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    Foreword


    The Traitor is historical fiction, so 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 in this story may be harsh and politically incorrect, but it’s reflective of the times we were living in, and for accuracy’s sake, I’ve tried to stay true to that. Details about the Oneida Nation and the Iroquois Confederacy are extensive; however, some of it is missing as theirs was not a written history, and an accurate tally of their numbers and losses during the American Revolutionary War does not exist. I did the best I could with the historical references I had, drawing on many resources, and what I couldn’t find, I tried to create as accurately and respectfully as possible. The story of John and Dellis is fiction, though it takes place on the backdrop of true events—and with real people who are often overlooked when discussing our nation’s founding. The goal of these stories is to provoke the reader into questioning the version of history they know and seek the truth; it’s only then that we, as a nation, will learn from our mistakes and begin to heal.


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


    I recognize the word Karma did not exist in the Western world at this time in history. However, for the sake of my story and the journey I was on as a writer, I own that I took this liberty.


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


    ***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


    January 1777, Oswego, New York Colony


    “Did you give the order?” the colonel demanded, his upper lip curling with disgust. “This is your last chance to tell the truth, Captain Carlisle, though either way, you will be reprimanded as the court deems fit.”


    John faced his inevitable fate with conviction, lifting his head, eyes locked with his former superior. “Yes, I gave the order, sir. I take full responsibility for my actions and those of my men.”


    The colonel recoiled from his place behind the desk, his voice forceful, his tone menacing. “Sixteen women were raped and murdered. It was a damned atrocity and one, I fear, that will haunt our relationship with our native allies for years to come. This is a disgrace, Captain. You’re a disgrace.”


    John nodded, wholly in agreement with the colonel. “Yes, sir. I am aware. I cannot change what I’ve done. But I’m trying to do what’s right now. Controversial as it may seem.”


    “And what about the surgeon? Dr. McKesson? Is it true you were present when he was killed in a duel with Major DeLancie?”


    John’s gaze stayed one with the man who’d trained and raised him to his current rank of captain—his leader, mentor, and once friend—betraying him with a word. “Yes.” John paused to bolster his courage. “I was his second.”


    “Tell the court what you remember. Spare no details!”


    John exhaled his trepidation to recount his tale of shame, reliving the event as if it had happened only moments ago and not three months before. “Major DeLancie and Dr. McKesson were to take ten steps, then turn and present arms. The duel commenced, and they took only three steps when Major DeLancie turned and shot Dr. McKesson in the back—breaching the terms they’d agreed upon. In response, Dr. McKesson’s second cocked his pistol and aimed at Major DeLancie, and I regret to say, I shot the man before he could pull the trigger. I killed Dr. McKesson’s second and saved Major DeLancie.”


    After a moment of silence replete with anticipation, the colonel deigned to ask the question John feared most—the one that would be the ruin of his career and damn DeLancie to die on the gallows with a noose tied tight around his neck. “Was it Major DeLancie who gave you the order to burn the village and murder those women? Captain Carlisle, this is a very important question; think on your answer before you speak.”


    John deliberated, reflecting on his sins as the word traitor reverberated in his head, seconds ticking by on the clock.


    One. Traitor. Two. Traitor. Three . . .


    His inevitable fate. The disgrace that would forever haunt his career.


    “Answer the court!”


    But he could lie no more—a cross too heavy for his soul to bear. The truth came on an exhale, a sibilant, “Yes.”


    Disgust rumbled through the courtroom of his superiors, but it was fast stifled by DeLancie’s roar of outrage as he threw himself over the table, fingers clawed and reaching for John’s throat like an angry falcon seeking its prey. “You would betray the man who made you? Traitor! Judas! There’s a place in hell for you! I’ll see you get there!”


    John stared up at the night sky and exhaled. Though the memories had dissipated with the passage of time, he found himself again at the same crossroads as he had that day in court, questioning every decision he’d made since he’d given the order and doomed the women of Dellis’s village to death. While the truth was black and white, the details were frustratingly opaque. What happened in the village was wrong—without question—and he and his men deserved to be punished for their crimes. But there was more to it. Confessing the truth to the court-martial, while the right thing to do, had been a double-edged sword, and John knew that at the time. Though it cleared him and his men of culpability, he’d permanently branded himself a traitor, not to be trusted. For a soldier to turn against his leader was not only duplicitous; it was dishonorable and smacked of culpability.


    John had been living with the ramifications of said actions every day since.


    Though the charges had been dropped, and he’d been freed, his career was in shambles, reduced in rank and reassigned to a military gaol in York City where he’d been left to rot. And rot he did, drowning himself in drink and opium, seeking comfort from scandalous women. Eventually, fortune’s favor had shined upon him, a chance to make right the wrongs of his past. He’d been reincarnated in the role of a spy serving under the direction of General Howe and then General Carleton. Still, no one trusted him. But nothing could’ve prepared John for what came next—love, Dellis—and through her again to be faced with his failures. She’d been raped and beaten that day in the village, her parents and grandmother murdered, her brother terrorized, all because John had been a damned coward and done his duty.


    “Traitor! Judas!”


    DeLancie’s shouts reverberated in John’s thoughts, racketing around until he could hear nothing but those words of foreboding. It was true; he was a traitor, but not to his country or the Crown—but to himself and his honor as an officer and a gentleman. Scoundrel that he was, he’d been taught never to harm a woman, to always protect them, nor to take a hand to a child. And he’d done both of those things that day in the village. Despicable. Horrifying. Actions that were an affront to the man he was raised to be. His conscience would smart from that failure for the remainder of his days.


    And there would be no forgetting the court and John’s last moments with DeLancie as the sentries dragged him away to prison to meet his end on the gallows—a long drop and a quick stop, courtesy of a simple yes—a fitting end for such a vile man.


    But it wasn’t the end. DeLancie was still alive. And now, he wanted vengeance.


    “Johnny, I knew you were too much of a coward to take the bullet. He who wishes to fight must first count the cost.”


    Another of DeLancie’s threats reverberated in John’s head, stealing away his focus from what he should be doing, watching and waiting for Alexei McKesson and his warriors’ arrival. They’d been spotted following a cargo ship traveling from Deere Island to Oswego—it was now or never if John and his men were going to catch them in the act.


    “Captain, three warriors straight ahead. It’s the same group we saw near Oswegatchie.” Clark interrupted John’s inner deliberation—nay, his obsessing—pointing at the shore with a musket barrel.


    Following Clark’s line of sight, John spotted several men dressed in native clothing unloading a small, flat-bottomed boat, their faces indistinguishable against the blanketed darkness.


    “I see them. Let’s get closer.” John waved for his men to follow as he started down the bank towards the lake.


    The snow beneath his moccasin-covered boots crunched with each step, forcing him to stop abruptly or give away their position. He crouched as two more warriors approached the bateaux docked at the water’s edge, dressed in tunics and leggings with tomahawks in hand. They were Oneida. John recognized their distinctive clothing.


    The clouds shifted, allowing the full moon to reflect off the ice-covered lake like a mirror, casting an ethereal glow on the warrior-thieves as they quickly searched the crates. John shivered and quietly blew on his hands, the cold so penetrating he could barely feel his fingers beneath two layers of woolen gloves, and the rest of his body wasn’t much better. The extra socks and coat he wore offered little protection against the wind that whipped through the barren trees, biting at his exposed flesh like a starving beast.


    McKesson is here somewhere!


    If the anticipation didn’t see John six feet under, the cold surely would.


    Then it happened: Another moonbeam peeked through the fast-moving clouds, revealing a startling, familiar profile with the turn of a head. It was Anoki, Alexei’s second-in-command and best friend. John’s heart took off in a sprint, excitement powering through his veins like a double shot of whiskey, making him suddenly lightheaded, though sadly lacking the radiating afterburn. What he wouldn’t do for the extra warmth!


    Clark fisted his tomahawk as Smith cocked a pistol and aimed the barrel at the nearest warrior, ready to advance on John’s command. Anticipating their zeal, John motioned for his men to hold their position until the right moment—until he saw McKesson.


    On cue, a figure stepped out from the trees, taller than tall, a giant with long, dark hair, a prominent nose, and fair, luminous skin that practically glowed in a solitary ray of moonlight that shone down on him, following his every step. It was Alexei. Finally. He stood with his shoulders arrogantly thrown back and his head held high, directing his men while they quietly loaded up a large, wooden sleigh with the cargo—Carlisle Shipping cargo, from what John could see of the markings on the barrels and crates, back-to-back Cs topped with a crown.


    Time to put a stop to McKesson, once and for all.


    John pressed a hand to his breast and the coat pocket underneath, the miniature of Dellis resting next to his heart—a talisman to his love. Though it would devastate her, catching Alexei in the act and squiring him off to prison, Dellis deserved to know the truth about her uncle and cousin. They owned an equal share of responsibility for what had happened to her family and the women of her village, and John would see them held accountable. Finally, he would know justice, clear his name, prove he was right, and salvage his reputation. And when all was said and done, he could fall at Dellis’s feet, confess his sins, and beg for her forgiveness.


    She would forgive him.


    He refused to believe otherwise. The alternative was not acceptable.


    John’s fingers tightened around the pistol grip confidently. His cause was worthy, his plan just—now, if Karma would see him through to victory. But she was a notorious bitch with plans of her own, and they always seemed to be in opposition to his.


    “Captain,” Smith whispered, inclining his head in the direction of the bateaux on the shore that were now empty. “Shall we?”


    John nodded, looming thoughts thrust to the back of his mind. “Absolutely.” He’d been waiting for this moment for three years, and he was more than ready.


    McKesson and his men had finished loading their cart and were now hitching it to a giant ox that fussed and groaned, kicking up sand and snow on the beach.


    “Take the supplies to the rendezvous point west of Oswego,” Alexei said, pointing from the lake towards the river, the path he wanted them to take, before nodding to Anoki. “You know the route.”


    This was the moment . . .


    Filling his lungs with frigid wintry air, John pulled the pistol hammer to full cock and fixed his aim on McKesson, stepping out from the trees. The clicking sound echoing in the night was as instinctual to a warrior and soldier as a baby crying to a mother. McKesson’s eyes flashed in John’s direction as they stared each other down over twelve inches of steel and a yard’s distance. “Stand and deliver, McKesson!”


    The irony of that statement was not lost on John, nor Alexei; the damned Rebel thief snickered. “Well, if it isn’t our very own Redcoat spy. I thought you’d learned your lesson back in German Flatts. Sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong can be hazardous to your well-being, Carlisle.”


    The bastard was so damned smug it was infuriating.


    John snorted. “True enough.”


    But one good turn deserved another. He parried with an insult, taunting McKesson’s ire. “Send my compliments to your lovely cousin. She’s rather good at mending”—John cocked a brow—“and other things.”


    McKesson’s gaze narrowed though he said nothing, knowing exactly to what John was referring.


    “Do I have you to thank for inciting Stuart’s madness?”


    “Sadly, I can’t take credit for that, though I won’t say I didn’t encourage him after the fact,” McKesson replied with his usual arrogance, grinning like the cat that got the cream.


    Time to wipe that smile off his face.


    John two-handed the pistol grip, aiming for Alexei’s chest. “Karma’s a bitch, McKesson. It’s time for you to take that filthy whore for a row.”


    “You think so?” McKesson asked, rather smugly for being at gunpoint. “I wouldn’t be so sure . . . Redcoat.”


    Suddenly, a musket fired—from whence, John knew not—the sound tearing through the quiet as a ball slammed into his left shoulder, his injured one. The force of metal connecting with flesh was so potent he fell to his knees, pain chasing its way down his arm, his hand numb, and he dropped his pistol, the weapon discharging when it hit the ground. He grabbed his shoulder, muttering a barrage of expletives as McKesson took off in a sprint, Clark and Smith chasing after Alexei and his men, following them along the riverbank and up the hill towards the fort.


    “Dammit! You fool!” John cursed himself and his bad luck.


    He grabbed his spent pistol, tucked it in his coat, and started after them. The snow was packed and slippery underfoot as he climbed the hill, his arm heavy at his side, turning his sprint into more of a lumbering gait. From that vantage point, high above the water, he could see the mouth of the river and Clark and Smith chasing McKesson and his men down the other side of the hill onto the frozen surface of Lake Ontario. The bank that led to the water was steep and snow-covered; add a glistening sheen of ice over the top, and it was a trifecta of imminent danger that was sure to include John landing on his arse, with a plethora of broken bones. Damn! He searched for another route, a quick one, yet all ways involved a steep cliff and a long fall.


    John refused to let that Rebel thief get away by the mercy and good graces of Mother Nature.


    Not this time!


    Fortuna Eruditis Favet, Carlisle!


    John took his first and only step on the treacherous cliff, the snow immediately giving way beneath his feet, sending him free-falling towards the lake. Fear gripped his heart, squeezing it into a stunted rhythm, leaving him speechless and impotent in the moment. He reached out his arms trying to catch on to something, anything, to slow his descent, but his hands were met with the nullity of space and a rush of wind. Suspended in midair, time stopped; above him was the night sky, and below, the icy, cold lake. It was as if he were on a trajectory bound for the heavens, the wind carrying him, buoyant and light, for a split second before gravity drew him back to the earth. He groaned, as thirteen stone worth of flesh and bone met cold, forbidding ice with a harrowing thud. The bare skin of his cheek burned against the lake’s frozen surface, sending a painful shiver tearing through his body.


    So much for being bold, Carlisle!


    John craned his neck, searching for his men, joints popping and clicking like a rickety cog in a clock protesting the effort.


    Smith and Clark were only a few yards away, chasing McKesson and his men.


    Though every bone in John’s body ached, he pushed himself up to stand, slipping several times as he quickly shuffled across the ice with the elegance of a child learning to walk. Once upon a time, he’d been known for being light of foot with the ladies on the dance floor—if they could see him now!


    As John neared his men, he spotted Clark muscling one of Alexei’s warriors onto the ice. Another warrior swung a tomahawk at Smith, catching him on the upper arm, a stream of blood flying through the air and spattering on the frozen surface.


    “Hanyo!” John heard someone yell from behind, and the characteristic whooping of McKesson’s Oneida warriors, echoing in the night. John turned just in time to see Anoki vigorously pounding his tomahawk into the ice, cracks forming in the glassy layers, spreading out in all directions.


    My God! They were about to go under.


    John shouted, “Clark! Smith! Get off the ice!” sprinting towards the riverbank, but lost his footing, falling face-first on the frozen surface, cheek smacking the ice. Thankfully, he’d been running so fast that inertia sent him sliding in the direction he wanted to go, depositing him in a downy, thick pile of snow on the riverbank. He looked up again through snow-coated eyelashes just as Anoki broke through the ice with his tomahawk, water sloshing into the air.


    “Clark! Smith! Get off the goddamned ice!” John yelled again as a large chunk gave way, and his men disappeared beneath the frigid, murky waters of Lake Ontario. In the distance, John could see the outlines of McKesson’s men crawling towards the shore while Clark and Smith flailed and fought through splashes of icy water, trying to climb onto the brittle surface.


    “Dammit!” John cursed himself. He had to do something quick, or Clark and Smith would both drown.


    John pushed himself up and carefully shuffled his way over to his men, avoiding the cracks in the ice that splintered and chased after him.


    As John neared his men, he got down on his knees and reached out both hands to them. “Grab on, dammit!”


    His injured shoulder protested as he yanked Smith onto the ice with one good heave, courtesy of adrenaline and a healthy helping of fear.


    Clark had managed to claw his way onto the surface, fighting against the wet, heavy layers of his wool uniform and overcloak that were weighing him down. Together, the three of them lay on the ice for a moment, panting, their breaths visible in the frigid night air.


    “We—we ne-need to—to move. This ice w-won’t last much longer,” John raged through chattering teeth. “I wa-want to ca-catch that bastard. This may be our only chance!”


    Though frozen to the bone, John was angry as hell. McKesson’s rotten Rebel hide deserved to hang from a noose!


    To add further insult to injury, the fragile ice made a loud crack and gave way beneath John and his men’s combined weight, Clark again disappearing beneath murky water for a split second before resurfacing with a loud gasp. He sloshed about trying to swim, but every time he managed to grab onto the ice, it was as if hands reached up and dragged him back under, determined to claim his soul for the gods of the lake.


    “No!” John reached into the water, sloshing about, searching for his friend.


    “I’ll get him, Captain.” Smith jumped into the water again, disappearing within the dark, frigid depths.


    John aged ten years in those few minutes, gray hairs surely forming at his temples while he waited for his friends to resurface. Smith bobbed above the water with Clark; he was unconscious, barely breathing, his lips pale blue, face ashen. John went to help his friends, but another pair of hands was already there, pulling Clark and Smith onto the ice. John turned, and there were three dark, unrecognizable figures kneeling next to him. “Thank you. We’re grateful for your assistance,” John huffed, winded from the exertion.


    “We saw you were in trouble. That was our boat those damned savages were looting,” the man nearest to John replied.


    “We need to get your men inside and by the fire before they freeze to death,” one of the men said.


    Not that John was doing much better.


    “We’ll take them to our lodging for the night.”


    “Captain, go after that son of a whore, McKesson,” Smith growled between steaming breaths. “We can’t let him get away again!”


    While John agreed with that sentiment, he was tired and lightheaded from the cold and blood loss, the ball in his shoulder reminding him of its presence, his arm limp at his side. It had only been a couple months since he was abed with pneumonia after being tortured, and he was not yet fully recovered. No, it was best if he and the men retreated—live to fight another day. “Adam, he’s not worth one of us dying. That’s exactly what he wants.”


    “Dammit, Captain!” Clark huffed, now awake, his voice muffled against his hands as he warmed them with his breath. “If you can’t stop him, at least keep him from looting those ships. That’s good enough for me. Go! What are you waiting for?”


    “Alright.” John admired his friend’s tenacity—best second lieutenant and right-hand man in the regiment. Bloodied and frozen, but Clark was damned determined. Stubborn Scots, no wonder they frustrated the English so!


    “Take two of my men and go after them. I’ll get your injured to my house,” the stranger said. “But don’t waste too much time. We don’t want to lose you too.”


    Once more unto the breach!


    John and the two men made their way back to the shore, climbing up the steep cliff to level ground. There was no sign of McKesson or his men from the top of the hill, though the cargo was loaded and waiting in the cart on the beach—a small triumph in the face of John’s adversity.


    “At least everything’s still here. I thank you for stopping them,” one of the strangers said, putting his pistol in his coat pocket. “That shoulder of yours needs tending, Captain. We should go.”


    John shook his head apprehensively. It was too easy. McKesson would never surrender his plunder without a fight; he was playing with them, like a cat taunting its prey, just waiting for the moment to strike. John planted his hands on his hips and turned, searching the trees, the riverbank, and the lakeshore for McKesson and his men—but they were nowhere to be found. The darkness working to their advantage. “You go ahead. I’ll follow along in just a moment. I want to have a look around.”


    John noticed a sudden movement in the forest, the trees’ spindly branches swaying back and forth, and not on the breeze. He could hear the crunching of snow under heavy feet.


    One of McKesson’s men had returned to retrieve their plunder.


    John pulled out his extra pistol, cocked, and crouched behind a giant maple tree, waiting. Minutes ticked by, the moon moving in and out from behind the clouds reflecting off the blanketed snow, but there was no sign of McKesson or his warriors. It was quiet, eerily so. The only sounds to be heard were the wind whistling through the bare tree branches and the occasional hoot of an owl.


    Damn! Whoever it was must’ve gotten away.


    John crept out from behind the tree, uncocked his pistol, and stuffed it back in his pocket. A shiver rippled down his spine as the breeze stoked up from the lake, tracking goosebumps over his wet skin beneath his sodden layers. The wound at his shoulder bled a fresh stream down his arm, the warm trickle of his life energy slipping away with each passing second. It was best he get inside and remove the ball from his shoulder—quickly—before he, too, was a casualty of McKesson’s good fortune.


    Just as John turned to head back to the cart, he again heard footsteps coming from behind him. They were moving fast. Faster. Now sprinting. He reached for his pistol, cocked, and aimed into the darkness just as something struck the back of his head. The pain was so intense stars shimmered in his eyes, and the world spun around him at a dizzying pace. He groaned and slumped forward, landing on his side in a pile of downy, thick snow. Through the blackened haze and a silvery moonbeam, he could see a large, familiar figure looming over him.


    McKesson.


    “That’s what you get for laying your filthy, Redcoat hands on my cousin, you son of a whore!”


    McKesson’s fist connected with John’s cheek with such force that his head bounced against the ground. A picture of his beloved flashed before his eyes, and he groaned out a pained, “Dellis . . .” and reached out to touch her one last time before the world faded to black.


    
      [image: ]

    

  


  
    [image: top]

    Chapter Two


    February 1777, German Flatts, New York Colony


    “John!” Dellis sat up abruptly and turned to her lover’s side of the bed, seeking comfort, but he was gone, no sign of him left behind, not even a dent in the pillow or a wrinkle in the sheets. Though cold and lonely in her room without John, she was covered in a sheen of sweat, her breaths labored and quick with fear.


    Dellis brushed a damp lock of hair from her face and buried her head in her hands. “John,” she groaned. “Come back to me, please.”


    Again, with the same nightmare—it had reoccurred every night with agonizing surety for over a fortnight. Something was terribly wrong. She knew it with every fiber of her being. John was in trouble. She could feel him reaching out to her across the distance, calling her name. He was in pain, needing her, and there was nothing she could do about it. Since he’d left in December, she’d taken to sleeping in his room, desperate to feel close to him, though it wasn’t making their separation any easier on her tormented heart.


    Eyeing the window, she imagined John standing with his back to her, looking out on the dirt road as he so often did with his hand pressed to the glass. She’d watched him so many times, wondering what he was thinking while he stood there, so quiet, so still. Was he remembering his family, his home, loved ones he’d left behind? She knew so little about him.


    But oh, how she missed him.


    He’d been gone for over a month and a half—an eternity—and still not a word or letter. For all she knew, John could be injured or worse—no, she dare not even think it! Her dreams of him lying in the snow, calling her name, were so vivid she was sure they could be real.


    If only to calm her nerves and ease her fears, Dellis imagined herself rolling into the incredible warmth of his embrace, her cheek pressed to his chest, his heartbeat lulling her to sleep—a perfect man cocoon of strength and security. It was such a foreign sensation, this insatiable yearning for him, his touch, his body, his lovemaking. What she wouldn’t do for a taste of his smooth, kissable lips and a whiff of spice and sandalwood cologne mixed with his heavenly, manly scent. She’d known she would miss him when he was gone, but she’d had no idea it would be so profound. Perhaps that was why he’d pushed her away, despite her efforts, and why he’d said, “It would be wrong of me to make love to you and leave.” He knew the torment their separation would wreak on her heart.


    And wreak it had.


    A familiar ache blossomed in her chest remembering how gently he’d made love to her, kissing away her fears and making every muscle and fiber in her body sing—love’s song rolling off her lips in sighs of pleasure, in enraptured gasps. He was such a warm, tender lover, yet demanding and passionate, too. She could still see the lines etched in his brow, pain glistening in his blue eyes when he kissed her goodbye for the last time. There were tears there, too, though he held them back proficiently, his traditionally creamy, smooth baritone turned deep and throaty, betraying his stoic facade. He loved her; yes, he did. And though he claimed to be leaving because of business, she knew better; he was running away from her, from his feelings.


    Never to be seen again? Possibly.


    She hoped and prayed that wasn’t so, that someday he’d find his way back to her; hope was all she had, and the memory of that one incredible night. Bittersweet and fleeting.


    But life went on, and her world kept turning—even without John.


    How Dellis wished she could pull the sheets over her head and hide a few minutes more, but she’d been neglecting her chores for weeks, her days spent walking around in an amorous fog full of blond hair, broad shoulders, and well-tailored suits. And, oh, those lean, powerful legs—she couldn’t forget those either, or how they slid between her own, parting her thighs, the incredible weight of him on top of her, moving inside her, his hips riding hers. Pressure burgeoned in her core at that thought until there was a throbbing ache. A need. To be filled. Taken. Loved.


    Dellis shook her head, clearing the sensual, John-like haze over her thoughts, on the verge of experimenting with the many scandalous things he’d inferred. Now that The Thistle was turning a profit and she’d taken over managing the books, there was no longer the luxury of leaving her aunt and Thomas, the barkeeper, to do the work. It was her responsibility.


    Dellis got up and rushed through her daily ablutions, fixing her silky, dark hair into a chignon at her nape, and covering it with one of her white cotton caps. Slipping the straps of her stays over her shoulders, she carefully laced them up the front, fitting them snugly over her lean torso and tugging them down to her hips. There were times when she was grateful for the support whalebone and the stiff fabric provided her, particularly after spending half the day lifting casks of wine and buckets of water, but for some reason, at that moment, they felt restrictive, her breasts protesting as she pulled the strings, tightening them before tying them off in a neat little bow. She chose her muted, blue wool skirt with matching bodice, donning her gown before sliding her feet into her overworn, most comfortable pair of brown leather shoes. Looking herself over in the mirror, Dellis neatly arranged her kerchief, tucking it into the corners of her bodice and preserving her modesty for when she bent over to serve patrons. Lastly, she reached into the top drawer of her father’s mahogany Chippendale chest, pulled out her apron, tied it around her waist, and pinned the edges over the front of her bodice.


    As expected, her Aunt Helena was already busy in the kitchen, dough rising on the countertop while she rolled out thick, sticky biscuits, cutting them with the rim of a mug. She was humming and singing to herself, a song Dellis didn’t recognize. It was in Russian.


    “Good morning, Auntie.” Dellis grabbed a biscuit from the counter, biting into it. My goodness, that’s hot! She bit again, but carefully, savoring the sweet buttery flavor on her tongue, then daubed a bit of strawberry preserves on top, taking another bite. John loved her biscuits and jam! He loved her cooking, and she loved working away at the counter, trying to impress him. Were he still in residence, Dellis would’ve serve him breakfast by now, and noon there would be tea in his office while he worked at his desk, then supper in the dining room with his men, sometimes even a late snack. Goodness, the man had an appetite. Cooking seemed so much less joyful without his happy smiles and kind words of approval.


    Dellis looked around the kitchen and sighed. The things that had taken place there, against the counter. She eyed it. That first touch after she’d learned his supplies had been stolen. His caress was so gentle yet intoxicating. The feel of his soft lips against her fingertips. And when she sewed the cut on his neck after they tussled on the floor. She’d confiscated his knife, thinking he was an intruder.


    Dellis rolled her eyes, remembering that, biting into her biscuit again.


    Not one of her finer moments.


    On the table, there was a pot of tea prepared and two of her father’s fine china cups nestled neatly in their saucers, just waiting to be filled. She poured herself one and sat down, taking a sip. It was John’s favorite tea.


    She smiled. His lips always tasted like it. Robust, yet sweet. Addictive.


    “You look tired. Is everything alright?” Her aunt rolled out the last of the dough, cut her biscuits, then carried the pan to the bake oven, placing them inside. She pulled the iron crane in closer, lifted the top off the pot of oatmeal that was bubbling over, stirred it, and replaced the lid when finished.


    “I’m just overtired, Auntie.” Dellis huffed, exasperated. “I had a nightmare two weeks ago, and I can’t seem to forget it.”


    She watched as her aunt sat down at the table, placed a napkin on her lap, and poured herself a cup of tea, stirring in the milk before taking a sip. It was obvious she wanted to say something but was hesitating. If it was more of her rhetoric about Dellis getting married and giving up The Thistle, then her aunt could keep it to herself!


    She cleared her throat, eyeing Dellis over the rim of the cup. “I’ve noticed you’ve been sleeping in the captain’s room.” Her aunt paused to sip her tea, then placed the cup in the saucer so daintily it was almost condescending. “Am I right?”


    Dellis shook her head. “Auntie, it’s my father’s room, and it’s much warmer than mine below stairs.”


    Her aunt balked. “I’m not blind, my dear. Nor am I daft. I know you were fond of the captain. And to his credit, I believe he was fond of you. But he’s gone now. Sadly, he didn’t take you to be his wife, nor did he make an offer to your uncle for your hand. You need to get over your fascination with him. I know that’s why you’ve been walking around here beneath a cloud of melancholy. You’ve been neglecting your duties since the day he left. It’s time to get on with things.”


    Dellis sipped her tea and smiled again, remembering John’s last kiss. Deep. Devouring. More of his tea-and-man taste. She licked her lips. She’d have to be sparing with John’s personal supply. “You’re wrong, Auntie; we were pleasant acquaintances. He was kind to me. That was all. I never expected him to offer for me.” That was no lie, scandalous as her reputation was. And he was a gentleman of means, she understood that.


    Helena McKesson reached across the table and grabbed Dellis’s hand, giving her a supportive squeeze. It was wholly unexpected, this uncharacteristic outpouring of emotion. Dellis looked to their clasped hands and almost choked up. “I saw the way he smiled at you the morning he left and how he kissed your hand, lingering over it indecently. A woman knows that look in a man’s eyes. Please, tell me nothing happened between the two of you.”


    So that’s what it was! The kindness. The hand holding. She was being buttered up! Her aunt was worried about the family’s reputation, that Dellis was behaving scandalously with the lodgers, fearing the truth might get out!


    “Nothing untoward happened, Auntie.” Your reputation is safe, she added to herself.


    From Dellis’s perspective, there was nothing sordid or scandalous about her and John’s association. She loved him and regretted nothing about their time together except having to let him go.


    Helena nodded, though her eyes narrowed suspiciously in disbelief. She sipped her tea before adding, “I know the horrors you’ve lived through, and I know you wouldn’t allow someone to take advantage of you. You’re a good girl, but you’re vulnerable, and I don’t want to see you hurt again.”


    Tears welled in Dellis’s eyes. How she wished it were true. That her aunt was being genuine. That she cared for her wayward niece. Having so long needed a kind word from her aunt, to ask her womanly advice, to trust her, but there was no way of knowing for sure what role she’d played, or was playing, in Alexei and Uncle James’s treachery. It was better to be safe than sorry, for Dellis to keep her own counsel, no matter how hard it was or how desperately she needed a friend.


    “Talk to me, my dear. Please?”


    Dellis sniffed, and against her better judgment, she confessed some of her fears—the few she could—a tear sliding down her cheek. “I think the captain’s in trouble. I saw him in my dreams last night. He was calling my name.” More tears followed, unable to contain them. “There’s been no word from him. He could be hurt, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I wouldn’t even know how to find him.” Her hands shook around the cup and saucer as she sipped her tea.


    Her aunt leaned in and brushed the tear from Dellis’s cheek, cupping it gently. “When your uncle and I were first married, we were separated for several months. I heard his cries in my sleep, as if he were in pain; it kept me awake every night thereafter. I’ve never forgotten it. When we were finally together again, he told me he’d been shot, and in his feverish nightmares he’d called my name.”


    Dellis found it hard to imagine her fierce, short-tempered uncle needing anyone, especially his tiny and notoriously frigid wife. He seemed impenetrable, like a great stone fortress of a man, devoid of any emotion save anger, which he practically leached from every pore. “What did you do?” Dellis couldn’t fight her curiosity.


    Perhaps there was love between her aunt and uncle. Genuine love. Like her parents had.


    Helena nodded. “Like you, I had to wait, just as all women do when their men go off to war. It is our unfortunate fate, and though they don’t realize it, waiting is just as agonizing as taking a musket ball to the heart. It’s the not knowing that brings lines of age and gray hair prematurely. Those were the worst three months of my life, wondering if James was alive or dead. But thankfully he was fine.” She patted Dellis’s hand and backed away—their bond severed abruptly. “I’m sure the captain is, too.”


    Father, please, let it be so.


    There was a knock on the back door. Getting up from the table, Dellis blotted her eyes and wiped her nose with the edge of her apron, righting herself. It was the first time the courier had delivered the post in over a week, the wintry weather making it nearly impossible to traverse the aged, unmaintained military roads that led from York City up the Hudson to Albany and then across Tryon County. Her heart raced as she took the stack of letters, shuffling through them. One was for her uncle, and two were addressed to her aunt, yet there was no word from John. Dellis held back a sniffle of disappointment as she stuffed them in her pocket.


    He will write. He will, she consoled herself. He promised.


    Quickly, Dellis rushed up the servants’ stairs to John’s room, shutting the door behind her. Lighting one of the tapers on the desk, she carefully warmed the crimson wax on one of the seals and slid a knife underneath without breaking it, unfolding the pages. The letter was written on very fine paper, the penmanship elegant with the flowing loops of a lady’s copperplate script.


    Mr. McKesson,


    After our recent meeting, I was inquiring to see if you had considered my proposition. We share a common problem that must be addressed. As you know, the Queen is the most versatile piece on the chessboard. If we were to combine our resources, I have no doubt we could come up with a solution that would be mutually beneficial. I look forward to hearing from you.


    Your Servant


    It wasn’t signed.


    Dellis tapped her lip with her fingernail. Who is this lady?


    Quickly, Dellis rewarmed the wax, resealed the letter, and stuffed it in her pocket. When she returned to the kitchen, to her surprise, her cousin Alexei was sitting at the table, answering his mother’s questions between spoonfuls of oatmeal and sips of coffee. His long dark hair was messy from the wind, and his cheeks and nose were red. His overcoat was coated in a layer of snow, which he was dripping on her clean floor, and his leggings and moccasins were wet, too. He’d just come in from the outside.


    Dellis snorted to herself.


    There was no doubt in her mind that he’d gone after John. She hadn’t seen Alexei since the day John had left for Oswego.


    Sitting down at the table, Dellis poured herself another cup of tea and watched while Alexei inhaled his breakfast. “Where have you been?”


    “And good morning to you, Cousin.” He smirked around the fork in his mouth, ignoring her question, and went back to consuming his breakfast. He was always about his stomach first. Rather like John.


    Speak of the devil!


    Dellis bit her tongue against rising ire. How she’d like to slap the smile off Alexei’s face and shout, “What have you done to John? Tell me!” but she settled for a tart, “Are you going to answer me?”


    If you hurt John, I’ll make you pay, beloved cousin or not.


    He snorted in her stead. “No, Dellis, I’m not.” Alexei stood, handed his empty bowl to his mother, and leaned down to kiss her cheek lightly. Alexei was more than a head taller than his mother, practically dwarfing her. How that giant of a man was born from that tiny woman was truly a miracle of God. “You look tired, Cousin. Did you have a difficult night? Perhaps it’s the company you’ve been keeping. Or not?” Another snort.


    How dare he!


    “Alexis Nikolai, it’s ungentlemanly for you to comment on a woman’s appearance!” And to infer such things, she resisted the urge to say. Whether they be true or not! “I know your mother taught you better than that.” Dellis eyed her aunt, the two women sharing a mutual nod of agreement. “I’m quite well, actually. It’s been very busy. The Thistle’s clientele has more than doubled over the past three months.”


    Grabbing a biscuit from the counter, Alexei wrapped his plunder in a napkin and stuffed it in his pocket. “Well, Mother, I’m leaving. I must see Joseph before the meeting.”


    Meeting!


    “What meeting?” Dellis jumped from her seat and blocked the side door before Alexei could disappear through it. “Is Grandfather meeting with our brother tribes? Has something happened?”


    Another of those frustrating snorts escaped his lips. “Oh, now you’re kind to me? Because you want something. Women are so capricious.” Alexei flashed Dellis a cheeky grin that made her want to kick him in the shin, though she resisted the urge. “I’ve been taking a ribbing since you came downstairs, and now you want me to tell you what I’m doing? Ha! Try harder, Cousin!”


    Goodness, he was infuriating. And he reveled in it!


    “Alexei. Tell me!”


    He huffed, his smile flattening to an annoyed line. Dellis stifled a laugh, relishing his imminent frustration. Alexei hated when she butted into his—tribal—affairs. Which she had a right to! She was a Bear Clan Matron after all.


    “There’s a meeting at Fort Herkimer with General Schuyler.”


    She cocked a brow curiously. “What’s it about?”


    “Dellis, must you persist? It’s nothing important.” Alexei threw up his hands with exasperation. “Why must we go through this every time I try—”


    “Nothing important! Well, then I’m definitely going with you.” Dellis grabbed her cloak from the hook near the door, wrapped it around her shoulders, and pulled her gloves from her pockets. Last time Alexei said a meeting was “nothing important,” Mohawk women had been kidnapped from a nearby castle and her village implicated in the act! “If it is, indeed, nothing important, then I can’t get into trouble. No need to worry.” She flashed him a toothy grin, to which he rolled his eyes and pointed to her.


    “Take your cloak off! You’re not going. Dammit, Dellis!”


    “Alexei, as a clan matron, my opinion matters when it comes to issues within our tribe, though the war chiefs and warriors conveniently forget that. And if it’s just business, then why should it matter if I attend?” She relished her cousin’s glower, knowing she’d won their argument.


    Dellis thrust her hands into her gloves and smiled up at him, triumphantly.


    He squeezed his eyes shut and shouted to the ceiling trusses, “Fine! Dammit! I’m tired of arguing with you! You’re like a gnat caught in my collar! Get your things.” He slammed the door and hurried to the stable, Dellis racing after him, quickly tying on her bonnet.


    It was a quick but cold ride through the center of town. Fort Herkimer was located two miles east of the little hamlet, on the south side of the Mohawk River. Like most forts in the region, it boasted four bastions, sentry boxes, and mounted swivel guns manned by guards at each corner. The outer wall was made of stone, and a tall wooden palisade surrounded the exterior for added protection. Within the fort was an old Protestant church also with a swivel gun mounted on the roof. A liberty pole towered over the walls for all to see, the flag bearing a navy-blue field with the word Liberty woven into it.


    The meeting was already congregating at the drawbridge across the river when Dellis and Alexei arrived. She gazed at the infamous attendees: her grandfather, Joseph or Great Oak as he was known; Chief Han Yerry of Oriska; Samuel Kirkland, the missionary, his hawk-like eyes focused on a piece of paper in his hands while he read the contents to himself; General Schuyler, who’d arrived first; followed by Colonel Elmore—both easily distinguishable in their navy-blue regimentals with buff facings and gold trim, and epaulets on their shoulders for their ranks. Waiting with the group was Grasshopper, also known as Odatshehdeh, the first sachem and counselor of the Oneida, and next to him was Chief Shenandoah from Kanonwalohale.


    Grasshopper opened the meeting by describing his journey to Fort Niagara to investigate the rumors that the British and allied tribes were planning an attack on their neutral brothers. After, he spoke about a sickness that had struck the Onondaga castle, killing three of the sachems and several of their villagers.


    “With such great loss, our elder brothers have extinguished the Grand Council Fire of the Six Nations, allowing each of the brother tribes to go their own way.” Grasshopper’s words sent a rumble through the crowd followed by an eerie hush. “Our Mohawk brothers have made their choice and are siding with Joseph Brant and the Great Father across the sea in England.”


    Too stunned to speak, Dellis turned to her cousin, his furrowed brow and grim expression mirroring her own.


    It meant the end of the Confederacy. Brother against brother. Her worst nightmare had come true, and in such a short time. She’d tried to warn her grandfather and Alexei that this could happen if they kept with their plotting, but neither would listen to her.


    Samuel Kirkland addressed the council next in a reticent, almost soothing voice that was in stark contrast to the urgency of the moment. How can he be so calm? Preacher or not! He was a staunch Rebel. He’d wanted this, even encouraged her people to ally with the colonists. “We should journey to Onondaga, show them that we value them as our brothers and want to remain united.” He directed his attention to Schuyler. “General, I suggest you reach out to the Onondaga as well. Offer them condolences. It’s the right thing to do.”


    General Schuyler nodded but said nothing. His somber, almost penitent expression further infuriated Dellis. Why is he so melancholy? Is this not what the Rebels wanted, a hired army to fight the British for them? They cared nothing for the Onondaga or their plight. The Rebels just wanted war, but at the Six Nations’ expense. This was nothing more than a political game to wear down the Oneidas’ resolve and force them to break the neutrality agreement. By all rights, they’d done that already, sneaking behind their brothers’ backs and spying for the colonel and his men.


    Damn the Rebels! And damn her people for so naïvely playing into Schuyler’s hands!


    The general sighed before he spoke, “Brothers, we’ve set up a trading post at Fort Stanwix to assist your people. I’ve written to Congress and General Washington, informing them of your support and continued neutrality. He’s assured me that we’ll continue to assist your people through this trying time, but for now, unfortunately, all we have are blankets and some medical supplies to send with you to show our support for the Onondagas. Though we sympathize with their plight, our resources are limited.”


    After the general finished addressing the council, Han Yerry, the war chief from Oriska, was next to speak. “As promised, we’ve scouted the area and the forest around the fort. Recently, we encountered Mohawk and Seneca spies on our land, traveling west. We know there was a British spy mapping the area around the fort. Our men spotted him.”


    “You’re sure of this?” the general asked, a worried furrow rumpling his brow.


    “We are,” her grandfather replied stoically, looking every bit the warrior chief with his head held high and shoulders back. Dellis smiled proudly. He was handsome even at eight and sixty. Long dark hair, vibrant eyes, lean and fit in his tunic and leggings, though his face was aged with deeply entrenched lines. “My men and I need powder and musket balls if we’re to continue our patrol. Most of our weapons were stolen by a local militia, and what was left was destroyed by a fire in our village. We were trading with a merchant, but his supplies were confiscated.” He was referring to John. “If the council agrees, I’ll send some of my men into Onondaga; we’ll provide condolences to our brothers and investigate.”


    “Thank you for the information, Joseph. Have your scouts keep their eyes on the river from Montreal to Niagara, and as promised, we’ll keep our people from trespassing beyond the treaty line into your lands,” Schuyler added.


    When the meeting adjourned, Dellis followed Alexei as he raced over to the chiefs, surely to spew more of his Rebel rhetoric into her grandfather’s ear.


    So, this meeting was about nothing important! She’d give her cousin a tongue-lashing when they were alone.


    “Joseph, I’ll take our men to Onondaga and speak to their chief. We’ll offer condolences from you and Rail Splitter and from Schuyler. The Confederacy must stay together. We must continue to assist the Rebels. I’ll encourage them. I’ll go after our weapons and bring them back.”


    “Wait, Alexei? You can’t do this!” Dellis looked back and forth between her grandfather and her cousin, dumbfounded. “Grandfather, to go to Onondaga under false pretenses would be wrong. I agree that our brothers deserve our condolences but not for the sole purpose of deceiving them so we can find weapons to help scout for the colonists. Are we not neutral? Since when did we declare ourselves on the side of the Rebels?”


    “Dellis, your counsel wasn’t requested,” her grandfather chided, turning his back to her, and she stomped her foot, trying to get his attention. “Please, girl! Enough! Let your cousin and I speak in private.”


    “Grandfather! I have a right!” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Going against the Confederacy? It was foolhardy and would only lead to her people being alone without the protection of their brother tribes. “You’re both wrong if you do this. Very wrong!” She stomped away before she said something she would regret.


    The cold morning air and overcast sky added more than a touch of gloominess to her already morose mood. Chewing her thumbnail, Dellis looked back with much trepidation at the dispersing congregation. Now nothing would stop her people from being thrust into the war.


    God have mercy on all of them.


    Where is John when I need him? He would know what to do!
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    Chapter Three


    Alexei had scolded Dellis into waiting so they could ride back to The Thistle together, but after an hour he and Joseph were still nattering on, purposely excluding her from their conversation. There was no ignoring the awful pit in her stomach that seemed to worsen the more she thought about her people going down the path to war. A wave of nausea burgeoned, bringing with it a bout of lightheadedness that persisted through several deep breaths. Perhaps she should’ve had more than half a biscuit and a cup of tea before they’d left that morning, but it was either eat or go with Alexei—an easy choice—though little good it had done her. There she was, once again, shut out of the negotiations, and her role as matron of the Bear Clan nothing more than a meaningless title—a figurehead. She felt disrespected. And underestimated. She had knowledge. She’d gained wisdom over the past few months. But what to do? Even in a society where women were treated with reverence, there was still male ego to contend with.


    No woman could win against that!


    The least she could do was find something to eat while she waited. At this rate, Alexei and her grandfather would be conversing for a while; not even the frigid, wintry air and the blowing snow would spur them into hurrying. The wind whipped around Dellis, blowing a lock of hair into her face, which she pushed behind her ear. Out of nowhere, she spotted John’s mysterious business associate walking up the steps of The Silver Kettle. Perhaps he knew where to find John? Her heart raced with excitement as she picked up her skirts and ran towards the tavern, trying to catch up with him.


    Unlike the last time she’d visited The Kettle with the captain, it was empty save the two people sitting at the bar, and neither was her handsome stranger. It was unusual to see the infamous tavern uninhabited—especially when The Thistle had been so consistently busy since the end of November. She couldn’t help but wonder what prompted such a reversal of fortune in their business situations. Perhaps it was a bit of divine intervention on Dellis’s behalf, or Jussie’s wretched barmaid skills were finally catching up with her.


    Dellis snickered to herself. Definitely, the latter of the two.


    As expected, when Jussie spotted Dellis, the infamous barmaid-town-tart made a beeline out from behind the bar, frizzy blonde curls bouncing in time with her overflowing, overexposed bosom. “You know you’re not welcome here, Dellis McKesson!” She threw the front door open and pointed outside.


    Dellis groaned. Oh, for the love of God. The woman never missed an opportunity! But Dellis refused to leave. “Enough of you!”


    Jussie used every inch of her ample frame to keep Dellis from going farther into the dining room, and from finding her mysterious stranger. The woman was purposely making a nuisance of herself. She excelled at that! “Jussie, can you move, please? I’m looking for a tall gentleman with dark hair. I saw him walk inside a moment ago.”


    “So, you’ve finished with the captain already?” Jussie cocked a brow and planted her hands on her hips. “Or did he finally realize you’re a scandalous half-breed harlot and disassociate himself from the likes of you?”


    Dellis recoiled at that insult. But she refused to give Jussie the respect of a reply!


    “Have you seen this man or not?” Dellis demanded, her patience long past paper thin, rather like her stomach, which was currently waging war on itself, emboldened by the smell of burning food and Jussie’s offensive perfume. Rosewater and sage.


    Dellis balked. Usually, she liked that scent.


    With a decidedly offensive lack of effort, Jussie looked over both of her fleshy, thick shoulders and shook her head. “No, haven’t seen him. Now get out, before I have you thrown out!” She pushed Dellis towards the door.


    Though the prospect of getting into a shoving match with Jussie sounded entertaining, Dellis refused to oblige her. The woman relished getting under a person’s skin. But a tart rebuke was warranted—nay, deserved. “Business looks rather sparse these days, Justine. Perhaps it’s your winning personality that keeps so many arses on the stools?” Dellis’s gaze tracked around the empty dining room before leveling on Jussie again. “Or not.”


    “How dare you! It’s just slow because of the weather, right, Jerry?” Jussie shouted at the barkeeper, who was busy wiping the counter, ignoring their exchange. Jussie had a reputation for getting into arguments with the clientele. Surely, he wasn’t surprised. “Jerry? Do you hear me?”


    No reply.


    Dellis snickered knowingly. “Well, The Thistle is full to the brim with patrons as we speak! And the weather is the same on the south side of town.”


    Jussie balked and pulled back just enough for Dellis to sidestep her ample adversary, turn, and go for the door. As she started down the front steps, Jussie yelled at her back, “By the way, the rumor around town is that your brother’s rotting in prison! Some sister you are, leaving him there!”


    Dellis nodded curtly and continued on her way, refusing to allow Jussie the advantage.


    No wonder Stuart hadn’t been seen in over a month; he was in prison. Thankfully, the town gaol was nearby, nestled between the church and The Kettle. A rather fitting arrangement of village planning: One could take part in drunken debauchery, get arrested, pray for forgiveness, and never even mount a horse—surely, the sequence of events that had led to her brother’s arrest.


    Dellis shook her head at Jussie’s insinuations. Of course she wouldn’t leave Stuart to rot in prison. How could anyone believe something so ridiculous?


    Dellis rushed over to the log cabin that served as the gaol office, her stomach already churning in anticipation of how much his bond would be, and worse, how she would raise the money to pay it. Unlike the last time Stuart had gotten himself into trouble, she didn’t have John to bail him out. And though The Thistle was making an earnest profit, it hadn’t been for long, and the money was needed for supplies.


    Inside the cabin, Dellis removed her hood and stomped the snow off her shoes. The prison warden was sitting behind a desk next to the door, scratching his thick, curly blond hair and leafing through a stack of papers.


    “I’m here to inquire about my brother, Stuart McKesson?” she asked, trying to sound authoritative. Perhaps being stern with the man would bolster her case.


    “McKesson?” he asked, looking up at her with wide eyes.


    “Yes, Stuart McKesson!” Again, being stern with the man. “Surely you know who he is. Everyone in German Flatts does! You’re holding him in one of your cells.”


    Despite being a gaol, the office was warm and surprisingly cozy, with a proper dining set, a table and chairs, a chest of drawers and dresser. The fire blazed in the hearth behind a screen embroidered with pretty, multicolored flowers with a chair near it, flanked by a spinning wheel and a pile of heavy, thick wool lying on the floor, ready to be spun into thread. A prison it might be, though it didn’t look to be such a terrible place, at least from her perspective; it was well cared for, and somewhere, there was a woman on the premises, the scent of freshly baked bread mixed with herbs wafting into Dellis’s nose.


    “I know who he is. You must be his sister, Dellis McKesson.”


    The gaoler’s gaze brimmed the edge of Dellis’s bodice through the crack in her cloak, his tongue sliding out from between fleshy, thick lips, which he licked to a glossy pink. A lascivious grin spread across his mouth while his eyes continued their study of her, making her skin crawl. She pulled the flaps of her cloak closed, holding them tight in her fist, preserving her modesty.


    “Forgive me, have we met?”


    “We haven’t.” He shook his head. “Though I believe you know my sister Justine.” Dellis’s stomach pitched as he tongued the pad of his ink-stained thumb, insinuating scandalous things she was no longer too naïve to understand.


    It made sense that he was Jussie’s brother; impropriety was clearly a family trait.


    “I want to know why Stuart’s here?” Dellis asked, offering up the fiercest scowl she could manage while trying to ignore the man’s lewd gestures.


    He licked his lips again as his gaze took another plunge towards Dellis’s bodice. “Your brother was caught stealing. He’s to be held until his accuser returns, and then he’ll be tried.”


    Until he returns? That made absolutely no sense. “Who is his accuser? Surely, everyone in town knows my brother is unwell. If I could speak with this man and explain Stuart’s situation, I know we could come to an arrangement that suits both parties.”


    The man’s brows raised as he eyed her up and down indecently. “I’m sure you could. From what I hear, you’re good at that sort of thing.”


    Dellis ignored his taunt, pulling her cloak closed, and stayed the course, determined to see Stuart released. “Did my brother’s accuser say when he’d be returning?”


    “No, he didn’t.”


    She looked down her nose at the insufferable man. “I demand to speak with my brother! Now!”


    “All you had to do was ask. Saucy wench, aren’t you?” The gaoler waggled his eyebrows and reached for the key ring hanging from a brass hook over his desk. “Right this way, milady.”


    Dellis exhaled her relief and followed the gaoler down the hall to the back door where they passed a darkened room, sparsely decorated with a bed in the corner. The man glanced over his shoulder and winked, his head ticking in the direction of the bed.


    She seethed, clenching her fist around the edges of her cloak, but said nothing, refusing to give his inappropriate behavior the courtesy of her reply.


    Outside, the gaoler stopped in front of two cells that were nothing more than a man-sized wooden box with windows at eye level covered by rusty metal grates. He opened one of the doors and waved her inside. “He’s in here. Yell when you want out, milady.” Dellis flashed him a scowl.


    Filthy knave!


    She had no time for the man’s nonsense. Stuart was more important.


    The frigid winter wind whipped around her, though Dellis barely noticed, already shivering in anticipation of what she’d find inside that darkened prison. On heavy limbs, she stepped inside, the door slamming shut behind her with an echoing thud, a bolt locking in place. It was a cold, forbidding place, with no fire, the only light coming from the window, and a small candle burning on a pitiful excuse for a table that barely stood on its three bug-eaten, wooden legs. The place smelled foul, like rancid butter and rotting flesh. She covered her nose, choking back another wave of nausea.


    “Who’s there?” Stuart asked, rolling over in bed and sitting up.


    Her heart lurched at the sound of his voice. “It’s me, Brother.”


    Dellis sat down on the edge of the bed and wrapped her arms around him, resting her head on his shoulder. “Stuart, how did you get here? Tell me what happened.” He was somehow thinner than when she last saw him, his body emaciated and slight, where once he was robust and strong like her father.


    Stuart didn’t embrace her—he never did—his hands remaining at his sides, as if he found her too vile to touch. “The Tory put me here.”


    “What Tory? Who are you talking about?” Dellis smoothed Stuart’s hair out of his face so she could get a better look at him. He’d aged since their parents’ deaths. His face bore the lines of an older man much past his sixteen years, his sickness in the mind and the horrors he’d witnessed when the village was attacked cruelly tapping his youthful vigor far too soon. “Stuart, I don’t understand. Who put you here?”


    He snickered and pushed her away, freeing himself from her embrace. “If you would’ve let the wolves eat him like the spirits had wanted, he wouldn’t have found me out.”


    Dellis backed away despondently and shook her head. He wasn’t making sense—as usual. “Stuart, please? Tell the truth. I can’t understand you.”


    “If you hadn’t saved him, I wouldn’t be here. I tried to kill him again, at The Thistle, but you blocked the door. You stopped me!” Anger burgeoned with Stuart’s words, memories too familiar for her to ignore.


    “Why is this locked?” Stuart yanked on the door handle and shouted, “Open this door! Now!”


    “This is my room. There’s nothing of yours in here.”


    “Tell me why it’s locked!” he yelled, his face inches from hers.


    “Blocked the door? Stuart?” Dellis grabbed her throat as if clutching a string of pearls and scooted away from her brother, afraid to listen anymore. Somewhere beneath her brother’s cryptic ravings was always a kernel of truth, but what he was inferring couldn’t be possible. No, she refused to believe it.


    Turning around, Stuart fisted his shirt, pulling it over his head, exposing his back to her. He was marked several times, as if he’d been flogged. “He used a crop on me, but that was nothing compared to what I did to him.”


    Another wave of nausea crested, threatening to drag her under as the connection between Stuart’s healing wounds and John’s many injuries became disturbingly apparent. But would John beat a younger—weaker—man? And why?


    Dellis shook her head. No, it couldn’t be true. There had to be more to it. The kind, loving man she knew would never do such a thing!


    Unless . . .


    My God.


    She eyed Stuart’s back again, the proof there in scarred flesh. Suddenly, the need to know the truth was all-consuming. The question Dellis feared most leapt from her lips before she could bite it back, “Stuart, did you torture Captain Anderson? Did he flog you? I want the truth. No more lying! Please?”


    If there’d been a clock in the room, she would’ve heard every one of its resounding clicks, waiting what seemed an eternity for her brother to answer. And then it came . . . the chimes striking twelve on the truth.


    “Yes.” Stuart nodded, and her gut clenched.


    “Why?” she asked, unsure if she could bear to hear anymore. “Tell me! Why would the captain do that?”


    “He came here for the innocents. I warned Alexei. He told me to keep my eyes on him. To watch him. So, I did. He followed you to the village, and I captured him. Me, Ruslan, and some of our friends.”


    The mention of her cousins’ names sent a chill tearing through Dellis’s body, her stomach pitching against her tight stays. Alexei lied to me! How foolish and naïve she’d been to believe, to trust him—them. Alexei told her he had nothing to do with John being tortured, but when questioned he didn’t seem too surprised that it had happened either. Oh, sweet Ruslan! To do such a thing. She couldn’t imagine it possible of her young cousin.


    “Stuart, I don’t believe you!” No, it can’t be true, dammit! It can’t be. “I want the truth. Enough of this, please!” she begged, desperate for answers. “Did Alexei tell you to watch the captain?”


    He nodded. “Yes! I almost killed him, but you stopped me. You came with his men and took him away! Sister, I was this close to getting justice for our people!” He held up his thumb and index finger, as if he could pluck out the truth from thin air. “This close! Ah . . . but I got another chance!” Stuart flashed a grimy, unkempt smile. “I blew the barn to kingdom come and took one of his men with it!”


    My God. Lieutenant Hayes! John’s man.


    And Brynn! Her horse.


    Both killed in the explosion.


    “You blew up the barn?” Dellis asked, finally putting all the pieces of the puzzle together. John’s torture. The stolen supplies. Stuart’s involvement. “Why would you do that?”


    “Because he’s a Redcoat, dammit! Don’t you see, Sister! Open your eyes! Or were you too busy spreading your legs for him to notice?” Stuart yelled, his foul breath making her want to retch. She smothered her mouth, fighting the urge. “I knew! Alexei knew! Uncle and Ruslan knew!”


    Everyone but her.


    She swallowed hard. What Stuart was insinuating was preposterous, just more lies brought on by his lunacy. She’d always assumed John was a Tory, but a Redcoat—utter nonsense. It couldn’t be so.


    “Stuart, stop, please! Yes, he was a Tory profiteer; he never hid that. And perhaps he was a Loyalist. But he is no Redcoat. How dare you lie about him! He was good to you. Paid your debts.”


    Stuart shook his head, further prosecuting his case. “Sister, he’s one of their spies. I saw him making maps of the fort. I stole them from Father’s desk when he was gone for the day. He came for the innocents, just as he did the last time. He flogged me, but I told him you’d never forgive him if he hurt me. He put me in here, where I’ve been rotting for the past two months!” He choked on a sob. “Where you left me. Alexei, too!”


    “No! I didn’t know you were here! I would never have left you.” Dellis clutched her mouth, fighting back tears. “But it can’t be true! It can’t be.”


    How could it be? Her tender, stormy lover—her John—a spy for the Crown.


    It was as if a rug had been pulled out from under her, and she’d fallen on the floor with a painful jolt of reality. If Stuart was indeed telling her the truth, then she’d been terribly deceived. Or worse. Used. “If this is so, then what did the captain do next?” she demanded more than asked.


    “I told you! He put me here to keep me quiet!” Stuart shouted back. “No one believes crazy Stuart anyway.”


    The blade of truth tore a hole in her heart, causing it to bleed the same nefarious color as her lover’s would-be tunic.


    John? A Redcoat?


    A barrage of disregarded questions she’d posed to him finally had answers. Dellis’s heart sank deep into a pit of loneliness that one can only feel when betrayed in love. “How long have you all known this?” she asked through parched, trembling lips.


    “Since the day that Redcoat came to The Thistle.”


    From the very beginning.


    Alexei, too.


    “Oh God!” She gagged, clutching her mouth, her stomach pitching violently. I’m going to be sick. Dellis got up quickly and rushed to the door, the room stiflingly hot, sweat dripping down her forehead.


    “Let me out, please!” She fisted the metal bars tight, shouting through the grate, desperate for fresh air. She pulled the handle several times as the warden fought with the lock. When the bolt finally clicked and the door sprung open, Dellis rushed across the threshold as the events of the previous three months flashed before her eyes.


    What have I done? What have I done?


    When Han Yerry referred to a British spy mapping Fort Stanwix, it was John, and—have mercy—she’d shown him the way. She’d taken him to the fort! Even helped him investigate. Introduced him to her grandfather. Oh, it was true! John had used her, and she’d gone willingly into his arms, begging him to make love to her, telling him everything she knew about Alexei and her uncle, including her tribe’s secrets. She must have looked like a naïve, gullible fool.


    Dellis’s mouth watered profusely as she rushed behind the gaol and vomited her meager breakfast onto the cobbles. Gut-wrenching spasms racked her body until there was nothing left in her belly. When finished, she wiped her mouth with her sleeve and took several ragged breaths, fighting for air against her forbidding stays. She leaned against the wall and pressed her palms into her eyes, trying to shut out the visions of John holding her, kissing her, making love to her—dammit, coercing the truth from her lips with ardent kisses! And so sweetly, too! How could she have not known? How? She could almost feel the warmth of his skin against hers and hear that satiny, smooth voice whispering words of love in her ear.


    “You’re mine, Dellis. You’ll always be mine.”


    My God. It was all a lie.


    “You do this to me,” he said softly. “Only you . . . Don’t be afraid.”


    “No, please,” she moaned, surrendering to her torment. To the heartbreak.


    She clutched her chest against it.


    From around the corner, Dellis heard someone calling her name. Before she could fully compose herself, John’s mysterious business associate appeared, his dark brows furrowing when he saw her. “Miss McKesson, are you alright?”


    Wiping her eyes and smoothing her hair back, Dellis somehow mustered up a bald-faced lie, executing it faultlessly despite the storm of emotions she was enduring. “I’m fine, thank you.”


    John’s words prodded her again. “I will come back, Dellis. I swear. We will find a way to deal with this together. You do believe me?”


    More truth. More revelations. How much more could she take?


    My God. He was never planning to come back. That’s why there had been no letters, no word from him.


    “Forgive me for pressing the issue, but I disagree, milady. You look very distressed. Is there anything I can do to help?” her handsome stranger asked, but Dellis was drowning in her memories.


    “I love you, John. I love you.”


    “I will come back,” he whispered to her between kisses. “I promise.”


    What a fool she’d been. A damned gullible fool! How she wanted to cry out her pain, to scream to the heavens that she should be used in such a way. Her heart cracked into a thousand pieces. Was God truly so cruel . . . or the Devil that wily?


    It would seem so.


    Instead of giving into anguish and falling to her knees, Dellis rallied—as she always did in the face of adversity—straightening her cape and throwing back her shoulders. This I’m good at. This I can do. “My brother’s been in prison for over a month, and there’s nothing I can do to have him released. It’s quite upsetting, as you can imagine.”


    The stranger nodded, his brown eyes regarding the building behind her curiously, as if he were contemplating something. “Perhaps I can help? Confide in me, milady. Please.”


    There was something dubious about his persistence, and trusting a man who was associated with John seemed like a recipe for disaster. She could trust no one, well and truly on her own now. “I don’t think so. I need to find my cousin. He’ll know what to do.”


    “Let me take you to him.” The man offered his arm, but Dellis shook her head, recoiling into her personal space.


    No more touching. Her defensive walls had been breached, the fort burned down, the magazine plundered, and she’d been left abandoned. It was best she stayed on guard.


    “Are you sure I can’t help you?”


    Feigning a smile, Dellis replied, “It’s not necessary, but thank you.”


    He nodded and stepped out of her way, taking her hesitation with no reproach. “The barmaid at The Kettle said you were looking for me.”


    Jussie.


    Dellis exhaled hard. She desperately wanted to confront him about John, but what would she ask? Are you really business acquaintances? Are you trying to use me? Are you a British spy? A Redcoat? Who are you? Her mind raced with questions, memories, fears—regrets. There were too many things happening at once for her to grasp, her world suddenly in shambles. Instead of attacking, she retreated into calm and asked, “Have you had correspondence with the captain? I gave him your letter.”


    “I’ve yet to hear from him. Have you spoken with him recently?”


    If only to hide her despair, Dellis looked away and shook her head. “No. He left for Oswego in December. I’ve not seen him since. You are business acquaintances, aren’t you, sir?”


    “We were.” His eyes cast down for a moment almost penitently, but then a grin tugged at the corner of his lips, and he offered his arm to her again. “Are you sure I can’t see you back to your cousin? Please, allow me to be a gentleman to a lady in need.”


    Gentleman or Redcoat? There was a difference.


    “No,” she replied with another head shake. Dellis glanced over his shoulder and spotted Alexei standing with her grandfather outside The Kettle, still talking. “My cousin’s right over there. Thank you for being so kind.”


    The gentleman removed his hat and bowed, but she ignored him, too focused on getting answers out of her cousin. Oh, Alexei would try to deny the truth. He would evade her questions with more half-truths, but she would not give in. Not this time! She’d make him tell her the truth or she’d beat it out of him.


    With each stomp of her feet on the ground, Dellis plotted her strategy, her ire rising.


    How could he do this to her? Her brother-cousin. Her dear Alexis.


    Bastard!


    As she neared, he spotted her, demanding in his menacing way, “Dellis, where the hell did you go? You just disappeared on us. I told you to wait here!” There was a storm brewing in those blue skies, but then, as if he realized something was wrong, the clouds cleared, and the sun came out, his gaze softening. “Are you alright? You don’t look well.”


    Am I alright? Dellis fought the urge to scream out, “No!”


    Instead, she fisted the facings of his overcoat and swallowed hard, trying to rein in her anger, to not make a scene. “How could you, Alexei? How could you?” she asked through clenched teeth.


    Sadly, it was too late—the hellion released, and she wanted answers. “Damn you, Cousin! You blaggard! You filthy, lying beast! How long have you known?”


    Alexei’s eyes widened, and he stiffened. “Known what? What are you talking about?” His response was so honest, so uncontrived, she almost believed he was innocent. Almost. She’d since learned her cousin was a better actor than she’d once thought.


    “You liar! Don’t play games with me. I trusted you.” She pushed him with all her might, wanting to break his footing, to knock him down and beat him into the ground. But he didn’t budge, tall and thick as he was, so she pounded her fists into his chest. “Don’t. Lie. To. Me. I want the truth! How did you know? Dammit! How did you know John was a spy? How?”


    Alexei inhaled deeply, as if he were preparing himself for more of her impending wrath, and that frightened her. What else is he hiding?


    His lips flattened into an insouciant line. “Dellis, who told you this?”


    How can he be so calm?


    “Stuart. But it should’ve been you!” The truth was written all over her cousin’s handsome face—but no regret. “It’s true, isn’t it? He’s a spy.” She sobbed, barely able to say the words. “John’s a Redcoat spy!”


    “Yes.”


    Alexei tried to take her hand, but she slapped it away. She would never accept comfort from him—ever again. Their loving bond broken with his betrayal.


    “How long have you known? Tell me. I want to hear the truth from your lips, dammit!” Her cries drew a curious crowd of onlookers, but she was long past propriety, the truth the only salve for her wounded heart.


    “Dellis, keep your voice down.” Alexei grabbed her arm and pulled her behind The Kettle, away from prying ears.


    “Don’t touch me! Don’t ever touch me again, you bastard!” She slapped his chest and pushed him hard, freeing herself from his grasp. “Alexei, I took him to our village and to Fort Stanwix. He heard your plans at Oriska. Did any of that ever occur to you?”


    Alexei nodded, his nostrils flaring. He was angry, but he wasn’t entitled to that emotion, not after everything he’d done and all the trouble he’d caused. “Yes, Dellis, I am aware. Now, can we please go? You’re making a scene!”


    “To hell with a scene! I want answers!” she shouted back, giving the townspeople more fodder for their eager ears. “You never thought to tell me, did you? Did you?” Alexei retreated into silence, and she understood the extent of his felonious actions. It was so disgustingly obvious. “Of course you didn’t. I was the distraction. You sent Stuart to follow him, and when you had the information you needed, you stole the supplies from him. You sent Stuart to torture him.”


    “Don’t blame that mess on me!” Alexei pointed at her, then at himself. “I had nothing to do with your lover being tortured. That was all Stuart, Ruslan, and their militia friends’ doing. Not me!”


    She didn’t believe a word he said. How could she ever?


    “You’re not denying the rest of it, are you?”


    Again, he said nothing. Dellis pulled back and slapped him so hard his head whipped to the side, a red handprint quickly forming on his cheek. It felt good to hit him, so she did it again, slapping his other cheek. Alexei didn’t fight back; instead, he took his punishment like a man—a guilty one.


    “You used me to get to him!” Dellis pounded his chest with her fists, wanting to destroy her cousin, to beat him to the ground because she couldn’t get at the one she really wanted. “Damn you! Damn. You.”


    And damn John, too.


    Alexei seized her arms, but Dellis was so strong in her tirade, she managed to tear free from his grasp and pull away. “Don’t touch me. Don’t ever touch me!” Suffocated by her tight stays, she gasped for air, sweat drenching her forehead. “How could you?”


    “I was planning on telling you.” How did that make any of it better?


    “When?” She put a hand on the wall next to her for support, the world slowly fading to black as she fought for every breath against stiff whalebone and cinched cotton. “After we were lovers? Was pillow talk your goal? Were you to feed him lies through me?”


    “Tell me you didn’t, Dellis.” Alexei’s words were rife with condescension. “Tell me you didn’t sleep with him.”


    She pushed Alexei again, violence the only outlet for her pain. “Don’t patronize me. You knew what was happening the day you stopped me in the kitchen. You both used me to get what you wanted.” She looked up, unable to focus, seeing two of her cousin. “You practically handed me over to John. Pointed at me and said, ‘She’s ripe for the taking. Foolish, needy Dellis. And so damned stupid!’” Dellis heaved, fighting for breath and her words. “Mrs. Allen was right! She said I’d give in to him, that he’d leave me. And he did. He did!”


    “Dellis, you’re hysterical. Let me take you home.” Again, Alexei went for her arm, but she backed away, ignoring the only steady thing to hold on to as the world spun out of control. She could see them all laughing at her: John, Alexei, her uncle, even Stuart. Duped by those she loved most. Used. Betrayed.


    “Alexei, I trusted you.” She inhaled hard, trying to catch her breath. “I trusted you!”


    Dellis tugged at her bodice, her tucker, the strings of her stays, trying desperately to loosen them, to get air into her lungs, but the constraining fabric wouldn’t budge. “I can’t breathe.” Huff. “I can’t breathe.” Huff. “I want my father.” Huff. “I want John. Please. I want John. Come back, please . . .” she managed to say before blackness consumed her, and she fell into the abyss.


    Several times thereafter, she opened her eyes, seeing nothing but darkness, though she could hear voices saying her name, calling to her. Then, she felt herself being carried, light as a feather, in someone’s protective embrace. When the haze of torment cleared, she was in John’s arms, his sapphire eyes regarding her with concern, and there was a mischievous twinkle in them, too.


    “John?” She reached up, trying to catch the lock of hair that hung in his face. “Tell me it’s not true. I beg you. Tell me you love me. Please. That you will come back.”


    Instead of his melodious reply, she felt a rumble from the warm chest at her cheek and heard Alexei’s deep, gravelly voice say, “You’re safe with me, Dellis. I’ll take care of you.”


    “Get John. I want John.”


    “I know you want him, but he’s not coming for you . . . He never will.”
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    Roger DeLancie sat on the edge of the cot, looking down at Stephen McKesson’s filthy spawn, lying there, quietly, facing the wall. “What trouble have you gotten yourself into, my friend?”


    Stuart rolled over and sat up. “Are you going to get me out of here? I was watching the Redcoat, but his men caught me when I was running away. I blew up the barn. His supplies are gone.”


    DeLancie smiled. It was turning out to be a rather eventful day; not only did he have the pleasure of running into the lovely Miss McKesson, who’d helped him discover the whereabouts of his traitorous, former second-in-command, John Carlisle, but it just so happened that General Schuyler had met with the Oneidas in the village, too. To top it off, DeLancie had managed to find his rather useful little spy rotting away in the town gaol. So, the proverb was true: Good things came to those who waited.


    Ponder and deliberate before you make a move.


    DeLancie looked down at his ragamuffin lackey and cocked a brow. “I’ll see you get released, Stuart, but first, tell me more about your sister.”


    The lovely enchantress had haunted DeLancie’s dreams from the first time he saw her at The Thistle. Like her mother, Dellis McKesson was as fresh and beautiful as a rose in springtime with dark, doe-like eyes that could steal hearts with just a glance and long, silky black hair pulled up tight in a chignon that would be better served lying in waves against her full, perfect breasts. He’d imagined the feel of her beneath him, nude, with her long legs wrapped around his waist, every night since their first meeting. Had he wanted to, he could’ve reached out and taken her then; just a pluck, like pulling a petal from a rosebud, and she would’ve been his. Claimed. But he’d held back, wanting nothing to taint her innocence—until the right time.


    “What do you want to know about her?” Stuart scratched a bald spot on his head.


    Young McKesson’s appearance disgusted DeLancie. It was an affront to his beautiful Lily that Stuart had turned out that way, lunacy preventing him from having any sense of normalcy—McKesson’s vile family stain rendered visible for all to see. But that mattered not to DeLancie; Stuart was still useful as the eyes and ears of German Flatts. And he’d provided good information in the past, helping DeLancie find the Oneidas’ storage place on the Carry.


    “Is Miss McKesson betrothed?” If so, someone would soon be vacating the role.


    “No, she’s not. And no one would have her after she let those Redcoats rut on her.”


    That could not be true. DeLancie found such things hard to believe. She was innocent and demure, a proper lady like her mother. “When was this, Stuart? Tell me!”


    “When the Redcoats came to our village. I saw them do it, too. Two of them.” Stuart gyrated his hips suggestively, grinning.


    “Unfortunate.” DeLancie’s lip curled at that thought. He hadn’t realized some of his men had raped Lily’s daughter. Had he known, he would’ve scalped the lot of them. A lady like that was meant to be worshipped and taken gently, especially a maid, not sullied by some ham-handed fools with no care for her pleasure. “What did your father think of that?”


    McKesson. DeLancie snorted at the thought of his former adversary. Quirky. Blond. A doctor, not a soldier.


    “He’s dead now, and Uncle James doesn’t mind who rides that mare as long as she stays out of his business.” Stuart wiped his drippy nose on his sleeve.


    DeLancie reached into his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and handed it to Stuart. “This is for your nose, not your sleeve. I’ll get you out of here tonight; then, tomorrow, we will leave for Niagara.”


    Stuart wiped his nose again and wadded the kerchief in his fist. “Niagara? No, I can’t go with you. The innocents are here. We need to protect them from the Regulars. He’ll come back for them.”


    DeLancie patted Stuart on the shoulder, trying to placate him. “Yes . . . the innocents are here.” The Oneida. But Joseph and his people were far from innocent. The masterminds of their own demise, lying to their brothers and stealing from the Crown. But all would be revealed soon.


    Again, Stuart scratched the dry sore on his head. “What about Alexei? Don’t you want me to follow him?”


    “We have more important things to do, and there’s no time to lose.”


    When the gaoler opened the door, DeLancie turned to Stuart and nodded. “Be ready when I return. We leave tomorrow.”


    In the office, DeLancie dropped a small velvet bag on the desk and pointed to it. “Will that be enough to see young McKesson released into my care?”


    Reaching into the bag, the warden ran his fingers through the pile of gold coins and nodded. “That will work just fine.”


    “Do me a favor. Hold him for the night and see that he’s cleaned and fed. I’ll send fresh clothing and provisions.”


    The man cocked a brow curiously. “Why would you help him? He’s a drunk and a loon.” A sly grin tugged at his lips. “Wait! I know. You’re doing this to get under his sister’s skirts. Rumor has it she’ll do that for free if you’re a Redcoat.”


    “No. I’m not.” Vile pig. Insinuating such things about the modest and ladylike Miss McKesson! Though the idea had merit, and it would undoubtedly win her favor if DeLancie brought Stuart home safe and sound. “A bit of free advice for you, good sir, if you care to listen: It’s the ones you underestimate that are the most valuable. Treat your men as you would your own beloved sons, and they’ll follow you into the deepest valley.”


    It had been a very good day indeed. Outside, DeLancie approached his Mohawk scout and right-hand man, Eagle Eyes, as he mounted his horse.


    “I had a bit of luck today. Joseph is sending his men into Onondaga. They’ll be using it as cover while they search for their missing weapons. I anticipate we’ll see them in Niagara for the council.” DeLancie climbed into his saddle and grabbed the horse’s reins. “I know where Johnny’s been hiding. He’s in Oswego. It seems he’s too much of a coward to come after us, so we’ll go to him.”


    “Can you travel?” Eagle Eyes’s voice was so deep it rivaled a rumble of thunder.


    DeLancie grabbed his side, feeling his still-injured ribs from his fight with the Oneidas two months before. “Yes, I can ride. We leave tomorrow for the council in Niagara. John can wait for now.”


    The impassive Mohawk nodded, questioning nothing. Just how DeLancie liked his subordinates: obedient and deferential.


    “It’s about time I paid a visit to Mrs. Allen. But first, I find I’m in need of company for the night.”


    Eagle Eyes grinned. “There are lots of women in town, at The Silver Kettle.”


    “Brilliant. I like that idea.” DeLancie thumbed the handle of his blade and nodded. “Shall we?”
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    Chapter Four


    Justice . . . John . . . Justice.


    John opened his eyes abruptly, the ghosts in his dreams returning, calling for him. He turned his head, wishing Dellis were lying next to him so he could curl into her, lay his head on her breast, and fall back to sleep. But he was alone. Instead of the yellow bedroom at The Thistle, he found himself in unfamiliar surroundings, lying in a four-poster bed, pale blue curtains drawn closed around him, his left shoulder wrapped tight at his side, aching. He rolled over and pushed the curtains open to find plain white walls and sparse furnishing: a chest of drawers, an oaken desk, a wardrobe. A fireplace blazed brightly on the opposite wall from the bed, the mantel boasting a clock and two pewter candlesticks, both burning, the acrid smell of melting tallow taunting his nose and his touchy, empty stomach.


    He exhaled hard, relieving the tension bound up in his chest from missing her.


    Their last night together at The Thistle was nothing short of heaven. He’d reminisced on it every night since, playing it through to fruition in every scandalous way imaginable.


    It was also his last good night of sleep.


    Had Dellis been there, repose would not have been stolen from him at the hands of his specters. But he was alone. At their mercy. Toiling with the Fates.


    Justice . . . John.


    John looked to the end of his bed, where the curtain peeked open and a ray of moonlight shone through. She was there, with her arms outstretched—Dellis’s grandmother—reaching for him through the blackness of night.


    Justice . . . John . . . Justice . . .


    There was no ignoring her or the ghosts of his past, no matter how hard he tried; they won every battle, stealing away his peace of mind, leaving him alone every night to ponder. His guilt. The truth. What was to come next.


    Pain shot through his arm, and John clutched his shoulder, groaning. The damned thing pained him so much that he couldn’t get comfortable, no position easing it, not on his side or his back. His left arm had yet to fully heal from Stuart’s beating, and thanks to Alexei’s well-placed shot, things were even worse than before.


    John opened and closed his hand several times, sensation chasing its way from his upper arm down to his numb fingers. He gently massaged the ache from his shoulder, the muscles thick and knotted where scar tissue had formed.


    When the musket ball was removed from John’s shoulder, in his fevered state, he’d cried out for Dellis, needing her desperately, and again, when the wound was seared closed with a hot iron. After that, he remembered nothing.


    Would he ever be able to hold a musket steady again? Or wield a sword? His promotion to field captain in the light infantry had been predicated on his uncanny precision with various firearms, his still hand, and his steely eye. What would be left of his skill after two devastating injuries?


    John rolled onto his side, opened the drawer to the nightstand next to the bed, and pulled out the framed miniature of Dellis he’d found hidden in the mantel at The Thistle two months before. My God, she is beautiful. At times, he was sure he’d go mad, desperate for her softness and a taste of her lips. His own personal opium, euphoric and heady when in her thrall, yet unbearable when taken away. She’d ruined him for all other women, ensnared by those silky jet tresses and dark eyes, unable to do without.


    He ran his thumb over the picture, reminiscing on the night she’d rescued him, her angelic voice in his ear, singing “Greensleeves,” and her soft skin against his cheek as he lay in her arms.


    “Dellis,” he whispered, clutching the frame.


    His heart ached at how he’d left things. He’d sent her no letter, no word of his whereabouts. She was surely worried about him, wondering when he would return. But he didn’t know what to say. Refusing to lie to her again, he opted to say nothing. Though cowardly, it was easier on his conscience.


    John leaned over and put the picture of Dellis back in the drawer, closing it. There was a knock on the door. “Come in.” He scooted up in bed and pulled the counterpane to his hips.


    “How are you feeling today, Captain?” A tall dark-haired man opened the door. Following behind him was a shorter, stockier man with long, almost brazenly red hair, tied back and queued with a matching tightly cropped beard.


    “I’m feeling better, thank you. My men and I are grateful to you for saving us. I fear we wouldn’t have survived without your help.”


    “Please, it’s I who must thank you.” The red-haired man stepped around his colleague, getting closer to the bed. “My name is Merrick, and it was my cargo you and your men rescued. You met my first officer here, Kent, and the rest of my men.” Merrick inclined his head in the direction of his subordinate.


    John nodded. “I’m Captain Anderson. Please, call me John.”


    They shook hands like old friends—after all, John owed this man his life. There was instant camaraderie in such a prodigious favor.


    “Kent told me how you went after the thieves. We’ve been tracking them for some time. They’ve stolen shipments from us on several occasions. We’d set up a decoy once before, hoping to catch them, but they never returned. The night you appeared, they’d taken us by surprise.”


    “I’m glad we were there to stop them. How are Clark and Smith?” The last John had heard, both of his men were still abed, recovering from pneumonia.


    “They’re doing well. It was a pleasure meeting you, John. I have duties that require my attention. Captain Merrick, please excuse me.” Kent nodded to his superior and John before leaving them to talk.


    “Rum?” Merrick pulled the top off the decanter on the desk and poured some of the amber liquid into a glass.


    “Two, please, if I may?” John held up his split fingers, smiling. Actually, the whole damned bottle sounded good after what he’d been through. “One for my shoulder, and the other because that son of a whore got away again and I’m damned mad about it.”


    Merrick chuckled, pouring another glass two fingers deep, and handed it to John. He downed his drink and sent it back for a refill.


    “You weren’t joking.”


    “I never joke about drinking,” John laughed. “And McKesson, dammit! That bastard has bested me too many times. It’s bloody frustrating!”


    Merrick poured John another, then took a seat next to the bed, both men staring at the fire as it crackled and popped, sipping from their glasses. John side-eyed his companion curiously, looking him up and down. There was something different about Captain Merrick, something intriguing. He had an air of authority that one would surmise of a sea captain, yet he carried himself with the pride and arrogance of an aristocrat. Indeed, he had the knocked-about look of a man who spent his days on the deck of a ship, his skin freckled and tanned from too many hours in the sun, and his clothing wasn’t made of worsted fabric, but the weathered tarpaulin of a sailor, his shoes worn and scuffed, badly in need of a polish. Still, there was an elegance to his speech, a throwback to his shoulders, and a bit of swagger in his step that one didn’t get from spending life in the confines of a ship; that was something one gained at court.


    Perhaps he, too, had secrets to hide.


    “Is this your home?”


    “I own this house, but it isn’t my home. I use it when I’m in the colonies, which is only about twice a year. One of my men lives here year-round and receives our shipments. We also own a tavern, and we let the rooms upstairs. The innkeeper isn’t much to look at, but she’s a good cook, and she keeps things tidy. What more can you expect from a woman innkeeper?” Merrick laughed, finishing his drink.


    “Actually, I find fault with your logic. I know a rather comely innkeeper in German Flatts.”


    “Is that your Dellis? The one you kept asking for?”


    John refrained from answering. His feelings for her were too raw, too new to prod, like a wound that would never close; instead, he quietly sipped his drink, reaching for oblivion in the sweet, savory goodness of Caribbean rum, wanting to forget, needing to.


    Merrick nodded, as if he could read John’s mind, and what he said further supported just that. “Women . . . They’re rather vexing in the daytime; it’s their company at night that a man can’t do without. I say, it makes me wonder why I spend my nights bunking with a bunch of sailors as opposed to being at home, pleasantly diverted by my warming pan.”


    John had asked himself that very same question every night since he’d left The Thistle. Why wage war, when love and comfort were already waiting for him?


    All a man would ever need.


    “Amen to that,” he laughed, throwing back what remained of his drink.


    Merrick took the glass from John, went over to the desk, and poured them both another. “If you don’t mind me asking, what were you doing out on the docks on such a bloody cold night?”


    “We were tracking that thief and his men. They’ve stolen from us in the past, here in Oswego and in German Flatts.”


    “German Flatts? That’s a long way from here.” Merrick sat down again, handing John a glass. “So, you run the blockade? Do you have a Provincial Marine permit?”


    As far as John knew, very few sailors, if any, had permits to sail supply ships down the St. Lawrence. The Provincial Marine controlled the waterway from the Atlantic Ocean clear to the Great Lakes on behalf of the Royal Navy. If necessary, Carleton could grant such a permit, but to infer that could make John appear even more suspicious. “No, I don’t have a permit, but I do have legitimate business with the forts, and they allow me to sell to the locals for a small fee. Unfortunately, those thieving natives have stolen from me twice now. I’m in debt up to my ears because of them. What about you?”


    Merrick swirled his drink before going in for another sip. “Same. Most of my business is with the Royal Navy. We pick up goods from the West Indies and make several trips up and down the coast. As I said, I’m only this far inland twice a year, but that group of natives hit us good this time. We’ve lost several thousands of pounds worth of supplies, and I’m tired of it. Perhaps the two of us could combine our resources?” Merrick grinned. “If we work together, we could cover more ground.”


    “Put an end to this folly?” John considered his new friend’s proposition and nodded. “You have a deal.”


    He could use all the help he could get—and the more men out searching for McKesson, the better the chance of catching him.


    “Excellent!”


    They both clinked glasses and downed their drinks with one swallow.


    “So, where do we start?” Merrick asked


    “Last I’d heard, my man Denny was on his way to the Caribbean. It’ll take months to get word to him. I’m afraid I have little in the way of capital to offer this venture.”


    Merrick put his glass on the table behind him and turned back in his chair. “You mean Reginald Denny? Do you work with Carlisle Shipping?”


    John, in his injured haze, had forgotten that he’d seen crates marked with Carlisle Shipping’s insignia on Merrick’s boat, not to mention that practically everyone knew Denny, and that he worked for the Carlisles. The last thing John needed was word getting back to his brother Gavin—at least until he was able to cover the cost of the lost cargo.


    “I don’t have any association with Carlisle Shipping, but let’s just say Denny does a lot of side work with me,” John replied, covering his tracks.


    “This is fortuitous. Denny happens to be a friend of mine. I saw him just yesterday. When the river froze, he had trouble with his ship and stayed in port to do repairs. Maybe he can help us as well?”


    “He might be willing. I’ve never known him to turn down an adventure.” John laughed. “The only thing Denny likes more than making money is a good fight, and he’s not too fond of natives, either.”


    “And what about you?”


    Their conversation was clearly an interrogation of sorts, John recognized that, but it went both ways. Besides, he wouldn’t want something messy like political leanings and prejudice to spoil their new and potentially lucrative arrangement. “Never argue politics or religion,” his father had once said. “I have no issues with the natives. Having traveled this region many times, I’ve found them to be quite resourceful and intelligent. Are they not within their rights to be unhappy with us? We did take their land.”


    John noticed an uneasy furrow in Merrick’s brow. Few supported anything to do with the native tribes, and their advocates were severely lacking on both the British and the American side.


    To John’s surprise, Merrick nodded at that sentiment. “You’re right. I have no issue with the natives, either, though I’m not fond of this particular group stealing from me. I can’t help but think George provoked this. We made them dependent on our goods and services, and then we used that to force them into complying. And I’m not totally in disagreement with the colonists; they have a right to representation in Parliament.” His gaze focused out the window intently. “It’s treason to go against your king, though I don’t believe George is a tyrant. I think he’s forgotten we’re all his people, with the same rights granted to us through him. And a war between fellow Englishmen over trade is a damned tragedy. Give them what they want or let them go. Because the Rebels will fight this out to the bitter end. As an Englishman born and raised, I wonder, in the end, who’s on the side of right? How does it all end?”


    “I’ve asked myself those same questions on several occasions.” John found himself wholly in agreement with his new friend. “There’s something unpolluted about the Rebel cause, where we look like children unwilling to relinquish a favorite toy.”


    “So . . . John, we’re both Whigs?” Merrick grinned.


    “I’d say so.”


    “I’ve kept you long enough. If you’re feeling up to it, please join me and my men downstairs for dinner this evening. We can start making some plans.” Merrick stood, deposited his glass on the desk, and walked to the door. He stopped abruptly and turned back to John. “Oh, by the way, there was a letter in your coat pocket. Kent gave it to the courier last week. It should arrive at its destination any day now.”


    When the door closed, John swung his legs over the side of the bed and reached for his breeches. Thankfully, while he was recovering, his clothes had been cleaned and mended so he had something proper to wear. His new friend, this Captain Merrick, seemed to be a man of character and means. Perhaps together they could find a way to deal with McKesson, and then John could focus his attentions on DeLancie.


    And later, Dellis.
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    Chapter Five


    Dellis groaned, opening one eye first and then the other, as the sun’s rays peeked through the curtains surrounding her bed. Wait. It was daytime, and she was in her bedroom, not John’s room upstairs. How did I get here? She sat up quickly, a moist towel falling from her forehead into her lap as she looked around with confusion.


    Oh, yes. Reality struck like a slap in the face, reminding Dellis of what had happened earlier in the day before she found herself lying in bed. Wincing, she fell back against the pillows, grabbed the moist towel, and placed it over her eyes again, trying to shut out the world, if only for a moment longer. She must’ve fainted in front of the whole town, and Alexei had brought her home. How embarrassing. Well, it was official . . . everything that could’ve gone wrong in her world had: Stuart was rotting in a prison cell, put there by John, her lover, who was a Redcoat spy, and her dear cousin had used her to gain information and steal from the British. Yes, that pretty much summed up her harrowing plight.


    Things couldn’t be worse.


    Through the door, Dellis heard the gruff pitch of her Uncle James shouting at Alexei, the two men exchanging expletives back and forth, occasionally invoking her name.


    She groaned. Yes, they could be.


    “What the devil is wrong with that girl?” her uncle asked. “I heard she caused quite a scene in town today.”


    “There was no scene! She’s under the weather, ’tis all,” Alexei replied, making a feeble attempt at defending her honor. “She’ll be fine.”


    Thanks for that. Dellis shook her head against the pillows.


    “She’s made a mockery of this family with her behavior. I don’t know which is worse: her drunken, lunatic brother showing up on every tavern doorstep wanting a handout, or Dellis flaunting her Tory lover around town like a harlot.”


    Oh, so much worse.


    If her uncle knew about her outburst outside The Kettle, then surely her aunt and the whole town knew, too. But what did she care? She was already the pariah of German Flatts for supposedly bedding Redcoats—though against her will, as she’d explained several times—still, everyone believed the worst of her despite the truth.


    Dellis gingerly rolled onto her side and sat up, the world rocking back and forth with that simple motion. She inhaled deeply, willing her stomach to behave, reached for the bedpost, and stood, buttressing herself against the stalwart, aged wood.


    “Father, she’d just found out Stuart was in prison. Have a little sympathy for her.” Alexei’s voice was so low Dellis could barely hear him. She used the other bedposts to help her ambulate over to the door and pressed her ear to the wood, listening in on her uncle and Alexei’s conversation. “He told her the truth about her Redcoat lover. She was devastated, and rightly so. The man used her.”


    “I don’t care what her idiot brother told her! How did she find out he was in the gaol?” her uncle shouted back.


    “I don’t know. Perhaps someone told her,” Alexei replied. “It wasn’t me.”


    Dellis clenched her fists, wishing she could slap her cousin through the door. So, all that time, Alexei had known Stuart was in prison and thought nothing of telling her, much less having him released.


    So, so much worse!


    “We left him in prison to keep him from causing more problems. That Redcoat did us a favor by having Stuart locked up. Now that Dellis knows, she’ll be determined to have him set free!”


    “Father, it was wrong of us to leave Stuart rotting in a gaol cell. He’s not well. I’ll take care of him and Dellis. Once he’s settled, I’ll travel to Onondaga and back to Oswego to get more supplies. Besides, we promised Schuyler we’d keep watch on the river. Something’s happening; I can feel it in my gut. The British are preparing to make their move. There’ve been lots of ships coming into port. If I’m right, we’ll be able to replace our supplies and then some.”


    “Alexei, I want you to get our shipments back, then you can worry about getting more. There are things we need. Buyers waiting.”


    Dellis could almost visualize the expression on her uncle’s face: icy blue eyes, brow furrowed, nostrils flaring, his tight vocal inflections painting a disturbingly accurate portrait for her.


    “Father, I don’t know where they went. Anoki and Samuel were injured at the time; we were caught by surprise. There was no way to follow them! But it doesn’t matter anymore; as I said, there are ships fat with weapons and powder traveling up and down the St. Lawrence. I can just take another one. Tell me what we’re missing.”


    “Why would I trust you again? You failed me!” her Uncle James clipped.


    “I can get more. Give me another chance. This is the first time in three years that one of our shipments has been stolen.”


    Dellis could hear the pleading in her cousin’s voice; Alexei was unused to people calling him out on his lies or being held accountable—there was comfort in that.


    “Lest you forget, you botched the last trip to Oswego,” James said brusquely. “Don’t lie to me.”


    “We would’ve gotten away with the supplies if their help hadn’t ambushed us at the last minute. Anoki sent two of his men into the lake, and one of my men put a musket ball in that Redcoat’s shoulder. He won’t be causing problems for a while. You needn’t worry about him anymore.”


    Dellis’s thoughts raced. Alexei and his men had gone after John and he’d been shot, and Clark and Smith had gone into the lake.


    Her dreams were right. John was in trouble.


    “Alexei, your job was to handle that shipment, nothing more. We need the Redcoat alive to deal with that other issue of ours. Let the two of them destroy each other for all I care. You must stay focused; you’ve already made a mess of things.”


    “I’ll get what’s ours back, just give me time,” Alexei replied.


    Dellis could listen no more for fear she’d throw the door open and give them both a piece of her mind. It would serve her better to keep to herself—at least for now. She trundled back to bed, closed the curtains around her, and pulled the covers up to her ear, trying to dampen the sound of their voices. When the door opened again, she turned her back to it, not yet ready to face Alexei, afraid of what she would say to him.


    “Dellis, are you awake?” His heels pounded on the floor as he walked around the bed and opened the curtains.


    She swallowed her ire and replied stoically, “Yes,” but didn’t look at him.


    The bed shifted as he sat down on the edge close to her feet. “I’m sorry . . . about all of it.”


    More lies. More feigned sympathy. And from ones she loved and trusted the most: Stuart, Alexei, John. They’d all lied to her and used her for their own ends without a care for her feelings.


    “Oh, Alexei, you’re not sorry. You’d do it all again in a heartbeat if given the chance.” The sight of his beloved, handsome face was akin to being stabbed in the heart, and someone was twisting the knife in slow, agonizing circles. How she loved and hated him.


    “I should’ve been honest with you from the start. I should’ve told you he was a spy. I own that it was wrong. I am sorry. Truly.”


    Dellis snorted. How dare he apologize now, after the damage had been done. It was disingenuous and far too late. “Don’t insult my intelligence, Alexei. You had no intention of telling me about John until you had what you needed from him. What I don’t understand is how you knew. You must’ve had a reason to suspect John from the very beginning. What was it? Tell me! You owe me that much!”


    “Stuart saw your Redcoat making maps of the fort. He followed him.”


    Your Redcoat?


    Alexei reached for her hand, but she slapped him away. More lies.


    Stuart inferred that Alexei had known the truth about John from the very beginning. But he wasn’t about to admit that. Too much culpability for her cousin to stomach.


    Dellis played along, though prodding him. “I find it hard to believe you’d put stock in anything Stuart says without proof.”


    Alexei dug into his lie, flatly replying, “I have the maps. Stuart gave them to me. Besides, the man wears his hat like a soldier.”


    Dellis knew about the maps, having seen them on her uncle’s desk, and Stuart admitted to stealing them. “What does that mean? How he wears his hat.”


    “He wears the point turned to the right. Soldiers wear their hats that way to avoid hitting the brim with their musket.” Alexei simulated the motion of a soldier drawing his musket, further infuriating her—as if she were too much of an imbecile to have recognized the obvious.


    “That’s your reason for believing Stuart? A hat? Maps?” She rolled her eyes. “That’s your reason? None of it infers he’s a Redcoat!” As expected, he wasn’t going to own up to the truth. “For all you know the man could be a legitimate mapmaker. He is a captain.” Or so she thought. Perhaps that wasn’t true either. Dellis palmed her forehead. She didn’t know what to believe anymore. “You must think I’m daft, Alexei. Come up with a better lie. You knew from the very beginning. Stuart told me so!”


    “To be honest, I didn’t think you’d be taken in by him so easily.” Alexei hesitated, his icy blue eyes melting. “I’m sorry he hurt you. I do feel responsible.”


    Dellis refused to comment. Hurt was an understatement for how she was feeling. Fractured was more like it. And her heart, well, that had been cut out, cored, and was now lying on the floor in pieces—broken, unwanted pieces. “I find it humorous that these men stole the supplies from you that you took from John. Serves you both right! Sadly, our people will be the ones who’ll pay for it in the end. Grandfather and our people needed those things.”
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