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Chapter One
SERENADED BY PREDAWN cricket chirp and frog song on July 11, Betsy Sheridan paced in the dining room, already dressed in her shift, short jacket, and petticoat. Her stomach uneasily negotiated the collision of oily pork odor from Monday night's supper with leather's rich pungency from Clark's shop. She knew better than to blame the queasiness on being four months along with child.
News delivered at suppertime had driven nettles of anxiety into her soul. Her mother and uncle captured by Lower Creek Indians in East Florida — good gods. The Lower Creek didn't treat their prisoners to tea parties. Imagining her mother Sophie and her Uncle David tortured in creative, native ways made her gut feel like a blazing spew of grapeshot.
At the window, she breathed in familiar morning scents wafting from the back yard on a cool breeze: sandy soil entwined with red veins of Georgia clay, wood smoke, pine resin. "Pregnant nose," the midwife had called her heightened sense of smell. Out back, King Lear the rooster crowed. With Clark's apprentices arriving at seven, Betsy had best fetch the eggs and start breakfast soon. Perhaps the morning routine would ease some of her anxiety.
Her lit candle held aloft, she paused outside the cobbler's shop to peer up the stairway. Annoyance rifted her anxiety at the soft snores issuing from their bedroom. Clark wouldn't have overslept had he not stayed up for that midnight delivery of Cordovan leather from Sooty Johns. Betsy had never liked Johns, a greasy little peddler. Because she, curious, had tiptoed downstairs to watch the two men unload the leather, and they thought her asleep the whole time, the delivery had felt illegal.
In the shop, she lit and hung two Betty lamps. Her gaze skimmed over the counter where she kept the ledger and lodged on the workbench piled with Cordovan leather. Magenta by lamplight, it almost assumed the hue of coagulated blood. Spain. Why should Spanish leather be delivered early Tuesday morning to John Clark Sheridan, a British sympathizer, ostensibly one of Spain's enemies? A shudder rose in her, and she wondered whether she should hide the leather.
Not that she needed more to worry about. Shaking off her concerns over the delivery, she walked to the workbench and pushed aside an awl and two cowhide boots to make room for her candle beside a small mirror. The action of settling her mobcap atop her braided dark hair eased her stomach. After a final inspection to ensure a trim appearance, she stood.
One of the cowhide boots slid off the bench, so she leaned over and snagged it. When she propped it beside its mate, she spied a sliver of paper between heel and sole. Curious, she pried it out and read Mrs. Filbert's daughter is Sally in her husband's handwriting.
Odd. Who was Mrs. Filbert?
Betsy tilted the paper closer to the candle. Here, now — what was that? Writing appeared on the edge of the paper nearest the heat.
Amazed, she passed the rest of the paper above the flame. Bluish script gibberish and three-digit numbers filled in the page, some sort of cipher. She waved the paper around. It cooled, and the writing vanished.
A chill brushed her neck. Clark had planted a secret message in the boot. Should she tell him she'd found it?
More anxiety wound through her. Bad enough that her family on the St. James side was in so much trouble lately, but now her husband was involved in questionable deals. When they'd married in January, she'd dreamed of leading a normal, uneventful life: helping him with his business, raising children, tending the garden and house. By the lamplight of that Tuesday morning, though, her optimism looked as naïve as that displayed by fifty-six Congressional delegates who'd signed their names to a declaration of independence from George the Third's rule. Four years later, thousands of redcoats still occupied the thirteen North American colonies.
Another crow from King Lear prompted Betsy's attempt to wedge the paper back in the heel. Unsuccessful and exasperated, she shoved the note into her pocket, lit a lantern, and bustled from the shop with it. The back door squeaked when she exited from dining room into garden, and Hamlet and Horatio loped around from the front yard, tails awag in greeting. She paused to scratch behind the hounds' ears, and memory caught up with her.
Almost two months earlier, during her mother's last visit to Augusta, they'd sat in the dining room sipping herbal tea, and Betsy told her the news: You shall be a grandmother before Yule. They'd laughed and embraced through tears of joy, and for the first time ever, Sophie had talked with her as one mother to another, dissolving the physical distance between them that seven years of living apart had imposed. But now, captive of the Lower Creek...Betsy blinked away the salty mist of misery, her stomach afire again with apprehension.
She stumbled a few steps before righting herself and continued down the path to the henhouse. The dogs bounded away to the front of the house. A sparrow began his reveille. The earth smelled cool, damp, and ripe. Inside the henhouse, she hung the lantern on a hook and grabbed a basket. The hens welcomed her with soft clucks, the acrid odor of their droppings magnified by her nose.
"Well, Titania, have you an egg for me this morning?" The hen shifted to allow Betsy's groping fingers access to straw only. She proceeded to the next hen. "You, Desdemona? Alas, no egg." She straightened. "Strange. Perchance you need a change in diet. Well, I'm sure to find something from Portia. No? Oh, very well, you did lay two eggs yesterday." She fumbled beneath more hens without success, and an eerie sense of familiarity spread through her. The only other time this had happened was when all the eggs had been collected as a prank just prior to her arrival.
She lowered her voice, not daring to believe. "Uncle David?"
She heard amusement in his voice outside the henhouse. "I cannot play that trick on you twice, can I?"
She raced out and flung her arms around dark-haired, lanky, handsome David St. James who'd no doubt passed the night in the arms of a certain wealthy, lovely widow in town. Small wonder the hounds hadn't alerted her to his familiar presence. "Great thunder, it is you, and you're all right!" She smacked his cheek with a kiss. "Oh, gods, when I heard the news yesterday, I could scarcely eat or sleep for worry." She tugged him toward the house. "Clark has been so worried, too. But you've escaped the Indians!"
David braked their progress toward the house. "Don't tell your husband or anyone else that you've seen me."
"Why not?" She noticed her uncle's hunting shirt and trousers and checked herself. "You're running, aren't you? Mother, too."
"Yes."
"Just like Grandpapa Will."
She watched David's stare home on her. "What do you mean?"
"He was hiding in the henhouse yesterday morning."
David darted a look around. "Where is the old man?"
"Probably in South Carolina." Cynicism seeped into her voice. "That's where he seemed to think he could lay low with rebel friends because he landed himself in all that trouble with the redcoats last month. Running a spy ring from Alton, printing incendiary broadsides, escaping to Havana to intrigue with the Gálvez family. The Gálvez family. Zounds. How did a printer from a frontier town, ever catch the eye of people so high up in the Spanish court? And what did he expect from all that intrigue? Surely not a pardon. I don't suppose he'll ever learn, will he? So I fed him breakfast and sent him on his way before it grew light. And where's my mother?"
"On her way to a Cherokee village in South Carolina." He glanced at the sky. "And since I don't want to be recognized on the road, I must away to Williamsburg before it gets much lighter." His tone became shrewd. "I'm here only to assure you your mother is safe and well, and she sends you her love."
The unreality of the situation descended on Betsy. She felt as though cotton stuffed her head. "A redcoat from our garrison came by last night to relate the news. You and Mother had been arrested as rebel spies after chasing Grandpapa to Havana. Then you were captured by Indians north of St. Augustine while the redcoats were escorting you back to Georgia. You and Mother, rebel spies? Hah. Perchance if men bore children, yes. Why don't you tell me what really happened."
David ejected a soft laugh. "Well, we did go after the old man, but it was for his own good. We aren't rebel spies, and it's a great misunderstanding that would take me too long to explain. Rest assured, though, that your mother is safe for now."
Betsy frowned. Of course it was a misunderstanding, and no one could dance a reel around the truth like her uncle. "When shall I have the full story?"
"When someone has the time to explain it."
Ah, no. He wasn't going to escape without explaining the greatest mystery of all. "Surely you can tarry long enough to clarify one detail. Wait here while I fetch what arrived by post yesterday and show it to you."
"Very well, but hurry."
She bustled up the path, flung open the back door, seized the package from within a cupboard, and trotted back out to David. "See here, this was addressed as follows: 'To Mrs. Betsy Sheridan in Augusta, Georgia.' Well, go ahead and see what's inside."
Stupefaction and recognition flooded his voice when he examined the parasol and lace veil within. "I don't believe it."
She set the box and its contents down next to the basket of eggs David had collected. "There's a brief letter here somewhere. Who is Miguel de Arriaga, author of the letter?"
"Captain of a Portuguese merchant brig, the Gloria Maria."
"So you and Mother had quite an adventure!" Awed and envious, Betsy straightened and handed him the letter. Then she leaned inside the henhouse, unhooked the lantern, and held it to illuminate Captain Arriaga's script on the page.
David skimmed the letter, and she followed the path his eyes took over it, having already memorized the contents:
MADAM:
Your Uncle and Parents were Passengers aboard my Ship, the Gloria Maria. I gave this Parasol and Veil to your Mother, a remarkable Woman, and she lost them in Havana when British Soldiers captured her. If you see her again, please give them to her and tell her I tried to help.
I am Madam
Your humble Servant
Miguel de Arriaga
"How did Captain Arriaga find me?"
"Your mother told him about you." Her uncle folded the letter with haste and handed it back to her. "Here you go. Now I must away."
She'd once seen a large-mouthed bass wiggle off a hook with greater finesse. "Oh, no you don't." After tossing the letter into the box, she seized her uncle's arm. "You tell me what the captain meant by my 'parents.' No more pretense. Look at me. Dark hair and eyes, olive skin. And these cheekbones! Both my mother's husbands had blond hair and blue eyes. I couldn't be the daughter of either of them. So who was — is — my father?"
David squirmed, trying his best to get off that hook. "Your mother's the one who must have this conversation with you."
"But she's on her way to South Carolina, and you're here." Betsy released him and set the lantern down. "She's with my father, isn't she? I shall go looking for both of them so I may have a proper explanation."
"Come now, you've more sense than to travel into a war-torn colony."
She jutted her chin forward. "You tell me, then."
He sighed. "Your father is Mathias Hale, a blacksmith from Alton."
Astonishment shot through her. "Hale?" She had a vague recollection of the Hale family as respectable blacksmiths in her hometown of Alton, south of Augusta. The wonder of discovery began arranging perplexing pieces of her past into a logical picture. "That's why Mother sent me here to be fostered with Lucas and Sarah seven years ago. I must resemble my father or someone in his family, and she wanted me out of Alton." Confusion trailed off her words. She blinked at her uncle "Why didn't Mother marry Mr. Hale? Was shame or hardship involved?"
David held up his hands. "Another long story which I've no place or leisure to explain. Forgive me, but I must begone." He strode to the back of the henhouse and unhitched his horse.
She tracked him, her thirst unquenched. "Is he a good man?"
"Yes, a very good man."
"Well, then, I truly don't understand why she didn't —"
"Betsy." He turned to her and seized her shoulders. "You must leave it for now."
"But can you not imagine what it's been like for me, Uncle David, to never have had a father? In all my seventeen years, I've had uncles, a stepfather, and grandfathers, but they haven't been my father."
"You shall meet him someday, I know it. He's that kind of man. But now isn't the time to look for him." David pressed a kiss to her forehead, released her, and climbed into the saddle with his fowler. "Don't go to South Carolina."
Betsy stepped back, certain she exuded defiance in her stance. "Why not?"
He wagged his finger at her. "I mean it, Betsy. Don't go to South Carolina. And, for that matter, stay clear of Alton for awhile, especially a lieutenant by the name of Fairfax."
Oh, faugh. Her uncle's "enemies" were all cuckolded courtiers of wealthy widows. She sweetened her smile. "Not to worry."
The paling sky outlined perplexity in her uncle's posture. As much as he enjoyed women, he'd never figured out what to do with those who were headstrong. "I cannot command you to anything, can I?"
"Good luck in Williamsburg, Uncle David." She blew a kiss.
He shook his head, reined his horse around, and trotted it from the yard with a final wave. Betsy watched until the gloom of dawn swallowed him before retrieving the lantern, eggs, and box. Then she ambled back to the house escorted by the aria of a mockingbird.
So. Her kinfolk had evaded the Crown's "justice" upon the gallows and torture at the hands of Indians and were en route to sanctuaries in other colonies. And for the first time in her life, she had a father: a blacksmith, a "very good man." At the back step, she paused to address the sky, her shoulders back, her face aglow. "Mathias Hale," she whispered, "expect me soon."
##########
Chapter Two
THE STAIRS GROANED liked a gouty old man, testament to Clark's descent, but Betsy continued dusting the counter, her back to the door, pondering exile imposed on her uncle and mother, her husband's note hidden in the cowhide boot, and a blacksmith named Mathias Hale. Clark entered the shop sniffing the air, and she heard his grin. "Coffee, and mmm, biscuits with your blackberry jam. What's the occasion?"
She tried not to sound piqued or nervous. "No occasion." The apprentices hadn't arrived yet. Perhaps now was the time to talk with him about the secret message. "Clark, I —"
"Ah, sweetheart." He embraced her from behind and nuzzled her neck through her tucker. "I'd have been up early, too, if my kin were prisoners of the Indians. I'm surprised you slept at all last night."
Some of Betsy's tension diffused, and she turned to face him. Thank the heavens her husband wasn't an insensitive lout. A tremble not entirely feigned caught her lower lip.
"Hush, now, let's have none of that." He gathered her in his arms, and they cuddled, the fine, navy wool of his coat warm on her cheek. Never mind that his nose was crooked and his face too narrow. To her, that twinkle in Clark's blue eyes made him handsome. Besides, few were impervious to his boyish charm. She slid her hands beneath his coat to his breeches, tan wool like that of his waistcoat.
"Madam, know that if you don't stop squeezing my arse, those biscuits will harden."
Biscuits, right. She kept her hands on his buttocks and indulged in his good morning kiss, letting the citrusy scent of his soap on his skin drain more tension from her. Some women lost interest in their husbands after becoming pregnant, but she'd never felt more lustful.
"I hope you baked enough biscuits for the boys."
"Boys? In case you hadn't noticed, Tom is my age."
"Yes, I had noticed. And speaking of Tom —" They heard shoes scrape the front porch. Clark released her with a wink, grabbed a biscuit, and headed for the front door. She followed with the entire basket of biscuits.
When Clark opened the door, she smiled at the entrance of tall, gangly Tom Alexander, forever one size larger than the coat, waistcoat, and breeches he wore, no matter how quickly his mother sewed. "Good morning! Bless me if you aren't the only one who's always here a little early. Have a biscuit?" But sandy-haired Tom didn't lunge for several biscuits. Nor did he flush and shyly return her smile as usual. He didn't even gawk at all that Cordovan leather, set aflame by a beam of sunlight.
Instead, he fidgeted his cocked hat in his hands, a crease of concern between his gray eyes. "You folks haven't been out front yet this morning, have you? Better come take a look."
The three walked out and turned to face the front of the house. Daylight illuminated the message TORY SCUM painted red across the gray wood siding on the first floor.
Shock rammed through Betsy. Augusta was full of Whigs, but she never believed they'd vandalize a neighbor's home. Clark wasn't outspoken in his political beliefs.
The dogs trotted from around back, and Tom patted Hamlet's side. "Clark, did you hear any suspicious noises last night?"
"No."
"Dogs bark?"
"No."
Betsy's jaw slackened with distress. The vandal was someone familiar to the hounds. Otherwise they'd have bayed an alarm. Her uncle wouldn't deface the home of kin. Plus a man on the run had no time to dally with paint. A more likely culprit was Sooty. But why would he do that to a client?
Clark touched the lettering. "Dry."
Tom stripped off his coat. "I'll help clean it off."
"Thanks, Tom."
Betsy recovered her mettle and cleared her throat. "Since the paint's already dry, gentlemen, removing it can wait fifteen minutes. I've a pot of coffee inside, and I don't make biscuits every day."
***
Neighbors and their children pitched in with scrubbing, even the Sweeneys and the Cochranes, Whigs. Sarah and Lucas O'Neal, first cousins to Betsy's mother, lent a hand. Sarah removed a second batch of biscuits, burned, from the beehive oven out back before guiding a fretting Betsy inside. "Off your feet. I shall manage." When Betsy protested, her foster-mother shushed her with a St. James expression she'd seen her mother wear. "The day will only get longer, and you want the baby's cooperation."
Clark's friend, Lieutenant Adam Neville, who'd arrived to investigate the crime, popped inside wearing a smile and his Loyalist Rangers' hunting shirt and trousers. Twenty-five years old, like Clark, Adam removed his hat and bowed to Betsy and Sarah, manners impeccable despite having fought rebels in the East Florida swamps beside Colonel Thomas Brown. "Morning, ladies." He assessed Sarah's competence at replenishing biscuits, ale, and molasses switchel, and nodded his approval to Betsy, his brown eyes warm. "Listen to Mrs. O'Neal, now, and stay off your feet. That's a hot sun out there."
"Yes, sir." With humor, Betsy saluted him from her chair.
Several off-duty soldiers and Rangers — friends with whom Clark shared ale at the White Swan — arrived with brushes and buckets. Shoulder to shoulder they worked: Whig and Loyalist, soldier and civilian. They discussed the weather, crops, midsummer fair, and new babies. Nobody talked politics.
Late morning, amid children playing Thread the Needle and Prisoner's Base, potluck appeared on blankets in the front yard — ham, squash cooked with apples, fruit pastries, molasses bread — along with grandmothers who shooed away inquisitive dogs and flies. By mid-afternoon, the Sheridans sported the cleanest house north of town center. Everyone shook hands and congratulated themselves on an event no less festive than a barn raising — one that had, as a bonus, worn excess energy out of several dozen little boys and girls.
In the dining room, Betsy pondered what to do with the leftover food, when she heard Hamlet and Horatio baying in the front yard. Strangers.
From the window, she spied Clark striding around front with his axe. After grabbing his fowler and cartridge box, she headed for the front door and peered out the window.
Their coats blazed scarlet by patchy afternoon sunlight, their muskets resting across their thighs, six unfamiliar soldiers sat on horseback in the yard gazing down at the hounds. Dust and sweat lined the men's faces. Betsy watched Clark round the corner of the house and heard him whistle. The dogs quieted and meandered to him. "Afternoon, gentlemen. May I help you?"
A young lieutenant with dark hair removed his cocked hat. "Good afternoon, sir. I'm Lieutenant Michael Stoddard, sent out of Alton by Captain John Sheffield. I've business with Elizabeth Sheridan. They've told me this is her home. Do you know where I may find her?"
"Ah." Clark gestured for the soldiers to dismount, propped his axe against the side of the house, and shook the lieutenant's hand. "How do you do. I'm John Clark Sheridan, her husband. Betsy? Hallo, Betsy! You've visitors."
A diminutive chill drifted up her spine. What did the soldiers want with her when they should be tracking her wily, old Grandpapa Will St. James, the rebel who dared collaborate with enemy Spaniards? Had they sniffed her mother or uncle's escape? She set down the fowler and ammunition, walked out to Stoddard, and curtsied. "Good afternoon. I'm Betsy Sheridan."
Reins in his hand, the officer stood at attention and inclined his head. Her first impression, that he was but twenty years old, arose when she spotted a few pimples on his chin, but she realized from the responsibility in his dark eyes that he was probably three or four years older — of average height and build, not at all an uncomely fellow. "Lieutenant Stoddard out of Alton." From inside his coat he removed a sealed letter, which he presented to her.
She broke the seal, opened the letter and read:
10 July 1780, Town of Alton
MADAM:
For the Purposes of Formality, I am desirous of tying up a few loose Threads regarding this disturbing Business of your Grandfather, Mother, and Uncle. Therefore I beg leave that you grant me an Audience. You and Mr Sheridan are welcome to join me for afternoon Tea on Wednesday 12 July. Please accept Lieut Stoddard and his Soldiers as Escort. I shall see that you are given a suitable Escort for your Return to Augusta following our Audience.
I am Madam
Your obedient Servant
Captn John Sheffield
Mrs Elizabeth Sheridan nee Neely
Betsy reread the letter, noting Sheffield's wording. She wasn't under arrest or being commanded. This was a social event, and her husband was invited. Except for the presence of the soldiers, she sensed no pressure in the arrangement. Considering that highwaymen often roamed postal roads, the soldiers represented a generous gesture from Captain Sheffield. She'd wanted an excuse to go to Alton and begin her search for Mathias Hale. Here was that excuse.
So why the twinge of foreboding?
She folded the letter. "Clark, shall we have afternoon tea on the morrow with Captain Sheffield?"
"Must we stay overnight with your Aunt Susana?"
"It's just for one night. Come now. For that time, you can nod your head at her gabbing and bite your tongue."
"Oh, very well. I shall make arrangements with the neighbors to look after the animals while we're gone."
Betsy smiled at Stoddard, who relaxed for the first time in her presence. "I shall be delighted to take tea with Captain Sheffield. What time shall we away in the morning, Lieutenant?"
"Look for our escort at seven o'clock. Thank you, madam, sir." Stoddard signaled his men to remount and climbed into his horse's saddle.
Clark's smile was all charm. "You're a man after my heart, Mr. Stoddard. Nothing like an early start to escape the heat, eh? And matters must be blessedly slow for you fellows in Alton if Captain Sheffield could afford to send his lieutenant."
"Er, no, sir. We've some cattle thieves about." Stoddard paused, and his voice flattened with discretion. "The lieutenant formerly stationed in Alton is there through this Thursday, so Captain Sheffield felt he could spare me to assure you of his good intentions."
Stay clear of Alton for awhile, especially a lieutenant by the name of Fairfax David had said. Was the officer to whom Stoddard referred Lieutenant Fairfax? From Stoddard's reserve, she assumed the two of them had had a tiff. After all, one too many lieutenants in a garrison of only forty was bound to generate some epaulet crowding, and officers rubbing each other the wrong way was nothing new in the British Army. But as she watched the redcoats ride away, foreboding prodded her that she shouldn't have accepted Sheffield's invitation. Alas, with the recent actions of her family, she couldn't back out of the trip without generating suspicion.
***
She awakened deep in the sticky summer night and found the bed empty of Clark except for the scent of his soap. Recognizing the faint sounds of her husband tinkering around in the shop, she wondered why he couldn't sleep. Her stomach growled. Maybe they could both use a snack. She climbed from bed and eased open the door.
A conversation in the shop halted her descent. What business had anyone with Clark so late at night? Had Sooty Johns returned? Clark said something indistinguishable. Then she discerned a man's voice, Spanish-accented: "To Camden?"
"Yes, Basilio." That was Clark's voice.
Wide-awake, Betsy sneaked down a few steps where she could remain in shadow but observe. Her eyes bulged at the sight of two Spaniards headed for the front door, one carrying the cowhide boots. "Luck to you, Clark."
Clark ushered them out. "And to you."
Baffled and disquieted by the visit, Betsy retreated upstairs and crept into the tiny front room, soon to become the nursery. The window overlooked the yard and let her observe the Spaniards mounting horses while the dogs circled, their tails wagging in recognition. After the Spaniards headed their steeds to the road, the dogs trotted back to the porch.
Clark shut the door, and she sneaked back to bed. In another minute, he shuffled in, shucked his clothing, and sank into bed with a sigh of exhaustion.
She considered what question to ask him first. Did Sooty vandalize the house? How many times had the Spaniards visited? Did they give Sooty the Cordovan leather? Where were they taking the boots? Why was a Loyalist secretly meeting men from a country at war with Britain? And to whom was he sending secret messages in the heels of boots?
While she debated, he fell asleep. She lay awake staring at the ceiling, instincts screaming that her husband had plunged into something very ugly. She wouldn't be able to address it with him on the morrow, not surrounded as they'd be all day by British soldiers. But she must confront him soon afterward and find out what was going on. She laid her right palm on her belly, where she'd imagined flutters in the past few days. No venture was just about Clark and Betsy Sheridan anymore.
##########
Chapter Three
IN THE COOL of a morning mist, apprentice Tom Alexander showed up to ready the horses. When Betsy unloaded potluck on him for his family, he gazed at her, astonished, and blushed. Clark never seemed to notice how he got clumsy or blushed when she was around, maybe because Tom wasn't offensive about it. She'd considered fixing him up with a good wife, but alas, there just didn't seem to be any suitable candidates in town.
The soldiers arrived at seven, and the hounds howled and dashed about, frustrating Clark's attempts to control them. Tom chased down one scampering, barking dog with rope and lassoed him. The redcoats guffawed and applauded. Tom bowed. Entertainment at its finest on the Georgia frontier.
Before Clark mounted his gelding and received his fowler from Tom, he assisted Betsy onto her mare, Lady May. He'd strapped the package sent by Miguel de Arriaga behind her saddle, not at all curious about the contents. The night before, she'd removed identification from the box, hidden the letter in her pocket along with the cipher, and told him, "Just some of my mother's things. I'll drop them off at the house in Alton."
They walked their horses out to the street behind the soldiers, and the party of eight headed south at an easy pace on the sandy postal road. Nevertheless, Betsy noticed tautness in the shoulders of Stoddard and the privates. Mid-morning, just north of the Indian settlement of New Savannah, Stoddard rode back and paced his horse beside those of the Sheridans. Tension creased the corners of his mouth. "We aren't far north of New Savannah. We shall pause for dinner around noon."
"Is something amiss this morning?" said Clark.
"No cause for your concern. Our party skirmished with some bandits yesterday near here and sent them running."
"Ah, so I need keep my fowler ready?"
"As you wish, Mr. Sheridan, however, it appears they've not the stomachs for further challenge."
He touched the brim of his hat in courtesy and rode forward, but Betsy sensed he wasn't convinced of the bandits' cowardice. Not a one of the soldiers discarded his road wariness.
Between New Savannah and Alton, they stopped to eat. The privates took turns standing guard during the meal. Heat rippled the rolling hills, cicadas buzzed in the brush, and the raucous calls of crows punctuated the noon air. Betsy sweated in the shade of an oak, thankful to have a broad-brimmed straw hat and linen tucker to keep off the sun.
She noted the soldiers' less-than-appetizing rations and shared ham and pastries with them, after which Stoddard pointed out a red-tailed hawk circling a thousand feet high. The Sheridans observed the hawk's glorious, parabolic dive toward the earth. When the gleam-eyed raptor soared away with a field rat, Stoddard's preoccupation with bandits thawed long enough for him to exclaim, "Got it!"
At Clark's prodding, the lieutenant admitted that the benefactor in Yorkshire who'd helped purchase his ensign's commission raised peregrines, and he'd often swept out the mews and cared for the raptors. Soon Clark had him and the men chatting about hunting and fishing. By the time they resumed the journey, Stoddard, while still keeping an eye on the surrounding terrain, had lowered his reserve enough to offer to buy Clark ale that night in the Red Rock Tavern.
Betsy had seen her husband's sociability at work so often she'd almost ceased thinking about it. But this time her instincts vibrated. Perhaps because he'd been orphaned and hadn't many friends from youth, he made friends everywhere and could charm the gab out of just about anyone. At the Red Rock that night, he'd buy enough spirits to cheer his new friends. A good listener, he'd be treated to a great deal of information from the soldiers, not all of it bluster. She wondered again who was privy to the cipher written with invisible ink.
They arrived in Alton just after two and walked the horses down the street lined with a couple dozen drab wooden buildings — businesses on the ground floor, residences upstairs — past Will St. James's print shop and post office at the north end of town. Heat pulsated from the ground. Limp-leafed oak and fruit trees shaded the buildings. From the concentrated smell of dust, wood smoke, dung, and rotting fruit, she surmised that rain hadn't fallen in Alton for several weeks. Chickens, goats, and hogs ranging free scuttled out of the way of the horses. The residents they passed paused to regard them with curiosity.
About a hundred yards to the east of the street wound the Savannah River. Across it, Alton's garrison had pitched their tents amidst the haze of campfires. But Captain Sheffield occupied a house south of town center. In June, its former occupant, Major Hunt, had set off in pursuit of Will, Sophie, and David with eleven soldiers from Alton's garrison. Stoddard, Betsy, and Clark dismounted, secured their horses in the shade, and entered the house.
Inside, Betsy's eyes adjusted to the gloom of the entranceway, and her gaze wandered up the staircase. A servant in his fifties emerged from the rear of the house, gray frosting his bronze-colored hair. "Ah, Finnegan." Stoddard gestured to the Sheridans. "The captain's guests have arrived. Where is he?"
"In the study, sir." The man nodded toward a closed door opposite the front parlor.
"Very good. See that the Sheridans have the opportunity to refresh themselves. I shall fetch him." The lieutenant bowed to Betsy and Clark before knocking on the study door.
Finnegan ushered the guests into the parlor and seated them in ladder-backed chairs around a circular tea table. Over the clink of china as he set up the tea service, Betsy heard the study door open, and Stoddard's voice, low and urgent: "I was the target, sir. Had the men not performed commendably, I'd have been murdered yesterday. You must do something about him!"
Clark raised his eyebrows at her, having also overheard. Betsy rubbed clammy palms on her apron and swallowed. "The devil," Clark muttered. The devil, indeed. Small wonder Stoddard had been nervous all day. No random target of "bandits," he'd been singled out by an assassin.
The front door creaked open, and a deep, hushed voice consoled Stoddard. The thump of the lieutenant's boots down the front steps preceded Betsy's view of him striding out to his horse and the five privates, who'd remained mounted. Then the swarthy commander of Alton's garrison stomped into the parlor. Betsy doubted he could have tiptoed anywhere — taller than her uncle and outweighing him by forty pounds. Omitting a shave for several days, he'd be mistaken for Blackbeard. Fifteen years earlier, Captain Sheffield must have been the terror of everyone's china collection, but in his early thirties, he and some semblance of poise had made peace with each other.
While the servant slipped from the room, the captain pivoted to his guests, dust clinging to his uniform, dulling the scarlet. "John Sheffield at your service." Clark introduced them. The captain wrung his extended hand, and Betsy hid her amusement over Clark's wince of pain. "Pleased to make your acquaintance. Thank you for coming." He directed a cordial smile at Betsy and bowed. "After tea, your aunt awaits your arrival in your mother's home."
"Thank you, sir."
Sheffield assumed his seat and measured leaves from the canister into the pot. Finnegan entered with a kettle of steaming water, added water to the pot, and left to reheat the kettle. Small talk ensued while the captain passed around cups of steeped tea and offered sugar and milk. All Betsy wanted at first was to inhale the bouquet of the beverage. She noticed Clark doing the same. They'd made do for so long with coffee and hot chocolate for afternoon "tea." Rebels in several colonies had been out of their minds to dump such nectar into the ocean.
She balanced her cup and saucer in her lap. "Captain, I'd not met your predecessor, Major Hunt. I understand the Creek Indians injured him. How does he?"
"He took a ball in the leg. A surgeon in Cow Ford removed it cleanly. It's a matter of waiting for the infection to clear. Kind of you to ask. Your mother and uncle were captured by those same Indians. You must be ill with concern."
Betsy dropped her gaze to hide her knowledge otherwise. "Yes, I can hardly sleep. What news do you have of them?"
"A delegate from Cow Ford met the Creek's mico — their leader — to ask the terms for their release. The mico refused to talk. Negotiations are at a standstill this moment, and I'm sorry for it, but those Indians can be capricious. They decide daily whether they'll honor treaties and alliances."
Betsy let out a slow breath of relief. Thank the heavens the redcoats didn't know Sophie and David had escaped.
Sheffield cleared his throat. "I expect Major Hunt's account of the events culminating in Havana within a week. We've interviewed residents from Alton. Everyone we've spoken with insists that neither your mother nor uncle were rebels. Frankly I'm puzzled as to their motive for taking up with the rebels."
She considered the rationale David had implied the day before. "Perhaps, sir, they didn't take up with the rebels but were simply concerned for my grandfather's well-being. They followed him to Cuba and became entangled in his schemes."
Sheffield scratched his chin. "Your aunt advanced a similar theory, but she's known for supporting rebel viewpoints."
Betsy smiled. "Aunt Susana talks a great deal, but I doubt she'd throw herself wholeheartedly into the rebel cause."
"Why is that?"
"Promise you won't repeat this."
"You have my word."
"She has a dramatic flair that obscures a lack of backbone."
"Ah. But your mother and uncle do possess backbone?"
"Yes, sir."
Sheffield nodded. "Mr. Sheridan's support of His Majesty is known in Augusta. But tell me, madam, where are your loyalties?"
She held his gaze. "I won't take sides. Parliament and the Congress are doing a poor job of listening to each other."
Annoyance squeezed from Sheffield's lips. "Neutrals. The townsfolk claim your mother and uncle are neutrals."
"I've heard them remark on the pig-headedness of both sides, yes." She maintained a cool eye on the captain. "In my mother's recent letters to me, she mentioned that Major Hunt had begun spending time with her."
Shrewdness twitched Sheffield's eyebrows. "Gossip says they were courting. Hardly the actions of a woman dedicated to the rebel cause." He studied her reaction.
At first she expected him to explain away Major Hunt's actions with a statement such as, "Your mother must have been a spy who set out to dazzle and deceive him." But he remained quiet. If he felt the major's reputation tarnished by the liaison, he didn't hasten to polish away the smudge. He must have concluded that Sophie Barton was a decent woman and Edward Hunt was in full command of his faculties. She respected Sheffield for that.
After a moment, he stirred. "Neutrality is a difficult and often dangerous position to maintain."
"There are plenty of neutrals out there, sir."
"Yes, I'm aware of it. So is Parliament. A grievously untapped resource for His Majesty." He inspected their teacups. "More tea?" Betsy and Clark extended cups at the same time, their eager expressions eliciting a chuckle from the captain. "Could I win over a neutral simply by serving tea, I'd give my next month's pay for a crate of the stuff."
Finnegan reappeared with hot water, and Sheffield replenished their tea. Conversation turned apolitical. Betsy watched Clark manipulate anecdotes from the captain about his boyhood in Yorkshire. Sheffield's hearty laugh filled the room. Not in his wildest dreams did the captain suspect her husband stuck secret messages in boots or dealt with enemy Spaniards. No, indeed, there were two John Clark Sheridans, and Betsy, with growing unease, wondered which she'd married.
At the conclusion of tea, Sheffield crushed Clark's hand in another handshake, kissed Betsy's hand with a gentleness that surprised her, and held up his forefinger. "Before I forget. You want to know about your escort back to Augusta on the morrow."
"Stoddard heading it up again?" Clark grinned. "An excellent officer, and good company on the road."
"Er, no. The lieutenant serving beneath Major Hunt has been concluding business in Alton since his return from Havana. He leaves on the morrow for an assignment in South Carolina."
The diplomatic mask on Sheffield's face said that he disliked Major Hunt's lieutenant every bit as much as Stoddard did. Betsy's foreboding escalated. If she wanted to keep David's visit secret, she saw no way she could discuss her misgivings, even with her husband.
The captain broadened his smile. "And since you're traveling in the same direction, it's sensible for him to head your escort. I assure you he's quite capable of handling any problems that might arise on the road. In fact, I have him out investigating livestock theft this afternoon because I know he'll get to the bottom of it, if anyone can." He turned to Clark. "Shall I send him over to the house tonight to meet you?"
Clark shook his head. "I'll likely run into him in the Red Rock this evening."
"Very well. I shall have your escort at the house on the morrow at seven to return you to Augusta."
"Thank you, sir. But we didn't catch his name."
"Oh, of course. Fairfax is the name. Dunstan Fairfax."
##########
Chapter Four
BETSY PLOPPED HER tote on the counter beside Arriaga's package and surveyed the shop. Upstairs, her aunt hollered, "I'll be right down!" Betsy sneezed, dismayed at clutter neither Sophie nor Will would have permitted in the print shop. Susana may have kept the newspaper going, but in what state was the ledger?
The back door whammed open, and a flame-haired girl trudged in. She bobbed a curtsy at Betsy, the sullen tug to her mouth vanishing. "I'll tell Mrs. Greeley you're here, Miss —?"
"I'm Betsy Sheridan, Sophie Barton's daughter."
Her scrutiny of Betsy deepened. "Ain't I met you before?"
And so it started, recognition of Betsy's features. "I don't think so. I've not been to Alton in a number of years."
Susana hollered again: "Mary, get up here this instant!" The servant hurried upstairs.
Betsy picked her way around a shop smelling of dust and mildew. Within a minute, Susana clomped downstairs, a harried twenty-nine-year-old mother of six, dark-haired and gray-eyed like her two older siblings. Delight softened her scowl, and she blazed a trail through stacks of newspaper for an embrace. "Betsy, what a pleasure to have you here! You've been away much too long. Let me have a look at you. My goodness, not showing at all. How far along are you?"
"Just over four months."
"How do you stay so tiny? Just like your mama, heaven help her." Susana sighed, pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, and dabbed her eyes. "Your poor mama and uncle, captured by those Indians. I'm so worried, I can scarcely eat or sleep." She blew her nose and crammed the handkerchief back in her pocket. "I hope this nightmare ends soon and everyone comes home. I've kept the press going, but I'm not the business manager your mama is."
Betsy leaned forward for a closer look at Susana's earlobes. "Aren't those my mother's garnet earrings?"
Susana snaked lampblack-and-varnish stained fingers to her ears and flushed. "Oh, my. I was dusting her room this morning and tried them on. I was just fancying that I was somewhere else, somewhere exciting. No harm done, eh?" She tittered, removed the earrings, stuck them in her pocket, and craned her neck about the shop. "Where's Clark?"
"Visiting the tanner on business. He'll come for supper."
"Good." Susana seized her hand and towed her toward the pressroom. "I've had such trouble with the newspaper."
Composing sticks full of type and galleys full of composing sticks cluttered the workbenches in the pressroom, dominated by Will's big, hand-pulled press. Betsy smelled lampblack and varnish, ink for the type. She stepped around a bucket of filthy rags and pushed drawers of type into their cabinets so she could squeeze past.
"Your mama arranged so much copy on just one page and squeezed in advertisements, too. I'm not that talented. Do you think I should add a second page?"
Betsy blinked at her. "It's been seven years since I helped with a print run." And she hadn't missed it at all. Printing was filthy, grueling work. "A few calculations should show whether the increase in your expenses is worth adding a second page." Her back to the window, she glanced at the workbench near her elbow, where Susana had composed an article, letters arranged backwards. Her brain inverted type. Someone named Reverend Gunn had authored the article.
"I'm not good at numbers. Might you help me after supper?" At Betsy's gesture of acquiescence, Susana smiled and squeezed her hand. In her peripheral vision, Betsy saw a flash of scarlet uniform on the porch. The relief on her aunt's face converted to a snarl, and she lowered her voice at the sound of the shop bell jingling. "Wait here while I get rid of that ghoul."
After she huffed from the pressroom, Betsy read a line from the preacher's article: Only then shall man be at peace with his god.
In the shop, Susana snapped, "We're closed for the day."
The soldier responded, "I think not, else you'd have changed the sign in the front window. I shall have a look around. You're acting culpable, as if you've something to hide."
Susana's voice rose to a whine. "I have family visiting. That's why I've closed early today. I've nothing to hide. Very well, look around. I lost a scissors in that rat's clutter last week. Do let me know if you find them."
With the soldier and Susana occupied in the shop, an impish smile seized Betsy's lips. She inverted a "g" and "d" on the stick and inspected Reverend Gunn's revised message: Only then shall man be at peace with his dog. Animal worship. Now Alton was the exciting "somewhere" Susana longed to be.
While wiping ink off her fingers, Betsy heard anxiety rise in Susana's voice: "Begone! You've no right to snoop about."
"To the contrary, madam, I've heard you express seditious sympathies. My superiors are loath to imagine women acting as spies, but I'm not handicapped by such views. In light of your family's recent activities, you'd make a perfect rebel courier."
Well, he certainly was yanking Susana around. Not that her pretentious aunt didn't deserve a little yanking around. Betsy meandered to the doorway of the pressroom, crossed arms over her chest, and leaned against the doorjamb to watch the show.
The soldier scoured shelves, piles, and boxes with his gaze, aware that Susana fidgeted behind him when he'd poke in a shelf or box. He'd laid his cocked hat on the counter next to the package. A plait of russet hair extended over his collar, and he sported a tan on his hands and face. Approximately Stoddard's age and height, he moved with the confidence and solid musculature of a man at home in his body, not like the striplings she knew in Augusta. And not at all like Stoddard, either.
"How rude of you to come in just to heckle me!"
"Just to heckle you? Hardly. I've a letter to post." He whipped it from his waistcoat pocket. Betsy's gaze snagged on braid ornamenting his left shoulder. Lieutenant. So this was Fairfax, so disliked by his peers and her uncle. Maybe it was his arrogance. Her gaze roved his profile, and she recalled the pimples on Stoddard's chin. Not a pimple in sight on Fairfax.
"We're closed. Return at nine on the morrow for the post."
"My dear Mrs. Greeley, I'm charmed. You've enjoyed my company enough to detain me in Alton another day."
Betsy could almost hear her aunt's teeth grinding. She stifled a snort while Susana rose to the bait again and snatched his letter. "Then I shall post it for you." She marched around the counter, dragged the ledger out from the shelf, and slapped it down before her, pluming a cloud of dust into the air.
While she readied quill and inkwell and flipped open the ledger, Fairfax laid coins on the counter. His gaze strayed to the package. He opened it, reached in, and seized a fistful of the veil. Betsy watched his eyes widen with an emotion she couldn't quite fathom. His lips parted, and his fingers fondled the lace like it was an old friend, or at least an ally. Cold slithered through her stomach.
Susana completed the ledger entry and scooped the coins into a pouch. "Your letter is posted. Now begone." She spied the veil in Fairfax's hands and reached for the box. "And I shall thank you to keep your hands off more of my property."
He flung down the lace, all expression gone from his face, and seized her wrist so hard she gasped. "You've exhausted my patience with your rebel games. Shall I arrest you for treason?"
"T-treason? What have I done but record the post for your blasted letter? How is that treason?"
He squeezed her wrist, and she winced. "The items in that box belong to your sister. She left them in Havana. How did you obtain her property from the Spaniards?"
"I-I've never seen that package before in my life!"
"I want the names, code names, and nationalities of agents who made the transfer. When and where is your next meeting? What did they send with the parasol and veil? Maps? Ciphers? Quickly, or I shall haul you to jail and clap you in irons."
Choking noises issued from Susana's throat. Betsy frowned. Fairfax might be a handsome enough fellow, but he was overbearing and obnoxious. She uncrossed her arms and straightened in the doorway. "I'm the one who can tell you about the package. My aunt knows nothing of it."
He released Susana and swung around to meet her gaze with eyes the temperature of gray-green rime on the shore of the North Sea during the Midwinter Solstice. Betsy had to restrain herself from gulping and cowering as he advanced on her. Ugh. The sentiments of Stoddard, Sheffield, and her aunt and uncle weren't a mystery anymore. Over his shoulder, she saw that Susana had collapsed on a stool and begun fanning herself. Betsy lifted her chin. "You must be Lieutenant Fairfax."
"And you must be Betsy."
What impudence. She flared her nostrils. "Mrs. John Clark Sheridan."
"Mrs. John Clark Sheridan." No emotion touched his voice. "Well? The package."
"It arrived Monday, sent by someone named Arriaga. His letter said that he'd given the items to my mother, and she'd lost them in Havana, so he was sending them to me. I didn't know what to do with the items, and since my mother's property is upstairs, I brought them along when I came for my interview."
"What did Captain Sheffield think of the package and letter?"
"I didn't show them to him."
"Why not?"
"Why should I have?"
"Don't trifle with me. Your mother, a rebel spy, sent you communication. That warrants a full investigation."
Betsy felt she should have laughed at his insinuation, but she was unable to retrieve any humor with those icy eyes on her. "For goodness sakes, it's just a parasol and a veil."
"The letter must be examined for hidden messages. I hold you responsible for delivering it and the package to Captain Sheffield, and I shall alert him to expect all of it from you."
Her lips tightened. Arriaga's letter, stored in her pocket, burned against her thigh. Fairfax wasn't a person in whom she wanted to confide the secrets of her paternity, and he might ask after reading Arriaga's reference to her "parents." "There were no 'hidden messages' in the letter. I've given you accurate account of its straightforward content."
"Rebels write between the lines of innocuous sounding missives using a combination of cobalt chloride, glycerin, and water. When the ink dries, it becomes invisible. Exposure to heat then reveals the message."
Great thunder, that cipher she'd found in the heel of the boot the previous morning — both sides in the war might employ such ink. She felt her face pale, and in the next second realized that Fairfax had read her expression. His hand shot out. "Give it to me."
"It's at my house in Augusta."
He withdrew his hand. "Perhaps you prefer to be searched."
Did he presume to perform such a search himself? Ye gods. Clark's cipher was also in her pocket. Betsy thrashed down panic and steadied her gaze on him, polluted as it made her feel. "I shall turn it over to you on the morrow, if you so desire."
He said nothing, drilling his stare through her brain, watching her the way a panther observes a deer. No doubt about it, he knew she lied. After too many seconds of silence, he took a step closer. "We've met before."
For a moment, she resisted her body's flight response. Damned if he was going to intimidate her like Susana. Above the smells of horse and leather on him she detected the scents of his skin and hair — dark, humid, savage — a combination her sense of smell routed out and found fascinating. Reasoning and senses collided, and she retreated a step at last. For no reason on earth should a ghoul with a glacier for a soul look and smell so superlative. "No, we've not met."
"I'm certain of it. Your features are familiar."
Her features must be represented in half the populace of Alton. "I've never met you before this day."
"Have you heard from your mother or uncle?"
"They were captured by Creek Indians."
"I didn't ask if you'd heard of them. I asked if you'd heard from them."
Her pulse stammered before finding rhythm again. Sweat beaded to her forehead, and she swallowed, recalling David's visit just the day before. She plastered a hopeful smile to her lips. "Have they escaped the Indians, then?"
"Answer the question." She felt the very ether between them convulse, flogged by his tone. "Is it not true that you've recently had contact with your mother or uncle?"
Her smile withered. "No. I've not." She heard how her voice croaked and knew he'd read her second lie, too. Her flight response got the better of her then, and she attempted to rush past him into the shop.
His hand braced on the doorjamb, his arm imprisoning her. "If they escaped and contacted you, what action would you take?"
"Are you telling me they've escaped?" Horror spiraled through Betsy. Fairfax suspected her mother and uncle were free.
"I asked what you'd do if your kin escaped and contacted you. Cease evading me and answer the question."
From somewhere in her soul, she found the strength to glare at him. "Sir, how dare you ask of me a hypothetical question and demand a definitive answer?"
The gray-green ice in his eyes pinioned her. "A non-hypothetical interrogatory. Very well. State your loyalties."
Smothered, desperate for fresh air, she sucked in a breath. Her ribs froze. Her voice caught in her throat. "I'm neutral."
"There are no neutrals in this war."
"Captain Sheffield doesn't agree with you."
"Captain Sheffield's opinion on this point doesn't concern me. Your grandfather, mother, and uncle are rebel spies. Your aunt is a rebel sympathizer. The apple seldom falls far from the tree, madam."
She continued to radiate indignation and outrage to mask her fear of him. The thought of being in his company seven hours on the morrow for the return trip to Augusta appalled her.
After what felt like hours, he softened his voice, but ice clung to his gaze. "Rising to challenges, wretched at lying. How like your mother. It took me little time to dismantle her lies. I'm intrigued to imagine what set of stimuli might loosen your tongue."
Intuition dragged Betsy's gaze to the black veil peeking from the package on the counter. Her stomach churned again. Without knowing how, she sensed that Fairfax had used the veil to degrade her mother. If she didn't free herself of him soon, the scream compressed in the back of her throat would explode.
He shifted his gaze, too, verifying the object of her attention. A smile dallied on his lips, gruesome when employed with that midwinter stare, and he removed the hand blocking her escape. "I appreciate our spirited and informative conversation and look forward to more of it." After a bow, he retrieved his hat from the counter. "I shall return at seven on the morrow to escort you to Augusta. Good day, Mrs. Greeley. And good day, Mrs. John Clark Sheridan."
##########
Chapter Five
THE BELL OVER the shop door jingled again, and a dark-haired man Susana's age entered carrying a hoe. "Afternoon, Susana." He brushed soot from his apron. "I apologize for taking so long with your hoe. Father and I had to let that new apprentice go." He granted Fairfax a nod of minimal civility. "Lieutenant."
Fairfax nodded and strutted for the door. "Mr. Hale."
Hale. A relation to Betsy's father, perhaps? She perked up and stepped into the shop, in clear view of the man with the hoe.
He spied her. "Oh, you've company." His eyes widened, and recognition sliced his expression. "Susana, who's this?"
"You remember my niece, don't you, Joshua? Sophie's daughter, Betsy. It's been years since she last visited Alton."
Fairfax lingered inside, privy to their conversation. Joshua, still staring, said, "How peculiar!"
Mary thumped down the stairs. "Mrs. Greeley, I've finished the floors." Her jaw dangled at the sight of Betsy and Joshua in proximity. "Why, Mr. Hale, don't Mrs. Sheridan look a bit like your uncle, Jacques le Coeuvre?"
"Le Coeuvre, yes!" A laugh full of dark humor exploded from Fairfax. "Jacques le Coeuvre and Sophie Barton. Oh, that's rich, indeed. No doubt such a revelation will vibrate Major Hunt's sense of humor, too." With another laugh, he yanked open the door and exited.
Silence seized the shop after the bell tinkle faded. Betsy fidgeted. Of Jacques le Coeuvre, to whom she was now linked, memory furnished her only with the image of a wandering, old storyteller fond of brandy. Her heart sank. Could that be correct? Not a pedigree to boast of.
Mary looked around. "Did I say something wrong?"
Susana snatched the hoe from Joshua and thrust it at the servant. "Put this in the shed outside and weed the bean plot, you lazy wench."
Mary fumbled with the hoe, curtsied, and scurried out while Betsy, Joshua, and Susana studied each other. "Betsy looks more like my mother." His face long, Joshua gazed in the direction Fairfax had taken. "But I don't suppose that matters now."
Susana fanned herself with vigor. "Well, Betsy, I see why Sophie hid you in Augusta all these years. What do you know. Uncle Jacques. That sly, old dog."
Betsy cleared her throat. "Uh, Mr. Hale —"
"Call me Joshua." After a hesitant start, his smile firmed. "Cousin."
"May I have a word with you, alone?"
"Go ahead, dear." Susana flicked her hand at the package on the counter beside Betsy's tote bag. "What shall I do with this?"
"Put it all in my mother's room." Betsy motioned Joshua toward the door. "Shall we go for a walk?"
He followed her outdoors around the corner of the house between trees laden with peaches, where they regarded each other. Insects hummed in the air sultry with honeyed fruit. Her lips produced a tentative smile. "You've a brother named Mathias?"
"He's my half-brother. His father was a Creek warrior who died of smallpox."
Creek warrior? Betsy touched her cheekbones, understanding where they came from at last. While the idea of French ancestry gave her no pause, she didn't know what to think of being one-quarter Creek Indian. Indians were so different.
"Our mother married Jacob Hale and had Mathias four months later, and in a few years, Jonah and I came along." Joshua's scrutiny of her deepened. "Here, now, let me look at you more closely. Ah. You're Mathias's daughter, aren't you?"
She nodded. "Uncle Joshua."
He grinned. "Well, what a surprise. Here's a hug. Watch the grime." He brushed at his apron again. "Blacksmithing's dirty work." They embraced and laughed, and Joshua held her a long time. It felt the closest she'd ever felt to hugging a father. She didn't want to let go.
Her voice sounded muffled against his shoulder. "You're going to be a great-uncle come Yule."
"Congratulations. Hmm, great-uncle. That takes some getting used to." He considered. "Do you suppose your father knows about you and the baby?"
"Yes."
He set her out from him. "You sound certain of that. Alas, we've no way of communicating with him." His expression clamped with worry. "Prisoner of the Lower Creek. God's teeth."
She glanced around and whispered, "Can you keep a secret?" His eyebrows lifted, and he nodded. "My parents are in South Carolina with the Cherokee."
"Jove's arse — how did they — you —"
"Uncle David hid in my henhouse yesterday."
"The three of them escaped the Lower Creek?" Joshua gaped.
"I got the impression the Lower Creek helped them escape the redcoats. Uncle David couldn't stay to explain. He was on the run. Do you know where my parents went among the Cherokee?"
"No. I'm not familiar with the Cherokee."
"But there's a Creek village near here."
"A few miles to the southwest. It's where Toókóhee Nókúse — Mathias's father — and my mother lived."
"So his relatives might live there. Take me there."
"Today?" Joshua studied the angle of the sun. "Very well. We've a good five hours daylight left. But the Creek won't tell you anything."
"I'm Mathias's daughter. You're his brother. Don't you think the two of us can persuade someone to talk with us?"
Practicality stamped his face. "Betsy, with this war, it comforts me greatly to know that my one living brother is alive and not captive. He and Sophie have a damned good reason to stay hidden, and I respect that."
Her blood tingled with frustration, impatience. "I want to know my blood father before my baby is born, and I want him to see this grandchild. Walk in my shoes, Uncle. Think what it would be like to wake up one morning and have a father when all your life you've never had one. Would you wait for a war to wind down before you sought him out? I won't let two armies of pig-headed men come between me and my own blood."
The corners of Joshua's eyes creased in a smile. "I don't suppose you would, standing there, looking so obstinate, just like your mother. All right, I'll introduce you to the village's Beloved Woman. Her family adopted my mother. But don't say I didn't warn you if she won't tell you what you want to know."
***
Cool and moist after the swelter of afternoon sun, the forest embraced them. Ahead on the Indian trail, Joshua swiveled in his saddle. "Are you a good rider? If we pick up the pace, we'll be home in time for supper."
Betsy signaled her agreement and sent Lady May cantering after him. Verdant foliaged branches of oak, maple, hickory, and dogwood whizzed past, and the earth beneath their horses' hooves mingled with the smells of sandy soil and horse sweat. Their passage silenced the sizzle of cicadas, but undaunted mockingbirds, redheaded woodpeckers, blue jays, and cardinals cavorted in the yellow-green air around them.
After a few minutes, Betsy called ahead. "Joshua, where is your Uncle Jacques?"
"He took off after Will with Sophie, David, and Mathias. The official word was that the redcoats executed him in Havana for resisting arrest."
She recoiled. "From what little I know of Major Hunt —"
"I don't think Hunt executed him." The sting in his voice made his meaning clear. No wonder Fairfax had found the thought of Sophie as Jacques le Coeuvre's mistress amusing. "Alton is well rid of Fairfax. You cannot spend a minute in his company without realizing that something is broken inside his head."
And she'd be treated to seven hours of his company on the morrow. How naïve she'd been to dismiss David's warning. "Clark and I wondered why Lieutenant Stoddard and Captain Sheffield were so eager to see him gone."
"They're decent men. So is Major Hunt. But it doesn't surprise me a bit that those murders back in early June occurred while Fairfax was here. That's when my brother Jonah's throat was slit. And the same night, a Spaniard was skinned alive."
"Gods," whispered Betsy, following Joshua's implication. "Was Fairfax responsible?" Panic leaped about in her gut.
"Stoddard's 'official' finding, that the murders were the work of a Spanish assassin, placated everyone and came just in time. The Creek had been implicated in the murders, and they were incensed, while the Whites were itching to butcher Indians."
"You think Stoddard and Sheffield covered for Fairfax."
"Wouldn't surprise me. The redcoats cannot afford to let a story leak about one of their officers torturing a prisoner to death."
"He's heading our escort back to Augusta on the morrow."
Joshua pulled back on the horse's reins. "Whoa. Steady there, lad." He patted the gelding's neck, and when Betsy drew even with him, caught her hand and held it. "Whatever you do, stay out of his way. Don't give him cause to suspect you of anything. That hound from Hades will tear you to pieces."
She swallowed, her throat dry. The panic in her stomach settled to a leaden lump of dread. She'd been worse than naïve to dismiss David's warning. She'd been a fool.
***
A half-dozen dogs issued from lengthening shadows at the outskirts of the village. Each barked to alert the Creek of their visitors and circled Betsy and Joshua. Indians tagged along after them smiling with recognition, curiosity, and welcome. Joshua returned their greetings.
Betsy followed Joshua in dismounting and leading her horse. She had little exposure to large groups of Indians and tried not to gape at the villagers. But she knew she wasn't doing a good job of it. The truth was that she felt overdressed.
Four naked little boys, gripping branches whittled like spears, chased a rolling hoop in the dirt street between household compounds, and one boy sent his weapon through the center of the hoop, earning cheers from his companions. A young woman scraped flesh from deerskin stretched on a wooden frame. Strands of shells adorned her naked, bronzed upper torso, flowers diademed her black, braided hair, and a skirt of floral print covered her from waist to knee. Dressed in like fashion, women bearing baskets of corn strolled toward the talwa, the town center, laughter from their gossip jiggling their naked breasts. Two warriors in breechcloths hauled a catch of bass and trout, their earrings and nose-rings shining in the sunlight. Charcoal-colored tattoos whorled over their bronze skin from their ankles to their shaved heads and circled their topknots of black hair.
Almost everyone Betsy and Joshua encountered in the street or sitting before wattle-and-daub huts waved to Joshua, and he waved back. Even clothed as a colonist, he was welcomed by the Creek. Betsy fidgeted. She stuck out like a walnut in a bowl of acorns. How ironic. Her uncle hadn’t a drop of Indian blood in him.
A warrior about ten years older than Betsy jogged over with a grin of amiability and, stinking of rancid bear grease, clasped arms with Joshua. He and Joshua spoke Creek, salutations and what Betsy presumed to be polite inquiries after family members. Among the tattoos, Betsy noticed a scar on the warrior's thigh still pink with healing — a sharp knife cut, from the smooth line of the wound.
His hand on her shoulder, Joshua pulled her a step closer to the Creek. "Betsy, this is my cousin, Sehoyee Yahuh. That's 'Standing Wolf' in English. He's a son of Laughing Eyes, the Beloved Woman. She's talking with the medicine man right now, but we can wait for her in her huti's pavilion."
"Thank you." Betsy inclined her head to the warrior.
"Sehoyee Yahuh and his brother traveled with Mathias, Sophie, David, and Uncle Jacques as far as St. Augustine."
Betsy studied Standing Wolf. "You didn't go to Havana?"
The warrior grunted. "Spaniards." She was reminded of the two sneaky Spaniards and all that Cordovan leather in Clark's shop. "Bandits. Ambush. Wolves. Assassins. Escaped slaves." His upper lip curled like a leaf in late autumn. "Always the redcoats."
With such an itinerary, the trip to St. Augustine must have been sheer nightmare. Perhaps the wound on the warrior's thigh was acquired in the adventure. She wondered how her parents, uncle, and great-uncle had survived to reach St. Augustine.
Standing Wolf escorted them past the town plaza and square ground to the pavilion of his mother's huti and trotted off. Beneath the shade house, Joshua offered the deer hide hammock to Betsy, who settled into it, gazed at flies on the thatch ceiling, and yawned. Summer's heat and the needs of the baby growing inside her had made the trip more wearying than usual.
"Uncle Jacques used to bring Jonah and me to the village when we were boys."
"That's how you learned the language." She yawned again. The hammock creaked and swayed, and she sank further into it, comfortable for the first time that day, realizing how tired she felt.
"Yes. The Creek named your father Ayukapeta Hokolen Econa. It means 'Walk in Two Worlds' because Laughing Eyes took him with her when she talked with settlers. He spent enough time among colonists and Indians to be considered White by most Whites and Indian by most Indians. On top of that he learned blacksmithing from my father."
The family history lesson wavered in and out as sleep overtook her. "Maybe my father didn't go to South Carolina just to hide." She yawned a final time. "Maybe he went there as an ambassador."
She'd just nodded off when Joshua cleared his throat. "Hssst, Betsy, they're coming."
The smell of corn cakes being fried by two women in the huti's cooking area adjacent to the pavilion roused a grumble from Betsy's stomach. She rolled from the hammock, groggy, and smoothed her petticoat. "How do I look? Oh, dear, all the dust and wrinkles."
She straightened. Too late for grooming. Standing Wolf stepped beneath the shade of the pavilion, behind him a Creek matron whose gaze flicked over Betsy once before focusing on Joshua and softening.
##########
Chapter Six
THE MATRON, HER upper torso adorned with strands of shells and wooden beads, her black hair braided with flowers, smiled at Joshua. He bowed, and she coughed with disapproval. "A bow is all you have for your mother's sister?" They hugged, and she patted his back with a hand gentle enough to burp babies and firm enough to steer negotiations. "How long has it been since you visited us? Late spring?" Sheepishness slid over his face. "Bring your children next time." She flapped her hand. "But leave that quarrelsome wife of yours at home."
Joshua extended his hand in Betsy's direction. "Betsy, I have the pleasure of introducing you to Uhbeleduh Duthlwuh, sister to your grandmother. I'm proud to claim Betsy as the true daughter of my brother, your sister's son, Ayukapeta Hokolen Econa, and Nagchoguh Hogdee."
Nagchoguh Hogdee: Paper Woman, the name given Sophie by the Creek for all those years of printing newspapers. Betsy fumbled her petticoat in both hands. Her curtsy felt clumsy. "Madam."
Laughing Eyes turned a gaze full of kindness and humor on Joshua. "She has indeed been raised among Whites."
Hardly a compliment. Betsy tensed even more.
Joshua's smile was warm with inclusion. "Hear what she has to say, Grandmother."
Laughing Eyes regarded Betsy, her expression calm, and Betsy understood herself the object of the matron's undivided attention. She recalled reading somewhere that Queen Elizabeth of England had focused on valued visitors the same way, making them feel of merit to earn her audience.
Humbled, she took a deep breath. "Yesterday morning, my uncle, David St. James, was hiding in my henhouse." Tiny movement in the matron's lips told her Laughing Eyes read the depth of the field, and there would be no subterfuge. "He implied that the Lower Creek in East Florida rescued him and my parents from the redcoats. He was headed to Williamsburg to hide and said my parents had sought refuge with Cherokee in South Carolina, also to hide."
"He spoke the truth. Have you told anyone of this encounter besides Joshua?"
Betsy shook her head.
"Tell no one else."
"Yes, madam." Betsy's heart ached against her ribcage. Laughing Eyes must know how nervous she was. "Until my uncle's visit yesterday morning, I didn't know that Mathias Hale, Ayukapeta Hokolen Econa, was my father. I haven't spoken with my mother about him. I've been raised with grandfathers, stepfathers, and uncles, but I've always known they weren't my father. I've never had a father."
Kindness suffused the matron's brown eyes. "We believe the mother more important than the father, and the brother and sister of the mother also. You have been raised with all three."
"I want to meet my father."
"I have no doubt the future holds a meeting for you, but ill shall come if you force it before your father can arrange it."
Betsy lowered her voice. "I've waited so long. Please tell me where they went."
"You know enough to destroy them. Hear the timing of Creator, the all-wise one who urges us to guard our secrets."
Betsy pressed her open palm to her chest above her heart. "Never knowing my father gives me great emptiness and sadness. If he's half the man I hear him to be, he feels empty and sad from never knowing me. Tell me where they've gone, I beg of you, so I may follow them. I won't tell anyone. I swear it."
"How will you gain your husband's permission to travel?"
Anxiety leaked into Betsy's voice. "I shall find a way."
Laughing Eyes caught up Betsy's hands in her own rough, warm, wise-woman hands, and scrutinized her with an unsmiling face and a gaze that bored into her soul. "Daughter, I sense a great restlessness in you, a fear. Beyond acquainting yourself with your father, what is your reason for seeking him?"
An answer rose to Betsy's lips, although she suspected it wasn't quite what the matron had sought. "I carry the first grandchild. I would find a way to unite us before I bear this baby, even if I have to search the entire South Carolina colony. Please. You understand how important family is."
"A baby." Resolve in Laughing Eyes's face softened. Her gaze sought Joshua, who nodded in confirmation. Then she studied Betsy again. "I assumed you ripe for the lesson of patience, Daughter, and I thought I saw something else, something demanding that you answer to yourself." She sighed. "The pull of blood is strong. It can be a noble pull, but it can also be senseless. Even my judgment is affected by it.
"The life within you is the most precious gift of Creator. I do not wish you be blinded by the blood pull." Still holding Betsy's hand in one of hers, she extended her other hand to Joshua, who grasped it. Then she swept her gaze around to ensure that only Betsy, Joshua, and Standing Wolf were within hearing. "In the name of the all-powerful Mother of the earth, I charge both of you to use this forthcoming knowledge wisely, or you will invite suffering upon us all."
Joshua's face sobered. "Yes, Grandmother."
The inside of Betsy's mouth felt dry as charcoal. She managed to swallow. "Yes, Grandmother."
"Keowee," said Laughing Eyes, her eyes not at all laughing. "They have gone to a place near Keowee. It lies north-northwest of here by some seventy miles. Now may the wisdom of the old ones guide your lips and feet with this knowledge."
***
Leaves resonated with nocturnes of birds, and fireflies lilted in the twilight. Joshua dismounted before the print shop and helped Betsy off her horse. From inside, she heard her six cousins hollering and thumping about. Joshua, who'd kept quiet most of the trip back except for sharing a few anecdotes about Mathias, took her hand in his and said low, "Will you go to South Carolina in search of them?"
She considered her visit to the Creek village. Ambivalence wound through her soul again. The Cherokee village where her parents hid must be similar to the Creek village. How much more comfortable she felt back in Alton, at Clark's side. Her eagerness to seek her parents sputtered a bit. "Perhaps." Longing tugged at Joshua's expression. "Mathias is your only living brother. Will you go?"
"I have four children and a — uh — quarrelsome wife. But she understands about family." He released her hand. "If my niece, daughter to my missing brother, must undertake a journey to South Carolina, I consider it a matter of honor and duty to accompany her." He bowed. "Likely even with my wife's blessings."
"Ah, Joshua. Thank you."
"Huzzah! It's Cousin Betsy!" Children spewed from the house and pounded down the steps to encircle Betsy and Joshua. After they'd taken turns hugging her, they focused on him.
"Mr. Joshua, Mama says you and Betsy are cousins!"
"That makes us your cousins, too, doesn't it?"
"Hug me!"
"Hug me, too!"
Betsy watched, amused, while her youngest cousins attempted to leap on Joshua and the eldest boys stood off to the side grinning, having decided they were too grown up for such a display. Joshua laughed, at ease with children swinging off him like monkeys. "Ho, there, one at a time, will you?"
From the front porch came the deep voice of Susana's giant-of-a-husband, John. "Well, Joshua, welcome to our family." The boards on the porch squawked beneath his weight as he lumbered down the steps. "Looks like Will had a good basis for his long-term friendship with the le Coeuvres, ho ho ho." The children hanging on Joshua scattered. John pumped his hand and slapped his back as if Joshua were Betsy's father. "Stay for supper, hey? We've plenty of food."
"No, thank you. I must head home for supper."
"Join me at the Red Rock later, then. I'll buy a round."
Joshua tipped his hat. "Excellent. I shall see you there." With a wink for Betsy, he mounted his horse and rode off, several of the children waving after him.
"Say, woman, how about a hug for your uncle?" John reached for Betsy and hugged her, restraining his usual spine-popping pressure because of her pregnancy. "You sure you're expecting? Susana was out to here by four months." His meaty hand snagged the shoulder of his eldest son. "Take your cousin's mare back to the stable and rub her down."
"Yes, sir." The youth led Lady May around back.
Betsy spotted Clark trotting his horse toward them on the dusty street, and she waved. John seized the next older boy. "And you rub down Clark's horse when he gets here."
Clark alighted, pecked Betsy's cheek, shook John's hand, and submitted to a round of hugs from cousins. After providing a vague response to her query about his visit that afternoon with the tanner, Mr. Givens, Clark followed Betsy up the porch steps, preceded by John and four children while the second eldest boy trudged to the stable with his horse. At the threshold, Clark murmured to Betsy, "What's this about you being the daughter of an old French spy?"
Gossip in Alton flowed as free as sand from the river, and was just as common. Betsy wondered whose tongue had wagged the most. No sense in trying to straighten out the truth with her husband until they had some privacy. She fluttered eyelashes at him. "Mais oui!"
He sneaked a moist kiss to her neck. "Mmm. I cannot wait to hear the details." He released her and groaned. "Oh, gods."
Susana had emerged from the dining room and was bearing down on him with arms flung wide. "Dear, dear, Clark! What an absolute delight to see you again! Do come here. Give your auntie a hug! We have so much to talk about, don't we? Next time you visit, you will stay an entire week!"
***
Yawning, Betsy elbowed the stable door open wider, her lantern pushing back the night inside. "Evening, my lady." Lady May perked up her head with pleasure. Betsy hung the lantern, set down Captain Arriaga's box, and patted Clark's gelding before reaching for the mare's saddle blanket. "I'll catch the devil from Mr. Fairfax on the morrow if I don't show the captain what's in this box." After a day on the road and an evening calculating business expenses for Susana, she was too tired to walk.
She'd wished for Clark's company, but he'd been keen to seek the tavern after supper, escape Susana's futile attempts at justifying a second page of the newspaper, and buy his promised drinks for Stoddard's patrol. Through her disappointment, she realized she'd have to explain first why she hadn't told him the entire truth about the veil and parasol. The business of half-truths had become convoluted, and she wanted to be done with it, even though the thought of facing Sheffield alone with the veil and parasol felt ominous. Lady May, at least, didn't seem to mind accompanying her on the short trip to the other end of town, so she stroked her horse. "That's my good lass."
Minutes later, she dismounted before Sheffield's house and secured the mare beside a gelding she recognized as the one Stoddard had ridden. The door opened when she stepped onto the front porch, and Finnegan lifted a lantern to illumine her and the box she carried. "Mrs. Sheridan." Avian screeches and human cheers from a cockfight behind the Red Rock Tavern reached their ears. Fastidious concern furrowed the servant's brow. "What are you doing out alone tonight?"
"Lieutenant Fairfax ordered me to show the contents of this box to Captain Sheffield before I left town."
The Irishman's concern descended into distaste. "Fairfax, hrumph. Come inside, then, while I fetch the captain."
Prompted by Finnegan's knock on the study door and murmured message, Sheffield opened the door, eyebrow cocked with piqued interest, and invited Betsy in. What if the captain found something in the package that made her suspect of colluding with the rebels? Throat burning with anxiety, she entered, her posture demure. Near the study's side window, Stoddard set aside a glass one quarter full of amber brandy and bowed. With both officers present, perhaps one was guaranteed to find something amiss in the box. Fairfax had seemed certain of it. Finnegan lit more candles, conferring a warm glow upon the room with its plain, sturdy furniture, but Betsy fidgeted.
Without preamble, she explained how she'd come by the veil and parasol. The officers examined everything and within two minutes decided that the box and its contents weren't hiding any secret messages. Holding to her story about leaving the letter in Augusta, Betsy recounted Arriaga's message. Her instincts, or perhaps Laughing Eyes's warning about the safety of her parents, told her not to repair the misunderstanding just yet that Jacques le Coeuvre, not Mathias Hale, was her father. Fortunately the letter was vague on the point of her paternity.
Sheffield handed her back the box with the veil and parasol. "The letter sounds innocuous enough, and we've no intelligence that Miguel de Arriaga is an agent for the rebels. However, the rebels have been known to intercept the missives of neutral parties and implant seditious messages within. Therefore, I think it prudent that, upon your return to Augusta, you surrender the letter to Colonel Thomas Brown for his expert examination."
Colonel Thomas Brown: Adam Neville's superior officer, His Majesty's Ranger. Could Lieutenant Fairfax be right about the letter containing a cipher from the rebels? Not liking the thought of it, Betsy moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. "Sir, if Colonel Brown finds a hidden message, whom do you suppose was the intended recipient?"
Sheffield and Stoddard regarded her, their expressions revealing nothing, and didn't answer. The clock in the study ticked. She swallowed, and sweat trickled between her breasts. "Oh, see here, you must know by now that I am not an agent of the rebels."
"Madam, if you've been forthright with us, you've nothing to fear."
If Sheffield meant his smile to reassure her, he failed. They did indeed suspect a rebel cipher in Arriaga's letter, but they weren't certain it had been intended for her.
Cordovan leather. Sooty Johns and two Spaniards in the middle of the night. Dear heavens. Clark.
"I shall direct Mr. Fairfax to confiscate the letter immediately upon your return to Augusta and present it to Colonel Brown. Mr. Stoddard, please escort Mrs. Sheridan back to the house for the night. Thank you for your diligence, madam."
Fairfax. Oh, gods. "Captain." Stoddard at her elbow, Betsy turned back to Sheffield in the doorway. "Sir, it would put me at great ease if Mr. Stoddard accompanied us back to Augusta on the morrow, rather than Mr. Fairfax."
"Ah." The diplomatic neutrality slid over Sheffield's face again. "I'm honored by the confidence you've gained in my officer. Alas, I need him here in Alton. Believe me when I say that if I didn't trust Mr. Fairfax to see you safely back to Augusta, I'd most certainly send Mr. Stoddard in his stead. Again, I thank you for your assistance and cooperation. Give my regards to your husband, and may you both rest well tonight."
##########
Chapter Seven
BETSY WAITED IN the saddle for a laconic Stoddard to mount his horse before nudging her mare north behind him. Her thoughts reeled about, and her pulse quivered like a caged songbird stalked by a housecat. What a predicament she'd woven. The redcoats expected her to surrender Arriaga's letter the next day, but she couldn't risk their uncovering a cipher that might incriminate Clark. She saw no option but to forge a copy of the letter for them while everyone slept. Why, oh why, had she ignored David's warning to stay away from Alton?
Five lots north, they passed tanner Givens's shop and home, where Clark had visited that afternoon. A crash from within prompted Stoddard to halt their horses. "Did you hear that?"
A man on horseback galloped from behind the house out onto the street and flew north past them, his expression shadow-gouged and contorted with malice. Enough light existed for Betsy to recognize the sensual lips and dark eyes and hair of a Spaniard. Not one of the men who'd visited Clark in the middle of the night, but a Spaniard nonetheless.
"Bloody hell!" Stoddard groped for a pistol at his saddle.
No other soldiers were within hail. Alton's civilians were all snoring abed, imbibing at the Red Rock, or losing money over the cockfight. Betsy steadied her spooked mare. "Lieutenant, you mustn't give chase! The Givenses! I fear for the family!"
He stared from the gloom of night, where the Spaniard had vanished, to the house, to Betsy before he expelled a breath with decision, recognizing his priorities. "Wait here. I shall check on the family." He dismounted and handed her the reins and one pistol. "I presume you know how to fire this." He removed the other pistol and cocked it halfway. "If the Spaniard returns, shoot him."
Night at the rear of the Givens's house swallowed him. Anxiety slicked Betsy's palms. The distant hoot of an owl startled her. Edgy, she darted a glance about the deserted street, startled by leaves clattering on the humid breeze, and jumping at a raucous eruption of laughter from the nearby tavern. Her relief at seeing Stoddard emerge a minute later dwindled at his expression.
He released his pistol from half-cock. "Madam, your concern is well-placed. Mr. Givens and his wife lay murdered most foully in their shop."
***
Two soldiers combed the yard for clues by lantern light, footprints mingling with those of Stoddard, the Spaniard, and his horse. The lieutenant, who'd been conversing with a stout sergeant, noticed Betsy's yawn, paused, and faced her. "My apologies. I should have escorted you back after you completed your statement. You've been most cooperative."
She favored him with a weary smile. "My mother's house isn't but a couple minutes away. I can ride by myself."
"With that murderous Spaniard on the loose? I wouldn't dream of letting you do that. I shan't be but a moment longer completing my instructions to Sykes here."
The lieutenant turned back to Sykes, missing her subsequent yawn of resignation. Her gaze caught on a lone rider on horseback trotting toward them from the direction of the Red Rock. He absorbed night, shadow his ally, stealthy in the dark like a creature of primal myth born to prey in the folds of a foggy, ferny forest. Although the air was warm, she shuddered and moved closer to Lady May, hoping he'd ride on past, the ground would cave in, or she'd become invisible. No such luck.
Metal clinked against leather as Fairfax dismounted. "Why wasn't I contacted earlier?" He drew up almost nose-to-nose with Stoddard. Sergeant Sykes's attempt at a salute went ignored. He slipped away to join the investigation in the yard, obviously used to such treatment by Fairfax.
Stoddard glanced at the time on a watch from his waistcoat pocket, replaced the watch, and swelled out his chest. "You weren't contacted because you're due to leave Alton in eight hours, fifty-two minutes. Sir." His smirk was audible.
"Indeed, but I still have eight hours, fifty-two minutes in Alton. Sir." The same height as Stoddard, Fairfax outweighed him by at least twenty-five pounds, all of it muscle, making Stoddard look spindly in comparison. Betsy shuddered again. Stoddard would be most fortunate if the two men never traded more than verbal blows.
Fairfax's attention snagged on the men in the yard, and dismay bit at the chill in his voice. "What the devil are they doing?"
"Searching for evidence."
"They're destroying evidence, fool. Footprints, hoof —"
"I remind you that you're speaking to a fellow officer."
Betsy squirmed. This rivalry went beyond epaulet crowding.
"Cause of death?"
"As you'll soon be gone, it's immaterial to you." Stoddard hummed a few seconds. "Oh, very well, blood loss."
"They were stabbed?"
"Their throats were slit from ear to ear."
"By a Spaniard." Fairfax sounded certain. "Any witnesses?"
"Beside myself? Yes. You now have eight hours, fifty-one minutes."
"All who visited the tanner recently are potentially accomplices to murder. You will question them."
Clark had visited the tanner that afternoon. He had friends who were Spaniards. The breath Betsy sucked in chilled her teeth. Had he really gone to the Red Rock Tavern that night?
"Perhaps you've misunderstood. His Majesty doesn't require your investigative skills here. He requires that you pursue your next assignment on the morrow: escorting Mrs. Sheridan and her husband to Augusta."
Just when Betsy had begun to hope she'd escape Fairfax's scrutiny, his frozen stare rotated to her. "You are a witness?" She fought the urge to shrink when he advanced on her, his expression mobile and victorious as he no doubt considered angles through which she might be involved in rebel schemes. He lowered his voice. "Stoddard, if by some chance your investigation reveals that Givens was a member of the Ambrose ring, this woman is an unsuitable witness."
Ambrose ring? What the blazes was that?
Stoddard snorted. "We've examined what you call 'evidence.' A parasol and veil. Bah. No secret rebel messages hidden in those. The lady is willing to surrender the letter to Colonel Brown on the morrow in Augusta."
He caught her eye above Fairfax's shoulder. "I shall escort you back now, madam." He strolled around to face Fairfax and granted the Givens property a magnanimous wave. "Have at it if you like, sir. You've still eight hours, fifty minutes. And were I you, I wouldn't harass Mrs. Sheridan. She's performed admirably as the King's witness, and Captain Sheffield thinks well of her."
***
No breeze cooled the stuffy bedroom, even though it was near eleven o'clock. The servant, Mary, was asleep in the tiny room across from Betsy's room, and Susana had gone home to her family, but Clark hadn't yet returned. Fretting, Betsy shoved the window open further, undressed to her shift, and hung her clothing on pegs. Then she set her pockets and the lantern on her mother's desk and withdrew Arriaga's letter and Clark's cipher. Blue letters and numbers reappeared on the message from the boot when she passed it near the heat of the lantern. While its cipher faded to invisibility, she pushed the boot message aside and opened Arriaga's letter.
Almost afraid to confirm her suspicions, she waved the letter above the heat. A shiver scurried down her backbone, and she whispered, "Gods." The familiar, bluish cipher-scribble appeared between the lines of Arriaga's script, too.
What she knew of Clark barely brushed the surface of the life he led. Even worse than her confirmation that he concealed so much was her certainty that he was in the thick of a multinational plot. She clamped down on her fear. Without a level head, she wouldn't be able to help her husband.
The Portuguese were supposedly neutral in the war. Sheffield had suggested the Portuguese captain's letter might have been intercepted before it left Havana. After exhaling a deep breath, she passed the letter over the heat again. The cipher portion was, indeed, written by a hand other than Arriaga's.
Without knowing the key to the cipher, trying to decode it was almost impossible. She studied the cipher on the letter, set it aside, and reheated the message from the boot, searching for something in common between the two. 402. Say, hadn't that been a number from the letter, too? After she'd refreshed the letter's cipher, she saw the number 402 written there twice. What was the significance of 402?
Clark must have kept everything from her thus far to protect her, but she was through carrying the burden of what she'd discovered alone. She doubted he'd confess if she confronted him directly. No, she'd have to trick him or convince him he could trust her. 402. She'd wait up for her husband, and perhaps she could find out what it meant.
To pass the time, she copied Arriaga's letter with the stationery, quill, and ink on her mother's desk. By the time she sprinkled fine sand over the finished forgery to help dry the ink, she'd grown so sleepy she had difficulty holding her head up. She nodded several times, folded the cipher and both letters, slid them into her pockets, and extinguished the lantern. She'd stretch out on the bed for a few minutes and wake up when Clark came in.
She never remembered falling asleep, but early Thursday, a thunderstorm trundled over Alton and awakened her. Oblivious to the tempest, Clark snored beside her. When had he returned?
Rain spattered the floor beneath the window. Fuzzy-headed, she rolled from bed and shoved the window shut, and after using the chamberpot, lay abed listening to the assault of rain on roof and pane. Alton needed the rain. So did Augusta to the north.
Clark's snores deepened. Intermittent lightning flashes cast his skin blue, almost the same hue as the cipher message. When the storm abated, she reopened the window and crouched in the cool moisture, reveling in raw scents of predawn, her hand stroking her belly. Several roosters crowed. In the east, the sky had blanched.
Clark coughed, and his murmur sounded groggy. "Betsy?"
Glad for the cover of darkness, she slid back in bed and began stroking his chest. Sweat dampened the sheet beneath him. "Hush. Go back to sleep."
He yawned. "Too much on my mind."
No doubt. She whispered, "Then let's play our game. Tree."
He sighed in deep contentment, eyes closed. "Sunshine."
"Wine."
"Purple." He yawned again.
"Bucket."
He nodded at the edge of sleep. "Mmm. Water."
"Four hundred two."
"Cornwallis."
She didn't miss a stroke, despite the fear that rammed her gut. Charles Lord Cornwallis ran the Crown's show in South Carolina. What business did a shoemaker from Augusta and residents of Spanish Havana have with a British general?
Clark stiffened, and she saw him stare at the ceiling, trying to decide whether he'd dreamed spilling the information. Then he pushed away and stood. "Damnation." He stumped to the desk, lit the lantern, and turned on her, his glare demanding an explanation.
She rolled up and sat. "Monday I received that box from a sea captain named Arriaga. His letter said he gave the enclosed parasol and veil to my mother while she was on his ship, and she lost them when the redcoats captured her in Havana. So he sent them to me. You and I didn't have time to discuss it Monday.
"Tuesday morning in the shop, I saw a piece of paper in the heel of a cowhide boot. When I held it close to the lamp, blue letters and numbers appeared all over it."
"Christ Jesus."
"And again I didn't have time to ask you about it because we had to clean 'Tory Scum' off our house. I woke in the middle of the night and overheard you talking with two Spaniards who were taking away the cowhide boots. Basilio, you named one of them. The dogs never barked at them. They knew them from previous visits, same way they know Sooty Johns."
"Ah." Clark rubbed his eyelids.
Betsy scrubbed her hands together, the rasp of nervous energy amplified in the quiet house. "Yesterday afternoon, Lieutenant Fairfax came here to the shop to post a letter. He recognized the parasol and veil from when he was in Havana and concluded that my aunt and I were spies. I denied involvement, but I'd swear he knew I had Arriaga's letter and your message."
Clark paced the length of the room in his shirt. Panic thrashed his expression.
"Husband, rebels write between the lines of letters with invisible ink that turns blue when heated, the way letters and numbers appeared on your message from the boot heel." She kept her voice low, conscious of the servant in the bedroom across the stairway. "The same way letters and numbers appeared on Arriaga's letter last night when I exposed it to heat. Between the two, I noticed the number 402 several times, so I knew it had to be significant.
"How many times have Basilio and his partner visited you in the middle of the night? Did they supply you with the Cordovan leather? What's a Loyalist doing in secret meetings with men from a country at war with Britain? To whom are you sending secret messages? Did Sooty paint the slur on our house, and if so, why? What has all this to do with Lord Cornwallis?" She drew a deep, shaky breath. "Are you spying on the redcoats for the rebels?"
He kept pacing. "I cannot tell you."
"Or you will not?" At his silence, she intercepted him, planted her feet, and braced her fists on her hips, her body quivering with betrayal. "How dare you conceal all this from me? Does this baby mean nothing to you? Think, man! Do you want me widowed, or —" She cringed, recalling Fairfax's threat to loosen her tongue. "Do you want all this half-knowledge tortured out of me? Tell me enough to protect myself and not betray you. Let me be your comrade and help you out of this." She hugged him. "I cannot raise this child alone. Stop what you're doing!"
"I tried to leave," he muttered, "when I found out you were carrying the baby. They won't let me go until it's over." He wrapped his arms around her. "It's gigantic, Betsy. It reaches the entire length of the Colonies, across the water, into Cuba, the Caribbean, France, Spain, and Holland."
"Rebels." Her voice emerged choked, the way hope felt in her chest. "A spy ring. Dear gods, you're spying for the rebels."
"If I walk away, I'll be executed within days. After my attempt at backing out two months ago, I was marked as suspect."
She clung to him, her head spinning with horror and indignation. "What is your mission?"
"I swore on my sacred honor not to tell you or anyone else."
What did fanatics who raided farms and ravished women and girls know of sacred honor? "When will it be over?"
"Another six weeks. And then I'm out, I promise."
"Six weeks is a long time. The redcoats aren't stupid."
"Yes, I know." He disentangled himself and headed for the desk. "And we've a seven-hour ride today in the company of one with a fiend's love of interrogation." He laughed without mirth. "I'd the good fortune to meet Mr. Fairfax last night in the Red Rock." He ran his hand over his face, as if to banish memory of the encounter. "Where are the letter and note? I must destroy both."
Relieved that she'd had the prudence to forge Arriaga's letter, she withdrew the original and the boot message from her pocket and handed them to him. While she crawled back into bed, the quilt of despondency settling over her, Clark ignited the note and dropped it into a metal dish on the desk. Arriaga's missive he first warmed to expose the cipher and silently translate. Then it, too, was fed to the flames.
The bitter stink of evidence permeated the room and shivered premonition through Betsy. Fire, the beginning and the end. Clark blew out the lantern, crawled into bed, and took her in his arms. "I'll be out by September, I promise. Trust me."
Did she have a choice? Her soul writhed with foreboding over the chasm her husband straddled between two battling Olympians: punitive parent and recalcitrant child. To them, the life of one mortal named John Clark Sheridan was of no consequence.
##########
Chapter Eight
NEITHER BETSY NOR Clark slept while dawn brightened the sky. She withheld knowledge of the Givens murders from her husband, uncertain how to tell him. Perhaps he'd heard the news in the Red Rock before coming home and hadn't mentioned it to her because he didn't want to alarm her further. The possibility that he already knew of it from plans made with Spaniards made her want to shrink from his touch. Was Clark capable of plotting murder? On Monday, she'd have scoffed at the suggestion. But with each passing day, she'd gained greater discernment that she didn't know the man in bed beside her at all.
Mary rose at five-thirty and thumped downstairs to revive the cooking fire. When Susana arrived half an hour later, Betsy pulled from Clark's embrace without a word and dressed. He did the same. Then they descended the stairs together to the aroma of coffee and cornbread and met Susana's grim visage in the shop.
The older woman thrust mugs of coffee at them. "I hate bearing ill news first thing, but the Givenses have been murdered."
Clark coughed coffee, so Betsy surmised it was news to him. "How dreadful, Aunt. When? How?"
"Last night about nine-thirty or ten. Lieutenant Stoddard saw a Spaniard on horseback gallop away from the house, and so he investigated."
Clark coughed again. "A Spaniard?"
From the magnitude of his gape, either he was an excellent liar, or knowledge of the murderer's nationality had unsettled him as much as news of the crime. Susana sighed. "Yes, a Spaniard. Another Spaniard. Unfortunately this rascal wasn't caught, either. After the horrific murder of that Spaniard here last month, I hoped we'd seen the last of Spaniards. It's just as well that you're headed back to Augusta today. I fear Alton is no longer a safe place to live. Now, let me see whether that lazy servant has finished preparing your breakfast."
Betsy studied Clark's peculiar fenced-in, wary expression over the rim of her coffee mug after Susana walked away. "You visited the tanner yesterday, did you not?" she said low, keeping her face neutral.
"Yes, but you don't think I had anything to do with his murder, do you?"
"Did you?"
"Good god, he was my friend!"
"And the Spaniard who murdered him?"
Clark looked away. "I don't know who he might have been."
The coffee soured in Betsy's mouth. From the horror and suspicion in her husband's eyes, she suspected he did know something about the murderer. That he was unwilling to confide in her about it filled her with more anxiety. The least Clark could do would be to tell her how the tanner's murderer figured into his mission.
Upstairs after breakfast, while Betsy was cleaning her teeth, she heard the jingle of spur and harness outside in the front yard. She rinsed her mouth and looked beyond the porch overhang to see Lieutenant Fairfax dismounting his horse while five other soldiers remained in their saddles out on the road. Will's hounds rose from the front porch, their toenails scraping the planks, and trotted over to greet the visitor. Halfway out, both dogs changed their minds and dove beneath the porch. Not a reassuring gesture.
The clock in the shop struck seven, followed by a rap on the front door. Betsy slung her tote sack over her shoulder and left the bedroom. Susana gave her a matronly hug downstairs in the shop, handed their wrapped dinner to Clark, and hugged him. "I may have the biggest mouth in Alton, but no one ever walked away from my table hungry."
As soon as Betsy opened the door, Fairfax glared in at them. Without a word, she walked past him, Clark behind her, to where Clark had tied their saddled horses, noting the stiff expressions on the other five soldiers, none of whom had accompanied Stoddard to fetch them from Augusta. She and Clark sure weren't going to supplement any soldiers' rations with homemade goodies during dinner this trip.
The Sheridans waved goodbye to Susana. On the road, their escort of six spoke little. Attempts at chitchat between Betsy and Clark withered in the ambiance that they were a mere liability to the soldiers.
They stopped at nine and again at eleven. Betsy, at last grown to understand the complaint of "pregnant bladder," trekked through foliage west of the road to relieve herself. Wandering out into the brush far enough for privacy made her feel like an escaped prisoner. And to think they had several more hours in Fairfax's company.
Her return was curtailed by pistol fire and the appearance of a dozen bandits descending on the escort.
At first she gaped in shock. Horses skittered and neighed through black powder smoke. Fairfax whipped out a pistol, blew a bandit's face away, and vaulted into his horse's saddle. Clark discharged his fowler into another bandit's midsection, sending the man screaming and thrashing in agony.
A volley erupted from the soldiers' muskets. The arc of sunlight on the lieutenant's hanger made Betsy flinch in horror, too late to avoid seeing the spurt of blood and the bounce of a bandit's severed head.
She crouched behind a tree, shaken, nauseated, Stoddard's words hammering her memory: I was the target, sir. Had the men not performed commendably, I'd have been assassinated. So this wasn't indiscriminate highway robbery and murder, then. Was she witnessing part of a conspiracy to assassinate British officers?
More pistol shots, more screams from dying men, the thud of someone running toward her — she gasped at a bandit fleeing into the woods and huddled lower in the brush. Best to stay concealed.
Her gaze followed the retreating man and widened when a Spaniard emerged from the brush thirty feet from her, the reins of his horse in one hand. He studied the bandit's noisy flight before looking toward the road, his expression as full of purpose as it was devoid of warmth. Betsy's stomach lurched, and she almost lost her breakfast. He was the Spaniard who had murdered the Givenses.
When he spotted her, menace and recognition condensed in his piercing, black eyes. He tossed the horse's reins over a branch and lunged. Betsy bolted for the road and blundered straight into the arms of a second retreating bandit.
He hauled her around and, with one arm pinning her to him, faced the soldiers, a knife pressed to her throat. Dark specks rotated through Betsy's vision of stunned soldiers and a horrified Clark. Clark faltered forward a few steps. "For the love of god, please let her go!"
"Stay there, you hear me? All of you. Or I'll cut her!"
In the background, moribund bandits moaned. One began a death rattle. Clark spread his hands, beseeching. "I haven't much money with me, but it's yours if you let her go."
"I'll take your money, all of you, and I want every horse. After all, it's what's due us for our efforts. Drop your weapons and keep your hands where I can see them. Lieutenant, drop that pistol, I say!"
Betsy's gaze riveted to Fairfax, who'd dismounted. He finished reloading one of his pistols and replaced the ramrod with the calm and ease of a preacher reviewing a popular sermon for a familiar flock. Then he lifted the pistol and took aim with a steady hand. "Drop the knife and let her go unharmed by my count of five, and I shall grant you a thirty-second lead before I hunt you down."
"Does your lordship think me a fool?"
Agony bloomed on Clark's face. "Lieutenant, didn't you hear him? Put that pistol away, or he'll murder her!"
"Stand your ground, Mr. Sheridan."
"You've lost your wits! Pistols aren't accurate enough!"
"Stand your ground."
Betsy's gaze yanked back to Fairfax. Angelic radiance suffused his face, and a half-smile teased his lips, as if he agreed with Clark's assessment of his pistol's accuracy. Again, she almost vomited. The pistol was aimed right for her. Did he have no regard for her life at all?
"Ensign, if Mr. Sheridan interferes, restrain him."
"Sir."
She darted a glance around — from edginess on the four privates' faces, to discipline on the ensign's face, to terror on Clark's face, to the radiance that transfigured Fairfax in such a breathtaking, preternatural way. Gods. The only time she'd seen such virility imbue Clark's expression was during lovemaking.
She felt close to fainting. Sweat streamed between her thighs. If the bandit didn't kill her, Fairfax or the Spaniard would. She was on her own. Tensing, she spotted a small branch nearby: a good weapon to wield after she raked her heel down the bandit's shin and into his instep.
He firmed his grip on her, and desperation snarled his voice. "I'm tired of dancing with you buggering bloodybacks. Give me what I want, or I'll cut her throat."
"As I said, let her go unharmed," said Fairfax, "or I shall put a ball between your eyes on my count of five. One."
"All your money and horses! And drop that pistol!"
Humming filled Betsy's ears at the look of torment in Clark's expression.
Fairfax cocked the pistol. "Two."
"Meet my demands, or I'll kill her!" The bandit pricked her neck with the point of the blade. Fire burned down the side of her neck and into her tucker: blood. Her knees knocked. Terror punched her breath from her lungs and fed it back to her in puny gasps. Rage fueled the bandit's shriek: "The devil damn you black for a liar!"
"Three."
The tiny movement of Fairfax's forefinger squeezing the trigger preceded the kerr-poww of the pistol a millisecond before the searing breath of the ball skimmed the mobcap at Betsy's right temple and plowed through cartilage, bone, and brains of the bandit with a wet thump. Blood sprayed the back of her neck. He collapsed. Her hand groped for her neck. The world tinted yellow. Sounds muffled. Her knees buckled.
Clark caught her before she hit the ground. Seconds later, the sensation of him dabbing off her neck with his handkerchief and water from his canteen anchored her, steadied her pulse. "Thank heavens it isn't deep. It's already stopped bleeding. I've cleaned blood off your clothing." He hugged her from behind, his chest warm against her back. "How do you feel, Betsy?"
The dead bandit's booted feet haunted her peripheral vision. Her tucker felt pasted to her shoulder. She moaned.
"Ah, sweetheart. We haven't much time. I hope you're well enough to ride."
On the road, soldiers cut purses and confiscated weapons from corpses before dragging the bodies into the brush east of the road. Betsy's gaze sought the cumulus-smudged sky, where turkey buzzards would be circling soon enough, then shifted to the edge of the thicket, where Fairfax appeared and dusted off his hands. Somewhere behind her in the brush, the Spaniard lurked. Her voice emerged little more than a whisper. "I will ride." And the sooner the better. Something about the attack didn't seem valid.
Fairfax strode for them, his face expressionless. She focused her gaze on the horses. Dried weeds and coarse grass crunched beneath his boots. He bypassed them, scouted in the brush, and returned alone to the body of the bandit. Perhaps the Spaniard had witnessed his marksmanship and taken cover again. The bandit's booted feet jiggled as Fairfax relieved the corpse of purse and knife. "One of them escaped and may return with support. Let's be on our way." The lieutenant walked off.
Her life had been imperiled, but had Fairfax's satisfaction derived from heroism? No, his concept of honor was frightening and fluid, more like that of a cat playing with prey. She murmured to Clark, "Five. He'd shoot on his count of five, he said."
Clark pressed her arm with his hand. "Hush. Up you go." He rose and helped her to her feet.
Over his shoulder, Fairfax dosed her with his gray-green stare. "Did I say five, madam? Of course, I meant three." He continued to the horses.
Clark made sure he was out of earshot before lowering his voice. "How did Captain Sheffield put it yesterday? 'I assure you he's quite capable of handling any problems that might arise on the road.' Thank you, Captain."
Her gaze shifted north, toward Augusta. In three hours, she'd be home, rid of the company of a brilliant, blighted British officer. There was no place like home.
***
They reached Augusta just after two Thursday afternoon. Betsy's heart lightened at the approach of her foster-father, Lucas O'Neal, on horseback south on the main street. With him were Adam Neville and the Sheridans' nearest neighbors, stocky Ephraim Sweeney and wiry Caleb Cochrane. They held up their hands and pulled their horses to a halt, waiting. Her buoyancy collapsed at their expressions. No welcoming committee, they were conveyors of bad news. Someone close must have died.
Clark and Betsy sent their horses ahead. Pain wreathed Adam's genial face. "Good god, Clark, we hate to be the ones to tell you this. Your house burned to the ground this morning."
Betsy stared. She hadn't heard right. "Our house burned?"
Clark whispered, "Is this your idea of a poor joke?"
Weariness rimmed Lucas's blue eyes. His head jerked side to side once. He lowered his gaze.
The shop and Clark's craft and livelihood, gone. Betsy's grandmother Elizabeth's china and cabinet, gone. Their clothing, their heirlooms, their — no, this wasn't real.
Caleb sputtered, "We ran for the buckets, but it was too late. Thank heaven you weren't inside. It went up so fast."
Ephraim pressed his hat to his chest. "We're sorry, folks."
A snarl whipped Clark's face. He kicked his gelding in the sides, sending it northward.
"Clark, wait!" Adam extended a hand, but Clark was beyond hearing.
Lucas reached out to Betsy. "Dear, there's nothing left."
Anguished, she sent Lady May galloping up the street after Clark. In their yard, the henhouse and gardens were intact and undamaged. But nothing remained of the house except a foundation, charred timbers, and stone fireplace and chimney.
"My god," Clark whispered, supplicating the wreck of their lives to resurrection. "Please, not this!" Betsy found her way to him, and he took her face in his hands, tears in his eyes. "How can I provide for you and our child now?" They fell into each other's arms, too devastated to do anything but stare at the charred, stinking wreckage that had been their home not two days earlier.
##########
Chapter Nine
"HUSH NOW," BETSY whispered. They released each other and assembled composure while their friends dismounted and walked over to join them. The soldiers arrived and began dismounting.
Caleb removed his hat. "Jane found some extra material and can make quilts for when winter comes. Folks in the neighborhood donated clothes. Vicar Glenn started a collection."
Ephraim beamed. "Ellie's organizing a house raising."
"Thank you. You're all kind." Clark's voice sounded hollow.
Lucas patted his shoulder. "Stay with us while you rebuild. You can have the room Betsy shared with my daughter."
Betsy saw Clark's shoulders relax. The thought that they might get through the disaster and have a home by the time the baby arrived didn't penetrate far into her numbness.
"You're a good neighbor. Catastrophe happens, folks head to another town where kinfolk help them." Ephraim snapped his fingers, felt inside his waistcoat, and withdrew a sealed letter. "Before I forget, this came for you in yesterday's post." Clark, his actions still wooden, transferred it to his waistcoat pocket. "We'd all hate to see you leave. None of us has much money, but we'll help the best we can."
Fairfax strode into their midst, curiosity slicing his stony composure. "An unfortunate occurrence, Mr. Sheridan. The men wish me to give you this."
Betsy met Clark's gaze after he took the purse of the bandits' coin from Fairfax. Well, money was money. Clark gave the lieutenant a brusque nod and caught the attention of the soldiers, whose expressions projected their dismay and commiseration at his loss. Gratitude struggled to his face. "Thank you, fellows."
Fairfax clasped his hands behind him. "Do you mind if I have a look about your property?"
Hair stood up on the back of Betsy's neck. They needed him poking around the ruins of their home like they needed more fire. Clark licked his lips. "Uh, why? There's nothing left to see."
"I may be able to discern how the fire started. If it was accidental, such information might help in designing your replacement home."
The emphasis Fairfax placed on the word "if" announced his suspicions as to the nature of the blaze. Betsy remembered something else Captain Sheffield had said about him. I know he'll get to the bottom of it, if anyone can. Brilliant, blighted Fairfax had a knack for investigation. Oh, joy.
Adam cleared his throat. "Pardon me, Lieutenant — er —"
Fairfax scraped his scrutiny over Adam's attire and regarded him without expression. "Fairfax. Lieutenant Dunstan Fairfax."
"Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir. Lieutenant Adam Neville, Brown's Rangers. We investigated the fire this morning and believe a lightning strike caused it. You're welcome to read the report I made for Colonel Brown." He smiled. "I suggest we withdraw and allow these folks time to deal with their loss."
"Colonel Brown won't object to having another set of eyes on the incident." Fairfax turned back to Clark, and Betsy saw Adam pinch his lips together in annoyance: a royal provincial dismissed by a British regular. "As I was saying, Mr. Sheridan —"
"Pardon me, again, Lieutenant." Adam's posture stiffened. "You must clear further investigation with your superior officer in Augusta."
Fairfax glared at Adam, and Betsy felt wretched for the Ranger, who was only trying to help them. "Regarding protocol, on this site, I, being the regular, am your superior officer. As I commented earlier, another set of eyes never hurts." His stare heaved a wagonload of accusation onto Clark. "Wouldn't you agree, Mr. Sheridan?"
Adam's gaze met Clark's, the Ranger's expression imparting apology. Misgiving swam through Clark's face. Under the circumstances, Fairfax's request couldn't be declined. Clark waved vague acquiescence at the ruins of the house. "Be my guest, Lieutenant."
"Thank you." Fairfax bowed. "Lieutenant, accompany me. I have questions." He ambled toward the remains of the house. Adam trailed after Fairfax.
Lucas lowered his voice. "Who the hell's the lobsterback?"
"Someone we're well rid of today."
Betsy suddenly recalled that Tom Alexander had promised to help watch the house. "Has anyone seen Tom?"
Ephraim slapped his thigh. "Ellie will yell at me good for forgetting. The lad's at our house recovering from the bump on his head he got while trying to stop your house from burning."
Betsy's eyes bulged. She and Clark said in unison, "What?" But the story about Tom had to wait, for townsfolk quickly thronged the yard, and the onslaught of Augustans — the nosy, the curious, the sympathetic — began.
In between hearing accounts of the fire and accepting gifts and commiserations, Betsy noticed Adam had returned to speak with fellow Rangers while Fairfax picked his way through the blackened ruins that had been Clark's shop and studied footprints. At least she needn't worry about producing Arriaga's letter. Later, she spotted Fairfax squatting out near the road, examining wagon ruts and more footprints. What evidence could he hope to find?
Lucas, Ephraim, and Caleb, seeing how spent the Sheridans were, shooed away townsfolk after half an hour. "Come over to the house and get out of the sun," said Ephraim. "Ellie will fetch us some ale. You can talk with that apprentice of yours."
"Drink one for me, Clark," said Caleb. "I'm headed back to work."
"Me, too." Lucas hugged Betsy. "See you at the house for supper." He shook Clark's hand.
Fairfax, in mid-stride to join them again, called out, "Before you depart, gentlemen, may I have a word with all of you?"
"Doesn't that one ever smile?" muttered Caleb.
Ephraim snorted. "From the looks of it, he for sure doesn't shit. Oh, pardon my language, Betsy."
His posture formal and uncompromising, Fairfax drew up before them. "Mr. Sheridan, be so good as to introduce me to your companions here."
Clark sighed. "As you fellows heard earlier, this is Lieutenant Fairfax out of Alton —"
"The Seventeenth Light out of South Carolina, Mr. Sheridan."
Betsy cocked her eyebrow. So Fairfax had been transferred to the Seventeenth Light Dragoons in South Carolina, cavalry. Perhaps poking about that colony for Mathias Hale wasn't such a good idea just yet.
"These are my neighbors Ephraim Sweeney and Caleb Cochrane, and my wife's cousin by marriage, Lucas O'Neal."
Fairfax nodded. "Mr. Sweeney, I understand you were first on the scene this morning."
Ephraim sniffed. "My son Jeb woke me saying their house was afire. I roused the family and sent him running to the Cochranes so they could help with the water buckets."
"Yah, it was too late by the time we got here." Caleb shook his head. "Flames were shooting fifty feet high."
Fairfax craned back his neck and regarded the ancient oak that had cooled the house with its summer foliage. "Fifty feet high, eh? I suppose so. The bottom branches of that tree look a bit singed. Did either of you see anyone leave the premises when you arrived to put out the fire?"
"Leave? Nope."
"Me, either."
"And both of you are Whigs."
No one spoke. Betsy saw Caleb's jaw and Ephraim's fist tighten. Clark said, "They're my good neighbors."
"I certainly hope so. Your Ranger friends told me about an incident the day before yesterday. Someone painted 'Tory Scum' across the front of your house. Had your property been vandalized before?"
"No."
"Mr. Neville is unaware of similar incidents since his arrival here. Why might you be singled out for such persecution?"
Clark opened his mouth, then studied the burned house. "You believe the vandalism and burning are related?"
"Answer my question."
He swallowed at Fairfax's dagger-sharp tone. Empathy welled through Betsy. Clark took a deep breath. "I've no idea."
Ephraim slapped Clark on the back. "He's a good Loyalist. He don't bother nobody, and he keeps his mouth shut."
Ugh. Where did Ephraim come by that gutter grammar all of a sudden? Betsy watched Fairfax wilt Ephraim's jollity with the frigidity of the North Sea. After more silence, he said, "Curious that a Loyalist lives between two Whigs in harmony."
Caleb picked his teeth and spat something to the left of Fairfax's boot by a couple of inches. "Oh, you think we Georgians go killing each other over politics like them South Carolinians. Nobody in Augusta argues politics with his neighbor no more." He laughed. "It don't get you nowhere. In two years, we've had so many peacocks claiming to be the local government that we got a joke about it. You don't like who's in charge, just wait a week, and it'll change."
Baffled, Betsy wiggled a finger in her ear. Caleb, like Ephraim, sounded like an uneducated wretch. Peculiar for a man who was the chess champion of Augusta.
Caleb grinned. "And why shouldn't we live in peace with Clark? He don't have a splinter up his arse like some Britons we know. By the by, Lieutenant Fairfarts — did I get your name right? — I don't recollect who pleaded for your help."
Betsy fought the urge to hit the dirt. Clark's gaze skittered between Fairfax and Caleb. She could tell he was groping for a way to divert the subject. On the street, five redcoats and three Rangers listened, alert to the beginnings of an altercation.
But rather than seeing rage climb in Fairfax's expression at Caleb's slurs, she saw amusement. "Mr. Cochrane, Georgia is a Crown colony. As representative of the legitimate government, it's my duty to administer justice. I find no evidence that the fire destroying Mr. Sheridan's house was accidental. Therefore, someone must be apprehended and punished for committing arson."
Anguish and astonishment at Fairfax's announcement spewed Betsy's stomach like slivers of glass. The same blend of emotions rippled Clark's expression. "Arson, Lieutenant? What evidence did you find for arson in a charred wreck like that?"
"It's what I didn't find. Furniture. You had a bed, cupboards, chests, chairs, workbenches for your shoemaking?"
"Yes, of course we had all that."
"There's no trace of such in the debris."
Lucas stirred. "The fire got awful hot, Lieutenant. Everything probably burned down to ashes."
"I've seen burned houses before. Invariably, there's a remnant of the larger pieces of furniture: the frame of a bed, the leg of a dining table. None of that is here. Furthermore, I found no metal. No candlesticks, pots, or spoons."
Hair stood up on the back of Betsy's neck again. "I don't understand."
Fairfax faced her with eyes glittering like arctic stars. "Your property was removed before your house was set ablaze." He gestured north. "It was loaded on a wagon prior to a rainstorm about four this morning and driven north on that road after the rain, after your virtually empty house was set afire. Where did the culprit go? Will your possessions turn up?" He eyed Clark. "Did you participate in the execution of this plan?"
Clark glared at him. "What? You believe I stole my own furniture and set fire to my house?"
"Did you?"
"No! That's ridiculous. Are you crazy?"
"Rebels are crazy."
"Rebels? Surely Adam told you my loyalties."
"Indeed." Fairfax contemplated Clark and Betsy. "A peculiar entity, fire. Almost a god — creator, destroyer. You can obscure evidence with it. A letter from a sea captain, for example." He needled his gaze on Betsy. "I know a man who dug up another man's corpse, dressed it like himself, and set fire to it to make everyone think he'd been burned at the stake. It allowed him at least two days lead time over his pursuit."
"I'll be damned," said Lucas. "You're one of the redcoats who chased my wife's cousins and their father down to Havana."
Caleb scraped his teeth again and spat something to the outside of Fairfax's other boot. "Havana, eh? Yeah, I figured he didn't get to be the color of a quadroon chasing Will's broadsides around Georgia."
Ephraim grinned and poked Caleb's shoulder with camaraderie. "Will's 'Tarleton's Quarter' broadsides. I wager there's enough of them floating around that Tarleton can clean his nockhole with them every day. Oh, pardon my language again, Betsy."
A faint smile curved Fairfax's lips. "I hear Colonel Tarleton is flattered by them and collects them for mementos. But let's return to the business at hand. You've each been far more helpful than you've imagined with this game you've played, pretending ignorance and stupidity. Cease with the peasant pageantry and tell me who, beside your families, witnessed the fire."
Tom Alexander. Betsy saw, as Fairfax could not help but see, momentary widening in the eyes of Ephraim, Caleb, Lucas, and Clark. "Other witnesses?" Ephraim looked away. "There weren't any others. Somebody would have come forward by now if they'd seen anything."
Fairfax allowed another discomforting silence to elapse. Then he motioned them all closer and pitched his voice low. "Obstruction of the king's justice is an offense of the same magnitude as treason. Each of you is lying to me about this crime. I'm certain none of you wants to end his life on a gibbet. Out with the name of this witness, or I shall have all of you arrested and interrogated."
"Oh." Ephraim grafted a pleasant smile to his face. "You'll be wanting to talk with Tom Alexander, then."
##########
Chapter Ten
EXHAUSTION UNDER ELLIE'S eyes sank deeper than usual. "Oh, Betsy, I'm so sorry, dear. Sit and have some hot chocolate."
Anxious about what would transpire between Fairfax and Tom, Betsy glanced at Clark, last in the procession upstairs. "Let me make sure Tom's all right first."
Ephraim introduced Tom to Fairfax as she slipped in the room upstairs. Propped with pillows, Tom lay on the bed Jeb shared with his brothers. His cheeks colored at the sight of Betsy.
"Relax, son." Tom's widowed mother, Rose, shoved faded sandy-colored hair back beneath her mobcap, dampened a cloth in a basin, and dabbed his forehead with it. "Doctor says he can come home tonight. I never thought I'd be thankful for Tom's hard head. He doesn't ever give up, bless his heart."
Across the room, Fairfax inspected the occupants: Rose, Ephraim, Adam, Clark. When his gaze found Betsy, it swept back and forth between her and Tom, flustering her, so she shifted close to Clark. Fairfax nodded to Rose. "Indeed, he's fortunate to have survived. I'm curious about the incident and have a few questions about Mr. Alexander's head injury."
"Oh, now, that can wait until the morrow, after he's had a good night's sleep." Rose fanned a fly off Tom's brow.
"No, I leave for South Carolina on the morrow."
"You're probably going to ask the same questions the soldiers asked him at noon today."
"Madam, if you would be so kind as to step outside —"
"I will not." Rose bristled. "I won't have you tiring my boy."
"Mama." Tom grasped her wrist. "Let him speak."
After Tom released her, Rose dropped the cloth in the basin and stood, glowering at Fairfax. "Thank heaven most soldiers aren't obnoxious." She swept out on a whiff of poultice.
Tom sighed, eyes closed. "I'm not feeling well this moment, Lieutenant, so I will appreciate your being quick about it."
Fairfax stationed himself beside the basin. Tom blinked his eyes open. Betsy watched Fairfax's icy gaze reach out and clutch Tom by the throat. Anxiety puckered the skin on her arms and neck.
"Mr. Alexander, what is your relationship with Mr. Sheridan?"
"I'm his apprentice."
"For how long?"
"Four years."
"And how old are you?"
"Seventeen."
"He says you're an early riser. What time do you usually arrive for work at the shop?"
"Around seven."
An awkward, sickening silence fell over the room, the silence that evolves when a yawning metal trap has been baited and left to do its business. Tom stared at the foot of the bed, tense against the pillow. Fairfax's gaze swept the length of him. "What time did you arrive at the Sheridans' house this past Tuesday morning?"
Tom wrinkled his brow, remembering. "That would have been about the usual time. Seven o'clock."
"Was something amiss that morning?"
"Why, yes, someone had —" Tom broke off and darted a look at Clark before returning his stare to the foot of the bed. "There was a slur painted red across the front of their house."
"What slur?"
"It said 'Tory Scum.'"
"And you were the first person to notice it, just as you were, supposedly, the first person to arrive on the scene of arson this morning."
Clark stirred. "Now see here, Lieutenant. Tom had nothing to do with either incident. I'd stake my life on it."
"What makes you so certain?"
"I know him. And besides, he's a political neutral."
Fairfax's gaze slithered over to Betsy. She diverted her attention elsewhere, away from a frigid smile that toyed with her again. The lieutenant said, "A neutral. Another neutral. Peculiar. Here in Augusta, but nowhere else in the colonies, we have happy Whigs living alongside happy Loyals with happy neutrals wending through their midst. I'd inform His Majesty that the Garden of Eden exists in the Georgia colony but for some disgruntled serpent with a love of red paint and, two days later, a love of arson."
He paced before the window, three steps across and three steps back. "Mr. Alexander, what time did you arrive at the Sheridans' house this morning?"
"A little after four."
"How little after four?"
"I — uh — maybe four-twenty. Four-thirty."
"And the occasion for such an early arrival?"
"I woke during a thunderstorm and couldn't get back to sleep, so I went to collect eggs from the Sheridans' hens."
"It was dark at four-thirty in the morning. You took a lantern? Good. What did you see when you arrived?"
Betsy, noting that Tom's lips sealed, realized he'd seen something. She also knew Fairfax had marked the tightening of Tom's lips. She could almost hear hinges in the trap groaning and quivering, eager to be sprung.
Tom fingered the upper back of his head and winced, still studying the end of the bed. "This is where my memory goes fuzzy. I walked into the yard, and something heavy fell on me. A limb, I reckon. The next thing I knew, Mrs. Sweeney and Mrs. Cochrane were standing over me, and people were shouting and running about, and the Sheridans' house was afire."
Another uncomfortable, Fairfax-induced silence ensued while the lieutenant's gaze roamed Tom's clothing and profile. "Were you injured anywhere beside your head, Mr. Alexander?"
"No."
"Any bruises or scratches on your shoulders, neck, or arms?"
"No."
"And that's the clothing you were wearing this morning when you were knocked out. Allow me a look at that knot on your head. Here is where you were hit? Ah, yes." Fairfax fingered the back of his own head. "I know exactly how much that must pain you." He meandered to the other side of the room, turned about, and faced Tom, triumphant. "Let's go over this again. What did you see when you arrived at the Sheridans' house this morning at approximately four-thirty?"
"I told you I didn't see anything."
"You also said you were struck by a falling object. A limb, you conjecture. Were you bending over to examine something on the ground when it hit you?"
"No."
"Then you weren't hit by a falling limb. Mr. Sweeney and Mr. Cochrane told me there was nothing on the ground around you such as branches or limb debris to substantiate your claim that you were struck by a falling limb. Furthermore, you received no injury to your upper body or damage to your clothing, common when a limb falls on a person. And there is a clearing in the overhead foliage above where you were found. No limbs or branches could have fallen on you at that spot.
"Your injury was caused from a blow to the back of your head with a blunt object, likely a piece of wood and not metal, since your skull doesn't appear to have been fractured. You know someone struck you from behind. So here we have arrived at the same question. What did you see just before you were struck from behind?"
"I-I don't remember."
"Let me assist your memory, then. You saw a wagon loaded with the Sheridans' property in their yard, ready to be driven off, did you not?"
Wham! Betsy tensed, feeling the trap slam about Tom. Dear gods, why wasn't he divulging information to Fairfax? Why was he letting the lieutenant disembowel him with interrogation? She resisted looking at Clark, fear and suspicion like dizzy birds winging and swirling in her stomach. Had Tom witnessed something that compromised Clark's integrity?
Tom turned from Fairfax and stared through Betsy to the door. Escape, she read on his face, escape. His voice emerged dull. "Yes, I think I remember the wagon now."
"Excellent. And how many men were with the wagon?"
"I don't know."
"There must have been at least two?"
"I'm not sure. But one man couldn't have loaded all that furniture alone." Apprehension rippled across Tom's face.
"What were they saying to each other?"
"I was only there a few seconds before I was knocked out."
"But you heard them speaking. What words did they speak?"
"Another language, I think."
A chill prickled Betsy's spine. Fairfax drilled his attention on Tom. "Which language?"
A tremor shook Tom's head. His eyes filled with desperation. "I don't know. I only speak English."
Like many in the Georgia colony, he understood Spanish. Why was he lying again?
Fairfax's eyes glittered with that unholy, archangelic light. "Parlez-vous Français? Sprechen Sie Deutsch?"
"I don't understand what you're saying."
"¿Habla usted Español?"
Tom turned back to him. "If you want my help, ask me in English." His color gray, he shut his eyes. "My head hurts. I don't care to answer more questions now. Come to my house on the morrow if you must. I'm too tired to continue today."
Betsy had seen tabby cats watch field mice with the same intensity that Fairfax regarded Tom. "Very well. I shall leave you to rest. Thank you for your time. You've been of tremendous help toward solving this crime. Don't leave town tonight, not until I can ascertain whether I've further questions for you." Tom made a vague motion of acquiescence. The lieutenant redirected his attention. "Mr. and Mrs. Sheridan, be assured that I shall discover who stole your furniture and burned your house, and then bring them to justice. It's my duty to see the Crown's justice executed. You're loyal subjects of His Majesty. I'm at your service." He inclined his head.
Clark's response sounded mechanical. "Thank you, but I don't see how you can help us. You're due shortly to catch up with your cavalry unit in South Carolina."
"The world, sir, is not so large as you might imagine. I guarantee you it isn't large enough to hide a wagonload of furniture, perhaps sodden furniture." He gestured toward the door. "I've a few more questions for the rest of you. Shall we repair downstairs and allow Mr. Alexander his repose?"
They filed from the bedroom, Fairfax first, followed by Ephraim, Adam, and Clark. When Betsy moved to follow them, she heard Tom whisper her name. He motioned her to close the door. "Quickly, before Mama returns." She sat at his bedside, afraid of what she saw in his eyes. "Clark's in deep trouble."
She made a furtive glance over her shoulder. "Hush."
"The Cordovan leather. How did he come by it? He had to deal with Spaniards somehow, and he's a Loyalist."
"Forget you ever saw it."
"Done. What's his business with Spaniards?"
"I'm not exactly sure."
"Trust me, I shan't breathe a word of it." He lifted his jaw. "I wouldn't betray Clark. I've known him most of my life. You — both of you — have been so kind to me. Tell me what he's into so I can cover for him."
"Oh, Tom, I don't know what to tell you. I honestly don't know enough myself to say for sure, but it's growing deeper and deeper with each day." Her hands shook, and she clasped them to still the trembling. "And it frightens me."
He brushed her wrist with his fingers. "I lied to Lieutenant Fairfax."
Her heart skipped a beat. She glanced at the closed bedroom door again. "You lied about the men you saw with the wagon?"
"Yes. There were at least four. I did hear one speak just before I was hit on the head. He was a Spaniard. ¡Cuidado, Basilio, un hombre! he said. 'Look out, Basilio, a man!'" Tom swallowed. "Your dogs — Caleb is holding them for you — they weren't barking or nervous with any of those men. They'd seen them all before."
"Good gods," she whispered. Disillusionment crashed over her world and splintered what remained of it into glistening shards of betrayal. How could Clark have done such a thing? That night, she must confront him.
Tom's gray eyes searched her face. "Find me on the morrow and tell me about it."
Involve him further in what was almost certainly suicide? "I cannot." She squared her shoulders. "I will not."
"I don't care about this war. You know that. I want to help Clark. And you. You're going to need help."
The stairs creaked with Rose's ascending footsteps. Betsy grafted serenity into her expression and stood. Tom was a decent fellow, undeserving of being stomped underfoot by Britain and an international ring of spies. "I won't involve you." Before he could protest, she turned her back to him and opened the door for his mother. "You get well, you hear me, Tom Alexander? The shop may have burned, but Clark still needs his apprentices." Then she smiled at Rose and trotted downstairs.
##########
Chapter Eleven
IN THE WEE hours of Friday morning, Betsy rolled onto her back in the bed she'd shared growing up with a cousin. Scents of pine and dewy earth and the music of frogs and crickets drifted in through the window. Against the tumult of her thoughts, it had all proved useless at relaxing her for sleep.
Men's murmurs rose from the ground floor. Imagining how Clark acquiesced to offers of community aid revolted her. For hours she'd pondered how to dissuade him from further endangering them and defrauding the community, but she had no answers.
Chair legs squawked on the floor below. She heard Clark thank elders and friends. After they mounted horses and rode away, the house quieted. Betsy detected the low, diplomatic tone of Lucas. His tread preceded Clark's upstairs. The bedroom door creaked open. Clark shut it and peeled off his coat. When she sat up, he cleared his throat. "Sorry to wake you, darling. I tried to be quiet."
"I was already awake." Her voice sounded steady. Good. She swung her feet over the side of the bed and groped for the tinderbox. "Let's talk."
He yawned and hung his coat on a peg. "On the morrow. I'm exhausted."
"No. This won't wait." She lit a candle.
His mouth tugged downward, Clark sat at the foot of the bed. "As I feared, it will take us at least a year to rebuild. I must buy all new tools and make furniture. Fortunately, my business has been robust, and Lucas says we can live here until the house raising." She said nothing, and he shifted on the bed, unable to read her. "Support me through this. Dear heart, I need you."
She kept her voice quiet. "Basilio and his friends stole our furniture and burned our house. I demand to know why."
Shock splintered his expression. "The devil — how —?" He regained composure, and his gaze on her narrowed. "Demand? Neither of us can demand a thing at this point."
"You must not mind the taste of charity. Did they destroy our home to intimidate you into compliance?" She exhaled fury. "I'm your wife, yet never once did you consult me about pursuing this appalling scheme with the rebels. Do you realize how angry I am? I could spit fire right now, Clark. I wonder whether I can trust you, especially since we're getting sucked deeper in.
"I don't support your decision or activities. It's wrong to endanger the three of us and take advantage of our neighbors' and friends' goodwill. I insist that you pull out of this mission."
Bleakness crawled over his face. "I cannot."
Betsy relaxed tension from her jaw. "I want to support you, but if the baby and I are going to be at risk, I must know the stakes. Otherwise —" She compressed her lips, showing him a determination that she didn't yet feel at the bottom of her soul. "Otherwise, I'm leaving you. Lucas and Sarah will protect me."
"Betsy, no!"
"Then tell me why Basilio stole our furniture and burnt our house. You seemed on such good terms with him two nights ago, when he was sneaking about the house with his partner."
Clark spread his hands. "If he did it, I honestly don't know why. I feel just as betrayed as you do. I thought they understood that I could be trusted to complete my assignment."
"What's Basilio's partner's name?"
"If I tell you more, and the redcoats learn what you know —"
"Ignorance isn't a risk I'm prepared to take. Out with Basilio's partner's name."
He hesitated. "Francisco."
"How many times did they come in the middle of the night?"
"Eight."
Her head reeled. "Eight? When did they start?"
"May twenty-sixth of this year."
Two weeks after Charles Town and the southern rebel army surrendered to the British. As long as Betsy had known Clark, almost two years, she'd been convinced of his devotion to the King, but he'd been in the employ of the rebels far longer than the two months since the capture of Charles Town. Had he ever been loyal to King George? "Explain the Cordovan leather."
"It arrived after I resumed my activities with them."
A bribe instead of a threat. "Where were the Spaniards taking those boots?"
"To an agent in the Carolinas. I don't know his name. The way we're organized, each of us only knows the names of two or three others, and we have aliases and false identities."
"Who is Ambrose?"
His gaze on her became shrewd. "The alias for our leader. Where did you hear the name?"
"From Lieutenant Fairfax."
"Damnation."
"What does all this have to do with Cornwallis?"
He shook his head again.
"What's your mission?"
His lips flattened. "Some things I just cannot tell you. Perhaps later, but not now."
He'd put her off by telling her the least important information. "Did Sooty Johns write 'Tory Scum' on our house?"
"Yes, to tighten my cover here, although if Basilio and Francisco did burn the house, the ring must have changed direction and be leading to additional responsibilities for me."
"Without a home for a base? Hah." Betsy threw up her hands. "Even I can see how thin your cover is. To involve you deeper would destroy it."
"At least Fairfax will be gone soon."
She thought of the Givens murders and the horrendous encounter with bandits on the road back to Augusta. "How many Spaniards are in your ring?"
Wariness returned to his face. "Basilio and Francisco are the only ones I've met."
"I witnessed a Spaniard leaving the Givens home right after their murder. He tracked us on the road today."
Clark gaped. "You said nothing of this earlier."
"When have we had the chance to talk? I blundered from cover into that bandit because the Spaniard was skulking in the woods, recognized me from Alton, and came after me."
"Why didn't you tell Fairfax?"
"Fairfax." She snorted. "At the time, I was far too terrified and just thankful to be alive. Something about the attack of those bandits tells me we weren't random targets. Perhaps the Spaniard hired them and planned it. So who is he?"
"I don't know." He flicked his gaze away. "I've no word of another Spaniard in the ring."
Clark was lying to protect her. "What if he isn't in the ring?"
Moroseness and stubbornness set his jaw. She wouldn't get further with him that night.
"Very well, then. I shall turn in for the night." Her jaw also defiant, she scooted to the far side of the bed. "Blow out the candle when you've undressed."
He rose, unbuttoned his waistcoat, then patted the inner pocket with a frown. "Almost forgot about this letter."
She lay on her side watching him. "The one Ephraim gave you this afternoon? Who's it from?"
"Isaac Sheridan, King Street, in Camden, South Carolina."
"Sheridan?" Her eyebrows rose. "A relation?"
Without answering, he broke the seal and brought the paper close to the light. Expression faded from his face when he skimmed the letter. Then he warmed the paper over the flame.
Betsy, seeing his face empty of emotion, realized the letter contained a ciphered message, and she sat up again, her chest tight with omen. He turned the paper to her, where pale blue numbers faded, sandwiched between a spidery scrawl of dark ink:
9 July 1780, Town of Camden
My dear nephew John Clark:
It has been half a Year since last I heard from you. I hope All is well with you and your new Wife. How much a Blessing it is to have the Wife for Helpmate in the Shop. I do so miss your Aunt Catherine.
There are Soldiers aplenty in Camden these Days since the Capture of Charles Town, and All of them needing Boots, it seems. My Business flourishes, as does all Business in Camden.
Alas but that I could say the same for the Health of my Hands and Heart. How my Hands pain me with Rheumatism! The Surgeon tells me he does not believe my old Heart can survive another Year. I must rest and give up operating my Business. The very Thought of letting an Outsider direct the Apprentices and manage the Books pains me almost as much, so I shall make you an Offer.
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