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    To Kathe . . . This is your fault! Blame yourself.




     




    To Daniele . . . Shake and Bake, lady. Shake and Bake.




     




    To the cast of The Rebel Audio . . .


    This one’s for you. Thank you for giving my story a voice.
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    Foreword:




    The Rebel is historical fiction, and while the story is a creation of mine and some liberties were taken, my goal was to be as accurate as possible with the historical details. Some of the language and the behaviors of the characters in this story may be harsh and politically incorrect in the current climate, but are reflective of the time period, and for accuracy’s sake, I’ve tried to stay true to that. Details about the Oneida Nation and the Haudenosaunee Confederacy are extensive; however, much of it is missing as theirs was not a written history. I did the best I could with the historical references I had, drawing on many resources, and what I couldn’t find, I tried to create as accurately and respectfully as possible.




    Fort Stanwix was renamed Fort Schuyler in 1776, but to avoid reader confusion, I continued to call it Fort Stanwix throughout the series.




    ***TRIGGER WARNINGS*** This book contains graphic violence and depictions of war, graphic language, period-appropriate language, misogyny, violence against women, and sexual content.




    ***Any offensive, period-appropriate language or prejudices used in this book do not reflect those of the author or anyone associated with the Rebels and Redcoats Saga.***
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    Chapter One




    Like father, like son . . . A curse of the blood one cannot escape.




    Alexei McKesson inhaled deeply, embracing the painful truth of his existence, a fault of nature that every human is subject to at birth.




    Traitor or patriot?




    A characterization dependent upon the protagonist, not on the righteousness of his cause. History is told by the winners, so they say, but the truth lies somewhere in the nebulous middle—with the marginalized. The ones who see things as they really are . . .




    The forgotten victims.




    The innocents.




    Hot metal pressed into the taut skin of his breast repeatedly, back and forth, back and forth, menacing, grating, persistent, infusing color permanently into flesh while he gritted his teeth—pain the sister of pleasure, analogous extremes rendering the other more powerful, more intoxicating. One never occurs without the other, akin to a lover’s hand between his thighs, stroking him to the precipice of ecstasy, yet denying him satisfaction. He knew this dichotomy well. Such was his life. His fate. He could not reminisce on his beloved in his arms, nor being deep inside her, without feeling the devastation of her loss—and the pain.




    Mary.




    Alexei closed his eyes, shutting out the past and focusing again on his internal conundrum.




    Traitor or patriot?




    His father, James McKesson, had been a loyal Scot defending his rightful king, a true Stuart by blood and next in line to the throne, but unfortunately a Catholic.




    Was their cause not just, and the struggle valiant?




    Traitors—all of them!




    Justice delivered. The Jacobites punished. The McKesson family was stripped of their lands and titles as Clio’s hand waved the history books into existence.




    Joseph, war chief of the Oneida, focused on his work, methodically driving the metal device, with a mixture of soot and minerals at the sharpened tip, into Alexei’s flesh, creating a long straight line that stretched from his collarbone to the base of his breastbone. With a skillful eye, the old warrior leaned back to examine his handiwork before starting anew, creating another unyielding line opposite the one he’d just made.




    Alexei fought a wince when the tip neared the sensitive skin of a still-healing wound, refusing to show pain—a warrior had no weaknesses.




    How will history view the American cause: recalcitrant colonists, or brave men who stood against their king for the right to self-govern, to control their own fortunes?




    The answer’s unknown—Clio waits patiently to inspire ink-stained fingers to write their versions of the truth—be they fabrication or fact.




    Joseph continued his work, the needle piercing Alexei’s flesh at the base of his breastbone where the lines join, forming a V shape.




    Like father, like son . . .




    And just like my father, I’ve taken up a righteous, contentious cause.




    But the truth is convoluted. Twice to be judged by history as a rebel: a white man’s son who turned his back on his kin to join with a foreign people, and a colonist with all the rights and privileges bestowed upon him by his king yet still seeks freedom.




    Clank! The gavel falls. History will judge.




    Clio shakes her head. She has no time to inspire the scribes to write about victims, only winners and losers—damn everyone else.




    Those in the middle have what she despises most: the inconvenient truth.




    Alexei stiffened and threw back his shoulders as Joseph admired his artistry with an appreciative eye. In a small bowl he mixed sunflower oil with soot and black powder, then he proceeded to coat the poker and press the mixture into Alexei’s chest again, following the two lines, further embedding the color into flesh.




    Once finished, Joseph rubbed his powder-covered fingers over the wound, further sealing the color deep into Alexei’s flesh until he was marked permanently—a warrior of the Standing Stone.




    Alexei looked down at himself and smiled.




    His father will hate it—so much the better.




    Hate me.




    Fear me.




    “He Who Walks In The Clouds . . . your symbol is the wind,” Joseph said, handing Alexei a tomahawk bearing the symbol of the wind carved into the wooden handle. “Proud. Strong. Relentless. A mark for each of these attributes.”




    Why the wind, you ask?




    “You are a force of nature, He Who Walks In The Clouds, but you must be focused, directed, or you will wreak havoc on this land.” Joseph spoke with the wisdom of age and a warrior’s experience. “Do you understand?”




    Alexei nodded. “I understand, my chief.”




    Proud.




    Strong.




    Relentless.




    I am a Rebel. An Oneida. I am Cloud Walker, warrior of the Bear Clan and adopted son of the Standing Stone. A traitor to my birthright, and rebellious in my beliefs.




    To hell with the history books.




    Tell whatever lie you wish, Clio. I will live and die my truth.




    For I am the winds of change . . . and I cannot be stopped.
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    1777, April, Oswego, The Northern Frontier




    “Stand and deliver!” Alexei McKesson waved the barrel of his pistol in the face of a Royal Navy marine, affording him a moment’s courtesy to contemplate a ball between the eyes before meeting his Redcoat maker.




    King George and the Devil, were they not one in the same?




    Owning six feet and five inches of advantage, Alexei threw back his shoulders and snickered at his own ingenuity. “Isn’t that what your English highwaymen say when they aim their pistols and cock?”




    With a flair for the dramatic, he pulled the hammer back slowly, carefully, relishing the two resounding clicks and the man’s fear-widened eyes.




    Click.




    Click.




    The night was quiet save the marine’s terrified gasp and the gentle lapping of water against the ship’s crusty hull. Alexei tightened his fingers around the pistol grip and pressed the tip of the barrel into the soldier’s forehead. “Are you afraid, Redcoat? Would you like to see how savage I can be?”




    Affording his adversary no time to reply, Alexei threw back his head and let out a whooping cry, rallying his men until their shouts reverberated in unison.




    Redcoats knew that sound, echoing doom from deep in the forest. A harbinger of what was to come: war in the Mohawk Valley. A bloody land battle.




    But first . . . a prelude.




    The soldier dropped his musket on the ship’s deck with a clatter and lifted his hands in surrender.




    “Cornelius!” Alexei shouted, eyes fixed on his target. “This man has offered up his musket to our noble cause. Please take it and whatever else you find in the ship’s hold.” With a nod of appreciation and a grin, he added, “General Washington thanks you. And General Schuyler.”




    Emboldened with the usual Redcoat hubris, the marine at the end of Alexei’s musket barrel snarled out a threat that made him snicker. “You won’t win, Oneida. It’s only a matter of time before your people are revealed for the traitors they are. You’ll get what you deserve. Do you hear me?”




    Redcoats got on Alexei’s notoriously prickly nerves with all their blustering, and he’d wasted enough time chatting with this foolish one. Crooking his index finger, like beckoning a lover into his arms, he pulled the trigger, sending a puff of smoke into the air and a ball between his adversary’s eyes. Alexei winced, the musket fire racketing around inside his fragile ears as the soldier landed on the ship’s deck with a resounding thud. “Forgive me, I’m hard of hearing. Did you say something?”




    Jest or not, there was truth in those words, courtesy of a beating from his father, the disgraced and former Duke of McKesson. Since then, Alexei’s ears rang persistently, drowning out low, grating tones—particularly Redcoat voices.




    Cornelius, the captain and oldest of the Oneida warriors, collected the corpse’s discarded musket and rummaged through his tunic pockets for coins, papers, and anything of value. While Alexei and his men stole for a good cause, supplying the colonel at Fort Stanwix with confiscated British weapons, they weren’t above lining their own pockets in the process.




    Alexei reached into his haversack for his powder horn and bag of musket balls, quickly reloading his pistol. “Did you subdue the captain and the rest of the crew?”




    Cornelius removed a leather purse from the corpse’s tunic, a pipe, and a folder full of tobacco, stuffing it in the pack at his waist. “While you were busy taunting this white man, Cloud Walker, we took control of the ship.”




    Alexei’s eyes rolled in the darkness. What his leader lacked in bravado he more than made up for in tactical brilliance, hence what made them such a devastating team those three years pirating ships on the St. Lawrence. They’d never been caught, never been followed, and only once had their stash been confiscated.




    A stash they still intended to recover from DeLancie.




    All in good time.




    “Excellent.” Alexei’s gaze tracked across the main deck of the two-masted fore-and-aft rigged sloop turned burial ground for its crew bearing the Blue Ensign of the Royal Navy Northern Squadron. How unlike King George’s men to leave one of their ships fat with booty, understaffed and lingering on the water with dropped anchor. A ship that size traditionally boasted thirty men. With no more than fifteen, Alexei and his warriors had gained the advantage before the pale spring moon was at its apex in the night sky. Something wasn’t right, the air stale with subterfuge.




    Cornelius was in accord. “All is not what it seems, Cloud Walker. I can feel it. We should go. Now.”




    “Not until we get what we came for,” Alexei replied tersely—the weapons and the gold. Intelligence gained by his spy, Patrick Armstrong-Jones, at Lord Tomlinson’s ball a month before hinted that the former Lady Wilhelmina Parkhurst, now Lady Tomlinson, would be arriving on a ship laden with powder, weapons, and a dowry fit for a queen, to join her new husband in the colonies—the leverage Alexei needed to free Anoki, Ho-sa-gowwa, and Great Bear from Fort Niagara prison. It was John Carlisle’s duty to see that she and the contents of her ship were escorted safely to Niagara, but neither the infamous Redcoat captain nor his men had deigned to make an appearance that night.




    “From our vantage point we’ll see them coming. There’s no place for those Redcoats to hide.”




    Alexei’s eyes tracked across the wide expanse, southwest towards the remnants of the hamlet of Oswego—a few small buildings and a port—then followed the shoreline into the vast darkness of Lake Ontario, to the fort on the east side of the Onondaga River. Their location was isolated, remote, practically uninhabited.




    But things were changing fast.




    With the British preparing for their three-pronged attack on the frontier, more ships were traveling the St. Lawrence, carrying weapons and men bound for Fort Ontario. Recent intelligence collected by Rebel spies inferred that General John Burgoyne planned to march on Albany by way of Fort Ticonderoga and Lake Champlain. General Howe was to drive north from York City to take the Hudson River, and from the east at Lake Ontario a brigade would lay siege to Fort Stanwix, the Rebel stronghold in the Mohawk River Valley.




    Such bold moves could put an end to the war by severing the northern colonies from the south. To do this the British would have to trespass on land that belonged to the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, particularly the Seneca, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Oneida tribes. The easiest way to accomplish such a feat was to gain their assistance, but the Confederacy was at odds with itself, fractured, the six tribes no longer unified in their desire to side with the British or the colonists.




    “Hurry, Cloud Walker.” Cornelius picked up a musket from the deck and threw it at Alexei, and he quickly started priming and loading the long, cumbersome weapon with the finesse of a trained soldier. “You get far too much enjoyment out of frustrating Redcoats. It’ll be the death of you.”




    If hell was his fate, he would gladly die, taking a few of those bloody-back devils on the way.




    “What have you got there?” Alexei pointed to a tuft of hair hanging from Cornelius’s belt, dripping a trail of blood on the wooden deck. “You say I’m the one who gets enjoyment out of killing Redcoats? That will fetch you seven pounds. Are you raising money? Or exalting yourself as a warrior?”




    Cornelius ripped the scalp from his belt and thrust it into the air triumphantly. “From one of the Great Father’s officers. It will bring me great honor and, yes, much coin, though I have no intention of handing it over. I shall give it to Anoki when he is released.”




    Alexei’s fervor abated at the mention of his best friend; he’d been captured along with two other warriors while spying on the British during a meeting at Fort Niagara the month before. “We will see them released, Cornelius. Your son will come home to you. I swear it with my life’s blood.”




    And Alexei meant that.




    After fixing the ball and swatch in place, he pulled the ramrod from the musket barrel with an eerie scratch of metal against metal and clipped it back into its holder. From over his shoulder, Alexei pointed towards the bow of the ship and shouted to his men, “Search everything top to bottom! I’m going below deck; cover me, Cornelius.”




    His leader fisted the tomahawk from his belt and cocked his pistol as Alexei brandished his newly confiscated British Long Land Pattern musket, courtesy of the marine captain of the HMS Spitfire, and together, they started down the companionway. The lower deck was dark; only a few lanterns hanging from the deckhead swayed back and forth with the rolling of the ship on the gently cresting waves of Lake Ontario. Though the night air was cool, it was balmy within the ship’s wooden crust, boasting the characteristic smell of aged oak, gutted fish, and human excrement.




    It was also suspiciously quiet, yet somewhere hiding below deck was an heiress, the noble society type that was notoriously fragile and teary-eyed, able to swoon on demand. However, this particular one was either crafty or being protected.




    Alexei sensed that, trusting his gut.




    Though the HMS Spitfire had berthed in port for hours, most of the crew had disembarked under his watchful gaze, though he never saw the woman leave the ship nor any of her wealthy trappings.




    Here, kitty, kitty . . . He longed to say but held back with a lascivious grin.




    Moccasin-covered feet padded across the lower deck, the warriors going one direction, Alexei and Cornelius the other. As expected, the warship was loaded down with the necessities: heavy gun trucks held in place by breech ropes, round shot stored on racks next to gunports, tools shelved above in the deckhead, and yards of rope coiled and stored—nothing of exceptional value. There was still the orlop deck and the hold below to search, but Lady Tomlinson would not be hiding in the darkened bowels of a ship. No, she would be somewhere comfortable, more suitable for a woman of her station.




    The officers’ quarters.




    Alexei proceeded past the open galley with a stove and counter, quickly rummaging through the cupboards, confiscating some of the remaining victuals—dried beef, several round, hard biscuits, and a few hunks of cheese—stuffing them in his haversack. He grabbed a small metal flask, unscrewed the top, and inhaled the sweet-savory goodness of Caribbean rum.




    He lifted the flask in salute to his former sovereign and took a hearty sip. “To the king . . . God bless him.” Alexei grinned and thanked his lucky stars for knackered sailors and the undiluted spirits burning a trail from the back of his throat to his belly. With one more sip, he screwed the top on the flask, stuffing it in his haversack along with the rest of his plunder.




    Following close behind, Cornelius confiscated some of the remaining victuals for himself, but he refrained from taking any wine or ale, having sworn off spirits as a devout follower of the Presbyterian minister Samuel Kirkland. Together, Alexei and Cornelius circled back in the opposite direction towards the stern of the ship, where they found two locked doors.




    The walls of the officers’ quarters were flimsy at best, designed to be pulled down quickly to form one continuous gun deck in the battle theater. Alexei kicked the door handle with his giant moccasin-clad foot, the wood bending and flexing in its frame, but it held fast against his worthy assault.




    Cornelius scoffed from behind, “You’re losing your touch, Cloud Walker.” A taunt to bolster Alexei’s ire. It worked. “Bested by a door? What will you do against a white woman?”




    He snorted and rolled his eyes. “That was my bad leg. The damned thing still hurts from being shot.” Not a few weeks before he’d taken a musket ball to the calf when his men were captured, but thanks to his cousin Dellis’s careful tending, it was on the mend, though slowly.




    But that was not the only problem hindering Alexei’s progress. His weak lungs smarted from the cool night air wafting through the gunport mixed with the dust from below deck, and he coughed loudly. Placing a hand over his mouth, he inhaled through the warmth of his palm a few times, calming the spasms that bound up his chest before trying again.




    Alexei kicked the handle with his uninjured leg, but the door didn’t budge.




    “Move!” Waving his leader out of the way, Alexei deposited his musket on the deck, backed up several feet, and took a running start at the door, using momentum and his hulking size to his advantage.




    The hinges cracked under the stress and the door busted in half, succumbing to Alexei’s will, just as all things did. In his left hand he fisted a tomahawk, and with his right, he pulled the pistol from his belt and stepped through the splintered wood into the darkened room. All the lanterns were snuffed out, and only a silvery beam of moonlight streamed through the gunport, illuminating the box bed hanging from the deckhead and a small desk in the corner.




    “Cornelius, light!” he shouted over his shoulder.




    Not a second later, a lantern was thrust through the broken door, but as Alexei went to grab it, he felt a gust of wind from behind as something flat and metallic smacked him in the back of the head. Whap! He groaned and grabbed his neck as another object connected with his shoulder and cracked, landing on the deck in a mess of blue and white pieces.




    It was a porcelain teapot.




    The heiress. Only a woman would put up such a paltry, ridiculous defense.




    He almost laughed. Instead, Alexei stuffed the pistol in his belt and turned around just as a teacup hit him in the cheek, cracking on impact. Through the darkness, he spotted the curvaceous outline of a woman’s shape, before a sibilant voice said, “Drop your weapon, savage, or you’ll get more of the same!”
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    Chapter Two




    Lady Wilhelmina Townsend pulled a letter from her pocket and slowly unfolded it, anticipating that which she’d read a hundred times before and then some. The aged yellow paper crackled out a somber song of too much time gone by; the penmanship was scrawly and beautiful, like a lover writing to his lady fair, using perfect strokes of the quill to seduce her with his ability. But the contents were no romantic declarations or recitations of love, the elegant script instead disguising a grave message that had plagued her mind and her heart for the past three years.




    These were their last words to each other, not even spoken, but written in cold, unfeeling ink, steeped with ambiguity concerning the beloved author’s whereabouts.




    24th, January 1775




    Dearest sister,




    I hope this letter finds you well and in the capable hands of your esteemed husband, Lord Parkhurst. I am writing to you in need of assistance. I cannot explain in this letter the circumstances of my misfortune, but I beg you to believe that I am innocent of any accusations that have been leveled against me. Please give this to Lord Parkhurst and ask him, on my behalf, to take up my cause before it is too late. As a retired colonel and a man respected for his good sense, his word carries the weight I fear my situation will require. Forgive me for not elucidating the facts, as not even paper and pen can be trusted in these difficult times.




    I know you wonder why I have not reached out to our eldest brother for assistance. Bryan will not champion my cause when he learns the nature of the offense, as it would further stain our good family name, though I assure you all is not what it seems. You, my rebellious little sister, are all I have, and you owe me this favor as I once helped you in a time of need. Forgive me for calling in this debit, but I have no one else to turn to. I’m counting on you. Difficulties be damned.




    Your beloved brother,




    Mitt




    Will folded the letter and stuffed it in her pocket, where it would remain for safekeeping, the only conduit to her brother and childhood playmate. Oh, Michael, where are you?




    She’d done as he requested and begged her late husband to make inquiries, but all Lord Parkhurst ascertained before he died was that Mitt and his men were tried for war crimes and their inevitable fate was the gallows in New York colony. Yet when all hope seemed lost, a missive arrived for her husband that was blessedly placed in her hands before her covetous stepchildren could apprehend it, and within those folded pages was good news. By some miracle, the charges against Mitt had been dismissed, and he had been reassigned to his regiment at Fort Niagara, though such a remote location was akin to disappearing from the face of the earth, so far away it was.




    But at least he was alive, somewhere, and Will was determined to find him, even if it meant giving up her freedom to gain the assistance of her new husband, the Viscount Tomlinson, Miles Townsend. Though theirs was not a union she desired, Will would do anything to find Mitt, even face that drunken beast who dared aspire to her favors before the ink was dry on their marriage contract. Yes, he’d tried and failed, though she wasn’t spared an undue slap on the cheek and a bit of roughing up when she’d resisted his advances. Later, when she’d addressed the matter of Lord Tomlinson’s untoward behavior with her eldest brother, Bryan, he had accused her of spreading scurrilous rumors, signed the hated papers, and rid himself of an unwanted younger sister.




    Again.




    But to Will’s good fortune, Tomlinson was sent to the colonies, the wedding commenced by proxy, and she was gifted a life at court, free to revel in society with no husband to burden her—hopefully to perish in battle, never to be seen again.




    Then, the letter came for Lord Parkhurst, wrapped in a packet along with one from Lord Tomlinson requesting she join him in Niagara.




    In one hand, she held the long-desired news of Mitt’s whereabouts, and in the other, her means to find him, but only if she faced her new husband and the terrors of crossing the sea for a distant, unsettled land. A high price, but one she was willing to pay. She owed it to Mitt after all he’d done for her.




    Will’s inner deliberations were arrested by the sounds of musket fire and an eerie, high-pitched whooping call echoing through the wooden deckhead. “What was that?”




    “I don’t know.” Her lady’s maid’s eyes widened. “What do we do? Oh, Lord, what do we do? We’re being boarded!” The older, rotund woman raced about in circles, frantically searching for a place to hide in the twelve-by-twelve-foot room that was their shared quarters on the short trip from Deere Island to Oswego Port. “What if they’re pirates? Or worse, savages? I hear these woods are crawling with them.”




    Boarded? Pirates? Nonsense, it was Lake Ontario, not the Caribbean, and there was no gold, no treasure chest to be found on her ship, save her personal finery.




    Will cringed at that thought, remembering the excessive amount of jewelry she’d brought with her and the dresses, shoes, wigs, hats, and furs—a rather impressive treasure when all things were considered. But surely these men weren’t interested in a woman’s clothing? Oh, yes, there was also the matter of the gold she brought with her . . .




    More whooping echoed through the open gunports, bringing with it the characteristic slapping of flesh against flesh. The crew were engaged in a battle on the main deck.




    “They’re coming! Good Lord, they’re coming!” Cathleen shouted. “We’ll be raped and murdered! We must get out of here! What do we do, milady? What do we do?”




    But where to go? Will deliberated as she searched her room. The gunports were too small to climb through, which meant she and Cathleen would have to escape through the door and, what, jump into the water? What lady knew how to swim? Cathleen would drown with all that extra weight and her many layers of skirts.




    Will inhaled deeply, attempting to calm her racing heart, but with little success. Granted, she enjoyed a good adventure on the pages, and a swarthy pirate looking for love was her favorite storyline, but being boarded? That was a step too far.




    Fantasy and real life should never meet.




    What if they were savages? Would they take her scalp? Or worse, force her to live amongst them for the rest of her life, marry her to some red-skinned man with whom she couldn’t communicate, and force her to bear his children. She’d heard tales of such things whispered about at court when the infamous Joseph Brant of the Mohawk visited King George and Queen Charlotte. But could it be true?




    Perhaps she could try to negotiate?




    Good sense reigned in that moment of desperation. Those brigands were boarding her ship and killing her guards while she pontificated below deck, wasting precious time.




    Action first. Negotiate later.




    Will rubbed frustration from her eyes and whispered to herself, “Think, Will. Think.” There had to be something she and her overly dramatic lady’s maid could do to save themselves, but her overtasked mind could come up with only one answer: mount a defense.




    Yes. Good idea.




    When Will side-eyed her comrade in arms, huffing and wafting herself with a fan, threatening to swoon, all hope of not going down without a fight was lost.




    Will pursed her lips and again racked her brain for other options.




    A gun? With a ship full of marines, surely she could find a pistol, powder, and some shot, then reality smacked her in the forehead, just as her palm kissed the smooth skin of her brow.




    She’d have to leave the safety of her quarters to find a pistol, and even if she had one, it wouldn’t get her out of her current predicament. One shot did not make a defense, especially when there were several intruders—large male intruders with tomahawks and muskets—pirating her ship. Dammit, why couldn’t men invent a gun that fired multiple rounds? They’d come up with every other sort of war machine to inflict maximum damage, yet they were incredibly inefficient in the face of her current predicament. She snickered to herself. Were the issue handed over to a woman, she would’ve figured out a solution to Will’s conundrum right quick.




    Think, Will, think . . .




    A knife?




    She glanced at the serving tray on the table neatly arranged with a fine porcelain teapot, two cups, flatware, and the remnants of her biscuits.




    A butter knife? Not quite.




    Rhythmically, she drummed her fingers on her forehead, hoping to knock loose a brilliant idea. Suddenly, the image of a tall, handsome stranger standing in her doorway flashed before her eyes, and she grinned. Not likely to happen. Besides, she was a married woman—girlish fantasies be damned—she needed a plan that didn’t include negotiating over her person for a man’s assistance.




    And things weren’t that desperate yet.




    Through the open gunport came more war whooping as tunic-clad bodies flew over the larboard wall, one after another, landing in the water like birds being shot from the sky. The terrifying cries were getting louder and more persistent, indicating that the intruders were now below deck and approaching her quarters.




    Things were desperate.




    “Have mercy, savages are coming to get us!” Cathleen blustered like a young ensign on the battlefield, but she offered no remedy to their plight.




    Her incessant banter was further distressing Will, circumventing her attempts at rational thought. “Calm down, Cathleen, and think!” She grabbed the woman’s forearms and shook her several times. “Use your brain and not your mouth. It’s more effective, and it would help me concentrate. We’re in this together.”




    Cathleen howled yet managed to not swoon when a gob of blood flew through the open gunport, spattering on Will’s pale-green skirts as another body went overboard and landed in the water.




    Splash!




    That wasn’t good.




    Will released her maid and ran over to the open port, where she thrust her head out and looked down at the water, only to find the discarded body of one of the ship’s officers floating face down, barely visible in the moonlight.




    Resigned to her fate, Will pulled back and inhaled a breath steeped with trepidation.




    Desperate times called for desperate measures.




    “Cathleen, these men have attacked our ship because they want something; clearly, it’s not us. There’s no reason for a group of savages to go to such lengths for two women. This could work in our favor.”




    “Milady, forgive me, but I find fault in your logic. They’re savages. They’ll kill us for sport and take our scalps. Haven’t you heard the stories talked about at court? They’ll torture us and make us run the gauntlet.”




    “Utter nonsense! They only do that to men.”




    So she hoped.




    Closing her eyes, Will fought a worthy battle to regain her focus through the maelstrom of her emotions. Indeed, she’d heard the rumors of savages on the frontier scalping and murdering colonists, both men and women, but she’d also heard the stories of the brilliant Joseph Brant, who was erudite and eloquent when he came to court to negotiate with King George. And hadn’t William Johnson, the Superintendent of Northern Indian Affairs in the colonies, kept company with Molly Brant? Surely if the king and a man as great as Johnson could negotiate with these natives, then so could she!




    After all, she had the most valuable tool in a woman’s arsenal: charm.




    What man could resist a damsel in distress?




    Mother always said a woman’s true weapons were her wit and waistline: “Keep both neat and tidy and you will have success in life.”




    Will never thought she’d have to test that theory. And under duress.




    “Cathleen, I’m going to negotiate with them.” Will nodded with conviction. A questionable decision, but what choice did she have? “Perhaps we can come to some sort of an arrangement.”




    “How? Did you suddenly develop the ability to speak savage?”




    Will rolled her eyes. Savage? Utter nonsense! She hated what that word inferred. Were they not just men defending their homes? They couldn’t be that bad.




    “Milady, they are taking what they want as we speak. We have nothing to bargain with.”




    Not exactly true.




    Will threw open the trunk under her hanging cot, got down on her knees, and started rummaging through her many possessions until she found what she sought: a wooden box filled to the brim with coins, some of which were gold. “We do have this.”




    “Are you going to bribe them?” The incredulity in Cathleen’s tone made Will second-guess herself—but only for a moment.




    “That’s exactly what I intend to do. Everyone understands gold. It’s the universal language.” Hope blossomed in her breast as she regarded the glittering pile. “Well . . . and the desires of the flesh.”




    Cathleen loudly cried, “We most certainly won’t be offering that!”




    No indeed.




    Digging into the trunk again, Will felt around for the large velvet-lined box that had been with her since the day she’d left her family home to marry her first husband. Once found, she pulled it out, letting the box rest on her lap. “These will do nicely.” Will felt a pang in her breast gazing down at the glittering pile: diamonds, rubies, emeralds, even a few tiaras, necklaces, and bracelets. Parting with them would be devastating, but if it meant hers and Cathleen’s lives would be spared, then good riddance, pretties. “Surely these will buy our freedom, then we can go to the fort and get word to Lord Tomlinson’s friend Captain Carlisle. Perhaps he can get them back for me later.”




    “You are an utter fool, milady. You. Cannot. Negotiate. With. Savages!” Cathleen snatched the box of jewels away and drew it to her bosom protectively, martyring herself to their cause. “No! I forbid it. These belonged to your dearly departed mother. We must hide this box. Besides, what makes you think they won’t placate you with negotiations and scalp us anyway?” She nodded with finality. “No. I won’t do it. This is a terrible plan.”




    Lord, save me from sentimental old women.




    “Cathleen, they’re just jewels. Besides, I didn’t hear you offering up a better idea. They’re all we’ve got! Come now, hand them over.” Will reached for the box of jewels as Cathleen tugged it back, almost dumping the contents down her bodice.




    “Use the coins, but I refuse to let you barter over these jewels! No savage is going to wear your mother’s tiara around the woods while he scalps British Regulars. Over my dead body!” With a huff, she muttered, “I should’ve insisted this go with Jayne. She would’ve cared for them properly.”




    Will cringed at the mention of her prettier, more elegant older sister. Of course, Cathleen would mention Jayne at a time like this to add further insult to injury. “My dear sister already has a fortune in jewels from her husband; she didn’t want these. They’re mine to do with as I see fit. But if you insist on keeping them, then you must help me hide them, and come up with a better plan!”




    The old lady’s eyes rolled up to the deckhead as if the answer were carved in aged oak, but she offered no such suggestion.




    “Well?” Will demanded, waving for Cathleen to continue. “Out with it!”




    “I have no idea where to hide them, milady. But I won’t let you give them away. My mind is made up. They were your mother’s and will someday be your daughter’s.”




    “Fine!” Will relented begrudgingly. Sentiment always got the better of her. “Have it your way.”




    They could split the deal—the jewels stayed; the gold could go.




    Will was back to her initial problem: where to hide such delicate finery? She chewed her lip searching around the cabin. Down the front of her bodice wouldn’t work; the jewels would fall clear through to her waist and out the bottom of her gown. Will sighed. The faults of not being buxom—that and the disappointed gazes of men when she curtsied and they realized she wasn’t brimming the edge of her bodice, exposing half her nipples.




    Well, that’s not going to work, Will thought to herself.




    And a satchel was too obvious.




    Hmmm . . .




    She had other assets that could be used to her advantage.




    Reaching under her skirts, Will untied her bum roll and handed it to Cathleen. Men liked a full backside, and they would never think of questioning whether she was playing them false. “Rip open the seams and fill this with whatever you can. The tiaras will have to stay behind, but I can take everything else.”




    The maid ripped the accoutrement from Will’s hands and started to work. “We’ll get every last jewel in this bum roll, including the tiaras, if I have to tear it apart and sew the entire thing back together in five minutes.”




    Will snickered. That put a fire under Cathleen’s arse.




    Quickly, she opened the seam of the bum roll and pulled out just enough cotton filling to stuff the jewels inside, then she grabbed some pins from her drawer and pinned the edges of the fabric together as best she could. With some still stuck between her teeth, Cathleen muttered, “Why couldn’t we just wait at Lord Tomlinson’s spacious country house for him to send word about your brother?”




    “Tomlinson is far too busy to investigate the whereabouts of my long-lost brother. I was right to come. General Carleton confirmed everything in his letter to Lord Parkhurst. Besides, I owe Mitt . . .” She trailed off, remembering her last moments with her brother before he took up the shilling. He was so handsome and dark, with chocolate-brown hair and coffee-colored eyes, and that devious dimpled grin.




    Oh, how she loved him.




    “Of course, you would take matters into your own hands! You conveniently forget that your Mitt is a rascal without compunction, and he’s courted scandal his whole life. A brother should never ask a younger sister for help.” Cathleen rolled her eyes heavenward. “Serves him right if he was killed.”




    Will sighed. Yes, Mitt was a bit of a scoundrel, but he wasn’t a criminal, nor had he done anything in the past worthy of a trip to the gallows.




    That honor lay with her.




    “Say all you wish, but I’m going to find him. I owe it to him after all he’s done for me. Besides, he is my brother. How could anyone forsake their kin?”




    Have mercy. She did owe him so much.




    “Rebellious to a fault, Wilhelmina, that’s your problem. You’re always getting yourself into trouble. You know what I mean, young lady.” Cathleen grabbed Will’s arm, demanding her attention. “This time, I’m afraid we’ll both live to regret your behavior.”




    All doom and gloom, morose Cathleen was like the town crier bringing bad news of the plague or inclement weather. Positivity was the key to success!




    “Stop that nonsense. We’re going to be just fin—” Suddenly, there was a loud crash, and the flimsy wooden door that stood between them and the intruders shook in its frame, threatening to break in two from just one hit.




    “My God, they’re coming!” Cathleen grabbed the serving tray from the table in one hand and a teapot in the other. “We have to defend ourselves.”




    “With a teapot?” Will shouted back in exasperation. “You’re not serious!”




    When the door bolted in its frame again, Cathleen howled and threw herself against the wall. “We’re going to die! Someone help!”




    Will palmed her forehead. “We are not going to die.” At least, she hoped not. “And do not hit them with those. They’ll do little good, save provoking these men. Now, let me do the talking. This is going to be fine. I promise. I have the coins. We hid the jewels. We have a plan!”




    No, it wouldn’t be fine, and no amount of self-deluding would convince her otherwise. They were not going to be . . .




    “Put out the candles, milady!” Cathleen yelled, blowing out the sconce on the wall next to her and the lantern hanging from the deckhead.




    Put out the candles? One needed to see their foe to negotiate.




    Before Will could respond to how ridiculous that idea was, a large moccasin-clad foot split the door in half, sending wood splinters flying into the cabin. Her heart took off in a furious sprint upon seeing a head full of long, dark hair as the intruder pushed through the broken door, like Zeus emerging fully formed from the belly of Kronos.




    She tried to yell her indignation, but nothing came out save a few strangled gasps before her jaw hung slack.




    Cathleen’s eyes flashed in the darkness as she glanced at Will, both unable to see the intruder’s face when he stepped into the cabin.




    “Cornelius, light!” came a deep, gravelly baritone that made goosebumps ripple up her arms and a chill run down her spine.




    He spoke English! Yes, this is good.




    Time to negotiate. Swirling spit in her parched mouth, Will mustered up the courage to address her adversary like an intelligent woman of means. But how did one start such a conversation?




    “Hello, good sir, please don’t kill us?”




    “Ah . . . this is our ship you’re boarding. Please take what you want and leave?”




    A lantern appeared through the door’s remnants, illuminating the cabin in a golden halo that extended only a few inches from the source. Will put a hand over her mouth before a yelp escaped just as Cathleen stepped from behind and hit the intruder across the back with the serving tray. He groaned and grabbed his neck as she threw her teapot, missing his head and hitting his shoulder, the fine porcelain cracking and landing in pieces on the floor.




    Cathleen volleyed another attack, a teacup that practically crumbled in fear upon striking his taut, chiseled cheek.




    Oh hell, here goes.




    Will pried her palm from her lips and delivered her terms of surrender with conviction. “Drop your weapon, savage, or you’ll get more of the same!”




    Not exactly Cleopatra defending herself against Roman invaders, but it was all Will could think of in the heat of the moment.




    The intruder reached for the lantern and lifted it high above her head as phantom eyes found hers in the darkness. Never, not ever, had she seen their equal, so fierce, so blue, beneath straight, full brows, and his face was utterly terrifying, covered in what looked like black and red paint.




    He was a savage!




    A tall one. When he tried straightening to his full height, fortunate fate saw him smack his forehead on the upper deck, and he groaned loudly, forcing her to bite back a laugh, though a snicker fought its way from between her lips.




    “Damn ships!” His angry, devastating eyes leveled on her again, and she clammed up, another laugh stifled behind her flattened palm.




    Through the darkness appeared a long, sinewy finger, wagging in her face, threatening to clip off the tip of her nose. “Call off your inept assassin before I put my tomahawk in her skull. I mean you no harm, woman.”




    He definitely spoke the King’s English—though it sounded more like scoundrel-smug than proper elocution.




    Emboldened, from whence she knew not, Will planted her hands on her hips and addressed him as if she were speaking to one of her lady’s maids. “How am I supposed to believe that? You’ve killed my crew. Do not deny it! I saw the bodies go overboard. Now you’ve broken into my quarters and threatened my person. If you’re trying to build trust with me, I’d say it doesn’t bode well for you. Besides, why should I disengage my so-called inept guard? How do you know this isn’t the first volley in our attack? We do have the vanguard.” She smiled at her well-timed ingenuity. It would seem fear hadn’t robbed her of her sagacious wit. “Call it a warning shot. Yes! Across the bow, like a man-of-war in the battle theater.”




    Instead of biting on her provocation, the corner of his mouth tugged upward with an obnoxious, slap-worthy grin, and before she could stop the blaggard, he’d latched onto her arms, lifted her off her feet, and thrust her through the broken door ahead of him.




    Will screamed, jostling about in his powerful grasp. “How dare you put your hands on me, savage! I’m a lady. Now let me go before my guard attacks!”




    “I’m terrified. Can’t you tell?” His tone dripped with sarcasm that only served to further infuriate her. “What will I do? Dodge another teacup to the cheek? Or a butter knife to the thigh?”




    Her overburdened heart climbed its way up her throat, choking off screams as she slapped his hands, trying to free herself from the locked shackle of his grip. He carried her up the companionway and set her down on the main deck with such little decorum that her legs got tangled up in her many layers of satiny skirts and she lost her footing, landing on her hands and knees, with her bottom thrust into the air. “How dare you!” she boldly shouted from her submissive position. “Arrogant brute! Have you no respect for a lady?”




    “None at all.” That odious man snickered from above yet continued with another of his taunting, condescending comments. “Woman, that was your doing, not mine. Had you not kicked so much, your skirts wouldn’t have tripped you up. Perhaps you should’ve thought that through.”




    Mustering as much decorum as she could while bottoms up at her captor’s feet, Will rolled over and lifted her chin, ready to deal out a bit of comeuppance. But when she saw the entirety of him under the glow of the deck lanterns, all hope faded, and her mouth slammed shut abruptly.




    Good God, he was a giant.




    Sheepishly, she pushed herself up to a seated position, her eyes making the journey from his feet, which were covered in a strange skin shoe, to his long powerful legs encased in skin leggings that strapped to the belt at his waist, leaving most of his thick, muscular thighs exposed to the elements, and finally, to his hips, which were indecently covered with a scrap of cloth that hung through that very same belt. He wore no neckerchief or waistcoat as a proper gentleman should, only a white linen shirt that cut off at his hips, the open neck exposing the upper part of his defined chest. She swallowed and continued her study of him with hands pressed to the deck behind her so she could lean back far enough to see his scowling face and his long hair hanging freely down his back and over his shoulders to his chest.




    “I owe your inept guard for this one.” He rubbed blood from his brow and held up his hand for her to see.




    Mother had always accused Will of lacking restraint, but why bother now, for the man was clearly a beast and deserved a good tongue-lashing for his behavior. “My lady’s maid is not responsible for that! You hit your head on the deck. And I can see why! Good Lord, you’re a giant. No wonder you hate ships! As tall as you are, one would think you had the good sense to avoid seizing one. That fault is your own, fiend.”




    His lips curled into a snarl. “Silence or I will silence you myself. I have no tolerance for difficult women.”




    “Well, now that you have me out here, what do you plan to do with me?” she demanded, the two of them glaring at each other across the anger-infused distance.




    One of his brows slid into a cocked position, alluding to scandalous things, but she refused to be intimidated by him; height, size, it didn’t matter—she would fight him to the death, if need be, before she would allow him to violate her.




    “I dare you to try it!” she shouted.




    The fiend rather obviously eyed her, from her exposed ankles to her face, with his upper lip curled and brow raised as if she were the most unattractive, jejune woman he’d ever seen. High-pitched shouts rose from the lower deck, and suddenly, two men appeared at her captor’s side, dragging Cathleen, kicking and fighting in their wake. Both men wore the same clothing as her captor, and like him, their faces were masked with red and black paint, their long flowing hair hanging freely, though theirs was adorned with colorful feathers and intricate beading.




    “Cloud Walker, she won’t stop screaming,” one of the approaching men said. “What do you want us to do with her?”




    “Don’t hurt her, please. She’s helpless; well, unless you consider her tray and teapot attack something to fear?” Will’s eyes darted to her lady’s maid, panting and blustering, afraid she would die from hysterics if they didn’t release her. “Please let her go. She’ll stop screaming if you do. It would be much kinder to all of our ears.”




    With fists on his hips, her captor fixed his stance and looked down his nose at Will, using his height to intimidate her. And it worked rather well; already, her knees knocked beneath her many layers of satin and silk, and gooseflesh rose on the bare skin of her arms.




    But his most impressive, terrifying attribute was his deep voice, with an edge sharp enough to cut through steel—and her poor, frayed nerves. He knowingly used it to his advantage. “Cease your feeble attempts at negotiating. This will go much easier if you do as I say.”




    “So this is a kidnapping?” she shouted back. “How dare—”




    Her captor leaned down and thrust his face into hers, affording her an unimpeded, up close and personal view of his striking features.




    Will’s mouth fell open, wholly at a loss for words.




    He was utterly terrifying with that red and black painted mask, but he was also intriguing and, dare she admit, handsome? Though cruelly so. His forehead was high, his nose long and prominent, and his cheekbones were the sharpest she’d ever seen on a man. That thick, dark mane fell over his shoulders in surprisingly lustrous waves, curling at the ends, and one disobedient lock fell between his eyes, languishing there in his line of sight and hers. He was all shoulders, long sinewy neck, and thick, broad chest, blocking out the night sky and the ship’s lanterns, so her whole world existed in the shadows of that giant man.




    No. Her earlier observation was wrong.




    He wasn’t handsome, but he was something . . . and what came out of his mouth next ruined any chance of her thinking of him as anything other than a brute. “Well, aren’t you a clever little lady? Would you like a comfit for your ingenuity?”




    Bastard! She glowered at him, about to open her mouth and throw back a retort, but he shut it for her abruptly with a quick retort of his own, as if he were reading her mind. “And yes, milady, I dare . . .”
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    Chapter Three




    Were Will of a weaker constitution and not desperately annoyed by the type of women who swooned, she would’ve done so herself right then. Sadly, such feminine indulgences were not afforded to her, nor would they relieve her of the current predicament.




    What she needed to do was negotiate, per her original plan: find out what her captor wanted and dangle the carrot in his face. “Good sir—” Will bit her tongue at that rather kind description of the beast who’d hijacked her ship and was now threatening to kidnap her and her lady’s maid. But politeness was always warranted, even when dealing with the unsavory type. “I find it hard to believe all of this”—Will looked around at the bodies of the dead crew lying on the deck before meeting his gaze—“was to capture one woman? Perhaps if you tell me what you want, I can help you. Save you from making a grave mistake. You don’t want to kidnap me. My husband is a very important man. He will come after you.”




    “When I get what I want, I’ll release you. Not before.” Again, he pointed to her—such a rude gesture—as Cathleen let out a loud gasp, swooning into the arms of her native captor.




    Will exhaled her exasperation. Well, that was frustratingly on cue, and Cathleen wasn’t even the one being threatened.




    Praying for patience, Will tried again, for words were the only weapons she possessed. “How do I know you won’t kill me once you get what you want? As I said before, you’re not the least bit trustworthy.”




    A giant, claw-like hand swooped down from the sky and wrapped around her wrist, squeezing it tight until the tiny bones cracked, and she howled. He yanked her onto her knees so she was penitent before him—but she would not beg for mercy. No man would ever force her to do that again. “Keep arguing with me, and I might change my mind. Now tell me your name, woman.”




    Woman? Woman! How barbarous could he possibly be?




    His grip loosened, but only enough for her to squeeze in a few words between winces, “Calling me woman”—ouch—“will not win my compliance.”




    Her wrist submitted where her mouth had not, cracking loudly between those long, sinewy fingers before a jolt of pain shot down her arm. She gave in only because she had to. “My—my name is Wil—Wilhelmina Parkhurst. I mean, Wilhelmina Townsend. I’m here to see my husband in Niagara. He is a viscount and a major in the British army.”




    For some reason, the bastard threw his head back and laughed.




    “What’s so funny?” she demanded. “I did not tell a joke.”




    “Did you forget you’re married?” he replied between obnoxious snorts. “Or is your current husband so unmemorable you defer to the previous one?”




    He released her hand, and she clutched it to her breast protectively, afraid he’d seize it again. “How dare you infer such things! I’ve answered your question; now you owe me the same courtesy. Who are you, and what do you want with me?”




    “That’s two questions, woman.” Her captor held up his split fingers as if she were too daft to understand his words. “Perhaps you should learn to count and leave negotiating to the men.”




    Of all the insufferable, condescending things to say.




    “Cloud Walker, enough arguing with the woman; we must get out of here.” One of her captor’s men walked up from behind, the two of them glancing her way before they started speaking in a language she didn’t understand. It was unusual, like nothing she’d ever heard, not Spanish, not Italian, and certainly not French—she understood that villainous language.




    Whatever they were discussing sent her mysterious captor into an English tirade, nostrils flaring, tic rippling through his cheek as he shouted a chain of expletives that would’ve singed a more genteel lady’s ear. “Dammit! How could Armstrong have been mistaken? It makes no sense.”




    Clearly, things weren’t going as planned. That thought gave Will an exorbitant amount of satisfaction. If she was having a bad night, then so, too, should he. It seemed only fair.




    The native named Cornelius pointed to her and said something that made her captor shake his head and plant his fists on his hips. “That was not part of the plan, but it will have to work for now.”




    Again, Cornelius pointed at her before he spoke in his native tongue.




    “Yes, I agree. There’s something suspicious about all of this. Load up whatever you can find and take it to our hiding place.” Her captor dismissed his man with a wave of the hand. “I’ll deal with the woman. She’ll be safe, I promise. Go toward the river; I’ll take her in the opposite direction. They’ll have to split their ranks to catch us,” her captor said over his shoulder as his companion retreated aft and began unloading barrels through the ship’s hatch with the rest of the men. “I’ll meet you at Stanwix in three days. Don’t delay.”




    While Will had waited in Montreal for the river to thaw, her husband had sent a letter warning her that thieves had been looting ships on the St. Lawrence and confiscating British weapons; hence, why Lord Tomlinson was having his friend, Captain Carlisle, escort her from Oswego to Niagara to ensure her safety.




    It would seem the captain had missed his mark, and she was now at the hands of said thieves.




    Damn her unfortunate luck.




    She’d admonish them both if she lived to tell the tale.




    “Cloud Walker? Is that your name? What does that mean? Is it because you’re so tall? Or because your foolish head is stuck in the clouds?” she asked tartly.




    A little rebellion was a good thing to remind him that she would not be a willing captive.




    The man’s eyes flashed in her direction, and his upper lip curled like an angry mongrel ready to attack. Oh, she’d prodded a raw nerve, so she went for it again with another taunt. “You do realize piracy is a hanging offense. And don’t think because you’re a savage, you won’t get the noose. They’ll hang you the same as they did Edward Teach’s crew some fifty years ago.” She snorted and pretended to tug an imaginary rope around her neck as her head fell to the side at an unnatural angle.




    Let him chew on that thought for a while.




    “You think me”—he pointed to himself and one of his men unloading barrels through the ship’s hatch—“us, savages?” His eyes rolled to her, and that ominous baritone delivered a threat to make her knees commence knocking beneath her skirts. “If we are savages, then you should know better than to bargain with one of us. Haven’t you heard scalps are worth eight pounds sterling? Surely those blonde curls of yours would fetch me double.” He fisted a tuft of her hair, pulled out a long, pointed knife from his belt, and thrust it in her face.




    With eyes staring at that serrated, terrifying blade, Will gulped down her fear and gave as good as she got. What else could she do? “How manly you are, threatening a helpless woman. Does it excite you? Does your pride feel bolstered?”




    “I’ve known many of your sex that were far from weak, and they were most definitely dangerous. Now hold your tongue.” He tugged her head back so their gazes met over his towering expanse. “Understand?”




    She nodded, and he released her abruptly, turned on his heel, and started down the companionway, stooping to clear the deckhead.




    Have mercy. He was going for her room! The gold. Her jewels! She had to get there first before he found the lot of them.




    Will sprinted across the deck and practically fell down the steep, narrow staircase. When she reached her quarters, they were already ransacked; the box of gold, along with all her precious furs and the tiaras Cathleen never had a chance to hide, were stacked together on the deck. Thankfully, Will’s bum roll was lying on the floor, discarded haphazardly like a useless object, such accoutrements of little value to a man. She walked over, picked it up, and held it against her chest protectively.




    “Is this everything, milady?” he asked with a menacing drawl, meant to infuriate and belittle her, and much to her frustration . . . it worked.




    “Yes,” she said calmly, holding tight to the bit of fabric stuffed full of jewels like a child with a doll.




    “What have you there?” The bastard cocked one of his straight brows and leaned in, affording her a healthy wafting of leather and sandalwood off the fair skin of his neck. She hadn’t expected him to smell like that—pleasant, manly—not sweat, rum, and mongrel. So caught off guard, she missed her chance to stop him from seizing the bum roll in her hands and quickly tearing it in half.




    Clank. Clank. Clank.




    Out fell her jewels in a shimmering waterfall that landed on the deck at her satin-clad feet.




    Her family finery lay in a glittering pile, flashing prisms on the wall in the light of one flickering candle. Will and her captor stared each other down over the hoard in angst-ridden silence. Electricity charged the space between them, and sparks jumped across her skin, like stocking-covered feet over a fine Persian rug.




    “Lying is an unattractive attribute in a woman,” he said with a grin. “But if the shoe fits . . .”




    Will blinked in astonishment. Did he just call her an ugly liar?




    “And bullying is a rather ungentlemanly trait,” she shouted back. “I guess that makes us even.”




    Instead of volleying back another insult as she’d expected, he nodded, accepting her worthy assault. “Fair enough.” Then, he thrust the satchel in her face and pointed to the floor. “Fill this, now! Leave nothing behind.”




    Like hell she would. “Make me!” She held up her wrist, a sacrificial lamb, to further her point. “You can break it for all I care. But I refuse to help you steal my belongings!”




    She found herself suddenly hauled up against his broad, powerful chest. He was like hot iron against her, sweat plastering his shirt to her exposed décolletage, practically forging them together on first contact. Her breath quickened, and her world became a mixture of terror and frustration wrapped into one chaotic existence.




    What the devil was wrong with her? This man was kidnapping her, not ravishing her.




    “Stop arguing with me! Now do as I say, and no harm will come to you.”




    “How do you expect me to believe that? You’ve killed the crew, and you intend to kidnap me! That makes you hell and gone past trustworthy.” She snorted. “Know this, brigand, I will find a way to get free, and when I do, I’ll tell everyone about you. Surely there aren’t that many giant, blue-eyed natives roaming the woods named Cloud Walker. What say you to that? Care to take this woman up on her boast?”




    He somehow drew her in closer, so his powerful hips pressed into her belly, the hard planes of his flat, muscular abdomen flexing against her breasts as he looked straight into her eyes.




    “Careful who you threaten, woman. I mean you no harm, but I will take what I need, you included.”




    “My husband will track you to the ends of the earth until he finds me. You can be sure of that. Captain Carlisle is on his way to retrieve me as we speak. He’s a spy and quite good with a pistol, so I’m told. There’s no way you can compete with one of His Majesty’s finest.”




    Her captor’s expression evolved from chiseled marble to an almost flexible, caricature-like grin with mirthful wrinkles bracketing his mouth and the corners of his eyes. “Carlisle? His Majesty’s finest? You’re joking, right?”




    For the second time in a matter of minutes, the arrogant fiend threw back his head and roared with laughter—it wasn’t a short run of chuckles, no, indeed, but great, loud gales, as if she’d told him a dirty limerick.




    “What is so funny, you son of a whore?” She could feel his laughter bubbling up from his gut, causing the muscles in his belly to flatten against her breasts.




    “I see you haven’t met the good captain.” Between laughs, he muttered, “Carlisle couldn’t rescue himself, much less a difficult little thing like you.”




    “Are you done—” She wrestled against him, trying to free herself.




    Suddenly, a loud crack echoed through the gunport, followed by more of the native whooping calls she had heard earlier.




    “You are under arrest in the name of King George III!” someone shouted.




    It was His Majesty’s Regulars down from Fort Ontario to rescue her.




    “Speaking of Captain Carlisle, I believe that’s him.” With a wink, she let out the loudest scream she could force from her lungs, followed by more high-pitched, overdramatic wails. “Help! I’m being kidnapped! I’m Lord Tomlinson’s wife! Help!”




    Her captor released her abruptly, leaving her to watch as he stuffed his haversack full of her gold and jewels.




    “I confess, I’m relishing this moment and what is to come when they take you by gunpoint to the fort.” She grinned and planted her hands on her hips. “Captain Carlisle will deal with you. And so will my husband.”




    Cloud Walker slung the haversack over his shoulder and yanked her into his arms again, only this time, holding her in front of himself like a much-too-tiny shield. “Well then, we shouldn’t keep the captain and his men waiting!”
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    Chapter Four




    Damn! Alexei seethed. He’d walked right into a trap. The signs were there from the very beginning, only he’d failed to read them: an heiress with a dowry, a lone ship left in port at night, under minimal guard, especially with a fort across the river. The fact that Lord Tomlinson had so carelessly discussed the arrival of his wife and her personal fortune at the masque to celebrate their nuptials a month before was also suspect.




    Alexei was never this careless, but things had gotten desperate since his stash of weapons had been confiscated from the storage shed on the Oneida Carry near Fort Stanwix several months before. Now, he and his father owed Major Butler at Fort Niagara, a situation that was further complicated because the guns in question belonged to the British in the first place.




    Bloody hell. Alexei mentally palmed his forehead.




    How could I have been so blind?




    Based on good intelligence, the ship’s hold should have been stuffed to the gills with muskets, powder, knives, and butts of rum to trade with the Six Nations at the next Grand Council. But according to his man, Red Tail, the orlop and hold were empty save a few muskets, some barrels of powder that were wet and ruined beyond use, some butts of rancid wine, and leftover victuals.




    And, of course, there was the woman.




    Alexei ground his teeth together.




    Save his cousin, Dellis, Alexei kept his distance from the fairer sex except for the more perfunctory reasons when they were useful: food, washing clothes, and servicing his baser needs. Since the death of his wife, he found women difficult at best and rather grating on his notoriously prickly nerves, so he avoided them, but that didn’t stop his mother from throwing them in his path at every turn, trying to fill the role vacated by his beloved and now-deceased wife Mary.




    The woman he was pushing onto the main deck—his tiny shield—was just the type that Helena McKesson would’ve salivated over. Nothing but a simpering society maid whose sole mission in life was to have “missus” or “lady so-and-so” before her name.




    Had he not wasted so much time arguing with her, he and his men would have been long gone with their limited plunder and far from Carlisle’s reach. Though the prospect of putting a ball in that Redcoat bastard’s chest again gave Alexei an exorbitant amount of satisfaction, especially after what had happened to his cousin Dellis.




    Only the lowest of scoundrels would bed a woman under false pretenses, especially one who’d been raped by Redcoats, then leave her with child to fend for herself. When Dellis had learned the truth about Carlisle and confronted Alexei outside The Silver Kettle, there was no way he could deny it. Since then, she’d been determined to find her Redcoat lover no matter the cost, and when she finally did, he’d denied everything, treating her no better than one of his many whores.




    Perhaps it was time Alexei got revenge on behalf of his cousin.




    “Are you such a coward that you need to hide behind a woman?” his captive asked from over her shoulder, looking him up and down with a cocked brow.




    “Apparently I am,” Alexei provided mockingly. “Didn’t think I would say that, did you, milady?”




    “I refuse to go with you!” she groaned, fighting back with both her hands and feet on the bulkhead, preventing him from pushing her through the doorway.




    “Dammit, woman! You’re making this worse for yourself. I said I wouldn’t hurt you, but you are going with me—like it or not!”




    When she resisted, with hands and feet still rooted in place, he unclipped the knife from his belt and held it to her neck. “Do as I say, or I’ll—”




    “Now, who’s the liar? You just said you wouldn’t hurt me,” she volleyed back, but she stopped fighting him.




    He hated threatening a woman, but he had no choice. His original plan had gone to hell, and now she was his only means of negotiating for Anoki, Ho-sa-gowwa, and Great Bear.




    “As you said, there is no trust between us, so I can change the rules all I like.” Alexei wrapped an arm around her waist, drew her tight against him with the knife to her neck, and together, they ambulated through the doorway and up the companionway onto the main deck.




    “How do you know Captain Carlisle?” she asked over her shoulder, eyes shifting up to him again.




    “No more questions.” The mere mention of the man’s name made Alexei’s blood boil. “We’ve had enough chatter.” With a little more pressure on the blade, her mouth slammed shut—thankfully.




    There was fighting on the main deck, ten Regulars to five warriors, but Carlisle was nowhere to be found. Alexei would know him anywhere; there was no missing that infamous spy with his blond hair, smug grin, and pompous British-officer, entitled-nobleman stance. His henchmen were just as bad.




    Redcoats. That word put a bad taste in Alexei’s mouth. He spat on the deck and pushed her ahead of him.




    When she turned and glared at him, he caught a whiff of strawberries and vanilla from a lock of silky blonde hair that hung to her nape. He couldn’t help but notice that her neck was long and graceful, further accentuated by the deep cut of her bodice, and at the edge, her breasts heaved against lace trim with nervous pants. “We’ll walk together across the deck and climb over the wall. My boat is waiting down below.”




    Her eyes flashed in the darkness, and one of her arched brows rose tauntingly. “Do you really think it will be that easy? His Majesty’s infantry is the finest in the world. Surely they’ve anticipated your next move. If they don’t catch you here, they’ll be waiting for you on land.”




    Though Alexei was in no mood to argue with her, his ego demanded he take up the mantle on behalf of his fledgling nation. “Not tougher than an Oneida ambush, milady, or a Rebel assault on the road from Concord?”




    “Traitors, all of you!” she shouted from over her shoulder.




    “Enough of your nonsense, woman!” He brought the knife down to her ribs and dug in, slicing through the pale-green fabric of her bodice but not her skin beneath.




    “Have mercy! You cut me!” she shouted.




    “I cut your dress. Next time, it will be flesh. Now walk!”




    Though outraged, she stopped resisting, and together they charted a course towards the larboard gangway, carefully stepping over body after body, none of which happened to be Oneida. When they reached the wall, he stopped with his back to it, holding her in front of him as more Regulars rushed up the plank with muskets aimed.




    “Release Lady Tomlinson, savage, and we won’t shoot!” one of the Redcoats shouted.




    “Milady,” he whispered in her ear, making her visibly shiver. “I hope you know how to swim.”




    “Certainly not. Why would I? I’m a lady. I don’t go in the water!”




    Again, she stumbled, trying to get away from him and startling one of the Regulars into firing his musket, the ball jettisoning the barrel with a loud crack and a puff of smoke. Alexei dodged just in time to miss being hit in the face, though the ball grazed his left upper arm. He returned fire in the form of a scalping knife, metal flashing in the moonlight before lodging in the soldier’s chest, and he fell face-first on the deck. Alexei pulled a pistol from his belt, aimed, and fired at another Regular coming up the plank, putting a ball in his neck and sending blood spewing from the wound.




    Suddenly, ten more Redcoats climbed over the starboard wall, adding to the six already engaging Alexei’s warriors on the main deck.




    They were outnumbered. The only thing left to do was make a run for it.




    He shouted to his men, “Get out of here now! Cornelius, go!”




    With the wall at his back, there was nowhere left to go but overboard. His tiny but ferocious captive must’ve realized that, for she started shouting up a tirade that he smothered with his hand. “Don’t you dare throw me over. Don’t do it! Please! I beg you!” Her muffled cries pushed through his palm before she took a healthy bite from it.




    “Woman, stop!” He groaned loudly, pulling his hand away, but she continued with her screaming.




    “Help! He’s kidnapping me! I’m Lady Tomlinson!”




    Maneuvering around her, he slid an arm under her knees and one around her back, lifting her off her feet, silky skirts and all, while she kicked and screamed. “I’ll drown in these layers! I can’t swim! Please don’t do this! Please. I’m terrified of water!”




    “I’ll be right behind you,” he said as a musket ball whizzed by the shell of his ear, barely missing its target.




    “Put. Me. Down. Put me down!” She delivered a formidable volley of shrieks and kicks, but she was going overboard—and so was he. Alexei held her there as an icy breeze swept up from the lake, sending a chill tearing through his body. The night was pitch black save a sliver of moonlight, but he could see the whites of her wide eyes. She mouthed the word “bastard” just as he released her, and she was airborne in a swirl of pale-green skirts.




    The damned woman screamed the whole way down, her voice echoing in the night before the water made a loud splash and the words “rotten beast!” reverberated back at him.




    He would’ve laughed had time permitted, but another musket ball flew by his left leg, lodging itself in the wall next to him, adding to the gravity of the moment. Alexei climbed on the rail, grabbed onto the ship’s shrouds, taking one last glance over his shoulder to be sure his men were overboard before letting go of the ropes.




    With arms outstretched above his head, he pressed his hands together and vaulted himself into the air. He was met with a chilly updraft from the lake on the way down, and he squeezed his eyes shut, preparing for the inevitable icy impact. With barely a splash, he submerged into the murky depths of Lake Ontario as thousands of frigid needles pierced his flesh, causing him to gasp reflexively, sucking water into his lungs.




    He surfaced quick enough to cough, take a gulp of air, and dive under again.




    “Help! Help! Someone!” The woman’s muffled screams echoed below the water while she stirred up a current from her thrashing legs, still trapped in mountainous layers of fabric. From above, metal balls rained down, piercing the water’s buoyant surface like hail falling from the heavens as the Redcoats fired their muskets, trying to keep him from reaching her. But those dark waters at night were as familiar to him as the forest he traversed in the daytime. No Oneida warrior would be bested by Redcoats on his own turf.




    When one of her stocking-clad toes grazed his hand, she panicked and started kicking harder, further winding the heavy, wet fabric around her legs. Her burdensome layers weighed her down, and just as she sank beneath the waterline, he swam up from below, wrapped an arm around her waist, and they surfaced together.




    “Stop shouting and save your air,” he whispered into her ear, using his other arm to pull them towards the ship’s hull and out of the soldiers’ line of sight. “I won’t let you drown, but you must stop fighting me, for both of our sakes.”




    Between gasps, she delivered more of the feminine tartness he’d come to expect from her in their short acquaintance. “Why would I do you any favors? You’ve kidnapped me, murdered my crew, and now I’m about to drown. Those men up there”—she pointed to the soldiers leaning over the larboard wall, searching the water for them—“are here to save me from you! Help—”




    Alexei clapped a hand over her mouth before she could shout again and whispered into her ear, “Listen to me! I have every intention of returning you to your husband safe and sound. But for now, you are coming with me.”




    “That is not an inducement for me to be compliant,” she grumbled into his hand, then proceeded to take a healthy bite out of his palm.




    “Dammit, woman!” Stifling a groan, Alexei tightened his hand over her mouth and pinched her side. She yelped and side-eyed him, grumbling a muffled “bastard!” into his hand.




    Their gazes met in the darkness. While infuriating, he had to give her credit; she was tenacious. “Desist now, woman. You’re making this harder on yourself.”




    Alexei held her close with a hand over her mouth while they watched the Regulars climb into their boats in teams of four and row out onto the lake. When they were headed in the opposite direction, Alexei swam with the woman towards the stern of the ship, where it was shallower, and they were out of the soldiers’ line of sight. Already, his muscles were cramping from the frigid water, and beneath his hand, her teeth were chattering. They would both freeze to death if they remained in the water much longer.




    Several yards away, lanterns flickered on the dock, affording him a glimpse of the shoreline, though it was too far to swim without being seen, and the Regulars were already turning back for the bow of the ship.




    There was only one option left for him, and she wasn’t going to like it.




    “Take a deep breath,” he whispered, giving her a split second and no time to argue before they submerged beneath the water together.




    He held her close, watching as the Redcoats’ oars dragged back and forth through the water, stirring up currents while they searched the perimeter. She trembled against him, but there was no warmth to be sought, for he, too, was at the mercy of the same icy pins and needles. After several minutes, she started jostling about in his arms, climbing up his body, trying to get to the surface. She was running out of air, but the last thing they needed were the Regulars circling back. Alexei pressed his hand to her mouth and pinched her nostrils closed, praying she could hold on a few seconds more.




    When the water finally settled and the boats were gone, Alexei surfaced just enough to survey the shoreline. It was dark and quiet, the water flattened, and in the distance, he could see flickering torches illuminating the dock. Thank God for small favors, for his fierce little captive was clawing his arms, and she’d come close to kicking him in the groin several times. He loosened his hold around her waist and uncovered her mouth just as she surfaced with a loud gasp that could’ve alerted the entire contingent at Fort Ontario to their position.




    “Yo—you ba—bastard! I—I almost drowned,” she said between huffs.




    Have mercy. She was dramatic. “No, you didn’t. I wouldn’t let you. Besides, you would’ve passed out first, a totally acceptable course of action for a woman, and it would’ve made our situation significantly easier.”




    “Why, you son of a whore—”




    Again, he clapped a hand over her mouth and whispered in her ear, “We are surrounded by deep—and might I add, very cold—water. It’s a long swim to the shore, which clearly you cannot do by yourself. If you scream, I’ll let go, and you can figure out how to swim on your own, that is, if you don’t freeze to death first. If you promise to be quiet, I’ll take my hand away.”




    She gave him a murderous side-eye, then nodded.




    “Good.”




    Testing the proverbial waters, Alexei slowly pulled his hand from her mouth, allowing her to take several labored huffs, waiting to see if she would behave, and, thank heavens, she did. A lock of her wet hair fell through the open collar of his shirt, like an icy shard stabbing his chest and sending a shiver down his spine. She turned in his arms and looked up at him, though he could only see the outline of her round face and the whites of her eyes. “Enough—enough of this charade. P—P—Please? Why c—can’t you le—let me go? I’ll get whatever you want from my husband.”




    She trembled and pressed her body farther into his, as if he were any warmer. “I can’t. But if you don’t fight me, I’ll get us to shore quickly.”




    At least, he hoped. The cold water had stiffened his muscles, and towing a helpless woman while freezing and nursing a musket ball wound would make the situation challenging at best.




    “My skirts are so heavy; they keep getting caught between my legs,” her voice quavered through trembling lips and chattering teeth.




    “I figured that out for myself.” A problem he knew exactly how to fix, though his solution would definitely not make her happy. Alexei reached down and felt around for the ties at her waist that held her skirts.




    When he started to tug at them, she squirmed about violently, trying to get away. “Take your hands off me! How dare you! I’m a lady.” She pushed him back, and he gladly released her to toil on her own, submerging completely before resurfacing with a mouth full of cold lake water.




    Alexei wrapped an arm around her tiny waist and drew her in close. “Either you remove your skirts, or I’ll do it for you. Your choice.”




    Reason finally penetrated her thick skull, and she acquiesced, though begrudgingly. “Fine, but I’m keeping my lower petticoat.”




    He laughed despite their harrowing plight. “You’re either giving yourself too much credit or me not enough.” But if she got rid of most of her layers, it would suffice.




    “What’s that supposed to mean? Too much credit? What are you talking about?” she asked, fumbling around, trying to remove her many layers beneath the water while he held on to her.




    “It means you have no need to worry about being ravished in the night—you’re not my preference.” Rich, spoiled, pugnacious, and utterly helpless—no, indeed, he liked strong, statuesque women who could handle a man his size, not this China doll he would break in half with a too-tight squeeze. “And for your information, I can restrain myself around a half-dressed woman. I’m not completely devoid of social graces.”




    “Of all the insufferable . . .” she trailed off in his selective hearing while he plotted their course back to the shore.




    Free of her bodice and upper skirts, she was buoyant and light, making it decidedly easier for him to one-arm swim for the two of them. “I don’t see you dropping the heavy bag of gold and jewels you stole from me?” she quipped over her shoulder, kicking and paddling with him.




    “I’d drop you first, milady,” he replied with a snort but kept swimming.




    It was only a few more yards of dragging her along before his feet encountered the sandbar that stretched the remaining distance to the shore. It would be an easy walk the rest of the way, and just in time, for his whole body was stiffening from the chilly water.




    “Feel around and see if you can touch.” She stumbled about, holding on tight to his arms until they were both sure she was steady, and her head was above water. “Can you walk?” he asked between huffs, his tight, overworked lungs protesting the cold and the exertion.




    “Yes.” The rhythmic clicking of her teeth, mingled with his raspy, sawing breaths, became a pitiful symphony in lament to one hell of a night. With her hand in his, they walked the distance of the sandbar to a notoriously rocky beach where sharp obstacles jutted up through his moccasins, already tearing at the sensitive bottoms of his feet.




    She let out a loud “ouch!” and held up her hand for him to stop. “Please, I need to rest for a moment. My feet hurt. I lost my shoes in the water.”




    Affording her this one courtesy, he waited patiently, sizing up their current situation while she heaved several times, trying to catch her breath. The raid on the ship was tantamount to having his supplies stolen from the storage shed on the Carry by DeLancie—a total catastrophe. All of Alexei’s carefully laid plans had been upended, and now both he and the woman were soaking wet and frozen to the bone. First and foremost, they needed to get warm and dry. His friend Jason Saunders owned a tavern in Oswego, a safe place to hide the woman for the night and get some rest.




    “Listen, I will take—” Alexei started to say as he turned back to her, but she was already running down the beach towards the dock.




    “For the love of God!” he shouted to the heavens.




    So much for being kind.




    Lesson learned.




    “Help! I’m being kidnapped!” she screamed, arms flailing above her head as if someone could see her on that deserted beach in the middle of the night and on the frontier nonetheless.




    “Bloody hell, woman!” he roared, chasing after her.




    This kidnapping was going to be the death of him.
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    Chapter Five




    How could this be happening? Part of Will wanted to believe she’d wake up any minute to find herself in bed with the wooden deckhead above, while Cathleen delivered morning tea on a tray full of biscuits with a side of jam. Will would scoot up in her little uncomfortable cot and prepare her tea with one lump of sugar and a splash of cream, sip it, and share a breakfast chat with her lady’s maid while they waited for Lord Tomlinson to escort her from the ship.




    “Wake up, Will! Wake up!” she shouted in her head. “Put an end to this nightmare, now!”




    No such luck.




    The nightmare remained, and she was running across a dark, rocky beach wearing only her stays and petticoat, with her hair in a messy, tangled ball at her nape, dripping icy shards down her back. And—lest she forget—a tall, terrifying stranger was chasing after her.




    “Help!” Will screamed, waving her arms over her head, praying someone would hear her, possibly even see her. The port was only a few yards away, but she’d lost her shoes when her captor threw her overboard, turning the short distance into an obstacle course of dodging driftwood and landing on sharp, jutting rocks that tore at the bottoms of her stocking-covered feet. Her lungs protested the sprint, unable to draw in enough air to keep up the pace, constrained by her forbidding baleen stays that were tied tight to give her the perfect, feminine silhouette and accentuate her frustratingly inadequate bosom.




    How she wished she’d not been so particular about her form that morning, but then she had been anticipating a meeting with her new husband! A woman was allowed a little bit of vanity, wasn’t she?




    Will quickly glanced over her shoulder only to find her captor’s tall, unmistakable form in the distance, outpacing her on those impossibly long legs with the skill of a cat chasing a mouse. He’d overtake her in a matter of seconds, pounce from behind, and she’d once again be in his powerful clutches. The beach ahead of her was deserted, so was the dock, and there was a smattering of log cabins and houses in the little village with all the lanterns extinguished.




    If she screamed enough, perhaps she could get someone to come to her aid. “Please God!” she prayed in her head, then shouted, “Help! I’m being kidnapped! Help! Please!”




    As he neared, Will vaulted over a large rock and then another, trying to put more distance and obstacles between them. Proud of her newfound agility, she jumped to clear a big piece of driftwood, but her ankle, weak from doing more running than it had in a lifetime, gave way on the landing, and she collapsed on her hands and knees in the coarse, wet sand.




    “Have mercy!” Apoplectic, she slapped the ground, cursing her bad luck and the fates, but there was no time to waste, for her kidnapper was hard on her heels. Pushing herself up, she tried to bear weight, but her ankle buckled beneath her again, and she fell on her bottom just as the tide swept in to further dampen her petticoats.




    Will palmed her forehead and let out a frustrated “damn!” Only she could manage to sprain her ankle at a time like this.




    It was over. She’d been caught.




    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” She buffeted the sand several times with her uninjured foot, trying to work out her anger.




    There was no need to look over her shoulder, for she could already hear her captor’s jagged, labored breaths and the patter of his footsteps on the beach as he walked up from behind.




    Will buried her face in her hands and groaned loudly. “I will ask you again—for the love of God—why are you doing this to me? Clearly, you’re not a fiend who means to murder me, but can we not be done with this folly? I want to go back to my ship. My husband is waiting for me.”




    Immune to her plight and apparently lacking in human decency, he replied, “You’ve injured your ankle, haven’t you, woman?”




    Woman? Must he denigrate her at every turn? The man had the manners of a beast.




    “How very observant of you. Perhaps you’re the one who deserves the comfits,” she threw back his earlier taunt. If sarcasm was the only weapon she possessed, then she’d poke holes in every bit of his flesh with her words. “Now, what are you going to do about it? One more problem to slow you down. Shouldn’t you just leave me? The Regulars will be coming any minute. I’ve screamed to the heavens; surely, someone has heard me!” She craned her neck to look up at him, but the darkness blacked out everything save his silhouette.




    A shiver rippled down her spine as a chilly breeze stoked up from the lake and whipped across the shore, blowing a stray lock of hair into her face. Will brushed it out of the way and stuffed it back in her messy chignon. “All your efforts might be wasted, anyway. I’m so cold and wet, I’ll catch my death. Then what will you do?”




    “You’re not going to die.” She could see the white swirl of his eyes rolling against the blanketed darkness. “But you certainly have a flair for the dramatic. It outweighs the good sense you showed earlier on the ship. Save your attempts at acting for the stage; you will get no clapping from me.” He was mocking her, yet he offered her a hand.




    Ignoring his olive branch, she tried to stand on her own, but it was of no use. Pain shot from her ankle to her knee, and she fell back on her bottom.




    The scoundrel snickered but said nothing.




    “It would seem my ankle is the dramatic one at this moment. Have you no compunction? Or compassion, for that matter?” Will pointed to her ankle, and though it hurt something awful, she smiled, knowing she was frustrating his plans. “What say you now? I can’t stand on it. The damned thing might be broken.”




    “You didn’t break it,” he muttered under his breath, and again, whites rolled in the darkness. “How is it that women have no tolerance for such minor pain, yet you bear children? This contradiction makes no sense to me.”




    He was being unduly obtuse. One didn’t get a choice in childbearing pain; that was God’s curse upon women for the original sin. Her ankle—that was Fate’s jest at the hands of this odious man. “Must I really dignify that question with an answer?”




    “No. Please. Don’t. I’ve had enough of your incessant chatter.” With that, he bent down, lifted her into his arms as if she weighed absolutely nothing, and carried her up the shore towards the dark, terrifying forest that was in the opposite direction from where she needed to go.




    Will exhaled sharply. “I greatly dislike you.”




    “Well, you’re not exactly charming company either,” he scoffed. “This is your fault. If you’d stop fighting me, we could get to our destination faster and get warm.”




    He chided her like a petulant girl but carried her with all the gentleness of a husband crossing the threshold into a bedchamber with a new bride in his arms. It was both strange and contradictory, her addled, tired mind unable to comprehend the dichotomy of his behavior.




    “How dare you blame this on me? You’re the fool that—”




    “Ha! It is your fault,” he interjected, laughing at her expense. “You enjoy being difficult. I’m sure you live for it. But you will bend to my wishes. You’re not in England anymore, and I’m not your lady’s maid, nor your suitor.”




    When she looked up, his white teeth were sparkling in the nebulous blackness. He was grinning, a wide, toothy, half-moon on a summer’s night sort of grin.




    “Insufferable brute!”




    Negotiating with this man was akin to dealing with a rock. Actually, she might get further with the rock; it wouldn’t disagree, nor add its smug two pence to the discussion. “Where are you taking me?”




    He didn’t answer but continued walking with purpose.




    “Aren’t you cold?”




    “Yes,” he replied flatly.




    Will wrapped an arm around his neck and leaned into him, trying to draw whatever warmth she could from his filthy kidnapper flesh. Let him freeze for all she cared; she’d suck every last bit of heat he possessed and relish the sight of his dead, rotting corpse lying in the sand.




    “Pray tell me, Cloud Walker, would you not fight to the death if you were being captured?”




    Though he carried her with ease, he huffed loudly, his breaths visible in the cool night air. “No one will ever capture me. But should it happen, I would stay quiet and do as I was told while I plotted my escape.”




    His profile appeared in a moonbeam that pushed through a patch of clouds, allowing her to visualize his high forehead and strong brow. “You just told me what to do. How foolish of you.”




    “Please.” White swirled in the blackness again. More eye rolling. More sarcasm. “Don’t insult my intelligence. You were already doing just that. I’m five steps ahead of you. Now be quiet; you’re making my headache worse.”




    All the more reason to continue.




    “Why are you kidnapping me? Will you at least tell me that? You don’t seem like a pirate or a savage, although you smell a bit like both.”




    To prove her point, she leaned in to get a whiff of him, but instead of salty, sweaty male, again she got a nose full of sandalwood and leather off the smooth, sinewy column of his neck, the combination having a decidedly opposite effect than was intended.




    Goodness, he smells nice.




    When he ignored her insult, she opted to change tactics. Eventually, he would slip and tell her something important. It was all about frustrating him into submission. “You laughed when I mentioned Captain Carlisle. Why?”




    More silence.




    “He will be looking for me, and when he finds me—”




    “John Carlisle is not going to find us. Of this, I have no doubt.” More humor, and more of that overconfident smugness that grated on her last, unfortunate nerve.




    “Where are you taking me? Can you tell me that?”




    “To a camp.”




    A camp? No, that would not do! “You mean we’ll be outside? In tents? Do you not have a home? With a bed? And hearth? I really will freeze if I don’t change out of these wet clothes and get warm by a fire. I’m not made to brave the elements.”




    “Really?” He snorted. “If that’s the case, perhaps I will take you to my home and keep you warm for the night. What say you?” Will recoiled from his chest and looked up, catching a glimpse of his cocked brow and half-moon grin. “Don’t like that idea? Of course not, I’m a savage. We don’t have homes or families; all we do is rape and murder innocent white women. That’s what you think, right?”




    She’d hit a raw nerve, a crack in his icy-cool facade. “Everyone has a home and a family, just different versions of them.”




    As to the other stuff he mentioned, she’d leave that alone. “Does your family know you’ve taken up this new, nefarious occupation? Kidnapping innocent, helpless women, what would your wife think of that?”




    “You, milady, are the furthest thing from helpless. And my family is none of your concern,” he replied flatly, almost coldly. “Now be quiet and stop trying to frustrate me into revealing my plan. Your negotiation tactics are decidedly obvious and thoroughly annoying. Do all women read the same books about manipulating men?”




    She refused to justify his nonsense with an answer. It was only a matter of time before he slipped up and revealed more about himself and his plans. “Are these not Iroquois lands? Are they your people? I’ve heard of the Seneca. Is that your tribe?”




    The man never seemed to grow tired, and his breathing seemed to get easier the longer he carried her. They were heading in the direction of a darkened forest that evoked memories of childish nightmares come true. Abandoning the beach, they were suddenly surrounded by bare trees with spindly branches that reached out to claw his hair, his clothing, the skin on her arms, pulling at both of them like ominous specters. Loathsome as he was, Will hunkered down, holding tight to her captor-turned-savior while the minacious symphony of howling wolves, chirping crickets, and the whooshing of bats’ wings played on her worst fears.




    Despite being wet, his body was as warm as a hearth, heat emanating from him so that she was no longer shivering. “We’re called the Haudenosaunee, not the Iroquois; that is a name imposed upon my people by the French. And I am not Onöndowa’ga:, though our older brothers are a proud, strong people.” His voice was noticeably deeper and full of reverence when he spoke of his so-called brothers.




    “Then what are you, Cloud Walker?”




    She had to admit that name suited him, for he was tall, the tallest man she’d ever seen—certainly the largest—and that big head of his was most certainly caught in the clouds. “Tell me, why do you speak the King’s English so well?”




    “That is none of your business,” he replied tersely. “But since you asked, this is O-nun-da’-ga land. They are the Keepers of the Fire, responsible for the laws of our people and maintaining our treaty belts.”




    “Onondaga. I have heard of th—”




    He interrupted her with a quiet “shh!”—his head whipping back and forth, searching around as if he’d heard something.




    “What—”




    “Shh . . .” He did it again, this time shaking his head. Quickly, he set her down and reached for his tomahawk, and the knife clipped to his belt as if preparing for an impending attack.




    “Is there—”




    “Shush!” The darkened outline of his defensive stance—legs spread, crouched down with weapons drawn, and eyes scanning the trees—made her heart race. Perhaps it was the Regulars come to save her?




    Surely that’s who it was. They’d heard her cries on the beach.




    “Help!” she shouted, taking her one opportunity to alert them of her presence.




    Cloud Walker’s eyes flashed in her direction, though he held his position, with knife and tomahawk poised and ready to strike.




    Hidden amongst the sounds of the forest was the crunching of branches underfoot, and not a second later, the outline of a figure appeared in the distance. “Stand down, Alexei. It’s me!” a man said, and immediately her captor relaxed his stance, putting his tomahawk and knife back in his belt.




    “Armstrong, tell me the Regulars didn’t follow you?”




    “No.” The stranger walked over to them and placed the stock end of his musket down in the dirt.




    Will’s ankle smarted from the pressure she applied attempting to stand on her own. Carefully, she maneuvered over to a rock and sat down, wrapping her arms around her knees with petticoats pulled down, shielding herself from the cool spring breeze.




    Surrounding them were more of the bare, spindly trees that were so tall they practically touched the sky, and the forest floor was littered with a blanket of ferns, yet there were no roads, no direction to follow except the North Star. Were she to set out on her own, she’d surely get lost, and her captor would find her—that is, if she didn’t get eaten by a wild animal first.




    No, indeed—there was nothing for her to do but wait for the right opportunity to make a run for it. And it would come. She just needed to be patient.




    “What about your men?” the man named Armstrong asked.




    Cloud Walker sighed. “I know they were followed, but I’m not worried. Once the Redcoats reach the falls on the Onondaga River, they’ll have to get out of their boats and travel by land. That will give Cornelius time to circle back with whatever was in the hold and leave it in the hiding place. I’m to meet them at Stanwix in three days.”




    Stanwix? Did he mean Fort Stanwix? She’d heard about the infamous fort at one of her many social gatherings when she’d escaped the incessant lady chatter to listen in while the men debated about the war in the colonies, but she had no idea where it was, only that it was a strategic location for the Rebels.




    So that’s where he was taking her.




    “What did you find?” Clearly, this Armstrong was an accomplice in her captor’s whole rotten caper. She had heard his name mentioned earlier on the ship when the men were talking.




    “We found rancid wine, leftover powder, and a few muskets. And her.” Cloud Walker inclined his head in Will’s direction. “Your intelligence was wrong.”




    “Bloody hell,” Armstrong said with a huff, and though cloaked in darkness, she could see the outline of him throwing his hands into the air. “It was a setup from the beginning.”




    “Yes.” Cloud Walker’s reply was surprisingly calm for their harrowing plight. “Carlisle never showed his face. Nor did any of his men.”




    Armstrong snorted. “I’m not surprised. Probably too busy with his cock up some whore’s skirts.” He gestured to Will. “What now? What about her?”




    Cloud Walker’s eyes flashed in her direction. “She’s injured her ankle, and I’ve been shot. I can’t go any further with her. Where’s your horse—”




    Both men ceased chattering, as if they heard the musket cocking long before it fired a shot from the distance. Bang! Suddenly, a wisp of wind tickled the hairs at her nape as the ball whizzed past her and lodged in the tree next to her head. Regulars. Two more muskets fired, sending metal projectiles speeding toward her captor and his companion, missing their targets and hitting the trees.




    She was saved!




    “We’re going to have to make a run for it!” Cloud Walker shouted to his man, Armstrong.




    Haughtily, she replied, “Like hell I will!” With lungs full of air and determination, Will screamed against her forbidding stays. “Help, please! Someone help me! I’m being kidnapped!”




    Her captor yanked her up to standing and clapped a hand over her mouth. “Shout again, and I will gag you!”




    Through his palm, she spat back, “I’d like to see you try!”




    From his pocket, he pulled out a swatch of linen and thrust it into her hand. “Silence or this, it’s your choice.”




    Her mouth slammed shut abruptly, and he nodded with satisfaction. “I knew you’d see things my way eventually.”




    “Supercilious ass!” she hissed.




    He flashed her another one of those white, toothy grins that brightened the darkness and replied, “Count on it.”
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    Though the prospect of using a gag on the woman went against Alexei’s beliefs, it did have potential at that moment. She was infuriating and far too chatty for her own good, but if she remained quiet long enough for them to get away from the approaching soldiers, he’d keep to his word. “We’re going to have to make a run for it. Time to put those female pain endurance skills to the test. Prove me wrong, woman.”




    “My ankle!” She let out a loud “ouch!” and stumbled behind him as he took off in a sprint, practically dragging her along by the arm.




    “Run, dammit! I can’t carry you!”




    With every step, her ladyship winced, followed by a loud, overdramatic gasp that grated on his last nerves like jagged nails scraping across a piece of metal.




    “Let. Ouch! Me. Ouch! Go. Ouch!”




    Surely, his people could hear them coming clear to Oriska, which was more than fifty miles away.




    “You’re not doing your sex any favors at this moment, my lady!” he yelled over his shoulder, while she stumbled behind him with more of her feminine noises.




    “Go to hell!” she shouted back.




    I should’ve gagged her.




    Dellis never complained. How many times had they ridden for days in the sweltering heat or the frigid winter wind, and she never said a word? Not one word. A few weeks before, she had traveled from Niagara to Oswego, while with child, only asking to stop once, and that was to relieve herself.




    “Did you come on a horse?” he asked, dragging her down next to him behind a tree so she could rest, Armstrong following close behind. Alexei turned and thrust his finger in her face. “One word, and you and that gag are going to become intimate friends.”




    Patrick snorted, to which Alexei shook his head. There was nothing amusing about their current predicament or the woman’s pernicious comments. She was rather like a gnat persistently biting at his flesh in the summer heat, driving him to distraction. “My horse was shot. Duke’s a couple yards west of where we met. You’ll have to find a way to get back to him.”




    Perfect.




    Duke was fast as the wind, bred for endurance, and the Redcoats had no intention of giving up easily. Their trap was akin to a hornet’s nest, and Alexei had put his foot right in the middle of it. “Patrick, you must go to town and get Dellis. She’s expecting me to come back for her. We can’t leave her behind.”




    His friend nodded. “You take care of this one. She looks like a handful.”




    Handful? A kind, albeit understated, description of the woman at Alexei’s side. She was a pain in the ass.




    As if on cue, she shouted, “You have no right”—Alexei clapped a hand over her mouth again, though she continued grumbling into his palm—“to do this to me!”




    “Silence!” He poked her side with his fingertip, and she bit his palm again, eliciting a groan from between his closed lips.




    “You’re going to need this.” Patrick reached into his coat and pulled out a pistol, handing it to Alexei. “There’s a musket on your horse and your pack.”




    He slowly peeled his hand from her mouth to see if she’d commence with her rant or if she’d finally learned her lesson. Thankfully, she said nothing but offered up a frustrated huff.




    He could live with that.




    Alexei grabbed the pistol and stuffed it in the haversack hanging at his side. “Carlisle is in Oswego with his men. He was supposed to intercept the ship, but we beat him to it. Be on the lookout.” He paused for a moment, another problem coming to mind. “You must keep an eye on Dellis. If she learns Carlisle’s in town, there’s no telling what she’ll do. That man has captivated her beyond good sense.”




    “Not to worry. I won’t let him near her. You take care of this”—Armstrong inclined his head in the woman’s direction—“leave that bastard to me.”




    Armstrong had a particular reason for disliking the wily British captain. Dellis and Patrick were once betrothed, though he rescinded his offer after she was defiled by British soldiers during an attack at her village. Alexei tried to talk his friend out of such a hasty decision, knowing he’d regret it, but family honor and his father’s bidding forced Patrick’s hand.




    Now, he wanted Dellis back.




    But Carlisle, practiced scoundrel that he was, had seduced a vulnerable and lonely Dellis into an affair; now she was smitten with him and carrying his child.




    Another musket fired, and Alexei could hear the quick footfalls of men incoming, one, possibly two. Though his left ear was permanently injured, he’d trained the right one to detect the slightest of sounds, track steps, and even count and discern their pace. With eyes closed, he took several deep breaths, focusing his mind until he could hear four distinct foot patterns coming from the north just a few seconds away.




    Time to make a run for it.




    He rushed to his feet and went to find his horse. “Wait here. I’ll get Duke and draw them away, then you go.”




    “What about her?” Patrick asked, pointing to the woman.




    Alexei turned back to the half-dressed hellion sitting with her knees drawn up under her petticoats, raptly listening to their conversation—definitely plotting. No, she couldn’t run, at least without burdening him and slowing their pace.




    He made a split-second decision as another musket discharged, sending a ball into the tree behind his head. Alexei ducked quickly and crouched down to whisper, “She stays with you. When I circle back, help her into the saddle, but don’t get shot in the process.”




    “I’ll provide what cover I can.” Patrick pulled a pistol from his coat, loading it quickly. “Go now.”




    Alexei pointed to the woman. “If you try to run, I will catch you. Do you hear me? And if she screams, Patrick, you have my permission to silence her any way you see fit!”




    “How dare you!” she shouted with wide-eyed outrage.




    He wanted to get a rise out of her. The woman only understood threats to her person—loathed as he was to deliver them—but he would do what was necessary to keep the three of them safe.




    “Here goes!” Alexei whispered to himself, then hunkered down and rushed around a giant maple tree with a pistol cocked in one hand and a tomahawk in the other.




    He whistled the signal to his horse and listened for Duke’s whinnied reply, but it was quiet save an owl hooting loud enough to be heard in a thunderstorm.




    Alexei whistled again.




    More owl hoots.




    Come on, Duke.




    With the third whistle came the rhythmic pounding of horse’s hooves on the dirt, mixed with footsteps, two of them, steady in cadence and fast paced. Alexei cocked his pistol and aimed. The outline of a Redcoat soldier emerged from the trees with reins in hand, Duke following close behind. The darkness shrouded the man’s expression, but his voice elicited all the prejudicial disdain that privileged King’s men felt for Alexei’s kind. “Were you calling for him, Redskin?”




    The silver of a pistol barrel glinted in the moonlight, getting closer as the soldier neared, and there were more footsteps incoming from the north—the Redcoats Alexei had heard earlier. Four of them. He was surrounded.




    Quick as a flash, Alexei threw his tomahawk at the soldier, the blade lodging in his arm as his pistol went off with a crack and a puff of smoke. The bullet jettisoned the barrel and slammed into Alexei’s injured shoulder before he could dodge. He returned fire, putting a ball in the soldier’s chest, sending blood spattering from the wound as he fell to the ground.




    With a high-pitched whinny, Duke reared and pounded his powerful hooves into the corpse several times, pulverizing it into the ground.




    “Damn!” Alexei cursed, pain chasing its way down his arm, tracking numbness in its wake so he could no longer feel his fingers. The warm ooze of blood and the sensation of his shirt adhering to his skin was a harbinger of what was to come if he didn’t stop soon to bind the wound. But there was no time to rest, for out from the woods came the four Redcoats he’d been tracking, all of them with muskets aimed directly at him.




    Grabbing the pommel of his saddle and placing his foot in the stirrup, Alexei pulled himself up to sitting, a challenging feat when done with one hand, and took off in a gallop. With the reins in his right hand, he reached for the knife in his belt with his left, barely able to fist it, while his powerful thighs did the lion’s share of the work, gripping the horse and delivering commands.




    He heard more pistol fire coming from the direction where he’d left Patrick and the woman.




    They were outnumbered, and with four Redcoats on horses fast approaching, Alexei had no choice but to try to outrun them. He circled back to where Patrick and the woman crouched behind a giant maple tree and shouted, “Help her up, now!” as Alexei turned the horse around, ready to take off again in the opposite direction. “There are Redcoats hard on my heels. Wait until I lead them away, then make a run for it!”




    Patrick wrapped an arm around her waist, threw her into the saddle between Alexei’s thighs, and they were off and running before she was even situated. “I’ll see you at the fort!” he shouted over his shoulder, already spurring Duke into a gallop.




    “If you let me go, they will stop following us!” Alexei heard her shout from below.




    “That’s not an option! Hold on tight, and duck when musket balls come our way. We wouldn’t want you getting hit.” Glancing down at her, Alexei realized that was a sheer impossibility. She was so tiny he’d all but formed a protective cocoon around her, with his chest baring down on her back, one arm wrapped around her, and his thighs pressed up against hers. Locks of her silky, damp hair grazed his chest through his open collar, dripping icy rivulets down his shirt, and one of her hands held onto the pommel of the saddle while the other clutched his thigh.




    “You’re injured. You won’t last long against those men. Leave me here, and I’ll tell them that you were shot and rode away into the forest,” she shouted over her shoulder. “Please? For your sake and mine! Enough of this!”




    He focused straight ahead into the nebulous blackness of the forest and shook his head. “Not a chance in hell, milady. We’re in this together! For better or worse.”




    Dammit, they were supposed to be heading back to his bateau and sailing down the Onondaga River towards his men and Fort Stanwix. His whole plan had gone to shit because he failed to see a trap laid out in plain sight, and not even a good one.




    Now, he was lost.




    The woman ducked under his arm and looked behind them. “They’re following us on horses! Four of them! Let me go! Please!”




    And then there were Redcoats.




    Somewhere in between the wind whooshing past his ears and the thundering of his heart, Alexei heard the clomping of the Redcoats’ horses getting louder as they gained ground on him and the woman. Duke was at a serious disadvantage carrying two riders, but Alexei kept pushing, knowing his horse would run until he collapsed.




    “Come on, boy,” he muttered to his trusted friend, tugging the reins, altering their course to the east.




    Blood oozed from the wound in Alexei’s shoulder and the bullet tract in his upper arm, quickly tapping what remained of his endurance. He’d managed to overcome fatigue and the loss of blood by sheer adrenaline, but the longer they rode, the foggier his head became, and his vision telescoped down to a mere circle that included just enough distance to see past Duke’s head.




    Good God, he was about to lose consciousness if they didn’t stop soon. Thankfully, he knew of a place to hide if they could just get to it. But no amount of bullish strength or warrior’s training could overcome the physical limitations of his body. Suddenly, the world spun around him, and his stomach pitched violently.




    “Hold on tight, woman,” Alexei muttered through a fresh wave of nausea. He tugged Duke’s reins, sending the horse veering off the foot trails and heading farther east, trying to lose their tails.




    Alexei’s body felt suddenly buoyant, like it was floating on the wind as Duke picked up pace, running at break-neck speed. She screamed, though her words were muffled through the haze of lost blood and exhaustion, “My God! Cloud Walker! You must slow down, before we’re both thrown!”




    But there would be no stopping now . . .
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    Chapter Six




    That same night. Fort Ontario, Oswego




    “You like it, don’t you, my little trollop?” Ladies loved when Tomlinson growled scandalous secrets in their ears, particularly while he fucked them hard and treated them like lowborn strumpets. It was his modus operandi in the bedchamber. “You have the privilege of being fucked by a lord. What say you to that?”




    A well-placed slap to her supple cheek saw his lovely companion moan in ecstasy, or was it a frustrated grumble? He wasn’t quite sure—did it matter? “Lord or not, I can’t feel it. Go harder.”




    “Shut up, whore, and take that.” Tomlinson gave her what she wanted—faster, harder, more—the desk rocking back and forth beneath her while he roughed her up with his hips and his cock. “Better?”




    “Yes!” she squealed between nipping kisses on her neck and punishing thrusts in her cunny.




    “Yes, what?” he demanded with a growl.




    “Yes, my lord!”




    Deference was essential from a woman. And it made his cock harder—even better.




    Not three hours before his company had arrived, Miles Townsend, Lord Tomlinson, received a missive that the new Lady Tomlinson’s ship had dropped anchor in the mouth of the Onondaga River, just down the hill from the fort. Since she’d be spending the night aboard, he intended on using the rest of the evening to work out his tension before assuming the role of husband. Bedding a new wife would take patience and work—neither of which he was particularly good at, despite his obvious skill with women. While she had been married once before, one had to wonder what a husband twenty years her senior was able to provoke in a beautiful young maid. She’d likely laid there and recited her prayers while he grunted and groaned out his release on top of her.




    “Are you close, my lady? I’m going to come.” He could feel the pressure burgeoning deep in his core; his balls cinched up tight, ready to explode his seed at any minute.




    “Already? Can’t you just give me two more minutes?” she practically begged between heated breaths, but that only served to stoke Tomlinson’s outrage.




    “How dare you question me!” No woman should ever comment on a man’s prowess—and certainly not a lord’s!




    She sighed half-heartedly. “Alright then . . . yes, I’m ready.”




    “I’m ready, what?” he demanded.




    The nubile brunette with her legs wrapped around his waist—whatever her name was—shouted rapturously to the ceiling trusses like a prima donna playing to the second balcony. “Yes! Yes! My lord, I’m coming! I’m—” So close, yet still so far. Altruistic to a fault, Tomlinson took pity on her, delivering a gentle but effectual nudge over pleasure’s edge with a deep, smoldering “come for me, woman,” knowing the sound of his voice would take her there—into ecstasy’s arms.




    And naturally, she came . . .




    Or, at least, he thought she did.




    With a few swift pumps, he finished the job and dislodged himself from her arms, leaving her to languish on the desk, thoroughly ravished. A deep satisfaction resonated in his gut, knowing he’d soiled this lowly harlot with his coveted seed, the same as a dog marking its territory. Quickly, Tomlinson buttoned his breeches, tucked the tails of his shirt into the waistband, and adjusted his waistcoat before taking a seat at his desk.




    When the lady was put back together, hair pinned, tucker stuffed in her bodice, and skirts smoothed down and neat, she grabbed the meager stack of coins from the desk and disappeared through the door from whence she came. Just like a woman should. Silent and satisfied.




    Do as you’re told.




    Tomlinson focused his attention on his work, though through the door, he could hear her muffled laughter, followed by a loud taunt. “My ten-year-old brother has a bigger cock than you, and I don’t find your growling or your title particularly enticing, my lord.” Her tone dropped an octave, impersonating him. “Come for me, woman . . .”




    Tomlinson ignored her comments and pulled a new quill from his top desk drawer, cut the tip, and dip it into the pot of ink that sat at his right hand, before starting a letter to his lawyer. Thankfully, the Townsend name would provide enough leverage to keep his creditors at bay. A lifetime of his father’s bad investments, gambling, and overspending had all but tapped what was left of the family fortune, which had been exaggerated many times over to keep up appearances. Now, the only lucrative investments the Tomlinson estate had were his shares in Carlisle Shipping, one of the largest contractors to the Royal Navy, and the fortune he received upon marrying his wealthy heiress, who was currently on her ship waiting for him to fetch her.




    Tomlinson put the finishing touches on his letter, scrawling out his signature and sealing it shut with wax drippings, then affixing his family crest to it with a thump of a brass stamp. As he threw the letter on the stack of many he’d spent the early part of the day penning, the door to his rather spartan and decidedly stuffy office popped open as a sentry appeared beneath the crooked wooden lintel. “Major Tomlinson, Lieutenant Sanderson has requested to speak to you. Shall I have him sent for?”




    Tomlinson wiped a bead of sweat from his brow, cursing the intense heat emanating from the fire blazing in the hearth. He could never get the temperature quite right in the wooden box that served as his barracks, compounded by the fact that the colonies in April were often warm during the day and freezing at night. Still, one must keep up appearances. Quickly, he pulled on his crimson tunic, which bore the yellow facings of the Thirty-Fourth Regiment of Foot as well as a silver epaulet on each shoulder delineating his rank of major and adjusted his white waistcoat so it lay flat and smooth over his broad torso.




    “Yes, please. Do that.” Now regulation, he pulled another missive from the pile on his desk, cracked the seal, and started reading while he waited for the lieutenant to appear.




    It had been nine months since Tomlinson had last seen his bride, the former Lady Wilhelmina Parkhurst, and their parting did not go as he’d hoped. After a night of carousing with his fellow officers, a few too many drams of whiskey, followed by several puffs of opium, he was a bit rough with her and tried to get under her skirts, which in turn resulted in him receiving a slap to the cheek and the termination of their wedding arrangements. He’d then spent his remaining weeks in London apologizing for what he’d done, which amounted to nothing until, finally, her elder brother Bryan and her deceased husband’s children intervened, though not in time for the wedding to take place before Tomlinson departed for the colonies. He’d been assigned a commission at Fort Ontario and was forced to leave rather suddenly, which meant no consummating their marriage, no heir, and no guarantee—though they were eventually married by proxy, but only after he sent a letter demanding satisfaction.




    There was more to having the lady at his side than just sealing the deal and begetting an heir. General Burgoyne, a friend and ally, had chosen Tomlinson specifically to oversee the preparations for the western brigade that was to cross the Mohawk River Valley and lay siege to Fort Stanwix. Tomlinson was to serve directly under the next brigadier general once that position had been assigned, and part of those duties included securing the supplies being shipped up and down the St. Lawrence between Niagara, Oswego, and Montreal, a problem that had plagued their ranks for the last three and a half years.




    When Tomlinson arrived at Fort Ontario, he’d learned from Major Butler that the source of their frustrations was a small contingent of natives who’d been pirating ships somewhere between Deere Island and Oswego Port. Tomlinson, with the assistance of Butler, hatched a plan to catch the thieves, and Wilhelmina was the key to it all.



OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
revel i1n rebellion

T.J. LONDON





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/P22DeclarationPro.otf


OEBPS/Images/top.jpg





