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For Jane Hess, for a lifetime of friendship, and for her absolute devotion to dogs.

One more thing we share.

And for my beloved Frazer, Sparky and Mr. Boo.  You brighten my days and while you are here, and ever after, 

you give me unconditional love, and for that I will always adore you.
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Ulster County, New York

April 1, 1777

––––––––
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Throughout the day the wind had been unceasing. Sweeping southeast out of the Adirondack Mountains, the icy blast moaned in the treetops like a living thing, pelting the horse and rider plodding along the narrow rutted track with stinging shards of sleet.

Enveloped in a worn woolen cloak and an air of bone-deep weariness, Draegan Youngblood glanced at the lowering skies, and then at the small stone structure down the way. By straining hard, he could just make out the steeple topped the bell tower, silhouetted a dim gray against the bleak countryside.

A church.

His mouth twitched slightly at the corners; he was too cold and numb to smile. He was sadly in need of shelter, yet somehow this was not quite what he'd had in mind.  Like some wistful old maid dreaming of a husband, he'd been hoping to come upon a tavern. Nothing fancy, mind you, just a simple sleepy place with a roaring fire and a dram of good whiskey to banish the chill. A place where a ragged stranger could buy a night's lodging with the last of his coin without having to answer a host of questions or fend off the suspicious stares thrown his way.

As he approached, Draegan saw that the stone walls looked sturdy. Sturdy enough, certainly, to provide an adequate buffer against the icy bite of the ceaseless wind. The windows were black and empty. Not a flicker of light shone from within to dispel the encroaching darkness; not a single whiff of smoke rose from the chimneys to taint the wind.

The skeletal remains of last season's weeds, the rectory door hanging slightly askew on its hinges, spoke clearly to the weary traveler.

The place was deserted, and a far cry from the haven that he had envisioned throughout the bitter afternoon. There would be no dry wood, no comfortable fire, no whiskey to warm him. Then again, there would be no probing questions to answer, not a single suspicious stare.

And he'd quite had his fill of questions.

For a moment, Draegan sat his mount in the midst of the track, torn between his desire for privacy and his fondness for the pleasures of the flesh, while the sleet gathered in the folds of his sodden cloak and his matted sable-colored hair lashed his wind-burned face. He glanced again at the forlorn-looking chapel and decided to press on. Though he'd given up hope of finding a cheery taproom, with a bit of luck, he might yet come upon a Dutch boerderij. There, in exchange for news of the war, the farmer and his wife would provide him a length of sausage, a hard-cooked egg or two, and grant him leave to sleep in the barn until cock's crow.

Fate, however, saw fit to deny Draegan that bit of good luck. Indeed, the good fortune that had seen him through a harrowing autumn in British-held New York City had seemingly run out. At that moment, the ancient sway-backed nag he'd purchased from a farmer on the outskirts of Princeton, and which had carried him all the way to this secluded hollow in the Catskill Mountains, refused to budge, and no amount of cursing or coaxing could persuade the weary beast to take another step.

With a sigh of disgust and no other recourse, Draegan dismounted and, taking up the reins, limped heavily along the rutted lane, leading the exhausted animal toward the cheerless little chapel.

His progress was painfully slow, the path treacherous. He slipped on the wet, uneven ground, cursing at the pain in his left thigh. By the time he reached the small shed behind the rectory and stabled the mare, he was sweating profusely and beginning to see the abandoned church in a different light.

There was nothing like a cold dose of misery to bring one's priorities clearly into focus, Draegan thought, making his way to the chapel. At the moment, his own were abundantly clear.  The wound he'd suffered just before Christmas while en route to Washington's winter encampment had been taxed to its limits in his effort to reach Albany.

He needed rest—in a place where he could lick his wounds in peace. As he stepped into the sanctuary and closed the door on the wintry night, Draegan knew that he had found that place.

A living, throbbing, profound silence filled the air around him, reached out to enfold him, promised him the solace he sought, despite the sinful, pleasure-loving creature he was, despite the fact that he hadn't come to worship, hadn't come seeking forgiveness.

Nearly two years had passed since he'd seen his home in the Mohawk Valley, near Albany, and it seemed a lifetime ago that he'd set foot inside a proper church. For a long time Draegan had avoided God, knowing that He wouldn't approve of the things that he'd done for the sake of his country, for the sake of his somewhat dissipated self.

Spying was an unsavory business at best, but in wartime, a necessary one. It was also a business to which Draegan was well suited, and he had little doubt that his singular lack of conscience had played a large part in his success. But then, he was a firm believer that moral convictions had no place upon the battlefield... or in the boudoir, for that matter.

The bedchambers of New York City had been his battleground throughout the previous autumn months—the lonely wives and daughters of Tories serving the King were resources to be used in order to gain a victory.

General Washington, unfortunately, did not share Draegan's lack of principle, and once the general had gotten wind of Draegan's scandalous escapades in New York involving a married woman, as well as the disastrous consequences of the affair, he had taken it upon himself to chastise Draegan for what he deemed "an unpardonable lack of ethics."

In a matter of hours, Draegan, too valuable an asset to the Army to be summarily dismissed, had been presented with a transfer to Schuyler's command at Albany. He was being sent home in disgrace.  Yet oddly enough, tonight, this instant, none of that seemed to matter. He was here to rest, not to be judged. Shrugging out of his damp cloak, he sank down onto the high-backed wooden pew and closed his eyes, willing the pain to lessen. A few moments' rest was all that he needed. A few moments and he would be nearly good as new...

Sometime later Draegan abruptly awakened, dragged from a deep and dreamless sleep by voices, sounding very near.

"Don't look like much, now, does he, lads, to be causin' such a stir?" one man said.

"He don't at that," another replied. "But neither did that rabid wolf that kilt old Homer Jameson five month back."

Feeling disoriented, Draegan glanced around the semicircle of faces, floating disembodied in the watery light of a tallow lamp held high. "Who the devil are you?" he demanded. "What do you mean, disturbing my sleep?"

"We're the Esopus Rangers," said the man who held the lantern, "and you'll do well to keep your yap shut until you’re told to do otherwise!"

Draegan glanced from one man to another. By now his eyes had adjusted to the light, and he could see that the six men gathered around the pew on which he sat were similarly dressed, in short buckskin coats and homespun breeches. Each man had a wide leather belt slung over his left shoulder and a jaunty hat of soft black felt perched upon his head. "Local militia," Draegan said with soft derision. "I might have known. You're too well fed for Continentals."

The comment seemed to anger the man who held the lantern, for he growled at Draegan, "Tory scum! Ye'll show a bit o' deference, or by God, I'll—" He underscored his unfinished threat with a kick and a cuff, the first of which caught Draegan on the shin of his injured leg.

With a muttered imprecation, Draegan started up, but he was instantly seized by half a dozen hard hands, shoved back against the pew, and pinned. "I'm not a Tory," he said with rising fury. "And I'll be damned if I'll be detained by a bunch of homebound vigilantes!"

Draegan threw off the restraining hands and started to rise, but a thin pockmarked man on the far left pulled a pistol from his coat and thrust it into Draegan's face. "Tory or no, you ain't goin' nowhere, till you talk to Captain Quill!"

As if on cue, those gathered around him parted, allowing a burly young man to take his place in the fore. The new arrival was garbed like his companions with two exceptions: his hat was made of expensive beaver, and he wore a brace of elegant silver pistols thrust conspicuously through his wide leather belt.

Draegan glared up at the newcomer, unimpressed by his air of self-importance. "Are you the master of this pack of slavering hounds?"

"Captain Randall Quill of the Esopus Rangers," the young man said with a flash of uneven teeth. "And you, sir, would be well advised to keep a civil tongue in your head. My men are understandably short on patience. We lost a man half a mile south of here not a quarter hour ago, shot down by a certain varlet we were chasing. The assailant eluded us, but we've good reason to believe he didn't get far."

"These are troubled times," Draegan responded. "But it doesn't give you leave to burst in and lay hands on me. I would strongly suggest that you call your men off."

The light in Quill's eyes turned brittle; his expression lost all traces of affability. "You aren't in any position to be making demands."

"And you are in no position to detain me," Draegan said icily. With an effort, he calmed himself. "Look, I'm sorry about your man, but it has nothing to do with me. My name is Youngblood. I'm a major in the Continental Army, formerly with Washington, and but recently transferred to Schuyler's command at Albany. I was en route there when this inclement weather struck and I was forced to seek shelter for the night."

"Indeed?" Quill said. "How long ago did you arrive?"

"Before dark."

"And you have been here ever since?"

Draegan nodded, watching as Quill reached for the bundle of dark cloth that had been carelessly draped over the back of the pew, and which until this moment had gone unnoticed. It was a cloak, made of fine linen and dotted with brilliant shards of sleet, a cloak that differed greatly in quality and cleanliness from the dingy woolen garment that had seen him through the past two winters, and which, he noticed with a jolt of uneasiness, seemed to be missing....

"How, then, do you explain this?" Quill shook the garment out, flinging the frozen moisture into Draegan's face.

Draegan frowned. How indeed? What possible reason would someone have for entering the chapel while he was sleeping, and exchanging this fine cloak for his tattered one? It made no sense, and the only answer he could give sounded lame, even to his own ears. “That garment isn't mine. I don't know how it came to be here."

At that moment, another man entered. "I found the bay in the shed in back, Cap'n. A gelding, lathered up; I'd say it had a real good run."

Draegan glanced up sharply. The ornate brass cross adorning the wall above the pulpit, symbol of goodness and mercy, was visible over Quill's left shoulder. The sight of it should have calmed him; instead he felt an overwhelming sense of presentiment, as if he were teetering on the edge of a precipice, and the earth was disintegrating beneath his feet.

"My mount is old," he said, "a dappled gray I purchased from a farmer on the outskirts of Princeton, and so rheumatic she can barely manage a trot."

Quill planted his hands on his hips and leaned slightly toward Draegan. "We followed our man here to this church, where he disappeared. Upon entering we find you feigning sleep, in possession of a cloak whose folds still hold the chill of the elements; the murderer's horse is stabled in back and your own mount nowhere to be found. Yet you claim the cloak and horse don't belong to you; you have seen no one enter and no one leave, and have no knowledge of our comrade's murder! You must take me for an idiot!"

Draegan's expression darkened. "I was not feigning anything, Captain, and everything I have told you is true. I haven't been out of this church since nightfall. What earthly reason could I, a stranger passing through this valley, have to harm your friend?"

Draegan's demand was met with silence.

"You don't have to take my word for it!" Draegan said. "Search my things, dammit! You'll find my transfer papers there. Or better yet, send word to Schuyler in Albany. He'll substantiate everything I've told you."

The pockmarked man crouched to rummage through Draegan's belongings. "Papers, Cap'n."

"Let's see those." Quill took them from his hands, and as he read his face hardened. "This is a report on the strengths and weaknesses of the American fortifications near Nevilton. It's signed 'Sparrowhawk'."

Draegan was on his feet in an instant, facing down Captain Randall Quill. "I don't give a damn how it's signed," he shouted angrily. "Those papers were planted, don't you see? As were the cloak and the horse! Someone pilfered my things and left these in exchange, to make me look guilty of a crime in which I played no part!  For the love of Christ, Captain, you have to listen to me!"

Quill's expression was cold and unyielding. "You surprise me, sir. Somehow I would have thought the wily Sparrowhawk would spin a livelier tale than the one you are telling. But then, your talents do seem to lie in other directions, don't they? And I don't suppose it ever occurred to you that you'd be caught... much less by the local militia."

Draegan grabbed the breast of Quill's deerskin coat in both fists, desperate now to convince him. He'd gone cold as the grave in that instant, and could almost feel his life ebbing away. "I swear by all that's holy, Captain, I am not the man you seek!"

Quill shoved him roughly off, nodding to his men. "Take him."

At that moment, something snapped inside Draegan. He drew back his fist and swung with all his might at Randall Quill. The blow connected solidly with the militia captain's outthrust chin and sent him sprawling across the back of the forward pew.

Several of the rangers grappled for a hold on Draegan while he sought to break away. Heart racing, driven by a wild desperation, he flung them off and vaulted the high back of the pew on which he'd so soundly slept moments before, only to land on his injured leg.

He fell hard, cursing as his tormentors caught him by the arms and dragged him to his feet.

Randall Quill stepped forward. Blood trickled from the corner of his ruined mouth; his eyes were filled with rage. Without preamble, he pulled back his fist and slammed it into Draegan's middle, once, twice, thrice....

Draegan fell to his knees, unable to breathe. His head spun crazily, and for one awful moment he was afraid he was going to be sick.

"Bind his hands," Quill ordered. Then, turning to the man nearest him, he said, "Jacob, ready the rope."

But Jacob seemed wont to argue. "Beggin' your pardon, Cap'n, whether the man's a spy or not, he deserves a hearin'. Maybe we should take him to Lucien Deane. He'll know what to do."

"I gave you an order, Private Deeter," Quill said, pressing a handkerchief to his mouth. He barely glanced at Draegan, whose hands were being forced up and tied behind his back. "What will it be, Private Deeter? Will you follow me, or swing with Sparrowhawk?"

Silence followed Quill's question, broken only by Draegan's occasional gasp. Those observing the confrontation between Quill and his subordinate exchanged uneasy glances.

Without another word, Jacob Deeter turned and went out, and Randall Quill looked pointedly at those remaining. "Well? What of the rest of you? Have you something to say concerning these proceedings?"

The rangers looked at one another, at their feet, or at the dark windowpanes, anywhere to avoid looking at Draegan. "That's more like it," Quill said after a moment. "Now, get him out of here."

Taking Draegan by the upper arms, the rangers hauled him to his feet, propelling him through the church doors and into the night.

At the far corner of the graveyard stood a stately old maple with strong, spreading limbs, and from one of those limbs a hastily fashioned noose swung in the wind. A few feet away, the pockmarked ranger waited beside a tall stump.

Jacob Deeter was nowhere to be seen.

Quill seemed not to notice. He motioned for his men to aid Draegan's ascent, then stood smiling as the noose was put around his neck. "I will doubtless receive some sort of commendation for bringing Sparrowhawk to justice." He grinned up at Draegan. "Well, sir, is there anything you wish to say before you leave this world?"

Draegan stared down into the ranger captain's face. "You'll earn more than a commendation for this night's work, Quill. You'll earn a place in Hell."

Draegan heard Quill laugh as he kicked his legs from under him, and then he heard nothing but the howl of the wind in the boughs of the maple, and the protesting creak of the rope.

Crouched in the shadow of a headstone at the graveyard's farthest edge, Jacob Deeter watched with horrified fascination as the macabre scene unfolded. Moments before the deed was done, the rangers who had taken part had begun to melt away. Perhaps, like Jacob, they were ashamed in the face of such righteous defiance, yet too afraid of crossing Randall Quill to call a halt to the unjust proceedings. They had families to think of, after all, and so they slunk quietly away, leaving only Randall Quill to carry out the distasteful task and Jacob to bear a silent witness.

In less than a heartbeat it was over, and Jacob could do nothing but mutter a hasty prayer for the soul of the unfortunate stranger.

Randall Quill glanced once at his victim, then hastily made his exit.

As soon as Quill was out of sight, Jacob slipped from cover and ran to the maple. Clambering up on the stump, he severed the rope and eased the body to the frozen ground, sinking down beside it.

"Dear Lord in Heaven, what have we done?" Jacob moaned, covering his face with his hands. "Murder, that's what. We've done murder. And I'm as damned in the eyes of God as the rest of ‘em."

Jacob rocked on his knees in nervous agitation. The wail of the storm wind seemed to mock him. "Oh," he said, "if only there was something I could do. Calm.  I need to stay calm, and try to think." He reached inside his coat, his trembling fingers seeking the comfort of the familiar flask. "A drop or two will help steady my nerves, and then I'll decide what's to be done for you."

The ranger sat back on his heels and tipped the flask, just as the man beside him gave a violent shudder and sat straight up, gasping for breath, causing Jacob to drop the whiskey and scramble back in terror.
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Albany, New York

April 10, 1778

––––––––
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Each time he came to Molly Harmar's bed, he came in darkness and left before the rising of the moon. The absence of light, the concealment of the shadows, suited his needs perfectly, allowing him to maintain a measure of privacy, to prevent the questions he did not wish to answer from ever being raised.

Molly's curiosity, once aroused, was a fearsome thing. Yet at present she slept—the moon was just topping the trees—and for the moment his secrets were safe.

It was time to move.

Slipping silently from the bed, Draegan Mattais Youngblood dragged on his stockings, breeches, and boots, and reached for his linen shirt, which lay on the coverlet, half under Molly's plump white hand.

Frowning, he took hold of the shirtsleeve and, inch by torturous inch, eased it from under her, praying that he would not wake her, that he could slip away without argument, explanations, or tearful entreaties.

In a moment, Draegan's patience was rewarded. The garment came free, and Molly slumbered on. Triumphantly, he donned the shirt, took up his uniform coat, and, turning, tramped on the tail of Molly's brindle cat, which had been curled on the rug by the foot of the bed.

The cat let loose an unearthly howl and flew beneath the bed; Molly came awake with a start. "Draegan, my love? What is it? What's wrong?"

Draegan bent to kiss her lips, to stroke her tumbled tresses, to placate her in whatever way he could. "Molly, dear. It's late. Go back to sleep."

Instead, she sat up, reaching for the tinderbox on the bedside table.

Draegan covered her hand with his. "Save your candles. I can see well enough in the dark."

But she could not. And he knew it.

"You aren't leaving?"

"I must." He straightened, tucking in his shirttail, wrapping and tying his stock. When the scar was concealed, he relaxed the smallest bit. "I was due at headquarters an hour ago. If I stay with you now and ignore Schuyler's summons, he'll strip me of my officer's commission. You don't want that, now, do you?"

She shook her head, and Draegan saw the faint glimmer of tears coursing slowly down her cheeks. Curse her for crying, Draegan thought. All the same he found his handkerchief, gently dried her tears, and pressed it into her hand. She was watching him intently now, her gray eyes huge and luminous in her pale oval face. "Will you come again tomorrow night?"

Draegan was stubbornly silent. He'd been sharing Molly Harmar's bed for nearly two months, since shortly after the death of her husband, Asa.

Mutual need had brought them together, yet in the past few weeks Molly had grown more demanding, and their relationship had become strained.

The change in Molly troubled Draegan. He'd thought at first that he had recognized in her the same deep thirst for life he himself had. Now he realized he'd been mistaken, and it was becoming increasingly clear that Molly Harmar wanted far more from him than he was willing to give.

When he failed to answer, Molly prompted, "Draegan? You will come again tomorrow eve?"

"How can I make promises when I've no way of knowing what tomorrow will bring?" He took up his coat, kissed her pouting lips a final time, and made his way from the room.

He knew that Molly was far from satisfied with his noncommittal answer. But he truly didn't give a damn.

A short while later, Draegan reached Schuyler's headquarters on the outskirts of Albany. The private standing guard outside the front entrance saluted as Draegan mounted the steps.  “Evenin', Major, sir."

"Private, the general is expecting me."

"Aye, sir, and you’d best hurry on in. I believe he mentioned something about sendin' out a search party to comb the taverns if you didn't show your face within the quarter hour.  His gout’s actin’ up again.  Makes him short of temper."

Draegan thanked the private and entered, closing the door on the cold spring evening. He found the general in the parlor, his gout-ridden foot propped on a feather pillow. Pastor Jonathan Akers, Draegan's uncle, sat in a chair opposite.

The general's expression as he regarded Draegan was marked by pain and a vast irritation. "You are late, Major!" he snapped.

"My apologies, sir, but I was unavoidably detained."

"This is the second time in as many months that you have been 'unavoidably detained,' Major. And if you value your position, you will not let it happen again. I will not be kept cooling my heels while you dally with some tavern trollop, no matter how fetching she is! Have I made myself sufficiently clear to you?"

"Aye, sir."

"Good," Schuyler said. "Then, let's get down to the business at hand. Since you are already well acquainted with my guest, I shall dispense with the formalities."

Pastor Jonathan Akers, the youngest brother of Draegan’s mother, Eloise Youngblood, rose from his chair to grasp Draegan's hand. "Draegan, lad, it's good to see you!"

"Uncle Jon," Draegan said, "is something wrong?"

Akers shook his head and smiled, urging Draegan closer to the hearth. "The family is well, and they all send their love. Come, warm yourself by the fire while General Schuyler explains."

The pastor resumed his seat, and Draegan gave his attention to the general. He did not have long to wait.

"You recall those two gentlemen who were apprehended night before last trying to infiltrate the perimeters of our camp?" Schuyler asked.

Draegan nodded. He did indeed. The two men, pretending to be Dutch farmers delivering a wagonload of hay to camp, had turned out to be Tories. "I heard that one escaped during the night. Has he been retaken?"

Schuyler grimaced, shifting in his chair. "No, but as it so happens, his sudden leave-taking loosened his companion's tongue considerably, and some surprising information has been brought to light—information concerning a certain British agent, which, if substantiated, will prove a veritable windfall."

Draegan raised his dark head and he stared hard at Schuyler. "Which agent?"

Schuyler smiled humorlessly. "Sparrowhawk. After sixteen months of chasing my tail, I can finally put a name to the villain's infamous deeds."

"Are you certain?"

"As certain as I can be," Schuyler replied, "given that this information comes from an unscrupulous bastard. I've little doubt that Phelps would sell his own mother to avoid the noose."

Draegan said nothing as Schuyler went on, "The man in question is Lucien Deane. He lives on the outskirts of Abundance, near Esopus Creek. Phelps swears he's Sparrowhawk."

Draegan's aspect was grave, but his roiling emotions were barely held in check. Sparrowhawk, the most notorious British operative of the war... who had been at the root of untold destruction all along the border ... Sparrowhawk, who along with Randall Quill had caused him agony, humiliation, and pain, who'd nearly cost him his life.

There was a moment of pregnant silence, in which Draegan fought down his fury. And when at last he spoke, his voice was strangled. "How is it that this Phelps can do what no one else has been able to? How can he put a name to Sparrowhawk?"

"He claims to have had dealings with Deane in the recent past. Whether he is telling the truth or lying to save his worthless hide remains to be proven."

"Then, you intend to bring Master Deane to Albany for questioning." Draegan watched as Schuyler and Pastor Akers exchanged glances.

Jon Akers replied. "I'm afraid it isn't that simple. Lucien Deane is from an old and revered family. We cannot afford to approach him with these accusations until we have something more on which to found them."

"No man is above the law," Draegan said.

"That’s just it.  I’m afraid that Lucien Deane is the law," Jon replied. "He is the local magistrate, and has been for many years. And if that is not enough, he is also the son and heir to the village's founding father, an elder of the Congregationalist Church that serves the community. He is a man of wealth and position, a man above reproach, and proving him to be Sparrowhawk will not be easy."

Schuyler snorted. "I don't give a damn about how revered his family happens to be, or how lofty his position is in the community! If he's found guilty of treasonous activities beyond a shred of doubt, I shall hang him higher than Haman. And that, Major Youngblood, is where you come in. It has come to my attention through Jonathan that the village of Abundance is experiencing some difficulty in attracting and maintaining a local minister. As an elder of the church, Lucien Deane quite naturally turned to Jonathan for assistance, in the hopes that he could recommend a suitable candidate for the vacancy. Jonathan and I considered the matter carefully, and have concluded that you are that candidate.

"You have the background, if you will," Schuyler went on, "the education—with your theology studies at Harvard—to be convincing in the role you are to play. You also have the cunning. The church, as you know, is the hub of the community. The citizens of Abundance, so long deprived of ecclesiastical guidance, will no doubt welcome you with open arms. And, in turn for serving their spiritual needs, you will enjoy an unlimited access to the community as a whole, and Lucien Deane in particular. So long as you conform to the strict moral standards dictated by the Church, you will be able to conduct your investigation into Deane's activities without arousing suspicions." Schuyler paused, pinning Draegan with his probing stare. "Well, Major," he said, "what say you?"

Draegan sent both men a dark look. "The good citizens of Abundance have appealed to you for a shepherd to lead their flock, and you are sending them instead a wolf in cleric's clothes."

The general’s smile was grim.  "I have known you since you were in swaddling, Major. I know your family, and know every scrap of scandal attributed to your name as intimately as I know the throb in my big toe, and if I for one moment thought you incapable of laying your personal peccadilloes aside long enough to see the task through, I would not consider you." He paused to glare at Draegan and then at Jon Akers, as if daring either to question his judgment. When he continued, his tone was less harsh. "Yes, Major, I am very much aware of whom and what I am sending the good people of Abundance. But it may well take a wolf to put an end to Sparrowhawk." He shifted in his chair. "Well, sir? Will you accept this assignment, or must I look elsewhere?"

"I will take it," Draegan said softly. "And rest assured, if your suspicions hold true, you shall have Lucien Deane's head served up on a silver platter."

"Good. Now, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I shall take this blasted foot of mine to bed." Schuyler rose and, with some difficulty, made his way from the room, leaving Draegan alone with his uncle.

It was nearly midnight when Draegan returned to the large brick house on Pearl Street and his rented room. Anne, his landlord's youngest daughter, had left a candle burning in the hallway to aid his passage, and he thought absently that he must remember to thank her for her thoughtfulness before he took his leave of Albany.

Draegan picked up the taper in passing, and found his way to the first-floor rented room, closing and bolting the door behind him.

Shut away from the rest of the world where prying eyes couldn't see, he began to relax. Placing the taper on the candle stand by the bed, he removed his coat and unbuttoned his shirt. Taking up the crystal decanter, he splashed a liberal amount of brandy into a glass. Then he moved to the washstand where he stood, gazing into the mirror as he drank.

There was little resemblance between the unkempt stranger framed by Sparrowhawk and hanged by Randall Quill that fateful night a year before, and the man he was today.

Since his return to Albany, he'd regained the flesh he'd lost while serving under Washington. No longer was he gaunt and hollow-eyed. The matted beard that had covered his cheeks and chin had been meticulously shaven, and except for the livid scar that ringed his throat—and which he would carry for the rest of his days—there was nothing to link the Reverend Draegan Mattais to the unfortunate Major Youngblood, nothing to give him away.

One other man knew of his resurrection that night in the churchyard, but because of his fear of Randall Quill, he was unlikely to talk.

Draegan tossed back the remainder of the brandy and set the glass aside. Molly's perfume still clung to his skin, cloying and sweet, mingling with the fumes of the brandy, reminding him of everything he was about to forsake by accepting this assignment. Another man in his position might not have been so eager to accept Schuyler's offer, to return to a place where he'd undergone a horrendous ordeal. Yet strangely enough, Draegan found he relished the task at hand.

Opportunity awaited him in the village of Abundance. He would put time and distance between himself and Molly and also settle the score with Sparrowhawk.

Staring intently into the looking glass, Draegan traced a finger over the thick pad of livid flesh that ringed his throat. He’d always been vain, using his handsome face and winning ways to his advantage, and the imperfection scalded his ego.  Not until Sparrowhawk was dead could he put the pain of his recent past behind him; not until he had achieved a final reckoning with a certain militia captain could he lay his ghosts to rest.

Abundance, New York

April 19, 1778

––––––––
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"Are you certain I can't persuade you to stay a little longer? I baked a nice pear tart just yesterday, unt there's a tiny bit of green tea in de kitchen pantry my Killian has not found yet." Ona Schoonmaker glanced out the window at her husband, putting a plump finger to her lips. "If he knew he would have a fit! He's very set on supporting de cause, you know."

Silhouetted by the buttery sunlight flooding through the top of the Dutch door, Fallon Deane smiled and shook her head. Ona, wife to Killian Schoonmaker—a tenant of Lucien Deane's—was well known for her genial nature. There was nothing the Dutch vrouw loved more than a good gossip, and on several occasions over the past few weeks when Fallon had come bearing coltsfoot tea for Ona's persistent cough, she'd bowed to the older woman's wishes and lingered an hour or two. Despite the difference in their ages, Fallon had found that she enjoyed the older woman's company. That day, however, she knew she could not spare the time to sit and talk. She had already stayed longer than she'd intended. "I really must be going. Willie will wonder what's become of me. I was supposed to meet her at the bridge an hour ago."

Vrouw Schoonmaker clucked her tongue at Fallon. "That Wilhemina Rhys! She's off with some young man by now, I bet, unt has forgot all about de bridge! You might do well to stay unt have a nice cup of tea." The older woman smiled, and a mischievous light shone in her blue button eyes. "Maybe you should take a leaf from Wilhemina's book, unt find yourself a nice young man."

"All of the nice young men have gone off to war," Fallon said. "Now, don't forget. One cup of coltsfoot tea with honey twice a day to soothe your cough." Fallon opened the bottom half of the door and went into the yard.

"I'll remember," Vrouw Schoonmaker called after her. "Unt give my best to your Oom Lucien."

Fallon waved a hand in answer and hastened down the crushed shell walkway, past the small patch of ground where Vrouw Schoonmaker's husband labored. Killian was the local miller, employed by Lucien Deane, but at that moment he was busily turning the earth in preparation for a kitchen garden. "Good afternoon, Mijnheer,” Fallon said.

Killian paused in his labors and leaned on the handle of his spade, touching the broad brim of his hat with his free hand. "Mistress Deane. The missus says your uncle has found a new minister for the church."

Fallon nodded. "It appears so, yes. We are expecting him to arrive in a fortnight."She was reluctant to say more until she'd had the opportunity to meet the Reverend Mattais and take his measure. Since Pastor McCrea's death three years previous, the village had employed several ministers, none of whom had remained for more than a few months.

There had been Timothy Breton, whose patriotic zeal had carried him off to minister to the New England troops soon after the fighting began; lay minister James Holden, whom Fallon suspected had moved on in the hopes of finding a richer parish and a more lucrative position; and lastly the Reverend George Antwhistle, a disagreeable little man with a fondness for strong spirits, which had only served to alienate him from the community.

Reverend Antwhistle had complained vociferously of strange goings-on at the church and rectory, of lights in the black heart of the haunted wood that lay very near the rectory; of voices and unexplained bumps in the night. But because of his drinking no one had listened. Then one day he'd simply drifted away.

"Well," Killian said. "It will be good to have a shepherd to guide the flock once more. The town needs a man of God in its midst. It has been too long without." Always a man of few words, Killian returned to his task, filling the warm spring air with the smell of freshly turned earth as Fallon ran on, past the millpond and through the village streets.

Situated some thirty miles southwest of Albany and tucked up in a mountain hollow, the village of Abundance remained untouched by time and the ravages of the war that continued to rage in the East.

There were but twenty-four houses in the village proper, no more, no less, some built of the native stone so abundant in the Catskills, others of good Dutch brick. All were huddled close upon the banks of Esopus Creek. Some villagers were Dutch and others English in origin, yet all lived amiably side by side. There were Scotch-Irish too, but they hunted and farmed in the outlying districts, and as a rule, kept to themselves.

Before long Fallon reached the old stone bridge that arched over the swift waters of Esopus Creek, and found Willie Rhys there waiting.

"You certainly took long enough," Willie said, pushing away from the low stone wall against which she'd been leaning. "The old biddy must have chewed your ear off."

"You mustn't be so impertinent, Willie," Fallon chided, starting off down South Road, which led past the church and on to Gilead Manor. "Vrouw Schoonmaker has a kind and generous heart. Besides, if you were anxious to leave, you could have returned home without me."

"And walk past the churchyard all by myself?" Willie looked at Fallon as if she'd taken leave of her senses. "I'd sooner beg the use of Vrouw Schoonmaker's broomstick and fly home!"

"Wilhemina Rhys!"

Far from chastened, Willie turned a sulky face to Fallon. "Tout her as good-hearted all ye like! I still haven't forgiven her for telling Mother that she saw me kissing Thomas Smith by the millpond last week!"

Fallon smiled, glancing at the other girl, who was making cheerful small talk as they walked along. Willie was the daughter of Zepporah Rhys, the housekeeper at Gilead Manor, and of an age with Fallon. Indeed, she and Willie had often played together as children. Indulgent by nature, at least where his niece was concerned, Lucien had made no attempt to discourage the budding friendship, and it had never occurred to the democratic Fallon that her friendship with the daughter of a servant was in any way improper. As the years passed, they had become the best of friends, yet they remained as different as day from night.

Willie was impetuous, flirtatious, and eager to wed. Fallon had never been impulsive like Willie, was given to pragmatic thinking, considered flirtatious behavior a waste of time and effort, and, at present, had little if any desire to wed.  Ever.

That wasn't to say that she didn't like men. One or two of her half-dozen suitors had captured her interest—until she had opened her mouth, betraying the presence of a keen and questioning mind behind her topaz-colored eyes and thick black lashes. Then each in turn had beaten a tactful retreat, failing to darken her door again... with a single exception.

Randall Quill, the son of a prosperous farmer and the ranking officer of the local mounted militia, had proven more persistent than most. Fallon was not particularly fond of Randall, but he had managed to garner her uncle's approval and so was welcome to call at the manor whenever he chose to do so and thus far, Fallon had no reason to raise an objection.

"Fallon. Fallon! Are you listening to me?" Willie's demand jolted Fallon back to the present.

The rutted road they followed was flanked on the right by patches of forest and fields lying fallow. On the left lay Vanderbloon's Wood, a dense stand of virgin forest and tangled vine. Set against that eerie backdrop, at a little distance off the beaten path, was the small stone chapel and rectory built by Fallon's grandfather, which soon would be occupied once again.

"Yes, of course," Fallon replied. "You were lamenting the fact that your mother found out you were trysting with Thomas. Perhaps you should try to be more discreet."

"Nay! It isn't that!" Willie insisted, plucking nervously at Fallon's sleeve. "Look there! Don't you see it?" She pointed at the small stone chapel down the way, and the thread of gray rising from the rectory chimney.

"It's smoke." Fallon frowned. "But that can't be. The workers I hired aren't to start until next week."

Determined to investigate, Fallon started forward, Willie still dragging at her sleeve. "You aren't goin' in there!"

Fallon gave Willie a determined look. "I most certainly am. And you are coming with me."

"What? Oh, no!" Willie dug in her heels, begging and pleading. "Fallon. Fallon, please! You've heard the tales they tell about this place. You know a man was hanged in that big tree yonder, and there are those that say he still walks!"

"Willie, that's ridiculous," Fallon said, pulling her friend along. "There is no such thing as ghosts, and no earthly reason for you to be frightened.  Someone is trespassing, that’s all.  Now, come on.  Let’s see who it is."

"It ain't the earthly things that worry me," Willie replied. "What about Reverend Antwhistle? He told my mother about the odd happenings here, and he claimed he was goin' to look into it. Then one day he simply disappears. Mother thinks the ghost of the hanged man got him, and so do I."

"Don't be childish." Fallon strode through the weed-choked dooryard with Willie in tow, and rounded the corner of the building, pushing the rectory door inward.

The room was indeed occupied, but not by the Reverend Antwhistle, her uncle's workmen, or the ghost of Willie's hanged man.

A man was seated in a large wing chair drawn comfortably close to the blaze that crackled in the fireplace grate. His long legs were stretched out, the parish records resting open across his lap. Still holding on to Willie, Fallon craned her neck to one side, trying to peer around the wing of the chair in which he sat. She could see little more than two long booted legs and a hand that casually flipped through the pages of the book lying open in his lap. "I know it must be mentioned somewhere," he said to himself, "but I'll be damned if I can find it."

His voice was deep and resonant, the voice of a young man, strangely pleasing to the ear. It was a moment before Fallon recovered enough to speak. "Perhaps I can help you, sir,” she said.  “Precisely what are you looking for?"

For the space of a heartbeat he was very still; then, with care, he closed the old tome and laid it aside, slowly coming out of the chair and turning to face her.

Fallon caught her breath. He was arrestingly handsome.  Tall and lean, he had the look of a fallen angel, dark and alluring, almost shockingly sensual. His long sable hair was tied at his nape with a wide black ribbon; his features were cleanly molded, decidedly aristocratic, with just a subtle hint of arrogance. The straight nose and slightly rounded chin, the shallow indentation below his full lower lip, had been sculpted with an artist's precision and were worthy of a master, but it was his eyes that captured Fallon's attention. They were unsettling eyes of pale green, set like bright peridots in his tawny face—unusual eyes, eyes that seemed to shine with an unnatural light.

He must have noticed her staring, for he smiled, and the momentary spell he'd cast over Fallon was broken. "Your pardon, ladies. I was not aware that I had company."

Willie giggled, nudging Fallon with her elbow. "That sure ain't the Reverend Antwhistle."

He chuckled at Willie's comment. "Indeed, no. I am not the Reverend Antwhistle." He crossed the room, limping slightly. Halting before them, he sketched a courtly bow. "My name is Draegan Mattais. How may I serve you ladies?"

Fallon, who had been ready to ply him with questions concerning his presence at the rectory, was taken aback. "Mattais? Reverend Mattais?  But that isn't possible! You aren't expected for a fortnight."

Draegan raised a dark arched brow and continued to study the young woman who had just addressed him. She was passing tall for a woman, standing six or seven inches above five feet, but her height became her, lending her lissome form a willowy grace that was decidedly attractive. For the space of a few seconds, he put all thoughts of business aside and allowed his gaze to travel briefly over her face and form.

Her face was oval-shaped, her skin a soft peach with just a smattering of freckles, and her eyes a rich shade of golden brown, fringed with lush black lashes.

She was lovely, but she would have been lovelier still if she could have been persuaded to unbend the slightest bit, to uncoil the rich chestnut tresses caught so severely at her nape, to ease the strain in her dulcet voice....

She was still looking at him with an expression of disbelief—no, Draegan thought, it was horror. Instinctively, he raised a hand to his throat. But his stock was perfectly in place, the unsightly scar still concealed beneath a wealth of costly linen.  He breathed a little easier.

"A fortnight," he began, "yes, well. As it so happens, my former ties were severed much more quickly than I had at first expected, and, since I am most anxious to begin my work here, I saw no reason to delay." He furrowed his brow and pinned her with his best implacable stare. "Is something amiss of which I'm unaware? The parish has not found another to fill the vacant position?"

"No," the chestnut-haired beauty hastened to say. "No, it isn't that. It's just that—well, I didn't expect to find you here. I rather expected that you would present yourself at the manor before you settled in."

"It seems I have offended you by my impetuosity." He bowed deeply. "I'll gather my things and go."

"You have not offended me," Fallon hastened to reassure him, "but there is still a great deal of work to be done to make the rectory habitable. I'm afraid the roof leaks when it rains, and then there's the cleaning. We wanted everything to meet with your approval, and as you weren't expected so soon, I assumed there would be ample time."

"Your concern for my welfare is heartwarming, but I'm a man of God. And as such my needs are few."

She shook her shining head and sighed. "I suppose it is useless to argue now that you are here. And I would be remiss in my duties if I did not take this opportunity to bid you welcome." She came forward and put out her hand. "My name is Fallon Deane. Lucien Deane is my uncle and this is my friend Willie."

She grasped his hand and shook it, as direct and forceful in manner as most of the men of his acquaintance.  But she wasn’t a man.  She was very much a woman, and her skin was cool and soft. "Fallon," he said softly, "an uncommon name for an uncommonly attractive young lady. Irish, is it?"

The compliment warmed Fallon's cheeks, a fact that irritated her.  She never got flustered in company, and felt herself every man’s—and woman’s—equal.  It was a mystery as to why he had that effect on her, and since she couldn’t understand it, she strove very hard to ignore it. "I was named for my mother's grandmother. She was a Calloway and lived all her life in Dublin."

He smiled his knowing smile, and his green eyes glinted. "That would explain a great deal."

"Oh?" Fallon said with an unconscious lift of her chin.

"The flame in your hair... the fire in your eyes." Fallon's discomfiture increased, a fact that seemingly did not escape his notice, for he deftly changed his tact. "Tell me, Mistress Deane, does your family live near your uncle's estate?"

"I reside at Gilead Manor with Uncle Lucien," Fallon replied. "He is my family. My mother died when I was quite young, and my father six years ago.”

"I am sorry to hear that," Draegan said.

"There is nothing to be sorry for, Reverend Mattais. I do miss my parents, but consider myself quite fortunate to have such a wonderful uncle. He is very good to me.  Now," she continued, "to the business at hand. Why don’t I arrange for a room in the village where you can stay until the reparations and the cleaning can be completed." She tapped one index finger against her creamy cheek and narrowed her golden eyes at him. "I think the widow Hadley's house will do nicely, and she had been hoping for a boarder—"

"Oh, no, I couldn't," Draegan said. “I am something of a night owl, I fear, and like my privacy.  My being in residence would only disrupt the household, and I cannot allow that.”  He smiled, and hoped she would drop the matter of his lodgings.  He had to be free to come and go at will, without arousing the interest of the town gossips. Besides, he had work to do here at the rectory, work that her unannounced arrival had already delayed.

"Reverend Mattais, please listen to reason. You cannot possibly stay here."

Crossing his arms before his chest, Draegan stared down at her. "My dear Mistress Deane, I can and I shall. Now, please, let us speak no more of this."

She sighed in defeat. "Very well, then. But I shall send someone by this afternoon to help make the place habitable."

Draegan took her by the arm, gently steering her toward the door, where her friend waited. "There is no need to trouble yourself on my account. I have already found a man who has graciously agreed to help me. His name is Jacob Deeter. And though I thank you for the thought, I think we should be able to manage quite nicely on our own."

She furrowed her lovely brow. "But Jacob Deeter has been gone for nearly a year."

"That was my understanding, yes. Yet as luck would have it, he recently returned," Draegan said. "Now, if you will just tell me when it will be convenient for me to meet with your uncle. I am most anxious to get started."

"Tomorrow at two," Fallon said. "We can take care of your initial interview then."

"Interview?  Yes, of course.  I shall look forward to it," Draegan said, leaning against the door to watch as Fallon Deane and her companion crossed the dooryard. When they were nearly out of sight, Jacob Deeter joined him there.

"You find anything?" Jacob asked.

Draegan shook his head. "No mention of a passageway anywhere in the volume I examined. At least in the portion I got to read.  As you can see, I had visitors.”

“Aye.  Mistress Deane.”

“Do you know her well?"

Jacob dragged off his hat and mopped his brow with his shirt sleeve. "Since she was just a wee thing."

Draegan clapped the older man's shoulder. "Come in, then, won't you? We'll have a tot of brandy and you can enlighten me."
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Chapter 2
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At precisely two o'clock the following afternoon, Draegan arrived at Gilead Manor, the sprawling estate of Lucien Deane, Esq. At the front of the manse he was greeted by a young Negro servant. "Suh, Mistress Fallon's 'round the back. If you'll allow me, I'll take your mount and show you the way."

Draegan fell into step beside the servant, his glance lingering momentarily on the structure that was home to Lucien Deane and his niece.

The central portion of the house rose a full three stories above the spring-green lawn and was built of salmon-colored brick in time-honored Dutch fashion, spacious, square, and crowned with a gently sloping hip roof. To the original central portion, two identical wings had been added. These last were two stories high, with steep gabled roofs and dormer windows, decidedly English in influence and made of the gray sandstone so abundant in the Catskills.

The overall effect should have been jarring, Draegan thought, yet somehow it was not. Instead, the great house exuded a permanence and quiet grace from having weathered countless tumultuous years.

Age sat well upon its weathered walls, and the influence of two very different cultures, while each was clearly evident, failed to clash. In fact, they blended well.

At the far corner of the edifice, the servant paused. "The young mistress is in the garden yonder, suh," he said, indicating with a nod of his head a low stone enclosure joined to the rear of the house. "You just go on ovah, whilst I put up your mount."

Draegan gave the stallion's pale withers an affectionate pat before turning toward the garden where Mistress Deane waited. She must have heard his approach, for she rose from her seat and met him at the gate. "Good afternoon, Reverend Mattais. Won't you come in?"

"Mistress Deane," Draegan replied. "You're looking exceptionally well today. Have you done something different with your hair?"

She put a hand to her gleaming auburn tresses, somewhat self-consciously. "My hair is just as I always wear it."

"It must be your dress, then," Draegan said. "The color provides the perfect foil for those tigress eyes of yours. What shade is it?"

She pursed her lips, and her glance was filled with perplexity and annoyance. "It's green, sir. Now, if you've no other questions, I would like very much to get down to business." She swung the gate open and waited for Draegan to enter.

"My, what a charming place," Draegan said, ignoring her prickly replies. After Molly's tearful entreaties and not-so-subtle attempts at manipulation, he found her frank nature very unusual and oddly refreshing. "Has your family resided here long?"

"Oh, yes.  For nearly half a century. The lands were originally part of a five-hundred-thousand-acre patroonship granted to Peter Van Ust. Van Ust's son Brom built the main section of the house in 1694, using ballast bricks brought from Holland in the bellies of Dutch East India Company ships. The patroonship failed in 1723. After emigrating from England my grandfather bought
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