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Prologue
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The rains came—torrential rains. 

Doctor Jonathan Corbett rode for hours through the relentless storm. Cold and wet, his back ached and his belly was empty, but he pressed onward along the backroads of North Carolina. The harsh elements had not deterred his mission. 

Since he had left West Point, he had traveled for miles. Behind him, the death of British Major John Andre haunted him. A pointless death. The punishment should have been Benedict Arnold’s. 

The distance had done little to lessen the sting of the villainous Benedict Arnold’s treason. Hatred burned for the man—not only from Jonathan, but the whole of the colonies. 

The betrayal cut the American cause deep. 

If Arnold had been successful, all hope for freedom would have been lost. The noble declaration for independence made four years earlier would have been nothing more than whispers in the wind. 

The words of the declaration had been etched into the soul of every man fighting for this new country.

We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.

The dream was still alive.

The cost for this battle for freedom had been high for the Corbett family. Jonathan’s father and brother William had died for the cause—hung as traitors by the British.

A sacrifice that Jonathan refused to believe had been for naught. 

Alongside of men of every shape, size, and color, Jonathan had fought passionately for the last five years in the belief that his cause was just. In triumph, a better life awaited his family. He, too, was willing to fight to his dying breath if the need arose.

There was no option but victory. 

But times were desperate. The northern Continental Army was in tatters without money or credit to supply the necessary needs of the coming winter. Without adequate food, clothing, and pay, a smoldering discontent amongst the men had the army on the verge of mutiny.

In the South, the southern army had been decimated. The loss at Camden had pushed the war in the South to the brink of defeat for the Patriots. Over half the army had been casualties of the battle. A humiliating defeat especially after the militia ran when the British charged with bayonets.

Two thousand men had been killed or taken prisoner. They had also lost their artillery, wagons, and most of their muskets. Moreover, Cornwallis sensed the Patriots’ impending sense of doom and surged northward.

Jonathan’s journey south had been slow and cumbersome. He had made one necessary stop. On General Greene’s orders, he had gone by Winchester in search of Daniel Morgan. 

Congress had already requested Morgan’s presence in the South. After distinguishing himself at Saratoga, Morgan had retired, citing his health, but most felt it had more to do with his being overlooked for promotion.

When Jonathan arrived at Morgan’s farm, he discovered that the Old Wagoner had already departed. The moment Morgan heard of Gates’s defeat at Camden, he had left to join up with the depleted force.

Jonathan felt he should have foreseen Morgan’s act. Having served with Morgan at Saratoga, he knew the soldier well enough to know that the man would never let the personal slight of being overlooked for a promotion come between him and his duty.

The South needed men like Morgan. Old Morgan had an ingrained hatred for the British. He would never back down from a fight, no matter the odds.

But Jonathan held news for Morgan that the man had desired for a long time. Congress had promoted Daniel Morgan to Brigadier General.

There were changes coming to the southern branch of the Continental Army. Although not official, General Horatio Gates was to be replaced by Washington’s choice, the man His Excellency had wanted in the first place to head the southern army: General Nathanael Greene—a man who hadn’t the field experience, but in whom Washington held confidence.

Greene faced a formidable task of defending the South with a dwindling army. The defense force barely numbered seven hundred Continental soldiers, along with another five hundred regulars.

Riding into Gates’s headquarters in Hillsborough, Jonathan made his way to the steps of the pillared brick courthouse. Coming across the common, he caught sight of the man he had been searching for the last week.

Tall and muscular, Morgan’s leathery, creased face gave evidence of the rugged lifestyle. His prominent nose and square chin fixed firm and proud. The man was no more than what he seemed—fiercely loyal and devoted to the cause.

“Ah, Doctor Corbett,” Morgan greeted him warmly. “We have been expecting you.”

* * * *
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“You knew I was coming?” Jonathan drank his ale and ate his stew, enjoying the hot meal immensely. It felt good going down and warmed his soul. “I thought I brought you news.”

Morgan looked over at the leather satchel Jonathan had laid on the table. “News for me?”

“I was given it to entice you to join the Southern cause. It comes from Congress, but it seems you had left well before I graced your door. I will say it was a pleasure to meet your wife, Abigail. A lovely woman. She seemed worried about you and your health. She made me promise to care for you.”

“And that you will,” Morgan stated firmly. “First though, we will deal with the matter at hand—yours. General Gates received orders a few days ago. He sent me out to find Marion...you know of him?”

Jonathan nodded. He knew the man well by reputation and had met him a few times in Charles Town. Francis Marion had earned the nickname The Swamp Fox, a wry and sly militia officer, renowned for his hit-and-run tactics against the British.

“A good man.”

“I found he was.” Morgan sat back. For a moment, the room stilled. “He is set to take your wife out of Charles Town.”

“Does he realize the situation Rebekah is in?” Jonathan’s voice faded. He swore he wouldn’t do so, but his emotions got the better of him.

No doubt, General Marcus Durham had already returned to Charles Town. Moreover, Durham was no fool. He would realize that Rebekah had tricked him. Jonathan knew better than most that Durham was not a man to be trifled, especially after Andre had been hung. 

The information Rebekah had exchanged with Durham for Jonathan’s life had done Durham little good. Rebekah had given Hannah warning of Durham’s impending visit. His sister had left before Durham’s arrival.

With Durham’s return, Rebekah stood in harm’s way.

Morgan went on. “Marion knows it is vital to get her out as quickly as possible. He told me that the British wanted to hang you.”

“They will do so now if they get their hands on me.”

“And you came any way,” Morgan said with a haughty laugh. “Be damned, it is good to see some things haven’t changed. You got balls, Doc. That I will say about ya!”

“You can say the same for us both,” Jonathan’s voice was tired and weary. “Lot of good it will do us. Get us killed, more likely. We have fought for five long years and I want only to take my wife home and live out my days.

“I have seen too much death and endless misery. Our problems have not lessened, but are like the rain that pours upon us today. Boundless and merciless. I see no promising end to our outcome.”

“Devil be had, Doc! That doesn’t sound like the man I have known. Not the fightin’ doc who lets no Redcoat get in his way. Where is your passion for our cause?”

Jonathan sighed. “My belief in our fight has not lessened, nor will I ever quit. But there are times when doubt emerges that all will end as we want.”

“It is moments like these that the character of a man shines forth,” Morgan stated firmly. “I say set fire to rain. Ignite the flames with what is true and just. Torch the blaze with our courage and resolve so when we are done, all men will be free!”
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Chapter One
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Charles Town, South Carolina

October, 1781

General Marcus Durham’s return to Charles Town had been met with little fanfare. He had expected none and wanted less. He had only one objective—the end of this damn war.

For well over fifteen years, he had served His Majesty’s Army. Having been born the second son of the Earl of Waxingham, a career in the military had been a natural course of events.

In his youth, Marcus had been audacious, daring, and ambitious. That same ambition had caught him the Duke of Longley’s only daughter, Eleanor. At the beginning of his career in the colonies, Eleanor lived with him in New York. The arrangement hadn’t lasted long.

Despite Eleanor’s love for her husband, life as an officer’s wife hadn’t suited her. She yearned for home and moved back to England with their two children before the rebellion began. Now, Marcus only saw her when he returned home, trips that were few and far between.

Ever the dutiful wife, she wrote weekly and kept him updated on the activities of Julian and Amelia. Pride emulated from the pages for their children. She was a good woman. A good wife.

Only Eleanor wasn’t the one his heart desired. 

No, the woman he loved refused him.

Instead of the life he could have given her, she had chosen the life of a tavern keeper’s wife. A tavern keeper!

Stubborn...stubborn Hannah. She thought she could keep his son from him. Never!

His frustrations grew. 

Eleanor wanted him to resign and come home. Her letters told of his father’s ill health and Julian’s defiant behavior. He needs his father’s influence.

Marcus intended to talk to his brother, Charles, about his son. He had expected Charles to be waiting for him when he arrived. From his last letter, Charles had agreed to stay in Savannah through the end of September and wait for Marcus’s return.

Worried that Charles wasn’t here. Marcus immediately dispatched his closest advisor, Captain Thomas Elliott to Savanah. He hoped all was well and prayed that Charles had not already left for England. He needed to speak with his brother and confidant.

Furthermore, the war had dragged on for five long years. King George III, ruler of the most powerful nation in the world, was bent upon punishing the colonies. The King would accept nothing less than absolute victory.

What the King hadn’t acknowledged—but Marcus was keenly aware of—was whereas in England all accepted the King’s authority, here in the colonies, the people clearly debated why King George should be their sovereign ruler. Before the outbreak of hostilities, the colonies questioned any and every movement made by the King.

To the consternation of the King, the leaders within the colonies weren’t fools. To the contrary, most seemed quite intelligent, especially swaying a person to their point of view with their clever arguments and ramble.

The time for compromised had long passed. Only force would bring the errant colonies back under the banner of King George.

After Saratoga, the British strategy turned toward the south. The Southern Campaign had returned Savannah and Charles Town under the flag of England. With the victory at Camden, the South was deemed back under English control.

Last June, when Marcus had left Charles Town for New York with General Clinton, hopes were high the conflict would soon be resolved. His friend, John Andre, had been in secret negotiation with the American General Benedict Arnold to surrender West Point.

The plan would have been a devastating blow to the Americans. One of the American’s beloved war heroes and the acquisition of one of their most strategic forts! The war would have been in essence over...if it had been successful.

It had not.

The betrayal that would have been a death blow to the American cause had been a miserable failure. Concluding with the senseless death of one of their best soldiers—Andre himself.

On his departure from New York, guilt gripped Marcus. He was leaving the city in shambles and there was nothing he could do about it. General Clinton was on a rampage, expounding his fury on any with Patriot ties. The prison ships overflowed. Hangings had become a common occurrence. 

Once, his own actions had been blurred by the heartfelt belief the Americans held toward their cause. Marcus had thought of the rebellion much like errant children who needed to be disciplined, firmly but with mercy.

No more.

Now, there would be no leniency. England could ill afford it.

General Clinton requested Marcus’s return to Charles Town. The British army had been left under the leadership of General Charles Cornwallis. From all accounts, Cornwallis had let his men plunder the city.

There was little love lost between Clinton and Cornwallis. Marcus wanted nothing to do with the rivalry. Though, he had more in common with Cornwallis than Clinton. Clinton was not an easy man to serve under, but Cornwallis felt he would have been the better choice to be the commander of the British army.

Clinton was a cautious man. Cornwallis strove for glory. When Marcus arrived, he was surprised to have found that Cornwallis had not returned to Charles Town after this victory at Camden. Instead, Marcus discovered Cornwallis intended to press north toward Virginia.

Marcus was not privy to Cornwallis’s strategy. He had been sent to regain order in the city. He intended to do so.

Once more, he made his headquarters in the home of a successful business man, the late Adam Reed. He had a debt to pay to the man’s niece, the mistress of the house, Rebekah Corbett. Doctor Jonathan Corbett’s wife.

Rebekah had greeted him warmly on his appearance at her door with a confidence he had never witnessed from her. Moreover, Marcus thought she looked quite lovely.

Gone was the reddened eyes and strain on her face. No longer the meek, fearful woman he had first met. Of course, she wasn’t. She had what she wanted. Her husband lived.

That fact gnawed at Marcus’s soul knowing he was the one to have saved the good doctor only to have his reprieve cost the British dearly. Doctor Corbett had foiled any chance of Andre escaping his fate.

Her attitude toward him bordered on smug. Strange, for he thought for sure that Black Rory would have had his way with her by now. The Loyalist raider had made it clear that Rebekah was his, even fending off Banastre Tarleton from her. Threatening to skin the man alive if he touched a hair on her head.

The feeling wasn’t mutual. When Rebekah had struck her deal to save her husband, she had pleaded with Marcus to keep Black Rory from her. Marcus had done so while he was in Charles Town. He was certain, though, that Black Rory would have gotten around his orders after he left.

Black Rory was not the sort of man to be kept from what he desired.

Marcus’s first impression on his return was that Rebekah hadn’t been sullied. He had a need to learn exactly what had happened between the two. He intended to know everything about Rebekah Corbett.

She would pay for her deceit. He would not be played a fool.

Patience, he told himself. He needed to move with caution having only thus returned. He held no doubt he would get his answers.

The time was late. Readying for bed, his man helped him unbutton his coat and pull off his boots. Marcus’ mind raced. He had much to do in the morrow. 

A knock disturbed the stillness of the room, but the visitor had been expected. Marcus gestured for his man to leave. A short bow and his man departed, giving Marcus’ guest freedom to walk into the room.

A smile emerged on his lips. He had sent a request for his mistress’ presence this evening. She had come.

Randa Peyton was a most beautiful woman. Let it not be said he was a man who didn’t appreciated her beauty, but it was her sexuality that excited him. The woman was an excellent lover.

She rivaled even the most skilled courtesans. Without doubt, the woman had had many lovers.

Standing in the doorway a moment, Randa said not a word, but spoke with a sultry smile. She took off her cape and laid it on the chair beside the door. Her auburn hair fell loose around her shoulders. Her green eyes shone with excitement. The bodice of her gown was cut low, low enough to see the swell of her breast.

She shut the door and walked toward him, losing articles of her clothing along the way until all she wore was an alluring corset. Marcus made no movement when she ran her hands along his shirt and began to unbutton it.

Her red lips found his. Kissing him, she brushed her breasts against his body and then she moved downward and kissed his chin, his muscular chest...As her hand undid his pants...ah...her lips...

He breathed in deeply as his repressed frustrations were relieved. His concerns forgotten. 

At least for this one night.

Chapter Two

Rebekah Corbett sensed a change in the air. With the return of General Marcus Durham, the weeks of placidity were no more. At one time, the thought of facing the man alone would have frightened her, but she wasn’t the same woman she was a few months ago.

Her naïve heart had learned the necessity of depending on no man. Her life was defined by her actions. Her decisions. And she was no longer afraid. 

A slight sea breeze caused Rebekah to clutch her shawl tighter around her shoulders. Looking down at the small gravestone, she prayed. Strange that she took solace at her infant daughter’s gravesite. 

How heartbroken she had been losing her baby! She survived only because Jonathan had been by her side and shared in her grief. But that was before the British occupation. 

Now, this was the place where Rebekah came to find a semblance of tranquility. The whispers in the wind calmed her and gave her strength to face her day.

For a brief moment as the sun ascended over the horizon, time stilled. Lost in the beauty a new day brought, she remembered those who had passed during this godforsaken war. She swore they would never be forgotten; they would always hold a special place in her heart, hidden deep where no man could reach. Her mother...father...Ian...her baby.

Rebekah closed her eyes and gave thanks to God. She had not lost everything. Her eldest child, Eliza, lived and thrived. She had received her last letter from Williamsburg no more than a week ago. 

In secret, the correspondence was delivered. Always in secret. Eliza’s safety depended on secrecy; not even Lydia, the woman who was raising her daughter, realized that the letters were to her, Jonathan’s wife.

Lydia knew only that Jonathan had arranged the child’s care and that circumstances demanded the child’s mother give her up to a safe and loving home. In turn, the compassionate Lydia sent the letters to Eliza’s mother to give the despondent mother a semblance of peace. The letters themselves were delivered to Jonathan’s home in Charles Town.

No one could ever know the truth about her precious child.

In her prayers, Rebekah gave thanks for Jonathan’s life. What was more, she knew Jonathan lived and he had forgiven her. For that, she was grateful—If she never saw his beloved face again, she could die knowing he loved her.

Under no illusion at General Durham’s presence, Rebekah understood she would pay for deceiving Marcus. In saving her husband, she was about to feel the wrath of the man. 

Indifferent to Durham’s intention, she gave his anger no thought. All the British were angry. 

Had not Charles Town felt their wrath since this dreadful occupation? Since the British had taken control, General Cornwallis had shown no mercy toward the inhabitants of the city. 

Making all pay for the American defiance.

Cornwallis had unleashed his men and let them loot the good people of Charles Town. He had made no attempt to hold any accountable for the atrocities his army committed. Giving full rein to the likes of his contemptable officers— Banastre Tarleton, Rawdon, Henger, and Balfour. The defenseless women of Charles Town were afraid to sleep at night with the likes of the soldiers preying upon them. 

Determined, Rebekah refused to give any of the Redcoats the satisfaction of showing weakness. She had learned to play her part, pretending to have sold her soul to the British. 

“I thought I would find you here.”

The voice broke her meditation. Looking up, Rebekah wasn’t surprised to see Rory...Black Rory as he was known to most. She had known he would return to Charles Town at some point.

But his presence was a complication she didn’t need. Straightening her skirt, Rebekah frowned.

With the light breaking over the horizon, he looked as he had the first time she had seen him. Tall and menacing, his long, dark hair was pulled back. His brimmed hat covered half his face, with a patch over his right eye and a large scar running along his cheek— Black Rory made men tremble. 

Black Rory inflicted fear into the hearts of his enemies...with reason. Notorious for his raids against the rebels, he now served under the British flag.

A few weeks back, Rebekah had watched Rory’s unit leave with Cornwallis and his army. The last she had heard of the British force had been disheartening. The Redcoats had earned a dominate victory over the Continental Army at Camden.

She glanced over her shoulder.

“Your man is still in the shadows. There is no need to call for him. I mean you no harm.”

Shaking her head, she backed up a step. “I find that hard to believe...I find it hard to believe any of your utterances.”

“Truly?” Black Rory stepped closer. “You have no problem using me to shield you from the British, but when we are alone, you find me offensive. Come, Rebekah, we know each other much too well to pretend.”

“Go away, Rory. I have had no need for you. I’ve done quite well since you have been gone.”

He scoffed and gestured down the street. “You don’t believe that, do you? You feel confident? Do you not think that the British don’t know what you have been up to since I’ve left?”

No, they couldn’t have. They have made no attempt to stop me. She said nothing, but stared intensely at him.

“Perhaps you believe the British don’t care that you are helping the poor deprived Patriot families in Charles Town while their husbands suffer on the prison ships or they would have already halted your aid. Don’t be foolish. They know and will act when it serves them to do so.”

Rebekah’s breathing quickened. Rory wouldn’t relent. 

He continued, “I will admit, though, I find your actions troublesome. Why make the effort to help those that would as soon tar and feather you if they could?”

Rebekah refused to allow him to see that his words had struck their mark. After the British soldiers looted the city, she had anonymously helped those who needed food, medicine and clothing. It seemed the least she could do since she was already helping her dear Esther.

The darling woman had done so much for her after Ian died. Horrified that her husband had participated in the attempt to kill Rebekah, Esther had taken matters in her own hands and cared for Rebekah when few would have.

She would never forget Esther’s kindness. 

Rebekah understood the city’s hatred for her stemmed in their belief Rebekah had forsaken the cause by betraying them—securing Jonathan’s release by allowing the British full access to the family shipping business. They believed her to be greedy and self-serving, forgetting that her actions saved their precious fightin’ doctor. The good people of Charles Town had no way of knowing how far from the truth that perception was.

At times, she believed the good people of Charles Town would have had rather seen Jonathan hang. They had no way of knowing she took her life in her hands every morning she woke. 

The shipping business now served as eyes and ears to the comings and goings in Charles Town for the Patriots. No, the good people had no way of suspecting that the information Rebekah had given General Durham had done him little good...nor the danger she now faced on his return. 

“I don’t expect you to understand,” she said at last. “Compassion is not your forte.”

“I leave that to you.” He reached for her, but she avoided his touch, sidestepping toward the cemetery’s gate. “Rebekah, you are foolish. Ever so foolish.”

The cool, gentle tone caught her short. “What do you believe I have done now?”

“It is not what I believe; it is what I know. If you truly believed me a threat to you, you would have let me die of the fever. Instead, you nursed me back to health. Now, you have only yourself to blame for my presence.”

“I told you why I did so. The reason has not changed.” Her chin lifted in defiance; her eyes flamed. “The lesser of two evils.”

The memory flashed back of the days after Jonathan had been taken to New York for the prisoner exchange. She had lived in fear...of the British...of Rory and the promise she had given him to save Jonathan. A promise she had no intention of keeping...and he had every intention of holding her to her word.

She would never let Rory touch her again.

When Rory had caught her delivering the warning concerning Hannah to her brother, Daniel, she had been at wit’s end as how to keep Rory from her bedroom. In the days that followed, Rory seemed to take great pleasure in taunting her.

She never wanted to relive those days. With nowhere to turn, she was trapped. She became a prisoner in her own home. There was no escape.

Every night, she retired fearful that Rory would make an appearance. He never came...then it seemed he had disappeared. 

That fact had not eased her life. She began catching glances from despicable British officers. The chosen few of Cornwallis: Balfour. Ross. Rawdon. Tarleton. All with the reputation for brutality in battle, led by the hated Lieutenant Colonel Barnaste Tarleton.

Rebekah was certain the man had set his sights on her for no other reason than to get at her husband. Tarleton’s sneers and unsavory comments not only made her blush, but sent warning chills down her spine. 

Tarleton’s ruthless reputation not only held to the battlefield but to women. Rory had warned her, but she hadn’t fully understood the warning until he wasn’t there to stand between her and the devil.

Her dearest friend, Katy, ever the optimist, had even talked of the rumors. But her dear friend had no idea that Tarleton desired to take his revenge out on her if the opportunity arose. No, Katy would never know the deal she had made with the British.

In that moment, Rebekah made a fateful decision. She wanted nothing more than to leave Charles Town, but that was impossible. The British were guarding her every move. She had only herself to rely upon.

Tarleton was as a cat playing with a mouse. She realized he held back for a reason, but also, fully aware he was ready to pounce. Refusing to be a helpless victim, she took matters in her own hand. Swallowing her pride, she went in search of Rory.

She found his brother, Tobias, and in turn, Rory. He was suffering from the fever in a dark, sweltering boarding room. Delirious. His skin was clammy with a yellowish tinge; his breathing labored.

“Stubborn and stupid,” Tobias said. “He rebuffed any attempt to get a doctor. Doesn’t want to show weakness.”

“He is too ill to protest. We will take him to a place I know along the shoreline. My man, Jasper, can help move him. I will call for a doctor.”

Jasper protested, with good reason, but in the end agreed with Rebekah. “Don’t like it one bit, Miss Rebekah, but we got no better option.”

Rory recovered. With the news, Tarleton kept his distance. The sniveling bastard had no desire to endure the wrath of Black Rory any more than anyone else.

On his recovery, fortune smiled upon her. The British had begun a maneuver to capture the whole of South Carolina and then had their eyes focused north. Rory had no more regained his strength than his band of men was assigned to Major Patrick Ferguson, who headed the Loyalists’ regiment.

Cornwallis departed Charles Town with the majority of his army and marched toward glory. With the army’s departure came a semblance of tranquility and a facade of control. 

Since then, Rebekah had spent her time helping those hit hardest by the British occupancy. The families of the known Patriot leaders such as Christopher Gadsden and Rawlins Lowndes had no knowledge that it was her who gave aid. 

The fact the help remained anonymous was necessary. The Patriot families would have refused help from Rebekah.

Having regained a sense of control, she accepted their hatred. She had done what had been required to survive. In the past, her life dictated to her the path she walked. She swore never to feel that helpless again. 

“I’m in no mood to argue with you this morn. I rode all night after receiving orders. Why was I called back to Charles Town, Rebekah?”

“That I can’t answer.” Giving him a questioning look, she asked, “Was it General Durham who recalled you? He has returned.”

He eyed her intently and nodded. “Major Ferguson said my presence was requested back in Charles Town. My first thought was you which seems the right assumption.”

“I shouldn’t be your concern.”

A sly smile emerged on his lips. “Surely you jest. Have we not gotten over your veiled protests? We hold a connection who can’t be severed.”

“We have a daughter that neither of us can claim.” 

“Without a doubt,” he agreed. “But it does not lessen the love we feel for the young one. She is well?”

“Yes, I received a letter last week...but you aren’t going to do anything to disrupt her life...”

“Calm yourself. I’m not a fool. I know the life she leads and I am satisfied. But know that I have made arrangements if anything happens to me that Eliza Lanson will be well looked after.”

“What do you mean?”

“After the fever, I had a will drawn up. I have assets that will be directed to her. Eliza and Tobias are my only family. She is my only surviving child. I just wanted you to know if I could, I would acknowledge her.”

“Don’t.” She spoke as a whisper, but the word caught in her throat. “Please...I beg you.”

He gripped her arm. “Stop. Do you not know I would do nothing...nothing to harm her... or you or anyone in my family?”

She jerked her arm back. “I am not your family. Have never been...will never be.”

“I am not going to argue with you, Rebekah. I am through playing games. Come, I will walk you back.”

“I have Jasper. I don’t need you.”

“We will see.” Rory tipped his hat and walked away.
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Chapter Three
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Outside, the sun rose to its peak with a cool ocean breeze giving way to a beautiful October day. Calm. Peaceful. Days such as these made Charles Town a most preferential post.

But, Marcus Durham understood better than most, looks could be deceiving.

Underneath the mask of its seeming beauty concealed a boiling pot of emotions. Dangerous feelings. For the last few months, the city had been under the flag of the British. 

Charles Town was an occupied city.

In order to survive, most of its occupants had given an oath of allegiance to King George, but Marcus realized that the oaths were tenuous at best. Allegiance given under stress and fear never lent to loyalty. Hence, the show of force by the British.

In his report, Cornwallis had dictated a need to move northward with his army. He left behind orders for the city to be maintained. Marcus grimaced knowing well enough that General Cornwallis had taken liberties with his own orders.

General Clinton ordered Cornwallis to defend the South. Cornwallis wrote he felt the time was ripe for the whole of the South to return to British rule. He marched his troops out of the city in an attempt to secure the whole of the area and move northward. An ambitious man, Cornwallis had dreams of a grand victory. With that, his aggression grew.

Marcus wished he had been able to meet with Cornwallis before his departure. He would have urged caution.

The loss of Andre had struck the British to the core of their war effort. So much had ridden on Andre’s success. Victory had been at hand. Instead, once more, a new strategy had to be quickly assimilated.

Slow and cautious, Clinton’s actions had been to retaliate against Andre’s execution. Terror in New York was widespread. Clinton showed no mercy to any holding to the Patriot cause.

The only gain from Andre’s brilliant maneuver had been the traitor himself, Benedict Arnold. Marcus would have respected the man more if he had offered himself for Andre...at least offered.

Instead, Arnold proclaimed that a flood of desertions would follow him. No...few came. Arnold’s traitorous behavior had not yielded the desired result the British needed. Now, most felt only disgust for Arnold’s pitiful action...from both sides.

But Clinton was a man of his word. He appointed Arnold a brigadier general in the British army and gave him permission to build his regiment with deserters and loyalists. Before Marcus departed New York, Arnold wore a red coat.

Marcus feared Clinton’s focus was on what might have been if Andre’s plan had succeeded. Clinton ignored that the raging war continued. 

Over the years, Marcus had learned he had no control of others’ actions, only his own. He would do his part.  His specialty—intelligence.

That was the reason Marcus had called Black Rory back to Charles Town. He needed to know the ins and outs of the city that was now under his control.

“Will you join me with a drink, Captain? Wine?” Marcus poured a glass of Madeira and turned to his guest.

Rory shifted in his seat. Not even making an attempt to hide his irritation, he sneered, “I prefer the Irish whiskey Old Man Reed kept in his cellar. I suppose you have a bottle.”

“Fair enough.” Marcus shrugged. With a smile, he grabbed the decanter of decent whiskey Adam Reed, the previous owner of the house, had stored for his private use and poured Captain Rory Ellis of Major Patrick Ferguson’s Loyalist regiment a drink. “You knew Reed?”

“You could say that.” Rory gulped it down. Slamming the glass back on the table, he asked bluntly, “To the point, General, why have you called me back to Charles Town? What do you want from me?”

“I will be direct with you. For us to continue our success in the south, I need to know what is going on in the backstreets of Charles Town and the backcountry. That would come from you, Captain Rory. I need you to be my eyes and ears.”

“You jest?” Rory laughed. “Why would I do so for you? The last I saw of you, General, you were threatening to have me flogged.”

“Ah, yes.” Marcus made his way back around his desk and sat. He took a sip and flicked his finger at Rory. “That little matter with Mrs. Corbett.”

“Yes, that little matter...was none of your concern...much less the British army’s.”

Leaning back against the wooden desk chair, Marcus studied the man in front of him. Rory gave off the persona of an ill-breed, uneducated backwoods man. His clothes, his manners, his talk...all supported the image. Marcus had accepted his first impression of Rory, but had discovered that was exactly what Rory wanted others to think of him.

Looking closer into the man’s background, Marcus realized his mistake. He had made an assumption, a wrong assumption. A few months ago, it mattered little whether Black Rory was a backwoods man or a known scholar. His value was enhanced by his men, knowledge of the area and reputation.

Times had changed. The war had changed.

The last few days had revealed a different man than the feared raider he was now. Once he had been amongst the Charles Town elite...before his wife and children had been brutally murdered. Rory himself had been viciously tortured. Afterwards, Rory Ellis had become Black Rory—who with just the mention of the name illuminated fear in every man’s heart.

“I will be straight with you. I misjudged you on our first meeting. I want to make amends.”

Rory straightened himself in his chair. His eye narrowed. “Explain yourself.”

Setting his glass down, Marcus intertwined his hands and leaned forward. “Mrs. Corbett and I made an arrangement. Sadly, she fell short on her commitments.”

“And that has what to do with me?” The tension in Rory’s face eased, replaced with an amused look.

He knows exactly what Rebekah has done. Marcus made a mental note.

“I will get to that.” Marcus raised his hand as to halt any interruption. “Mrs. Corbett hasn’t been forthcoming. To put it bluntly, she has deceived me quite readily. It is something that can’t be tolerated. In the past, I have been far too lenient with these bleeding-heart Patriots. But no more.”

White-lipped, Rory cut him off. “What have you done?”

“I had Mrs. Corbett’s room searched.” Marcus pulled out a letter and handed it to Rory. “I found this quite interesting.”

Rory read over and sat in silence for a time. He slung it back at Marcus. “Gibberish.”

Marcus’ eyebrows rose. “Is it? There were more. Women are such sentimental creatures.”

The words hung ominously in the room. Cold-eyed, Rory said nothing, but stared intently at Marcus.

“There is no need to rile yourself up. I have come to a few conclusions, but none of them have to be confirmed. What it has helped me see is your connection to the woman...and her husband.”

“What of it?”

“There was mention of a man, Georgie Boy. Do you know whom I speak?”

“If I did?”

“If you know of him, then you will know of his connection to the Corbett family. As long as the man lives, I suspect anyone with connections to the Corbett’s could be in danger.”

“I have met the man and I can assure you, he will not survive our next encounter.”

“Then it would be my deepest wish that you renew your acquaintance soon.” Marcus smiled, but it did little to alter the seriousness of the conversation. “It seems then we have more of a connection than first I realized.”

“Do you know where Georgie Boy is?”

“I hope to have that information soon enough. I have men looking for him, but he is a slippery fellow. The last I heard, he has associated himself with a band of sea pirates in this vicinity. He has no allegiance to any flag, only to himself. He hates both the British and Patriots.”

“Is that your orders? You want me to find this Georgie Boy?”

Marcus was done playing games. “I suspect you have already looked. As important as it is to the Crown to find this threat, I imagine your concern would be as mine.”

“I can take care of my own.” 

“Assuredly,” Marcus agreed. “I assume you speak of Mrs. Corbett and little Eliza.”

Anger lit Rory’s eyes. Pushing out of his chair, he rose. “If you harm...” 

Marcus shook his head and motioned for Rory to sit. “I am not a threat. I only wanted you to realize the extent of my knowledge.”

“I warn you...”

“And I warn you, Captain. You are treading on dangerous ground. Now sit.” 

Slowly, Rory moved back to his seat. “I’m not in the mood for subtle threats.”

“You misunderstand. I gave you my word I’m not a threat to you.” A pause ensued. “There is an eminent need for us to be straightforward with each other. I wanted you to know that I know of your daughter’s existence. 

“Don’t bother to deny it. I had a long talk with Mrs. Corbett’s maid. What was her name? Mariah. It seems despite the precautions Dr. Corbett obviously took in this matter, he did not account for his wife’s devoted maid. It did not take much for her to talk, but you know how easy it is to get her to talk, since she confessed she has been supplying you with information about her mistress.”

Rory said nothing, but Marcus would have been a fool not to see the fury simmering in Rory’s features. The man’s face tensed; his hand gripped tight to the knife at his waist. 

“I say this because,” Marcus stared straight at Rory. “as I know of your daughter’s existence, I’m also aware that you have knowledge of my bastard son. Mariah was extremely forthcoming.

“I deemed the best course of action was to have the maid disappear. I took the liberty of procuring her a new household. A Lieutenant Martingale was deploying with his wife and children for Antigua. She left early this morning.”

Rory sneered. “A necessity...now.”

Marcus nodded. The maid knew too much, not only about her mistress, but him as well.

“At this point, it was for the best.” Marcus sat back and took another sip of wine. “I wanted to come to an understanding for I believe we hold to the same interests—serving our King and protecting those we love.”

“Get to the point, General, for I’m in no mood for idle threats. You did not call me back to bond over our indiscretions. You believe in some way that you can manipulate me...which I sincerely doubt.

“You threatened me with the pain of loss? I know more pain than you could ever imagine. My wife...my sons killed in the most brutal fashion. I swear if you try to harm those who hold what is left of any feelings I have...those I consider my own, I will make you pay like those before you. It is not a threat, but a promise.”

Silence ensued for a long moment. Marcus rose and rounded his desk. Sitting on the edge, he met Rory’s stare. Refusing to be diverted away from his intent, Marcus went on. “You misunderstand. It is because of my respect for your actions defending the Crown that we are holding this conversation.

“You are important to our campaign here in the South. You have fought hard and well for King George. I respect that...and that is the reason you should know that Mrs. Corbett is in considerable trouble.”

“Leave Rebekah out of this. I won’t have any harm done to her. She has only been foolish and no threat to you British.”

“Foolish, perhaps, but I rather believe she is quite brilliant. She maneuvered me to have made the deal that saved her husband. A deal at the time seemed to greatly benefit us Brits, but now I wonder.”

“Did she not hold to her word?”

“Yes, she told me the information I needed and called in her ships.” 

“But you question her motives?”

“I question everything, Captain Rory. Now, let us dispense with formalities and come to an understanding that will benefit us both.”

* * * *
[image: image]


The meeting went long into the evening. By the time, Black Rory departed an agreement had been reached. Marcus walked him to the door and then returned to his desk. 

Alone at last, he took a new bottle of Irish whiskey out of the bottom drawer and poured a glass. Staring at it for only a moment, he drank it down.

He needed a release from this damn black mood that had befallen him. Taking an envelope from his waist coat, he took the letter out and read through it...again. Women weren’t the only sentimental fools.

He stared down at the words his wife had written...

My darling Marcus,

It is with the deepest regret that I write you that your father passed away on 17th of August. He went to bed the night before and never woke...I feel for you, my love...I earnestly hope that Charles hasn’t departed for England before you receive this letter
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