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Chapter One

At this moment, Hannah Corbett wished nothing more than to be invisible. It wouldn’t happen, of course. Hannah’s nature would never allow such a thing. Despite the allure of the crowded ballroom, she centered her attention solely on the closed door in front of her, tightly shut against her prying eyes. Oh, the injustice of not being born male!

Never would she give up hope that one day her father would take her into his confidence and divulge his innermost thoughts on the turmoil within the colonies. An impossible dream. Who was she to think a woman could reason and feel as fervently as a man for the cause before them! How dare she feel that she, too, could be courageous enough to take a stand for what she believed!

The winds of change blew over the colonies, none stronger than in Williamsburg. Tension against the Crown mounted daily. Spurred by leaders like Patrick Henry, Virginians prepared to protect their rights.

John Corbett, the father Hannah deeply loved, stood firmly behind the fervid belief of liberty for all, instilling the passionate emotion in all three of his surviving children. Unfortunately for Hannah, unlike her brothers, she wasn’t allowed access to the endless meetings at Raleigh Tavern, or to retire with the men to the study during a stifling dance.

Of course, Hannah wouldn’t find the dance stifling if Gabriel was present. Her heart raced with the thought of Gabriel Witherspoon, who’d only just returned from his extended European tour. For a moment, she’d forgotten how perturbed she was with him for deserting her so soon after coming home. The nerve! He had left her to visit his best friend—her own brother, Jonathan, in Philadelphia.

Staring at the door, Hannah desperately wanted to know what the men were discussing. Lost in her thoughts, she bit her lower lip and mulled over her options. 

A sudden tap on her shoulder startled her. Turning, she let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, it’s you, William.”

“I thought you might want to dance instead of gazing at a closed-door all night.” He smiled wryly.

Hannah’s grim expression softened as William attempted to exercise his brotherly duty toward her. She accepted his hand and let him lead her to the dance floor.

William wasn’t exceedingly tall; he stood over Hannah by only two inches. The eldest of her brothers looked like their father and, most times, shared his serious disposition.

Behind him, she glimpsed her sister-in-law, Lydia, watching mindfully. Without question, Lydia had put William to the task of diverting her attention.

“I’d have thought you’d be with the men.” Hannah glanced over his shoulder toward the door. “I would be if given a chance.”

“I have no doubt it is where you would be.” William chuckled. “But to add to your dismay, little sister, I hear the arguments daily. I want only to enjoy my wife’s company tonight.”

“And what do you want me to do?” Hannah pouted, following William’s movements with the music. “To sit demurely with folded hands, waiting for some gentleman to ask me for a turn around the floor?”

“You, demure? Never!” he teased. “But I wish to make Mother Agnes happy, thinking you’re on your best behavior...”

Poor Mother Agnes thought Hannah, for that was what Hannah called her stepmother after the kindhearted woman married her father almost seven years ago. Her mother’s unfortunate death at Hannah’s birth had left her motherless until Agnes arrived. From Hannah’s perspective, Agnes’s one object in life was to amend Hannah’s sorely neglected upbringing. The problem lay with the differing views Hannah and Mother Agnes had on what each considered proper.

“Besides,” William added, seizing her attention once more, “since Uncle Richard has descended upon us, Father wants me to keep an eye on you. With Gabriel away, it’s not the pressing problem it would have been. But all the same, keep your distance from our uncle.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. How many times did she have to assure her father she had absolutely no designs on leaving Williamsburg and going to New York?

She didn’t care a whit for what her uncle kept insisting her grandparents could give her. She wasn’t going to leave her home and everyone she loved.

“If Father distrusts Uncle Richard so much, why is he here?”

“He is family, I suppose,” William answered.

The music came to an end. Thank goodness. Hannah smiled broadly at her brother when he escorted her off the floor. They halted close to Lydia. William had married a local girl, no classic beauty, Hannah supposed. Too tall and lean. Still, her sister-in-law had huge, telling eyes, and more importantly to Hannah, Lydia was like a sister.

“Lydia,” cried Hannah, feigning offense, “please take my brother away. He refuses to stop lecturing me!”

“That I will do with pleasure,” Lydia said, smiling over at her husband. He quickly returned her smile, and her eyes shone.

Hannah watched the two disappear onto the dance floor. Left alone, she eased back against the wall. Hopefully, she would garner no more notice than the potted plant she stood beside. The sounds of laughter, polite conversation and the undertone of music echoed around her.

She surveyed the floor and spied the open French doors onto the bricked veranda. Her mood soared with the emergence of a plan. She had only to slip out the doors undetected. Escape beckoned!

One step. Then another. She glanced over her shoulder. She moved toward the doors, skirting one dance pair after another. She paused for a moment in front of a group of Mother Agnes’ friends who sat and intently watched everything around them. The music had ceased between songs, and Hannah could hear the old biddies gossiping.

“Poor Agnes. She’s done all she can for the child, trying to instill in her that she’s a girl, for goodness’ sakes.”

“Have you ever seen such? She rides like a boy, shoots like a boy. Why, when she was thirteen, she beat the Drake boy, Virgil, in the turkey shoot,” whispered a scandalized voice. “Her brother, Jonathan, dressed her up in boy’s clothing to compete so he could win a bet!”

“Oh, but she does look so pretty, all dressed up with her dark hair pulled back so. And those eyes! I remember her dear mother. She looks so like her, and Jonathan, also. It’s a shame that she’s too bold by half!” a voice, clearly appalled, uttered.

“But I’ve heard that the Witherspoon boy has asked for her hand or is about to. His mother’s having vapors over the situation! They had such high hopes for the boy...”

Easing ever so quietly for the doors, Hannah fumed. Why should she care a hoot for the biddies’ whispers? But was Gabriel going to ask for her hand?

Gabriel had told her he would, but she doubted he’d done so before he left. Maybe he had, but if so, why wouldn’t Father have told me? She frowned. If the old biddies thought Gabriel’s mother had difficulties accepting Hannah, they surely didn’t know what her father thought of Gabriel.

Slipping out the entranceway, she took one last look to see if anyone was watching her. She smiled. Mother Agnes was deep in conversation; Lydia and William were dancing. Her path was clear!

To her advantage, the few guests on the veranda were engrossed with each other. No one even looked in her direction. She hurried down the steps onto the garden path. She was free!

As she walked, Hannah justified her actions. Who will quibble if I take a short stroll? Moreover, if I stray under the open study’s window where the men were talking politics, no one could blame me. 

Her heart sang when she turned the corner. Her instincts had been right; men’s voices carried out to the path.

It was common knowledge that a rebellion was on the horizon. Hannah suspected her father was involved in the turmoil that surrounded them. He had warned her to be careful of what she said because Lord Dunmore had his spies.

“Watch what comes out of your mouth, Hannah,” he cautioned. “Everyone will assume your words come from me.”

“But I have a mind of my own,” she retorted.

“Of that, I have no doubt,” he answered. “But with all that’s commencing around us, we do need not stir up troublesome issues.”

It would have been easier to know what not to say had she known what her father was doing. She stopped still beneath the window and glanced around. No one was in sight.

To her delight, the men were deep in conversation. She could hear them talking quite clearly with the open window.

“Ah, John, you may be right. Peyton said that also, but this I promise you: If it comes, this war with our mother country will hold a price, a steep one that might be too much to bear. I don’t believe you fully understand the consequences of such action.”

Hannah recognized the distinct voice of Samuel Randolph, long considered one of Williamsburg’s most respected citizens.

“But if we do not take this stand, the price could even be higher.” Hannah heard her father’s firm and resonant voice and pride blossomed in her chest. “I know your views well, Samuel, but we cannot sit idly by and be treated in this manner. The news we’re receiving from Boston hasn’t been good.”

Silence ensued.

“They pay us no mind, taxing and taxing us, thinking force will cause us to buckle. You, yourself, are a Virginian, sir. You must admit this is despicable treatment.”

“I have heard the rights proclaimed, John. Life, liberty, and property. I may even understand why you’ve arrived at your views, but I, in good conscience, can’t follow down this road.” 

Everyone in Williamsburg knew that Samuel Randolph stood firmly behind the Crown. But the pressure on him was enormous, for all those close to him were Patriots. “I can’t contemplate a war with our own people. I also believe that all Henry has done with this speech is stir even greater Patriot fervor.”

“Give me liberty or give me death!” Another voice rang out; one Hannah didn’t recognize.

Randolph replied to his cry for freedom, “Young man, I can see from your eyes that you have this rebellion in your blood. But take care. I have found it customary of Mr. Henry to speak often with this passion. Yet if his wish for war comes true, the reality of it may not hold everything that he has promised, and I say again, the price for it may be much higher than any of you can imagine.”

Try as she might, Hannah couldn’t envision who Mr. Randolph was addressing. She glanced around and saw an old elm tree with a V-shaped trunk standing not more than ten yards from the window. If I move ever so carefully, I could ease up high enough into the tree to get a look. Only for a bit...to get just a glimpse...a peek.

She glanced down at the lovely emerald gown that Mother Agnes had spent so much time and effort making. The garment did little to enhance her aspiration, not with the tight elbow-length sleeves trimmed with its frilly lace. She hadn’t a choice. She hitched up the hem of her gown. Cursing under her breath, she grabbed hold of the lowest branch, ignoring the tugging against her bodice.

A moment later, she was within the tree with her neck outstretched. Alas, she couldn’t see over the edge. She needed to go up a tad more. She reached for a higher branch, but the buckle of her shoe caught on edge of the bark. Losing her footing, she slipped.

Hannah froze in horror. Her foot had wedged soundly in the fork of the tree. She couldn’t move. She was stuck. She tried to shift it to the side, but she seemed to be firmly caught in a trap of her own making.

Oh, Mother of All! What was she going to do? She couldn’t get caught this way! Mother Agnes would kill her if she heard about this. Don’t panic. Relax.

She tugged at her foot, but she couldn’t get a good grip. She gave no thought to modesty and pulled her skirt over her knees.

“Would you like some help?” A masculine voice surprised her.

“No, I’m fine,” she snapped. “I often choose to dance in trees.”

Her mind raced, trying desperately to figure out who had spoken. The voice was definitely male, but she wasn’t familiar with it, and, to make matters worse, she couldn’t turn to see because she was stuck in this...this...tree.

A man laughed softly and walked in front of her. At first, she was thankful she’d never seen him before. Powerfully built, he stood more than six feet tall. On second glance, even from this position, she had to admit he was undeniably handsome, his hair dark, his chin firm. In the moonlight, amusement shone in his bold, dark eyes.

“Well, I guess I could leave you in this plight if you wish.” His voice resonated with a different accent than was heard in Virginia or the colonies for that matter. He was foreign to these parts, and to make matters worse—was he British?

She wanted nothing more than to tell the Brit to leave, but then what would she do? She took a deep breath. “No, please help me. It will take only a slight tug. I don’t know how my foot got stuck...”

“It is a wonder,” he answered, grinning broadly. “How could one ever expect to find herself in such a fix when she climbs trees in her ball gown?”

Not daring to look directly at him, she dropped her hem back over her leg.

“Oh, no, my lady,” said the man. “To make even a slight tug, I shall need to grab hold of that leg.”

Hannah looked into his eyes, which stared at her with the most discomfiting gleam. Heat rushed to her face. “I think it will be better if you go and get my brother....”

She heard a shuffling sound and went silent. Glancing past the annoying man, she realized someone was coming to the window. Without warning, a hand gripped her ankle and, ever so gently and quickly, withdrew her caught foot from its confinement.

Stunned by his quick action, she fell forward. Her hands desperately reached out to grasp hold of something, anything to avert landing on the ground beneath the tree. She didn’t have to worry. Strong arms caught her and drew her backward into an embrace.

She would have cried out had the man’s hand not covered her mouth. In her ear, he whispered, “Ssh!” Then, he drew her against the wall behind the hedge.

Her heart pounded. Above her, she heard her father mutter, “Thought I heard something. Must have been the wind.” The window clicked shut.

For what seemed an eternity, she remained motionless, trapped behind the hedge. She heard nothing, aside from her own heart beating.

Before she could take another breath, he took her prisoner in his arms. The whole of her body tingled with an awareness of his touch. He stared into her eyes. She had only time to gasp in bewilderment as his mouth descended upon hers.

He kissed her.

Dazed, she made no protest. His touch paralyzed her. Her heart fluttered madly from the sensation of his lips touching hers.

To her astonishment, she felt his tongue press upon her lips. Lost in the moment, she responded with the surging fervor erupting within her. She opened her mouth to him, and his tongue surged inside, probing, pushing within her. His arms tightened around her and brought her body even closer to his.

He kissed her again. Harder. More demanding.

Within her, a small voice echoed the danger this man presented. She ignored it. Her resistance faded as pleasurable sensations cascaded throughout her body.

The stranger stopped and broke away from her. As her eyes opened, reality jolted her out of her trance. She was stunned not only by the stranger’s actions but her own.

She had been kissed before by Gabriel, but never in this manner! How dare he! The scandal he could cause!

Her hands braced against him and pushed back. She swung her hand back to slap him. He would have none of that. He grasped her arm, blocking the blow.

“Oh, no, my lady,” he said softly in a low husky voice. “We can’t have that! I only took a small payment for saving you from a most embarrassing situation.”

“Let go of me this instant! I’ll tell—”

“Tell your brothers, your father? You want one of them to deal with me? I don’t believe that would be a wise move, Hannah Corbett.”

She recoiled. “How do you know my name?”

“Pray, let me introduce myself,” he said with a tinge of arrogance and a slight bow. “Marcus Durham. I’m here with your uncle, Richard Wick. Your grandparents have asked me to see what I can do to retrieve you and bring you back to New York with us.”

Hannah’s pride was scorched; her eyes flared. She felt his gaze, watching and waiting for her reaction. The impudence! She uttered under her breath, “I wish only that I could call you out!”

He laughed with a playful lightness that only served to irritate her further. “I didn’t mean to annoy you, Miss Corbett. I would have thought you’d be happy not to have been discovered in that tree!”

“Please let go of me!” she insisted, jerking at her hand.

He didn’t release her.

“In truth, Miss Corbett,” he said. “I’d been looking for a dance with you when I saw you walk out onto the veranda. If you’ll give me but a few moments to explain, your grandmother has asked me to perform a small favor.”

“My grandmother?” her voice softened at the mention. “Do you know her?”

“Come,” he said, relaxing his grip. “Let’s find a more conventional place to hold our conversation.” He glanced around and added, “I’d hate for us to be found in a compromising situation.”

His hand reached for her elbow. Not willing to call attention to herself, she allowed his touch. He escorted her up the steps of the veranda.

Thankful no one seemed to be taking take much notice of her sudden appearance; her confidence returned. Pivoting on her heel, she faced the stranger. 

“Don’t hover over me!”

“Temper, temper,” he said lightly. “It would be well to learn to hold it.”

“Don’t lecture me, Mr. Durham. You have no right. I don’t know you, nor do I care to know you. I find you exceedingly pompous and presumptuous.”

“Is being impetuous and impulsive an improvement?” he countered. “Doesn’t it occur to you that your rash actions may lead to certain...consequences?”

“My actions and their consequences are no concern of yours.” She seethed with anger. “I don’t like you or the way you’re doubtless thinking you’re intimidating me! I don’t care if you are here with my uncle. Which, I might add, doesn’t in the least endear you to me.”

“I understand your stance, Miss Corbett,” he shrugged, “but as I mentioned earlier, I have a request of you, from your grandmother in New York.”

“So, you said. What does it concern?”

“I also know your cousins, Camilla and Susanna,” he went on. “They all send their regards, but your grandmother has sent an invitation to visit her in New York if you choose. You could even return with your uncle and myself.”

Her eyebrows rose slightly, and she forced a laugh. “I don’t think so. I have other plans. I’ll visit my family in New York in my own time.”

He took her chin firmly in his hand and tilted her face up to his. For an instant, he stared deep into her eyes. Then he uttered under his breath, “You have the most beautiful, unusual blue eyes.”

Shock vibrated through her; she drew back. When she had collected herself, she managed to say, “Mr. Durham, for someone I don’t know, you’re taking far too many liberties.”

“Please, my name is Marcus.” He smiled.

“Marcus, then,” she conceded, but added bluntly, “I have no intention of going to my grandparents’ at this time.”

“Does it not interest you that they could give you many advantages you don’t have here? They have considerable wealth.” His tone had changed to one more serious in nature. He watched, studying her reaction.

Her mouth curved upward in a knowing smile, and she couldn’t help but laugh. “They could find me a rich husband— is that what you’re implying?”

“You find that amusing?”

Her lips curled in scorn. “Do you think that’s what I’m looking for? Or believe that’s what I should be looking for?” She waved a hand in front of her face in a dismissive manner. “I find I don’t care for this conversation. I don’t like you or your methods of persuasion. I’m where I’m supposed to be—here. This is what I love—my freedom. I can’t imagine living anywhere else.”

“Oh, Hannah, there you are! And you, Mr. Durham.” Mother Agnes’ voice burst through the open air. She advanced to Hannah’s side and took her arm. She looked from the stranger to her stepdaughter and back, exhaling with exasperation. “Hannah, no one knew where you had gone. We’re about to sit for supper.”

“Then,” Marcus interjected, “let me escort both you lovely ladies to the table.”

Hannah stared at her stepmother. Mother Agnes was flustered. Comprehension dawned on Hannah. Mother Agnes was acquainted with this disturbing man.

Mother Agnes answered, “I believe my husband—”

Marcus laid his arm out for Hannah to accept. “Then it would seem Miss Corbett has no escort. It would be my pleasure to assume that role.”

He shifted his position, blocking Mother Agnes’ view, and plucked a twig from Hannah’s unruly hair. He flashed an irritating smile, which he evidently thought charming. Hannah wanted to slap it off his face.

She had no desire for more of his company. A protest sat upon her lips. Instead, with a frown, she accepted his arm.

Chapter Two

Morning dawned. The glorious sunrise reflected a reddish tinge off the scattered clouds and promised a brilliant day. Hannah watched it from her bedroom window.

A peaceful night's sleep had eluded her. Every time she closed her eyes, she kept reliving the night.

A knock on the door disturbed her thoughts. A moment later, Mary, one of her father's house blacks, carried in a breakfast tray.

“Good mornin', Miss Hannah,” Mary said merrily with her broad, bright smile. “Mist' Corbett tole me ya' mite feel like takin' yo' breakfast in yo' room this mornin'. She done tole me ya' woulda sleep late, but I knew. I knew ya' be up.”

“I'm not hungry, Mary.”

“Are ya sure, 'cause it's warm? Jinnie jus' made 'em.” Mary placed the tray on the table beside Hannah's bed.

Hannah curved her lips slightly upward. “You can eat it if you want, Mary.”

“Ya sure, Miss Hannah?” Mary asked. Instantly her fork dug into the eggs and went to her mouth. “Don't wanna take 'em if ya' want 'em,” she mumbled as she chewed. “Jinnie will slap me silly.”

“I'm fine.” Hannah sighed.

Mary, only a couple of years older than Hannah, loved to talk more than work according to Hannah's father; that was, in truth, why she'd managed to come to Hannah's home. Her father bought her from a plantation owner who, in Father's opinion, had abused her with a whip. Hannah shuddered to think about it.

When they'd discussed the subject, Mary had told Hannah, “Don't let it bodder ya', Miss Hannah. Yer fader is a great man, yesum. He took me. Mr. Warren warned 'em. Said I was no good, lazy. Look at me today—all thanks to yer fader.”

Just seconds later, Mary put the fork down on the near-empty plate. She said, “Gimme me a sec' and I getca' dressed. Ya' looked so beautiful last night. Ya' did. Sham' Mr. Gabriel didn't see ya' all dressed up like ya' were. But Jinnie said ya' get in trouble anyway, says trouble follows some folks, you bein' one 'em. That's what Jinnie said. What did ya' do this time? Mist' Corbett's in a bad mood.”

“Why do you always assume it has to do with me?” Hannah frowned.

“Cause it always does!” Mary giggled. “Member time ya' left before it was yer turn to play—”

“The harpsichord?”

“Yas' um. An' Mist' Corbett spent the rest of the night looking for ya and found ya' in the barn with a litter of kittens? Or how 'bout when ya' hid up in the balcony with yo' young cousins an' Mr. Gabriel sat with ya'—”

“That's enough, Mary,” Hannah said defensively. “Nobody wanted to listen to me butcher an otherwise beautiful song.”

“Well, if ya hadn't played hooky during ya' lessons, maybe ya could have played it. That's what Mist' Corbett said. Ain' so bad like ya gettin' caught on the stairs in Mast' Gabriel's arms—”

“It was William who found me, and if he hadn't yelled, no one would have taken notice. Besides, it was only Mother Agnes,” Hannah said, blushing wildly at the memory. If only Gabriel had been there last night, I wouldn't have had such an infuriating evening...and would never have endured that insufferable man's kiss.

“Well, Miss Hannah, ya asked, and I tole ya' what I heard 'em, and I hear lots.” Mary grinned broadly and picked the fork up again with her mouth wide open.

“Mary,” Hannah reprimanded, “please swallow before you speak.”

Mary took the glass of milk intended for Hannah and gulped it down. “Guess then ya don't want to know that I heard Mast' Corbett is sending ya' out to Mount Fairview.”

“Really?” Hannah exclaimed. This was the best news she'd had in weeks. She loved Mount Fairview, and the fact that Summit Hill, Gabriel's home, sat only a few miles up the river added to her pleasure. Her vigor renewed, she almost danced away from the window.

“Then let's pack this instant. I don't want to wait another minute. Gabriel's supposed to return within the fortnight— or at least that's what he wrote in his last letter. Then Jonathan will return, too. This is going to be—”

“Stop yer ramblin', Miss Hannah,” Mary cried. “Don't go gettin' me in trouble cause I tole ya'. And yer fader tole me when yer dressed he wants to see ya' in his study. Figure ya must be in some kinda trouble.”

“Not that I know of, and I usually know what I've done,” Hannah said, but then paused for a long time.

He couldn't have seen me outside the study's window. No, he would have reprimanded me last night and not waited 'til morning.

She pushed back her curtains, allowing the sunlight inside her room. This was going to be a glorious day!

* * * *
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FORGETTING EVERYTHING that had plagued her during the night, Hannah dashed down the stairs, heedless of Mary's words trailing her while she ran out her bedroom door.

“Don't think yer father wants ya' down there jus' yet.”

Oh, pooh! Hannah thought. Why wouldn't he? But before her foot reached the last stair, she heard voices carrying into the foyer from the dining room. She paused. A visitor for breakfast?

Taking a deep breath, she eased to the doorway and snuck a peek into the room. Everything seemed normal. Her father sat at the head of the table, deep in conversation with William. Lydia sat across from her husband, but from the corner of her eye, Hannah saw another.

“I can't see how one can live like this. Consider the straggling street you live on, ankle-deep in dust. I thought I'd choke to death walking on it. I can only imagine what it's like after a rain, not to mention the animals.”

“No one forced you to come, Richard,” said Father sharply. “I assume you are comfortable at Tazewell Hall. The Randolphs—”

“Oh, you're quite right, John. Quite right, but you know me, a man of business, purely. I wanted only to ask before we leave for Charles Town about Hannah. We're coming back through in a couple of months. That should be sufficient enough time to make arrangements.”

Hannah froze. Hadn't Mother Agnes said nothing good comes from eavesdropping? She shook her head. Father would never send me North.

“I told you before, Richard,” her father said firmly, “it's a closed issue.”

“I know your view of it, but Mrs. Clay isn't in the best of health, and she wants only to see Hannah. What harm could come from a short visit? With my two girls roughly the same age, they'd make fine companions for her. Who's she going to meet here? Granted, she is a beauty. She has the look of her mother. How can you deny your only daughter the privileges her grandparents can provide?”

From her vantage point, Hannah saw her father's face reddened with rage. He drew in a deep breath; Hannah realized he was trying with the greatest of effort to contain himself.

“I've denied Hannah nothing that she needs, Richard. If it was your mission to take her back with you, you've failed. She'll never return to New York.”

William chuckled. “If you only knew our Hannah, Uncle, I'm sure you'd agree that she belongs here. I can't envision her living anywhere but Williamsburg.”

“But isn't that the very heart of the issue?” Richard's voice crackled, wearing on Hannah's nerves. “I mean, not to listen to gossip, but has she not been given, how can I say this, too much freedom here. I'm certain—”

“Richard, enough!” Father's fist struck the table. “I don't go to your home and tell you how to raise your daughters. I'm quite certain you maintain your household adequately, but this discussion is at an end.”

Leaning back against the foyer's wall, Hannah couldn't hear any response her uncle gave. She listened to Lydia change the subject with polite questions about her aunt's health.

Hannah wished she were more like Lydia—calm, thoughtful, content with all around her, and now more than ever, since the announcement that a new Corbett would soon be making an appearance. Hannah thought Lydia and William perfectly matched.

William lacked the bold, enterprising spirit that Jonathan, her middle brother, had. William was a dutiful son with an apt understanding and hand for machinery. At one time, he'd wanted to go into the printing business, but when Jonathan became a physician, William had chosen to stay with his father and attend to the family business.

Though if the political currents boiling escalated, William would feel it his duty to join the militia. She had heard him talking.

Gabriel told her before he departed for Philadelphia that Patrick Henry had been named commander of the First Virginia Continental Regiment, and more men would be needed.

“Richard,” her father's voice rose loudly, “I have made my position perfectly clear!”

Boisterously, Richard replied, “And I don't believe you understand the situation at all, brother. You're disgracing Emily's memory, and Mr. Clay will sit still for it no longer. Mrs. Clay has never been the same since the day her daughter ran off with you...and look at Hannah. People are laughing at her and her antics. Scandalous and outrageous!”

Hannah held her breath. Any second, she expected her father's wrath to rain down full force on her uncle. How dare he!

She could take no more but walked into the doorway to see Mother Agnes push back her chair, which scratched harshly across her lauded, shining wooden floor leaving long, dark scrap marks.

The small woman, tiny and petite in manner and nature, brought herself up to full height. Her eyes blazed. This was not the woman who never lifted her voice to anyone, but the one who so bravely had undertaken the enormous task of raising an unruly daughter who, Hannah had to admit, had never made that job easy.

“Leave!” Mother Agnes pointed toward the front door. Her voice resonated throughout the room. “This minute! You are no longer welcome here.”

Hannah stared at her horrid uncle. Not a handsome man, his pants sat too tight around his waist, from which his frame overflowed. Balding, his pudgy face strained so much so that a vein throbbed in his forehead. Frazzled, he said, “It may well be that you don't appreciate the truth in my words—”

Waving her finger at the stunned man, Mother Agnes cried, “Understand mine, you wretched man! Out of my house! Now! You will not utter words in such a manner about my daughter. You have been our guest, and I politely sat back, but you are a guest here no more. You know nothing about Hannah!

“You yourself have spread the gossip. I know it since I've heard your ramblings! Understand this clearly—there is no mother alive so proud of her daughter as I am of Hannah! She is gentle and kind...she is also fiercely loyal and passionate. She doesn't need New York to be refined. She is perfect!”

William stood up and walked around behind his uncle's seat. He waved his arm toward the door. “It might be well if you left now, Uncle,” he said quietly.

Utter silence ensued. The hateful man rose and stomped out of the room. Hannah allowed her uncle to pass, but not before enduring his hateful glare.

“Father?” she questioned.

“Hannah.” Her father turned to face her. The tense lines in his face eased with her appearance. “Go to my study and wait.”

“But, Father—” she protested.

Hannah didn't notice Mother Agnes approach her until she felt her stepmother's hands touch her arms.

Mother Agnes said softly, “Come, my dear. There's no need for you to stay here.”

Instinctively, Hannah reached for her mother's hand. Mother Agnes clasped it and gave Hannah a tender look. Hannah smiled. Never had she felt closer to the only mother she had ever known.

* * * *
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HER FATHER WALKED INTO his study and closed the door firmly behind him. His face softened.

Hannah smiled. Though she sat still, she was trying desperately to keep her knees from trembling. Only a moment ago, Mother Agnes had left her, whispering in Hannah's ear, “I believe this day will make you happy. Your father has given it much thought. Listen carefully to him, Hannah, and I believe you'll like the words he's about to speak.”

Hannah's face lit instantly. Gabriel— it must be! Hannah hugged her mother tightly.

“Don't begin celebrating yet,” Mother Agnes chided Hannah gently, but in her eyes, Hannah saw hope and promise.

Hannah stood up quickly and ran to her father, grasping hold of his hand. She leaned upward and kissed his cheek. His hand went to her face.

“You look more like your mother every day,” he sighed wistfully. “She, also, would have been so proud of the woman you have become. Where has the time gone?”

“Into the wind,” Hannah responded. “That's what Jinnie's said for years.”

Her father stared into Hannah's eyes. “I sense you have an inkling of what I want to speak about with you.”

Biting her bottom lip, she answered, “I have hopes.”

“Child, child, please sit.” He leaned back against his desk and added, “I'm certain Gabriel has mentioned that he's talked with me. I confess I've hesitated over his request, for in truth, my dear, I'm not certain he has a firm enough hand for you.”

Hannah pressed her lips together, anxiously. “But, Father—”

He raised a hand for her silence. “Listen to me first, Hannah. You don't know what I'm about to say.”

She took a deep breath and pressed her hands together on her lap. Her heart fluttered wildly while her father spoke. Gabriel had asked, and her father, despite his hesitation, was giving his consent!

Father said, “I asked him only to wait a year—not too long, I think. You're both young yet. You're barely seventeen, Hannah.”

She thought immediately to object. A year! A year was such a long time, but she held her words. Had Father not consented? She smiled to herself, certain she could convince her father to lessen the year's wait later.

Leaping up, she swung her arms around him. “You're the best father! I love you so!”

“I am when you get your way,” he countered, leaning over and kissing the top of her head, “which is often, my spoilt, beloved daughter.”

She tightened her grip around him. Impatient now for Gabriel's return, the foolish thoughts of the night before were forgotten.

Hannah was confident that her father wanted her to stay in Williamsburg, far away from her family in New York. Moreover, her uncle's presence and overbearing insistence of visiting New York had ensured her happiness.

Chapter Three

Jonathan Corbett neared his destination. Footsteps echoed on the brick street as the lonely street reflected a glow from the chimney street lamps. The time was late. A long day had passed, and he was looking forward to his bed.

He had learned a lesson this day, a hard one. My God! How helpless I felt watching Priscilla Morse breathe her last breath. What good did it do to have become a physician if you could not save the sick? A beautiful wife and mother, only thirty-four, had lain bedridden for the last three weeks, wracked continuously with chills and a cough. In the end, the coughing had brought up blood. He had known then. Looking into her eyes, she also had.

She spent her last moments trying to comfort her loved ones. The Morses were dear friends of his family, especially his father. Rodger Morse, a large burly man, had worked side by side with his father in their youths. Now he stood a widower with six young children. His oldest, fifteen-year-old Rebekah, stood at her mother’s bed with her father, holding fast to her mother’s hand until the last breath was drawn.

They could not stop what nature and God had decided. A foolish thought, he supposed, that he had some semblance of control being a doctor. All eyes fell on him, desperately looking for help to save a loved one. He had failed.

Tonight, he had made a decision. He would take Dr. John Morgan’s offer and accept a commission in the Continental Army. At least, he grimaced, the work would be seen with immediate results. Dr. Morgan, the co-founder of the medical school he had only recently graduated from here in Philadelphia, was a hardened Patriot supported. He had talked often with Jonathan about serving if the need arose, which in Jonathan’s view would not be long in coming.

Jonathan climbed the outer stairs and let himself into the Smithfield’s rooms he had rented while he attended medical school and apprenticed with Dr. Benjamin Jenkins. He had lived there for the last two years. He wondered if Gabriel would return tonight; knowing his friend, Gabriel had found other activities to occupy his time.

He flung off his cloak and hat, trying to ignore his conscious gnawing at him. Could I have done more? He lit the lamp. Sleep would not come easy tonight, but from the bedroom, a feminine voice called out, “Jonathan, is that you?”

A smile crept forward on his face as he carried the lamp to the bedroom. Upon a large high back bed lay a young woman, a most beautiful sight. Her ruffled hair and wrinkled attire gave evidence of having entered at a much earlier time. She stirred. Her eyes fluttered open in an attempt to wake herself.

“Is it late? I must have been tired.” She yawned, then looked at him with her crystal blue eyes and long eyelashes; her sunflower hair hung down about her shoulders.

Closing the door soundly behind him, he said nothing. He set the lamp down and joined her on the bed. She looked at him with a soft smile.

“What is wrong, my love?” she asked, lovingly. “Is it bad news?”

Jonathan sat and pulled off his boots, but his eyes lay fixed upon her. He undid the buttons of his waistcoat and slung it over the chair next to the bed. She gave a knowing smile. Her hands lay on the buttons of her dress. Impatient, he leaned over to assist her efforts. His fingers made quick work of the buttons. He pulled the dress down and off her body, leaving only her chemise between him and her body. He quickly dismissed the last barrier between him and her bare skin. Pulling his shirt over his head, he felt her hands upon his breeches...so many buttons.

A moment later, her warm, firm breasts pressed against his bare chest. The most primitive hunger drove him. She arched her body to his, shamelessly begging him to take her. Forgetting everything except the urgent need to possess her, he spread her legs. Her hair wild about her shoulders, he came inside of her, thrusting harder and harder until expunging the demons that haunted him this day.

* * * *
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SHE LAY QUIETLY IN his arms as he played with her long hair. She pulled his hand to her lips and kissed it. “Would you like to talk of it?”

“Let us just say that I am happy to have found you here. I needed you this night,” he answered. “But that too is contentious of me.”

He pulled her around to look into her eyes. “My darling Catherine, this cannot go on like this. I quite understand your feelings. I have been patient, too patient. I need to make matters right. I haven’t liked this arrangement from the beginning. I have reached the point where it doesn’t matter what your father thinks, Cat.”

She turned back, pulling his arm around her with a little laugh. “I believe you will get your wish. I see light shining through the curtains.”

He drew her closer to him. “Good! I need you, Catherine Ann Gannon Corbett. It is about time that I wake with you in the morning light.”

* * * *
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THE SUN ROSE, AND CATHERINE slept. He pulled the covers up, studying her face, so angelic. He caressed her cheek slightly.

Her eyes inched slightly open.

“No, my darling, sleep,” he said softly. “I will send for you after I talk with your father.”

She closed her eyes with a slight smile. “You have married a coward, I’m afraid.”

He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Everything will be settled soon. You have nothing to be anxious about,” he lied, but he would make it all right. He would make her father see he was a worthy husband for his precious daughter.

He tucked his shirt into his pants and grabbed his waistcoat before exiting the bedroom. He shut the door and discovered Gabriel sitting on his sofa.

At most times, Gabriel’s apparel was impeccable. He took pride in his sunny good looks, his dusky blonde hair, smoldering blue eyes. This morning his hair was in disarray, and his eyes reddened. Jonathan realized his friend had little sleep.

“Ah, Jonathan, I wondered where you were last night. Catherine came by before I left for the evening. I told her I expected you back. Thought you were coming to the tables—”

Jonathan placed his finger over his lips. “Catherine is sleeping.”

A wide grin emerged on his friend’s face, “Ah, this is it. You are going to meet the wrath of her father. Stephen was talking about you last night.”

“You talked to her brother. Are you mad? He will tell his father before I get the chance.”

“Calm yourself, Jonathan. Catherine had already told her brother.” Gabriel grimaced, placing his palm on his forehead. “Do you have something for my head, old friend? I’m afraid I overdid it last night.”

Jonathan wanted to retort that his behavior did not resemble a man who also was contemplating walking down the aisle. But, he had held the conversation many times over the last few weeks with his friend.

“I only want to get all out of my system. I doubt if Hannah will allow me to gamble and drink to all hours of the night!”

Jonathan stared at his friend. It wasn’t Gabriel’s gambling and drinking that bothered Jonathan most. It was the scent of perfume that followed his friend on his return. He didn’t want to betray his friend, his best friend, since both could walk.

Whereas Jonathan had spent the last couple of years completing his training and studies in Philadelphia, Gabriel had spent the previous two years traveling abroad in Europe.

But Hannah was his sister, and he did not wish to see her hurt. He needed to discuss the issue with his father, but now he had a more pressing concern—his father-in-law, Joseph Gannon.

Joseph Gannon, a dominating man with high ambitions, was among the elite of Philadelphia society, a respected member of the Pennsylvania Assembly and a renowned Philadelphia lawyer. He had become one of the leading voices in Philadelphia. 

Jonathan met Catherine Gannon on his entrance into the College of Philadelphia, two years back. Her brother Stephen, who was classmates with Jonathan, introduced the two.

At first glance, Jonathan had been instantly smitten with Catherine and her exquisite beauty. Few could compare with her: her creamy, soft skin, flawlessly done blonde hair, vivid dancing blue eyes, and her laugh, a warm, contagious laugh. Her political views lay with her father, whom she felt could do no wrong. In that, thankfully, they were on the same side.

The Gannons were close personal friends of the Franklins, long endeared throughout the colonies and England. They also had strong ties to England, where Catherine’s mother was born. Joseph Gannon held influence over many venues in the Colonies.

“Go to sleep and stop your excessive drinking,” Jonathan advised Gabriel. “I will send for Catherine when I’m done with my mission. I hope you will be in shape to escort her if the need arises.”

Having said his last words, he took a deep breath and straightened his waistcoat. He closed the apartment door behind him and walked briskly down the narrow street that led to the house he sought. He turned up a stone path, crossing a lawn to the front of a large white colonial house.

Glancing over his shoulder, he knocked lightly. The housekeeper opened the door and allowed him entrance. A huge London-made clock in the foyer chimed, seven-thirty. 

The woman escorted him into the massive foyer, grand and elegantly furnished with wallpaper imported from Italy and a crystal chandelier centered on the ceiling. He continued to follow the woman to the study and waited for Joseph Gannon to meet him. No, Jonathan thought, his home in Williamsburg couldn’t compare to the comforts supplied within these walls.

Jonathan was under no illusions when it came to his Catherine. She was spoiled, badly, but he thought of no other, loved no other as he did her. Stephen joked that Jonathan was the first to put his foot down with Catherine, frustrating her to no end so that she would have no one but Jonathan.

Joseph Gannon appeared in the doorway, looking none too pleased. Jonathan took a deep breath as the man walked inside and closed the door behind him.

* * * *
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TWO WEEKS HAD PASSED since that morning; a morning etched in his mind for eternity and one he had no desire to relive. Joseph Gannon had relented and accepted Jonathan on conditions—conditions that Jonathan had vehemently fought. Catherine, though, begged and pleaded with him to take.

“Please, Jonathan.” Tears poured from her lovely eyes. He didn’t know how to battle her tears. “Is it too much to ask in truth? You are accepting a commission. If I go to Williamsburg, who would I know?”

“My family,” Jonathan answered without hesitation. “They will love you. My sister is only a couple of years younger. You two will be the best of friends.”

“But you won’t be there,” she pouted her tiny lips. “Father says it would be best to wait until the time you will be by my side. He worries so about me....”

“But what of now? You are honestly telling me you won’t mind if I’m not here,” he looked at her incredulously. “I will be gone for a month, maybe more, before I come back. In that, I find it hard—”

“Father said that it would be for the best...”

The words she uttered, he had heard from her father, almost word for word. He relented, even though it went against his desire to bring her to meet his family and home. There again, had she not already gone against her father by marrying him? Could he not give in to her on this issue? When he returned from his assignment, were they not going to live in Williamsburg? Had she not promised?

* * * *
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JONATHAN DISCOVERED his father-in-law to be a true politician. Gannon forgave his favorite daughter’s lapse in judgment for eloping with Jonathan and threw the couple a large celebration to announce their marriage the night before Jonathan departed for Williamsburg.

Leaving his bride’s side, he gazed back over his shoulder at her. Catherine glowed from the attention surrounding her, looking breathtakingly beautiful in a flowing sapphire gown. Her eyes sparkled. Christ! He had no desire to leave her, but he had to return home.

Morse had requested to meet with Jonathan for a few moments tonight. Jonathan reluctantly turned from the scene and walked down the foyer to Gannon’s study. 

Knocking lightly, he entered to discover the room filled men Jonathan readily recognized, especially the big brawny man. Rodger Morse rose from his chair, walked behind Jonathan, and turned the key, locking the door.

“How are you doing?” Jonathan asked in a low voice. “I haven’t seen you since the funeral.”

“It hasn’t been easy,” Morse said. “Rebekah has had the hardest time. She was close to her mother. Upset also because I’m sending the children down to Priscilla’s parents in Charles Town. She doesn’t understand the reason why. I can’t do the job before me and worry about my children.”

“She will, Rodger,” Jonathan answered. “Give her time.”

He clasped Morse’s back and walked toward the others. Looking over the candlelit room, he was greeted by familiar faces, most of hardened Patriot supporters, men willingly placing their lives in danger for their belief in a cause.

Gannon sat behind his mahogany desk, much as he had when Jonathan had met with him. Sitting in the chair to his left side was a tiny-boned man with a pointed chin, Dr. Benjamin Jenkins, Jonathan’s mentor. He gave Jonathan a wide smile. A mild-mannered man, Dr. Jenkins had always shown a fondness for Jonathan. He’d been the first to suggest that Jonathan had the skills needed to become a great physician.

To the right stood a pudgy faced man with a glass of wine in his hand, Lyle Fleming, a prominent Philadelphia businessman. He nodded politely to Jonathan.

“I don’t mean to press so, but time is short this night, and we have much to discuss in a short time. We don’t want to be gone too long from the party,” Fleming said. “Gannon’s right, we have to react. Secrecy is of the utmost importance. All our lives depend on trust, and the ability to communicate without fear of detection would be invaluable.”

Gannon gestured for Jonathan to have a seat. Jonathan glanced at the desk littered with papers. The candlelight reflected off the pages filled with pictures and diagrams which looked like a printer’s apparatus.

“Do you believe this could be functional, Rodger? It seems complicated, cumbersome. Will it help?” Dr. Jenkins asked.

“Delibes believes so. I am not so confident, but it does require our attention. Delibes wants John to look over it. Lanson wants the machine and drawings to go separate. I have arranged to rendezvous with Delibes to retrieve the said device. Jonathan can take the letters. You have no problem doing so?” Rodger answered. His eyes glanced up from the papers.

“I’m set to leave in the morning with Gabriel,” Jonathan responded.

Rodger nodded his approval. “I will meet up with Delibes and deliver the device to Lanson. He will see to it that it’s delivered to your father.”

“You can trust this man, Lanson? I don’t know of him,” Gannon interrupted.

”There is no finer man than Peter Lanson. I trust no one more with my life,” Morse said firmly.        

“You will have to. We all will,” Gannon replied. His attention turned to Jonathan. “Now, you understand the reason why Catherine needs to stay where she is, Jonathan. I can’t have her off gallivanting...spying.”

“I would never allow such,” Jonathan said with indignation, but this was no place to discuss his wife. Instead, he reined in his temper.

Rising, Jonathan picked up the papers. “I find it hard to believe my father can decipher this design.”

Lifting a glass of refreshment, Rodger laughed. “I am sure there is much you do not know of your father. In the years I worked with John, he was the best at figurin’ out the oddest devices. Many a puzzle he decoded, and I might add, at the most opportune times. There was many a scrape we managed to avoid because of his genius. But never did we dream we would be back in the middle of a network.”

“Life takes many unexpected twists and turns. Take working with Delibes. Over twenty years ago, he was the enemy,” Dr. Jenkins added, sitting back within his chair.

“Ah, but now we are on the same side. Delibes hates the British with a passion,” Rodger said, rubbing his eyes.

Jonathan interrupted the two men. “Isn’t he a Frenchman? Isn’t that to be expected?”

“There is more to the story,” Dr. Jenkins said. He poured a glass of wine for both. “Another time. Do we need to inform anyone else of the details?”

“As I have said before, the fewer people who know, the better. We have to be extremely careful,” Rodger warned. “I will be meeting up with Delibes in New York next week. From there, I will take the device. If need be, after John looks at it, we will arrange another meeting.”

“Are all these precautions needed?” Jonathan placed the papers back down.

Rodger shook his head. “It’s hard for you, being young, to understand the road that we’re embarking upon, but mark my word, son. We must proceed with great caution if we value our heads. War is a harsh reality. Neither side takes kindly to spies. Examples are made to deter. To make the next steps, you must have no doubt about your commitment to the cause. Our lives will mean nothing compared to our goal. Without a doubt, sacrifices will be made.”

“The last letters from Franklin warned of repercussions from the Boston Tea Party. He believes the British are now poised to take a much harder stance.” Dr. Jenkins tossed back his glass and finished off his drink. “King George believes he has taken too soft a position. Franklin himself has been relieved of his deputy postmaster for American duty. The British are set to use force against us. We all know that we will defend. We have to prepare. The time is at hand.”

“Take these letters home with you, Jonathan,” Doctor Jenkins wrapped up the papers, tying them together.

Jonathan accepted them and placed them securely in his waistcoat pocket. With the threat of war looming on the horizon, the awareness swept through Jonathan of the blaring issue that entailed keeping a secret life—all their lives were in danger. 

* * * *
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CONFIDENTIAL INTELLIGENCE led Colonel Marcus Durham to the East End Tavern outside the New York harbor. The wind had begun to gust; dark, drifting clouds threatened to obscure the sun. A storm loomed on the horizon.

A boom of thunder roared in the distance. Westward fast-flying clouds flickered with white light. Marcus stared morosely at the lightening-ridden clouds. Lightning flashed again, but no rain fell. He tethered his horse in front of the tavern. 

Entering, he walked over to the bar and caught sight of the man he sought, a large, big-boned fellow with a slight scar down his cheek. Hopefully, the other person Marcus wanted would make his appearance soon enough.

The burly man turned and glanced around the room, seemingly looking to see if all was as it should be. It was Marcus’ job to make sure it seemed so. The man took a deep breath and continued with his rum. Marcus hoped this would be quick. He wanted to depart before the storm broke. 

Thunder roared again. With rum in hand, Marcus took a seat in the back of the room and waited. Another roar of thunder shook the walls. Undeterred, he surveyed the room, glancing around to note every nook and cranny. He studied a couple of men at a table to his left but decided they were shore men. 

Before he took a sip of his rum, an unruly bunch entered— his men. Loud and obnoxious, the group of five announced their entrance. From the look of their long coats, the hats over their ears, and the smell of the sea, one wouldn’t have any doubt that they’d just landed after a long ocean voyage.

Marcus stood and made his move. He slapped his intended target on his back. Looking up, Rodger Morse stared at him.

Marcus said heartily, “You look lonely, old chap. Come join me, won’t you?”

Rodger grimaced and shook his head. “Thanks, but I am afraid I would not be good company.”

“Not an issue. You looked as though you needed friends.” Marcus withdrew back to his table. He nodded at his men to get in position as he watched the bar wench walk over to Morse.

“Mr. Morse?”

Morse glanced up at the bar wench. 

“I was given this note for you.”

Marcus watched Morse quickly read the paper and down the last of his rum. Delibes must already be here. Marcus waved his hand to his men to be patient.

With one last glance behind him, Morse walked up the stairs. Marcus eyed his captain and gave the signal. There was no need to wait any longer. His men disbursed quickly and up the stairs.

The occupants of the tavern were taken by surprise. Marcus turned to the barkeeper, “It will be best if everyone stays where they are.”

The man nodded nervously. No one moved.

Marcus heard a knock and then gunfire. Rapid secession of footsteps pounded from above. Someone was out on the roof. Marcus hurried out the door.

Looking up, he caught sight of the man. A sudden burst of wind knocked the man forward. Skidding, Morse held his balance on the uneven surface with a package under his arms.

The storm grew near. The wind blew fiercely. Marcus blinked his eyes to adjust to the night and the weather. The blinking didn’t clear his vision, but he caught sight of Morse leaping off the roof.

Marcus yelled orders over the sound of the storm. He mounted his horse and raced around the inn. He caught sight of a man limping as he approached a horse. The man climbed into the saddle and was off before Marcus had a chance to get a shot off.

Gesturing with his arm, Marcus gave the command to pursue. His unit raced off after him. Marcus picked up his pace. Nudging his horse, the horse bolted forth as if it sensed the danger.

Raindrops began to fall, turning into a downpour. Lightning flashed in the sky, giving light to the chase. Marcus pushed his horse onward. Shots rang out. He pressed his horse harder. He couldn’t let the man get away. Rounding the bend, they lost sight of the target.

“Spread out! Spread out! Find him!” Marcus yelled over the rain and wind. His men dispersed in all directions. He reined back his horse. “He couldn’t have gone far!”

“Colonel,” one of his men called as he rode up beside him a few minutes later. “We seem to have lost the trail.”

“Damnit! Find him now,” Marcus commanded. Damn, this weather, he thought. We had him! “Split up. Search everywhere!”

The rain poured, and his temper raged. Where would he go? Instincts he long had used to his advantage surged. He thought back to when he first inspected the area. Wasn’t there a small wooden shed not far from here? Rain pounded him, but he urged his mount onward. Through the storm, he caught sight of the forgotten shelter along the river’s edge.

A lone horse sat outside the shed. Silently, the men circled the structure. Marcus dismounted with his pistol tight in his hand. With his foot, he busted the door open, but no sounds ensued. Morse lay sprawled on the dirt floor. Blood oozed into a puddle around the lifeless body.

Marcus leaned over. The man had been shot through the back. Marcus had the shed and surrounding grounds searched. There was no package. Drag marks told that someone had moved the body into the shed—Morse had had an accomplice.

Anger flamed within him. Damn! Dead men can’t talk.

“Sorry, Colonel,” one of his men came forward. “Delibes is dead. We had no choice. He fired on us. He had nothing in his room.”

Marcus ran his hand through his wet hair, having lost his hat in the chase. He shook his head. Everything would have been so much simpler if this mission ended tonight. He gritted his teeth. Yet, he knew all was not lost.

“It only means, Tom, we have to change our plans. We know where they want to take the device. We go back to Williamsburg.”

Chapter Four

Urging her sorrel horse onward, Hannah dug her heels into her mount’s side. She needed to expel her growing frustration. With a quick glance over her shoulder, she smiled. She was a good length in front of her closest challenger. She clicked her mouth, and the horse galloped faster.

Laughing, Hannah pushed her mount. Her horse rounded the bend sharply. Suddenly, she caught sight of a traveler standing aside his mount directly in her path. She pulled the reins and took a detour, jumping a rail fence. Immediately, two other riders reined their horses in as dust rose from the dirt road.

“Hannah Corbett, you could have killed yourself.”

Jonathan dismounted and then saw the stranger. “Pray, excuse us, sir. We were out for a morning ride, which, as you can see, became something of a competition. I sincerely hope you weren’t injured.”

Hannah’s attention turned to Gabriel, who had jumped off his mount and leaned against the railing. His interest firmly fixed on her. 

She frowned, knowing she must have looked a sight. This morning, she had only thought of comfort when she dressed in breeches and a boy’s shirt, which she borrowed from her cousin. Her hat had been blown off during the jump, leaving her dark, brown hair loose falling over her shoulders and down her back.

“I won,” he laughed out of breath.

“Oh, no, you didn’t, Gabriel Witherspoon!” Hannah shook her head in defiance. “I was a good length in front of you. If it hadn’t been for....”

At that moment, she suddenly remembered a stranger was among them. She dismounted and hastened her way over to where he stood.

“I hope you are all right,” she said, addressing the stranger. “I’m so sorry. Usually, we don’t have riders down this road this early.”

She crawled through the fence and tied her reins to the post. She looked at him. Her attention was drawn to the stranger’s hand, which rested upon his large, cumbersome saddlebag. He looked tired and worn from his journey. His horse had been ridden so hard that the animal’s flanks lathered. Without question, he had traveled a distance in a short time.

Jonathan gave Hannah a disapproving look and turned to the traveler. “Let me introduce myself. Jonathan Corbett, Doctor Jonathan Corbett,” he added with pride. He pointed to Hannah, “My sister, you saw jump the fence, Hannah Corbett, and my good friend, Gabriel Witherspoon.”

The man collected himself. He dusted himself off and extended his hand toward the young man. His manner eased upon the utterance. He said simply, “Peter Lanson from New York City.”

Hannah eyed her brother, intently. She instantly saw that Jonathan recognized the name. She tilted her head, glancing back over at the gentleman. “I hope you weren’t injured, but I’m confident that my brother would be able to help you if you are. He has just returned from Philadelphia and his studies.”

“I assure you, I’m intact. I should have known better than to stop in the path of a race,” Lanson nodded. His attention turned toward Jonathan. “I would hate to impose upon your goodness, but I have traveled far. My horse is in need of water, and I’m in search of a man and given your names, you may know of him. A John Corbett? He’s a silversmith in Williamsburg.”

Hannah looked strangely at him. “But of course. He’s our father. Why would you come this far outside of Williamsburg when...?”

Jonathan interrupted her and stepped into between the two. “I believe I understand, Mr. Lanson. I’m aware that Father has been expecting visitors, but I have to admit, he may have been expecting another one with you.”

Lanson’s expression hardened. “Unfortunately, Mr. Morse didn’t make it. I don’t mean to press the issue, but it is of the utmost importance I see your father quickly. Being it best that the least people know I am here, the better. Do you think you might be able to offer me aid?”

Jonathan sighed uneasily and glanced over at Hannah. Hannah returned the stare. From the look he gave her, he wanted her to be quiet and ask no more questions.

“Gabriel, can you take our visitor to the old Kerrs’ cabin down at the river’s bend? Hannah, go bring him some clean clothes and food from Uncle Nathanial’s. At least, he will be able to rest. I have to go see Father. I won’t be long. Don’t say a word to anyone. Is that clear?” Jonathan ordered, daring his sister to challenge him.

Hannah ignored her brother. A twinkle rose in her eyes. “What is it?”

“Hannah, for once, don’t ask questions. Father would insist,” Jonathan admonished.

Gabriel chuckled under his breath. “Don’t worry. I will take care of everything,” he replied, eyeing Hannah. “We will see to the needs of Mr. Lanson, I assure you.”

Hannah glared at Gabriel, who only laughed again at her irritation. He, too, seemed to know what was happening. She turned back to her brother, but too late. He had already remounted and rode toward Williamsburg.

Leaving her no other option, Hannah reluctantly performed the duties her brother had requested. Once more annoyance surged within her. Ever since Jonathan had returned from Philadelphia, her irritation had grown. Her spirits had elevated so high with the expectation of her beloved brother’s return home with Gabriel only to discover Jonathan had eloped with a stranger—a stranger who had no desire to meet his family.

Jonathan had met with their father and William at length. Once again, she had been kept out of their conversation and left with the women. Pacing outside the study, Mother Agnes repeatedly reprimanded her.

But it was not her only cause of frustration. Gabriel had been acting odd. He hadn’t once tried to be alone with her. After her father gave permission, wasn’t the next logical move an announcement?

To exasperate her nerves even further had been Gabriel’s actions. She had finally thought he wanted to see her when he sent her a note to ride this morning...and then after taking painstaking efforts not to be discovered exiting the house, who had she found down by the stables—Jonathan, who insisted on riding with them.

Approaching the old Kerrs’ cabin down by the river, Hannah pulled back the reins to a trot. At least, her brother had faith in his sister that she could successfully sneak back into their uncle’s home undetected, a feat she had performed many times previously.

The Kerrs had left years ago to start again in the backwoods of Kentucky. Broken boards hung down, leaving a hole in the side of the front wall. The yard was overgrown with weeds, and the door was off its hinge. The house cried for attention, but it would serve the purpose for today—isolation.

Hannah saw Gabriel standing on the porch. He smiled at her with a dazzling smile. Gabriel had always been self-assured and confident in his good looks. His eyes sparkled at her when he jumped off. He met her before she got to the cabin’s door. Handing him all she had collected, he placed the supplies on the ground and extended his arms to help her dismount.

She slipped out to the saddle into his arms. He entrapped her in an embrace, leaned down, and kissed her full on her lips. For a brief moment, she responded back and then withdrew, “Mr. Lanson?”

He drew her back into his arms. “He’s asleep. Must have had an exhausting trip.”

She returned his smile and clasped her arms around his neck. He kissed her again.

His lips descended upon her neck and back up to her lips. Catching his breath, Gabriel said, “I have never seen one look so desirable in men’s breeches.”

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“You, my dear, don’t seem the sort to look for empty compliments.”  

“What sort am I then?” She met his eyes.

“The sort I desire,” he answered.

“Save your fine talk, Gabriel Witherspoon. Where have you been? Father talked with me about you, which gave me great hope. Only to have my hopes dashed, for you have made no effort toward me. Have you found someone more suitable for your needs?” she sparred back at him.

Momentarily taken back, Gabriel stood in silence. Her eyes met his.

“You don’t deny it. Then you don’t want me anymore?” She abruptly turned from him and made her way to the worn cabin’s door. Gabriel grabbed her arm and jerked her back to him.

“I have eyes only for you, Hannah,” he whispered.

“Ah, but your family. Is that it
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