with hardly a
hitch."

She pulled away to hide a blush. David wasn't
talking about horses. Eight long years it had been for her. "What
would you know about being out of the saddle?"

"It was an intelligent guess."

Outside the hut, they heard MacVie
approaching. "Better not be wasting my time with this, Jacques. I
got a fence to repair before the new hogs arrive. And that ghoul,
Fairfax, is harassing me."

Sophie caught her brother's eye. "Let me
handle this."

Jacques opened the door for the hog farmer
and assumed a position just inside. MacVie removed his hat, nodded
to David, and stared at Sophie. "Mrs. Barton! We heard you were
kidnapped." His gaze encompassed her loose hair and the strands of
beads and shells atop Two Rainbows' shirt, and his lip curled.
"Perhaps something worse than kidnapped."

She clasped hands behind her back and
regarded him with a cool eye. "When was the last time you saw my
father alive?"

He looked at the ceiling and hummed several
seconds before returning an indulgent smile. "Oh, nine o'clock
Saturday night."

"Where?"

"At the dance."

"You didn't encounter him alive after the
dance was over?"

"No." He wiped his nose on the back of his
sleeve.

"When did you last see Jonah Hale alive?"

"About the same time as Will, right after the
dance started." His tone hardened. "Why are you asking
questions?"

"Where were you between ten Saturday night
and two Sunday morning?"

"Not that it's any of your business, but I
was at the dance, and then Donald, Charley, and me had a couple
rounds at Donald's house before I went home to bed. Find fault with
that."

"I will. We suspect you of complicity in my
father's murder."

His face contorted. "How dare you say that?
He was my friend!" He bared teeth. "I don't care if you're his
daughter. I don't owe you anything."

She ignored his statement but not the
sentiment. MacVie despised her, so she'd best watch her back. "Some
friend you are. You never came by Sunday to offer condolences. Not
a one of you rebels did. And you seem to have forgotten that I
witnessed an argument between you and my father just before the
first dance. I overheard you say to him, '...just you and Jonah,
eh?' He and Jonah are now dead. Coincidence? I think not."

"I don't have time to listen to your
foolishness —"

"I shall be blunt then. You rebels betrayed
my father and Jonah Hale because you were bought out by a Spaniard
known as El Serpiente."

The momentary widening of his eyes indicated
surprise and panic galloping through him. Zack MacVie, defender of
the patriot cause, had been nabbed. "E-El Who?"

"You're such a terrible liar. Two Spaniards
came looking for my father at our home early Sunday. One was flayed
alive on your property not long after. The other was El Serpiente."
She balled her fists. "You know him."
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