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"It's too dangerous, Geoff."

Geoff checked the cinch on Stardust’s saddle and patted the white stallion lovingly before turning to grin at his best friend. His friend stood only feet away with a fashionably dressed girl on his arm and a glass of claret in his other hand. The bluffs of Brooklyn Heights edged the river steeply, allowing an overview of New York. The risk of racing his horse along the bluffs was considerable, but the risk of running into a patrol of Rebels added to the risk. The colonist "General" Washington had commandeered a farmhouse on the edge of the heights and had been fortifying the bluffs since February. It was August now, and the fort was nearly completed. The rebellious colonists were swarming the countryside, preparing for a war Geoff was certain would be over before it started. No nation on earth could stand before the power of the great British military. A band of disgruntled farmers didn't stand a chance. Though Geoff sympathized with their complaints – to a degree – the violence of their riots and harassing of loyal citizens, even lately in New York, had the effect of cooling many of those still loyal to the King toward the complaints of the rebels.

"You know I couldn't possibly turn down these odds, James." Geoff felt the welcome rush of excitement as he gestured to a group of a dozen more richly dressed young men standing around them talking in hushed anticipation. "Eight pounds apiece if I get past the fortifications of the bluffs without getting caught by the rebels or plunging off the bluffs into the East River. I can't lose!"

"I always knew you were a reckless fool." James was dressed excessively, in the French Macaroni style: brightly colored velvet, thick lace, and a tall, ornately styled white wig. The look of cunning and cruelty on his face belied his foppish appearance. He pulled the girl closer to him and kissed her. "Why can't you be satisfied with wenches and wine, like me?" He followed that statement with a deep gulp of his wine.

If the girl objected to James's vulgar reference to her, she didn't show it. She still had the same drunken grin on her face she'd had most of the evening. Geoff shook his head and adjusted the bridle on Stardust. He couldn't remember this girl's name – Sarah, Sally, something like that – but he knew that she was the daughter of a struggling New York merchant who was probably more than happy to have her name connected to the richest young bachelor in the American Colonies, even if it was only for the night. And judging by the tipsy grin on James's face and how closely he held the girl to his side, it was going to be quite a night for the couple. Geoff looked away, pulling a sour face as he mounted his horse. "Wenches and wine only bring you trouble, my dear cousin," Geoff pointed out lightly. "You've had enough to drink and your lady has three brothers."

James scowled at Geoff, silent for a moment as if deciding his response. His eyes defiant, James knocked back the last of his wine, threw his glass to the ground, and pulled the girl closer a bit roughly. He kissed her long and hard on the lips as if to spite Geoff. When he pulled back to let the bewildered girl catch her breath, he replied to Geoff testily, "At least I'm not so drunk I'm running out to break my neck or get shot in the back for a bet, cousin!"

"Not just a bet, a sure wager." Geoff laughed off his cousin's harsh reply. Drinking made James cruel; it made Geoff reckless. He knew it, that's why he was very careful to stop when he started to feel like he was having too much fun. He spent too much time cleaning up after James's messes to create his own. Drunk or sober, Geoff always had trouble turning down a thrilling dare or a friendly wager. A little liquor just made it seem more thrilling. "If I lose, you can hide my behavior from Grandfather for once, rather than the other way around."

"You can't fix dead, Geoff!" James cried in exasperation as Geoff nudged his horse to the edge of the bluffs. "We're not talking about the same things here!" 

Geoff smiled and waved at his cousin as he trotted to his starting position, indicated by the gathered crowd.

"Hear, hear!" John Marsden called to the chattering group of young people. The voices hushed to a whisper. John was the youngest son of a local lawyer and always the one to make sure the group's little wagers were done by the rules, the rules he set anyway. "Geoff, you're to run from here past the rebel fortifications, keeping within four feet of the bluffs, at a full gallop, without being caught by the rebels. Charles is waiting on the other side. If you succeed, we'll each pay you eight pounds; if you lose, you owe us each eight pounds. Agreed?" John held out his hand solemnly.

Geoff took John's small hand in his large one and shook it hard. He turned in his saddle and smiled broadly at the group. "Get your money ready, friends. I'll need my winnings for my victory celebration!"

"Perhaps you ought to leave your money with us," a voice from the crowd joked back, "so we don't need to climb down the bluffs to get it!"

Geoff turned back and leaned forward over the neck of his horse, his grin hardening on his face with determination. "We'll win this one, too, won't we, Stardust," he whispered to his horse. "You're the fastest, surest horse in the New York colony and we haven't lost a wager yet. Let's show them what we can do."

Stardust nickered and pawed at the ground as if eager to get started. Geoff pressed his heels into Stardust's flanks, urging his horse to the edge of the bluffs at a gallop.

Geoff leaned close to Stardust as the warm summer air rushed into his ears and through his hair, whipping his powdered pony tail out behind him like Stardust's own tail. He loved this. Geoff never felt more alive than when he was pushing himself to the edge of a new thrill or impossible task. The thrill. The challenge. The excitement. The freedom. Freedom from James and the brothers his cousin angered. Freedom from the expectations and disappointment of his family. Most of all, freedom from the colonial rebellion and the rift it tore through his family. To be honest, he kind of relished the idea of making fools of the rebel army tonight, to spite them for the havoc their doomed rebellion wreaked on his life.

He glanced down over his shoulder at the bluffs as the ground flew beneath Stardust's feet and the river rushed far beneath them. A thrill of adventure speared through him. Turning his eyes onto the fort ahead of him and the ill-dressed rebels milling around, he crouched lower in the saddle. He'd be coming up to the first outposts soon and he wanted to be as small a target as possible. everything he'd heard said that the rebel soldiers were poorly trained and miserable shots, but he didn't want to take the chance of one getting lucky.

"Halt!" a voice commanded ahead of him and to the right. 

Geoff urged the horse ahead, swerving to the left to avoid a raggedly dressed man even younger than him, darting dangerously close to the edge of the bluffs.

"Halt! Halt!" The rebel sentry’s command was tinged with nervousness as Geoff thundered closer without a sign of stopping, or even having heard his command. He stepped out in front of Geoff, raising his musket and aiming it at Geoff's head as Stardust's hooves pounded the grassy field toward him.

"Halt, I will shoot!" the terrified man screamed. Geoff could see the musket trembling in his hands. Geoff willed himself to be smaller, to be part of Stardust as he closed his eyes and buried his face in the horse's mane. The musket roared in Geoff's ear, the heat from the discharge close enough to sear his face. He heard the ball whistle past as he barely avoided trampling the sentry. Geoff raced on, his heart pounding as he left the sentry struggling to reload his musket. Geoff grinned back at the sentry and touched his riding crop to his forehead in a mocking salute. 

He turned his attention back ahead of him. One sentry was just the beginning, he was approaching the fort and, if the alarmed cries were any indication, the sentry's gunfire had alerted the rest of the rag-tag army. The swarm of soldiers working to fortify the building were arming rapidly and hurrying toward him. His heart pounding in time to Stardust's hammering hooves, Geoff pressed forward, weaving between soldiers, always mindful of the distance between him and the edge of the bluffs. It would be a terrible shame to survive his dare only to lose because a watchful eye caught him straying too far from the edge. He was in the thick of the soldiers now, which was to his advantage. At this close range they could hardly risk firing at him without hitting one of themselves. Geoff was glad that colonial soldiers didn't have bayonets like the British soldiers. He and Stardust would be dead by now. His mind went to the brace of pistols tucked into his waistband, but just gripped the reins more tightly and pressed on. Any attempt to fire on the soldiers would be suicide. He may be a bit foolhardy, but he wasn't a complete fool.

He left the band of soldiers behind him shouting and struggling as they took aim behind him. 

At least I'm not so drunk I'm running out to break my neck or get shot in the back for a bet, cousin! James's cruel taunt echoed in his head as a hundred muskets aimed at his back. Repeated gunfire echoed behind him and the balls sang around him. A laugh burst from his lips. The thrill of danger made him nearly giddy.

Stardust reared, almost throwing Geoff to the ground. Geoff's heart caught. A grim-faced man wearing an immaculate blue coat with buff breeches and waistcoat stood with a pistol pointed at Stardust's exposed breast. Geoff yanked on Stardust's reins, pulling his flailing front hooves toward the man's pistol. The man didn't even flinch. He fired, but the horse's deadly hooves caused his aim to waver and the shot went wide. Stardust's pained whinny was nearly a scream as the ball tore a deep line across the horse's hide and traced a gash into Geoff's thigh. Geoff gasped at the burning pain as he struggled to get Stardust under control. Unfazed, the uniformed man pulled another pistol out of his waistband and took aim again.

"Come on, Stardust," Geoff whispered, "go, go!"

Stardust's front hooves hit the ground beside the man and the horse surged forward, breezing past the man just as the man fired again. The ball plucked at Geoff's coat as Geoff urged Stardust faster, away from the scrambling soldiers, away from the fort, toward the end of the farm and the winning of his wager. A few more explosions of gunfire sounded behind him, but they grew fewer and farther away. 

As Geoff left the fort behind him, he gave a whoop of joy. He was clear! In the distance, at the edge of the field, stood Charles waiting for him to rendezvous, waiting to see whether Geoff would win or lose. Geoff pushed Stardust faster, the goal beckoning him. He slowed Stardust beside Charles and hefted the lighter boy up on the horse behind him.

"You did it?" Charles gasped, too amazed to protest. "You did it!"

"I did, but if we don't move the rebels will catch up with us." Geoff urged Stardust back into a gallop. "Besides, I have a victory celebration to get to."
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"Tell us again how you escaped the leader of that band of ragged rebels in his own camp!" one of Geoff's drunken comrades cried for the fifth time that night.

Geoff raised his glass of wine, his first, though he had already bought at least two rounds for everyone else. "I had made it through the main band of soldiers and thought I was safe. Out of nowhere, this man – their General, I'd wager, by his uniform – appeared in the road. He had a determined look on his face and his pistol aimed at my heart."

Wealthy heiress Mary McCloughlan lifted her head from off his shoulder, and stared at him admiringly. "You weren't hurt too badly, were you?"

"Not at all, my lady." Geoff put his arm around her as she cuddled closer to him, "'twas barely more than a scratch. Stardust was the real hero," he added modestly. "If he hadn't reared when he did, that blasted rebel's ball would've been the end of my adventure."

Anna Greyson sighed on the other side of him and moved in closer, bumping his arm and causing his still half-filled glass to slosh over the side. Geoff enjoyed the attention, the knowledge that, for this moment, he was the most sought-after young bachelor in the city. James made it his goal to take advantage of every young maiden in New York, so far as he could get away with it. Geoff was content to know that he could have his pick of any young lady, heiress or commoner, if he so chose. He even flattered himself to believe that their fathers would give him their hands happily. He could be wed to the best New York colony had to offer, if ever he decided to settle down.

"I never saw the man, not until Stardust nearly threw me to the ground," Geoff continued, his captivated audience drinking in his every word. "I struggled to get Stardust under control, to get him settled on the ground again, when the general fired!" 

The slamming of the tavern door into the wall cut his tale off abruptly.

"Where's James Stanworth?" a livid young man shrieked as he stomped into the tavern. "That rake shamed my sister and I demand satisfaction!"

"I'm afraid my story will have to wait, friends," Geoff apologized as he untangled himself from his admirers and stood. James was gone already, thank goodness. Geoff was left to deal with the offended brother. He raised his glass to the tavern keeper and called, "Another round for everyone, Master Blackstock!"

Through the chorus of cheers, Geoff wove his way across the room to the seething brother. Geoff recognized him as Thomas Wentworth, the second child and only son of the town blacksmith and the brother of Elisabeth, James's fascination of a couple of months ago. The timing was bad. If he was angry that James had been fooling around with his sister, he'd likely have come looking for James before now. Geoff groaned inwardly and forced the congenial, half-drunken smile to freeze to his face. He'd warned James about his carelessness with the ladies. This one would take all of Geoff's winnings, and probably most of his allowance to prevent a scandal. James owed him. Again.

"Thomas, my good man." Geoff put an arm around Thomas and feigned a joviality he no longer felt. Appeasing the offended family members of James's dalliances required cunning, a sharp assessment of the situation, and a quick tongue, but a bit of subtlety often led the way to a victory. "If you'll just come with me somewhere we can talk this over..."

"I don't want to 'talk' to you or anyone!" Thomas shouted as he shrugged Geoff's arm off his shoulder. "I want satisfaction! James will pay for what he did to my sister!"

Geoff heard the word "pay" and knew that was his cue. Geoff had been covering for James since he was old enough to tag along. Over the years it had become almost a game to him, a challenge, a gamble, to manage and minimize all the scandals James found himself in. A game to appease every offended mother, brother, and father; a challenge to make the terms of the deals as favorable to his cousin as possible; and a gamble that the scandal wouldn't resurface with a vengeance later. "Of course he will." He put his arm around Thomas's shoulders and guided him to a private room off the side of the hall. "The question is, how much."

Geoff watched Thomas's reaction carefully. This was the crucial tell. The family's reaction to Geoff's offer to pay told him how much – or how little – he could get away with offering, or whether they would be open to negotiate at all.

"What do you mean?" Thomas didn't shrug Geoff's arm off again. That meant he was willing to negotiate; which was good, for him and for Geoff. James could be merciless and cruel. Most of these families didn't realize that Geoff was the buffer between all the wealth and power James could wield to crush them. They could either take Geoff's deal, or James could make the problem disappear his way. Geoff had seen it happen once. A few years ago, Geoff had failed to reach an acceptable deal. The father of the dishonored young lady had threatened to go to James's grandfather, a deadly mistake. The man died that night when his mill caught aflame. The death was reported as an accident. Flour is notoriously combustible after all. James had led the collection to support the widow and her children as they went back to England to her family. His generosity and civic responsibility were praised by everyone in the city. Only Geoff knew. The death was as much his fault as if he'd set the fire. If he'd made the deal, James would have spared the girl's father. That memory was what drove Geoff to persuade any subsequent complainant to take his offer in any way he could.

"Of course James will pay," Geoff repeated. He smiled sympathetically as he closed the door behind him. He pulled a fistful of gold coins out of his purse, making a show of counting them. It was about a year's wage for Thomas's family, a generous starting offer. "He will recompense you quite generously for your family's inconvenience."

He saw it. The gleam of greed in Thomas's eyes as he watched the glittering coins in Geoff's hand. Human nature made Geoff's job so much easier.

Thomas licked his lips, his eyes fixed on the money. He swallowed hard and glanced up at Geoff, the gold-lust still glinting in his eyes. "Inconvenience. Do not insult me! My sister is with child!"

Geoff masked his irritation with another harmless, sympathetic expression. James called him a fool; at least he didn't gamble with the lives and honor of others. He'd expected Thomas's revelation, and had his counter offer ready. He pulled another generous handful of gold out of his pocket, counting it slowly and dramatically.

"I – I want an annuity," Thomas demanded hesitantly. "No decent man will marry her now, not after your cousin stole her honor. Someone has to support her. It should be the father of her child."

Geoff raised an eyebrow as if surprised. He wasn't. They always asked for an annuity, some yearly stipend to pay for their silence. James would agree to any reasonable, or even somewhat unreasonable, amount of money as long as he never, ever heard from them again.

"I'm afraid that isn't an option." Geoff shook his head, almost apologetically. "I'm authorized to offer you a very generous amount, today, but only if neither James nor I hear of you or your sister again." Geoff's voice hardened as he looked Thomas in the eye. "James may be a rake, but he is a very wealthy man, and the grandson of an even wealthier man. They don't have to buy your silence. There are other ways to insure it. Do not push this too far or you will wish you had taken my offer today."

Thomas swallowed hard and his eyes widened, clearly intimidated by Geoff's change in demeanor. He bit his lip as the fear faded back to the gold-lust. "Three years pay. Three years of what Father makes and we don't say a word."

Geoff hesitated, not because the demand was unreasonable, but because he didn't want Thomas to know that he was willing to pay twice that to make sure that he never heard of Thomas or his sister again. He needed Thomas to think he made the best deal he could, or else he'd be back for more. There was always that risk, but for Thomas's sake, he'd better be satisfied with the deal they made today. "If I agree, you and your sister will never mention any of this to anyone, agreed?"

"Yes, fine," Thomas agreed, looking at the money in Geoff's hand hungrily.

"Say it," Geoff demanded softly, holding the pile of gold coins just out of Thomas's reach. "Swear that you will keep silent in exchange for three years' wages worth in gold."

Thomas's eyes flickered to Geoff's face uncomfortably, "I'm a Quaker, we don't swear..."

Geoff barely stopped a look of contempt from crossing his face. For Thomas to claim religion now after selling his sister's honor like a costly wench seemed a mockery of the faith he claimed to hold. Still, Geoff's experience showed that even those who claimed religion could be ultimately swayed by the true god of this world: money. "Affirm, then, that you and your entire family will keep silent in exchange for three years' wages worth in gold."

"I affirm that I and my entire family will keep silent in exchange for three years' wages worth in gold," Thomas repeated solemnly, if a bit absently, his whole attention consumed by the glittering bits of metal.

Geoff turned the pile of gold over into Thomas's cupped, outstretched hands, his eyes still on the other man. He saw the anticipation in Thomas's eyes fade to disappointment, then burn again in unsatiated greed. This one was going to be a problem.

"Remember our deal," Geoff admonished, his voice low and deadly. Thomas's lust-filled eyes met his in wariness. Geoff tried to impress on him the seriousness and urgency in keeping silent. "I can't answer for any ill that befalls your family if you don't keep your end of our bargain."

Thomas had the good sense to nod rapidly in fear, but the fear did little to dull the edge of the greed in his eyes as he scurried from the room.

Geoff stood in the now empty room grimly. He feared he'd lost that gamble. He could only hope that Thomas approached him again to slake his lust for gold. If James got wind of him, Geoff truly couldn't answer for the outcome. Thomas would be wise to heed Geoff's warning veiled as a threat, for the good of his family.

Geoff returned to the main hall reluctantly. His desire for society had disappeared. He felt some relief to see that his friends and the other drinkers had left for the night. What was left of it, at any rate. Morning was just a few short hours away. Without a word he laid his promised payment on the bar beside the tavern keeper wiping the polished wood surface, then, with a nod to the tavern keeper, he went out into the night.
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The summer night was still stifling as Geoff stepped out of the tavern. Street lights lit the city dimly as Geoff stared into the gloom. He frowned, remembering the recent rise in rebel violence against Loyalists since the proximity of the rebel army lent them boldness. Perhaps he should go back into the tavern and see if he could get a room there, or even just a seat in the tavern, until dawn. He let his breath out in a long, resigned sigh. He really needed to find James as soon as possible. After the encounter he just had, Geoff was tempted to tear James away from his latest tryst and thrash his best friend himself. Geoff, at least, managed to get himself out of the scrapes he got into.

Stardust was recovering from his injuries, however slight, so riding home was out of the question. While James's estate was in Brooklyn Heights, Geoff's own home was here in New York City itself, certainly not too far for a brisk morning walk. Geoff lifted his head and stepped off the curb onto the cobblestone street. He gripped the riding crop in his hand more tightly and touched the butt of one of the brace of pistols in his waistband with the other. If any rowdy rebels accosted him tonight, he'd make sure they thought twice before harassing another of the King's subjects.

The streets were completely deserted at this time of night, but the eerie glow of the street lamps made it seem as if the shadows themselves moved. Geoff steeled himself against a shudder, set his jaw, and switched the riding crop to his left hand. He'd been out alone in the city before, but not usually at this time of night. Now, his already grim mood combined with the crypt-like silence lent wings to his imagination. He silently cursed James's scandals that prevented him from leaving with the rest of his friends, and his own foolishness that left him without a horse and led him to venture out instead of waiting until light.

A loud crash and a shout from down a nearby side street caused Geoff to catch his breath and yank his pistol from his waistband. His heart pounding, but his face a stone, Geoff cautiously followed the sounds of jeers and breaking glass. He turned the corner slowly to see bright flames creeping up the front of a millinery shop. Drunken farmers with their faces painted like natives laughed as they poured the remains of their beer on the growing flames. Several of their number held back the poor milliner and his family. The milliner cried unintelligible curses at the men while his wife clutched a babe to her breast and stared in silent shock as all their belongings were consumed in the blaze. Two men held a struggling, indignant young lad of about twelve who seemed intent on either kicking or biting whoever came within reach. Another pair were teasing a pretty young girl of fifteen who stood proud and pale in the light of the flames. Anxious faces watched from nearby windows, but no one seemed interested in stepping in.

Rage filled Geoff and banished all trepidation. Hearing about the abuses of the radicals was bad enough, but to actually witness the torment of a loyal family was more than he could bear. He drew nearer, slipping his riding crop into his waistband in favor of the second pistol. No one seemed to notice his approach, but their attention had shifted from the flames to the proud young lady. One of the painted farmers, the leader apparently, content with the damage he'd afflicted on the milliner's livelihood, had crossed to where his men held the girl. He stroked the side of the girl's face with the mouth of his empty bottle and made a leering comment beyond Geoff's hearing. The gist of the comment was clear, however, by the hoots of his comrades, the outraged shouts of the girl's father, and the tear glittering on her face in the firelight.

Geoff aimed his pistol at the leader's head, his finger squeezing the trigger with the intent to end the man's offensive behavior permanently. Reason prevailed just in time, he'd not risk hitting the girl. Instead he shifted his aim just over the crowd's head. He fired quickly, dropped the empty pistol to his feet and slid the other, loaded pistol to his right hand.

"The next will claim one of your worthless lives!" he thundered at the startled mob. He pulled his riding crop back into his left hand and stepped into the light of the burning shop as the mob backed  away from him. He knew he couldn't hold them off long with one shot in his pistol and his riding crop, but he was willing to gamble on the fact that people who rouse an innocent family and harass them in the dead of night were really cowards at heart. "Will that be you, then, sir?" Geoff addressed the leader, who was the only one who hadn't moved. He aimed the pistol at his heart this time. At this range, he could scarcely miss, and even the leader of the riot couldn't fail to recognize his peril.

"When General Washington takes New York, you and your kind will pay for your oppression." The rebel glared at Geoff even as his mob scurried into the shadows. "Death to tyrants! Long live the Sons of Liberty!"

Geoff watched wearily as the rebel dashed after his men, leaving him and the frightened family alone in the streets. General Washington was the man that had nearly succeeded in ending his glorious run along Brooklyn Heights earlier that evening. And he'd heard of the Sons of Liberty, they were a band of rebels so extreme that more moderate colonial sympathizers like his own father denounced their violence. Geoff hadn't thought they'd reached New York. Didn't they belong in Boston or Philadelphia?

Geoff didn't have time to muse. The wary watchers now poured out of their homes to help combat the blaze. The milliner and his wife were consumed with attempting to save their home and business, while the brave young lady cared for her younger siblings. Geoff looked at the conflagration critically. The mob had done a thorough job, by the time the blaze was out, there would be no hat, design, or tool undamaged by the heat and smoke, not to mention the loss of all the family's personal belongings from the apartment upstairs. Unless he had a significant amount of money saved elsewhere, the milliner was ruined. Geoff bent to retrieve his abandoned pistol and slid them both back into his waistband. In the distance, he could see the sun just beginning to rise. His father should be getting his shop ready to open. There were advantages to being the son of a successful merchant. Perhaps Geoff could help the milliner and his family yet again today. 

He quickly went back to Broadway and headed to his father's shop. Though Geoff's father spent most of his time at the warehouse near the docks, Geoff knew that Tracy, his father's assistant, would be at the shop preparing to open for the day. Geoff slowed his pace and frowned sourly. Peter Edmunds supported the colonials wholeheartedly, so much so that he and Geoff's grandfather on his mother's side hadn't spoken civilly to each other in some months. He was, however, a just man, and not accepting of the excesses of the more extreme rebels.

Tracy Ashford, on the other hand, well, Geoff wasn't precisely sure where Tracy stood. He was a rebel, that was certain, and a loud one, but whether he would condone the riot that Geoff had just witnessed was a question with no certain answer. Tracy was a distant cousin whose father had died at about the same time Geoff had begun tutoring at his grandfather's. Since Geoff hadn't chosen to apprentice under his father, Peter Edmunds had taken Tracy as his apprentice instead. Geoff felt that he had gotten the better part of the bargain. Tracy appreciated the opportunity, but made it quite clear that he felt that Geoff had abandoned his own father by making the decision he had. That sentiment was solidified by Geoff refusing to side against his grandfather on the issue of the colonists rights. The fact that Tracy was a strict Baptist and disapproved of everything Geoff did didn't improve their relationship.

Geoff set his shoulders and pushed open the door to his father's shop. If his father's assistant gave him a hard time about helping the milliner's family, he would just go straight to his father himself. If he hadn't used the last of his money to pay off James's accuser, he'd simply pay for the goods himself and be done.

A bell tinkled as the door swung open, alerting the young man at the counter that a customer had entered. The man was younger than Geoff by one year with blond hair and friendly, blue eyes. Friendly, at least, until they rested on Geoff. 

"Good morning, Geoff. You're out early, aren't you?" Tracy mocked, as he went back to his work. "Decided to give up your wasteful life and finally make something of yourself?"

"I'm not out early, I'm out late. I actually never made it home last night," Geoff corrected carelessly. No one got under his skin more easily than Tracy – and he suspected Tracy felt the same way about him – but he wasn't about to let Tracy have the pleasure of seeing that he got to him. Forget asking him to help. It would be too irritating. "Is my father here?"

"Right, here, Geoffrey," his father replied from the doorway to the back of the shop. He looked at Geoff warily, clearly also puzzled by his early appearance. "What can I do for you?"

Geoff smiled charmingly to hide the nervousness he felt. Nothing about the direction Geoff's life had taken since he'd begun tutoring at Grandfather Stanworth's pleased his father, and, Geoff himself was even forced to admit, with some good reason. Geoff's reputation as a gambler and rake brought no end of pain to his family, and his decision to side with his mother's family over the question of the colonists' rights just added salt to the wound. He knew his request touched the edges of this sensitive issue and he wanted to tread carefully.

"Father, I know you have spoken often of the upcoming war, how important the rights of the colonists are to you."

"To all of us, Geoff, whether you and your grandfather choose to recognize it," Peter Edmunds interjected, his voice a warning rumble.

"Certainly, to all of us," Geoff agreed smoothly. "Especially now that battle seems to be so imminent. However, you certainly would not advocate the abuse and harassment of innocents for any cause."

Peter Edmunds nodded slowly, his eyes narrowed as he waited for Geoff to get to the point. He knew his son well, and recognized that he was heading somewhere.

Tracy, on the other hand, couldn't resist a sharp comment, "Are there truly any innocents in this affair?"

"You know the milliner just down the street?" Geoff asked. "He has a beautiful family, three children, one just a babe."

"And one a pretty young girl," Tracy snapped, disgust dripping from his voice. "a bit young even for you."

Geoff bit back a sharp reply of his own, choosing instead to pretend he didn't hear the jibe.

"Aye, Master Blakeney, a fine milliner," Peter acknowledged. "He purchases many of his raw materials here."

"As I was heading home today, I came upon a vicious mob assaulting his family and firing his shop," Geoff went on, allowing his own disgust to edge his hardening voice. "They lost everything, Father, their home and their livelihood."

"Just say it, Geoff." Tracy took a step forward and was stopped by the counter. "You caught a rowdy band
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