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      Julia Colton stood in the doorway of her home, caught between two worlds. In one lay a dream—sunshine and warmth, the scent of earth, grass and water, life and freedom. In the other lay reality—shadows and damp, the stench of herbs and medicine and sickness, death and drudgery.

      Guilt flooded her, as it always did when she began to feel sorry for herself. Her future at least held the promise of life. Her mother’s held only the certainty of death.

      “Mama, I’m going down to the creek to get some fresh, cool water. It’ll help your fever.”

      The shape on the bed shifted, moaned, then swallowed the sound of pain, of weakness. Elvira Colton’s gray, bone-thin face and feverish eyes appeared in the nest of blankets. “Go on ahead, darlin’, I’ll just sleep a while. Why don’t you take a little time in the sun? I’ll rest better if I’m alone.”

      Julia grabbed the bucket from its resting place next to the door, then plunged into the sunshine before her mother could see the tears spill from her eyes.

      Mama would not sleep. The pain and the fever would not let her. At times she fell into an exhausted state that resembled death, and when she awoke she was always weaker than before. Whenever Julia urged her to rest, her mother would say, “I’ll be restin’ for eternity soon enough,” and since Julia could not argue with that, she did not argue with Mama at all.

      Mama had been bedridden since Julia was a little girl. Too many births, too close together, had weakened her. Then, a few years back, while the boys and her husband had been off harassing the Kansas folk, she and Julia had been caught in a burning cabin. Though Julia had awoken and dragged her mama outside before they both died, Mama’s lungs were burned from the smoke, and the doctor said it was only a matter of time until they gave out completely. Julia had never forgiven herself for sleeping too deeply that night, nor forgiven the Hell-sent Jay- hawkers for burning the cabin in the first place.

      Her mother’s admonition to take a little time in the sun made Julia’s guilt throb. Mama knew she’d been aching to get outside, and in her typical, selfless way, had given Julia a reason to go. Though she felt it was her duty to stay inside and do what she could for Mama, Julia took the gift of freedom and ran with it to the creek.

      The day was a surefire keeper—too early in the year to bring the stifling heat common to a Missouri summer, a cool breeze that smelled of new grass and just-sprung flowers rippled the shiny surface of Colton Creek. Through water as clear as glass, Julia watched fish shadows dance along the multicolored bottom rocks.

      “Ho, there!” The distant call of her father to the plow horses made her start.

      With her four brothers gone to join the renegade Confederate militia, Sam Colton had more work than he could handle. Not that he begrudged his sons the fight. The Coltons had been Jayhawker-haters since the word was invented, and since the immigrant Irish, abolitionist Murphys had gone and bought the land on the other side of Colton Creek, her father’s hatred had become an obsession.

      The Murphys’ farm, which had once been Colton land, had been sold many years back when times were particularly rough. The fact that the land had not only left Colton hands but had later become a part of Kansas made Julia’s father nigh on to obsessed with getting it back, through any means—legal or otherwise. The rumor that the eldest Murphy son had ridden with the group of Jayhawkers that had burned Sam’s farm and maimed his wife only made his hatred for the family that much more fierce.

      There were always arguments and fistfights whenever her father and Shamus Murphy met up, not to mention an ongoing history of malicious mischief on both their farms. There was even occasional sniper fire from the tree line on the creek.

      Thus far no one had been seriously injured, though a bullet had once gone through the fleshy part of Julia’s oldest brother’s hand. Didn’t hurt him much, just served to make him madder and meaner.

      Since the boys had gone off with Quantrill, Julia’s father, who had never been an easy man, had become downright nasty. These days the depth of his anger at the world, and the Murphys in particular, frightened Julia. He had become a hard man, and he would not be happy if he saw his only daughter malingering at the creek.

      Julia reached for the bucket, then hesitated. Mama had told her to stay a while, and her father was too busy to leave the field before sundown. He’d only come searching for her if she didn’t bring him his dinner at noon. She had at least an hour before then.

      In a rare moment of youthful abandon, Julia turned her back on the bucket, pulled off her shoes and stockings, hoisted her skirts and stepped into the shallows.

      A squeal of surprise escaped her lips when the water, still cold from the winter melt-off, captured her feet. But after the initial shock she began to enjoy the tingle of the cold and the lap of the waves against her calves. Her toes scrunched into the smooth stones, and fish flitted just ahead of her as if leading her onward to a secret, special place.

      Mama always said Julia was a dreamer. The life she led had made her so. Mama had been a teacher before she’d become a wife and owned a trunk full of books. Julia blessed those books every day. If it hadn’t been for them, Julia would never have believed there were men in the world who did not thrive on murder and mayhem, who did not dismiss women as servants, who did not speak to them as though they were fools. Just once she’d like to meet a man who was strong on the outside but gentle on the inside, a man who could listen and learn, a man who could protect a woman and love her.

      Her brothers loved her in their own way, she was certain, and they would protect her with their lives. She had fond memories of their youths together; though the men they’d become bore little resemblance to the children she had known. Their father and the times had produced hard, rough, dangerous men who no longer seemed to have any patience for a sister who did not understand them any more than they understood her.

      Julia put aside thoughts of the past and an uncertain future. She became so enthralled with the game she played with the fish that she didn’t realize she was no longer alone until she laughed at the antics of a particularly brave fish and someone laughed with her.

      Her head jerked up. A man sat on the opposite bank of the creek—the Kansas side. He wore bits of Union blue combined with other mismatched pieces of clothing. He had Colts in his belt, ammunition strung across his chest and two rifles in the spider scabbards strapped to his horse. There was no question. He was a Jayhawker— part of the renegade Union militia.

      Trouble.

      Julia backed toward the Missouri side of the creek, but where before the stones had seemed smooth and easy to walk upon, they suddenly became sharp and shifted beneath her feet, causing her to stumble.

      The watched her with a smile that made the water run colder and the sun shine less brightly than before. The frightened rasp of her breath lay at odds with the peaceful lap of the creek against its banks.

      She’d seen his type before, when they’d burned down her home. In a single instant, staring into the eyes of this Jayhawker, she saw all that was bad, and it was coming toward her.

      “Well, howdy do?” He stepped into the water, his boots causing ripples in the creek that became bigger and bigger as he waded toward Julia. “And what might you be doin’ out here all alone?”

      “I-I’m not alone. M-my father’s just over the hill.”

      “Over that hill, you say?” He pointed to the swell of ground behind her. “That’d make you a Missouri gal, a Bushwhacker woman. Wouldn’t it?”

      Calling her a Bushwhacker was an insult, but she wasn’t in any position to take offense. Why, oh why, had she wandered so far downstream? “H-he’ll be coming for me if I don’t bring his dinner.”

      The man’s smile widened, though it never reached his eyes. “It’s not dinnertime yet, missy, so I believe we’ve got time for a visit. First me and you, and then, if you like,” he snickered, ‘‘or even if you don’t, you can visit the same with my friends over the Kansas hill yonder.”

      All the time he had been advancing, Julia had been retreating. Her heel hit the creek bank, and she stepped out of the water. “Th-that’s mighty nice of you, but I have to get home.”

      She hiked her skirts and dashed for the safety of the Missouri hill. If she could get in sight of her father, he could drop the Kansas varmint with a single shot.

      She hadn’t taken two steps before he was on her. She went down hard in the red Missouri dirt. The skirts she’d tried so hard to keep from getting wet tangled with her legs and ground into the blood-colored mud.

      She drew in a breath to scream, and he shoved her mouth into the dirt, making her see bright, shiny points of light when her nose and teeth met the unyielding earth. The sound of rending cloth and the sudden trickle of cool air across the back of her legs alerted her to the loss of her skirts.

      Though she’d spent a great portion of her life nursing her mother, Julia had been raised with four brothers. She knew how to fight, and she knew how to win. Her first elbow jab connected with his ribs.

      Sour breath exploded across her cheek, followed by an oomph, and he released his hold on her arms. She rolled quickly onto her back and instead of the common knee jab, she drove the heel of her hand into his nose.

      Blood spurted and he howled. Then she used her knee, and the howl became a shriek.

      She was free. But only for a moment.

      The degenerate’s screams brought his friends at a run, and though Julia had been halfway to freedom, the click of their rifles being cocked brought her to a stop. She met the stares of three more pairs of evil eyes, and she knew her fate was sealed.

      Julia fought tears. She would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her cry or of watching her beg. Though she was twenty years of age and should have been long married, the war and her home situation had left Julia both unmarried and uncertain of men and their intentions. But what she saw in the eyes of these men terrified her.

      This was her punishment for taking a selfish minute to herself. As her father had told her often enough, her purpose in life was to care for Mama. Julia had no other duty upon this earth, and if she forgot that, God would punish her for certain.

      The three men carefully forded the stream, keeping their rifles fixed on Julia. It didn’t take them long to splash through the creek and join the first, who had recovered enough to stand. They circled her like a pack of mad dogs. She thought she’d seen all of Hell’s fury in the first man’s eyes, but she’d been wrong.

      One poked her in the stomach with his rifle. She winced but did not retreat. How many times had she fought all four of her brothers and won? She knew how to bide her time, wait for an opening and then strike, or run.

      The back of her skirt was grabbed and tugged. To her left a flash of movement, then to her right. She began to feel dizzy, sweaty, panicky. She could not catch her breath. A shove from behind made her stumble forward, directly into the arms of the man whose nose she’d bloodied.

      “Enough playin’. She knows how to fight, and I don’t aim to let her get another shot. Let’s have done with this.” A bloody hand reached for the front of her dress. Rabid eyes glared into hers. “You’re gonna beg to die, Bushwhacker bitch.” Dirty fingers gripped her neck.

      She closed her eyes and said a prayer.

      I need a hero. A knight with the bravery of Lancelot. The strength of Hercules. The wisdom of Solomon.

      Rancid breath filled her mouth and nose. Her captor laughed.

      Or anyone you’ve got right now will do.

      KABOOM!

      Julia’s eyes snapped open, and she peered hopefully toward the Missouri hill.

      “Help?” she whispered, but all eyes had turned toward the Kansas side of the creek where there stood a single man, his horse and his gun.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan Murphy kept his rifle and his eyes trained on the four men surrounding the girl. They wore the uniform common to the Kansas Jayhawker in 1863—part Federal soldier, part guerilla fighter—but these men were not behaving like soldiers.

      “Get away from her.”

      They stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. The one with blood all over his face and his dirty hands all over the girl snickered. “You want some, too, boy? We’ll be glad to share. After.”

      “Back away or I start shooting.”

      The man’s amusement died. “You ain’t gonna be able to get all of us with one rifle. If I was you, I’d do the backin’ away.”

      “I might have one rifle, but my men have one each. If you don’t get out of here, they’ll use 'em.”

      He put just enough conviction into his words to make the four glance uneasily at the brush, where the tips of several rifles glinted in the sunlight. The leader’s eyes narrowed.

      “You aren’t a Federal. No uniform. Is you with one of the other Jayhawker bands?”

      “Who I am isn’t important. Just move on.”

      “What’s the matter with you? She’s just a Bushwhacker. We kill women like her every damn day. Or is you one of ’em, too?”

      Ryan hesitated. The girl was a Bushwhacker. Perhaps he should just ride away. His family hated the Bushwhackers like no one else—even more than his Irish ancestors had hated the cursed English. The Missouri guerillas had taken his mother’s life and his sister’s mind. Those tragedies had in turn changed the father Ryan loved into a man whose sanity he questioned more with each passing day.

      Ryan risked a glance at the girl. She was beautiful, even with dirt smeared across her mouth and cheeks and her hair tangled and trailing free of its pins. She was near his age, slight but tall, with creamy skin, wide light eyes and hair of a strange color—black with red streaks the shade of Missouri mud flashing in the sun. Something about that hair sparked his memory, as if he’d hair like it before.

      How could he? He had barely spared a glance for women in the past; he didn’t have the time or the inclination. He had no room in his heart or his mind for anything but fulfilling his vow of vengeance. But this beauty, in the space of an instant, captivated him. He’d never seen a female fight like a she-cat. Though he knew he should despise the Bushwhacker woman, he couldn’t help but find her fascinating.

      “I’m no Bushwhacker,” he said. “You cut across my land to get here. I want you off. Now.”

      “If that was your land, then you’re a Kansan. One of us.”

      “I might be from Kansas, but I don’t hold with Jayhawker ways.”

      “Well, ain’t you hoity-toity? At least we’re fightin’.” The man’s lip pulled back into a sneer. “You just stayin’ home to protect your land?”

      Ryan knew better than most what a Jayhawker band could do. He’d been one himself not long ago. He couldn’t say he was proud of that. He was ashamed of what he’d done and what he’d allowed to be done. Though he couldn’t take back what had happened, he had left them and never returned. As far as he was concerned the Jayhawkers were as bad as the Bushwhackers. Both were simply in it for blood.

      “Whatcha care about her for anyway?” the Jayhawker asked.

      Why did he care? Maybe because the fight in her eyes and the defiance in her stance reminded him of women he’d loved before.

      “I don’t abide abusing women, no matter who they are. Now get.”

      Ryan held the man’s gaze. He had spent the past several years dealing with men worse than these, and he had learned the quickest way to lose control of a bad situation was to let your fear show.

      Sweat trickled down Ryan’s back as the Jayhawkers contemplated the rifles poking through the brush. He considered giving the signal for a warning shot but waited. He feared if a single shot was fired, all Hell would break loose.

      ‘‘Aw, shit. I don’t have time to be standin’ out here in the sun arguin’ with a boy. Let’s go.” The leader shoved the girl.

      She stumbled, her feet tangling in her torn, trailing skirts. She managed to regain her feet, her hands coming up in front of her, clenched into fists as if she meant to fight them all. But they had already splashed back across the creek to trudge toward their horses.

      Ryan shot a glance at the brush and jerked his head, ordering an escort to ascertain that they left Murphy territory immediately. The brush rustled, a single rifle barrel withdrew.

      The girl still stood with fists raised. Her skirt and petticoats ruffled in the breeze, the torn ends hanging free to reveal bare legs.

      Ryan had never seen a woman’s legs before, at least in the light of day, and these were mighty fine. His interest trailed upward over rounded hips, slim waist and an impressive swell of breasts beneath the muddied, bloodied bodice of an ugly gray gown.

      “Well?” she asked.

      His gaze returned to hers where anger and fear warred. Despite her fear, this woman was ready for a fight. A spark of admiration lit within him—a spark he quickly doused. Bushwhackers were the enemy. They had no conscience, no mercy, no hearts and no souls. They had murdered his mother and for that they would all pay.

      “What do you plan to do?”

      “Do?” he repeated.

      “Kidnap? Rape? Murder? What?”

      Ryan returned his Spencer to the scabbard on his saddle. His horse danced a bit then lowered its head to drink from the creek. “Why would I do any of that?”

      “You’re a Murphy.”

      A memory tugged at him. Could she be—? No. The Colton girl was a child. Too young to leave home alone. That’s why no one ever saw her.

      “Yes, I’m a Murphy. A Kansan,” he admitted. “What of it?”

      “Bad through and through. Yankees. Thieves.”

      The girl had more guts than was good for her. Or perhaps she’d just been pushed past her endurance. His own sister had retreated into silence; maybe when they were in danger, Bushwhacker women just couldn’t shut up.

      “My pa says the same about Missourans. You’re all evil, vile, murderin’ savages. Bushwhackers.”

      At last she dropped her hands, and she yanked her skirts into place. “I am not!”

      “Neither am I.”

      He turned his horse and left her standing by the banks of the creek.
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        * * *

      

      Julia was glad he’d ridden away before she’d said something hateful. The man had saved her honor, if not her life, and she should be grateful. Even if he was a Murphy, he’d risked himself and his men to save her. Just like a hero from one of the stories she read to Mama at night—except the heroes in her books never wore the face of an enemy.

      She squinted against the sun’s glare toward the low brush lining the Kansas side of the creek. The rifle barrels withdrew, one after the other, retreating in perfect precision down the line. After a short rustle of brush near the last rifle, hoofbeats pounded away into the distance.

      She could swear she’d heard just a single horse.

      Her rescuer must be the eldest Murphy boy, the one she was supposed to hate more than the others because he had hurt Mama. Or so her brothers and her father said.

      She’d never actually seen a Murphy. The night the Colton farm had burned, the renegades had been mere shadows in retreat as she’d pulled Mama from the burning house. She didn’t even know either of the Murphy boys’ names, having only heard them referred to as “them damn Murphys.”

      In a sane, proper world, Mama would be mortified with Julia’s lapse of manners in not thanking the young man for saving her life. But their world was neither proper nor sane. How could she even consider exchanging a kind word with the man who had caused her family such pain?

      At the thought of her mother, Julia spun about and raced along the creek bank. She grabbed her shoes and socks, then retrieved the bucket, dunked it in the shallows and hurried toward home, not caring how much water sloshed down the front of her skirt. The dress was ruined; even if it weren’t, she’d never be able to bear wearing the garment again.

      If she didn’t dawdle, she had just enough time to change her dress, tend Mama and take dinner to her father. Still, she took a moment to breathe deeply, hoping to calm her racing heart and stop her hands and knees from shaking. She had been terrified, really terrified for the first time in her life. If that Murphy boy hadn’t come along when he had⁠—

      Julia broke off the thought, alarmed at how the memory of the Jayhawker’s face and eyes and hands suddenly made her want to weep. She had no time for such things right now.

      Julia stepped into the house, careful to keep quiet, but she needn’t have bothered. Mama was already awake.

      “Lord above, what happened to you?”

      For a moment Julia considered telling her mama everything. Then she saw the gray tinge to Mama’s skin and the purple circles beneath her eyes. “I fell. Down into the creek...”

      “And tore your dress, too?”

      “Y-yes, Mama.”

      “And climbing out, you mussed your hair and muddied your face?”

      “Y-yes, Mama.”

      Julia couldn’t look her mother in the eye now that she’d lied. Instead she busied herself packing a dinner pail for her father. She should have known Mama would not be so easily deceived.

      “Come here, child.”

      “I’ve got to take this to Father. He’ll come searching for me otherwise.”

      And though her father had never raised a hand to her, there’d always been a dangerous glint in his eye. Their relationship, never warm, had gotten worse since the Jayhawker raid. He seemed to blame Julia for Mama’s worsening health, berating her for not hearing the Jayhawkers sooner and for not protecting the farm and Mama better than she had.

      “Let that set a minute, child, and come here.”

      Julia and her mama were as close as any two people could be. Her mama had carried Julia within her body and given her life. Before Julia was full-grown they had reversed roles. Now, they were with each other every day, nearly every hour. She could hide nothing from her mama. Why had she even tried? Julia sat on the chair next to the bed.

      “There’s blood on your dress, child.”

      Bloody fingerprints marred the gray cloth. There would be no lying her way around this, even if she had been a decent liar. But perhaps she could make the story sound a bit better, less frightening, if she tried.

      “There were some men at the creek.”

      Mama’s ashen face paled further. “Did they hurt you?”

      “Not as much as I hurt one of them.”

      Her mother raised her eyebrows at that. “How did you get away?”

      “A man came.” Julia recalled the burnished gold of the Murphy boy’s hair, the way his eyes had shone blue against the sun-darkened skin of his face. Though he had never gotten down from his horse, the length of the stirrups made her think he was taller than any man she’d ever known, well over six feet. The memory of his hands, sure upon the rifle, and the command in his voice when he’d ordered the Jayhawkers to leave caused an odd, shaky feeling in the pit of her stomach that she desperately told herself was hate.

      “A young man,” she amended. ‘‘He was like a knight from the storybooks we’ve read. He rode up on a horse, not white, gold, like his hair. He faced four men older than him, and they listened.” Julia didn’t add that his men were covering him from the brush. He’d still ridden to her rescue alone.

      She smiled at her mother, but her mother did not smile back. ‘‘What else, child?”

      Julia had hoped she would not have to tell the bad part, but her mother knew she was hedging. ‘‘He said he was a Murphy.”

      “You must never see him again,” Mama whispered, the sound ancient, defeated. Your father would—” Her voice broke.

      “Mama!” Julia went down on her knees and grabbed her mother’s hands. They were ice cold, despite her fever, and they shook beneath Julia’s own. “You’re sicker. I’m sorry I stayed away so long. I couldn’t help it.”

      Suddenly her mother’s fingers turned, grasped hers with surprising strength, and her eyes, as green as her daughter’s but fever bright, captured Julia’s with their fervency. “You must not see him again. Promise me.

      “Why would I see him? He came by and helped me is all. Besides, I think he’s the one who hurt you. I hate him! I do.”

      “I saw your face just now when you spoke of him. I heard your voice. You’re young, beautiful, and you’ve been trapped here with me. You dream of heroes and knights and things that aren’t true and can’t ever be. The forbidden calls us all. I should never have let you read those books. Your father always said they’d make you crazy as me—wishing, hoping, praying for dreams to come true. I know about temptation, Julia, and the disaster it can bring. Not just on you but on everyone you love.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t. I know. I’ve never explained to you what happens between a man and a woman. Love and hate, passion and pain. You can ruin your life for a few moments’ pleasure. When you’re young you don’t think beyond right now. You believe you’ll never die. You never consider the consequences, the guilt or the blame. You only think of those things when you’re old.” Her hands fell away, lying listlessly at her side as she turned her face to the wall. “Like me.”

      Julia pressed her own shaking fingers to her mother’s brow. Was she delirious? It wouldn’t be the first time.

      But the flesh beneath her fingertips felt cooler than before and damp with a light sweat. The fever had broken. Mama should be better, not worse.

      “Go tend your father. I’m not out of my head. Leastways not the way you think. I should have known something like this would happen. The sins of the fathers ...” A tear traced one cheek.

      That tear frightened Julia more than anything else. In all the years of pain and illness, she had never seen her mama cry. “Mama? I won’t see the Murphy boy again. It was nothing. I just thought to tell you a story is all. I didn’t want to scare you.”

      A shadow fell across the floor of the cabin and Julia spun to discover her father filled the doorway.

      His dark, furious gaze swept over her disheveled, torn dress and unbound hair. “What Murphy boy?”
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      Julia swallowed and glanced at her mother, who had struggled up onto her elbows. Two bright spots of color flamed in the midst of her mama’s sheet-white cheeks. Her lips were pursed together as if in pain, and Julia took a step toward her. Her mother shot her a glare.

      Julia stopped, hovering between her parents, feeling an odd tension between them and unable to understand its source.

      “It’s nothing, Sam. The girl just fell in the creek. No cause to get upset.”

      Julia nearly gaped. She’d never known her mama to lie, and since she must have a reason, Julia kept her own mouth shut.

      “I heard her say Murphy. It’s bad enough them damn, thievin’ Yanks bought the land that was mine, but they call Colton Creek, Murphy Creek. It’s been Colton Creek since my daddy’s daddy was a baby.”

      “I know.” Mama eased back on the pillows. She was no longer able to sit up for longer than a moment.

      Her father stepped inside, and Julia had to fight the urge to step back, her fear of him washing over her.

      “I’ll ask you one more time, girl, what Murphy boy?” His hands clenched as if he wanted to strike her, but a glance at his wife made his fingers loosen. “What happened, Vi? Why is she all torn and dirty and bloody? I protect my own. You know that. I’ll have the truth. If not from you, then from her.”

      “She fell. Now take your dinner and go or you’ll never finish for the day.”

      Sam Colton’s pale skin, tinged pink from the sun and the heat, darkened. “You swore you’d never lie to me again.”

      Mama didn’t answer.

      Suddenly Julia’s arm was grasped so tightly she winced.

      “Sam!” her mother shouted, then began to cough.

      Julia tried to go to her, but her father yanked her back. “If your mama won’t tell me the truth, you will. What Murphy boy? Was he on our land? What did he say to you? Did he do this?” He indicated her dress.

      Julia’s father appeared mad enough to hit or to kill, but her mama had lied to keep him from knowing about Julia’s rescuer. If Mama had lied, whatever her reason, Julia must do the same.

      “No, Father. I didn’t see anyone.”

      He shook her until she thought her teeth might rattle out of her mouth. “You’re as much of a liar as your mother. I should have known you’d end up just like her.”

      “You swore you’d never hurt her!”

      “And you swore you’d never lie to me.”

      The room became silent, the only sounds Mama’s labored breaths at war with her husband’s and her daughter’s.

      “If neither of you will tell me the truth, I’ll find it out my own way.” He strode from the room, dragging Julia behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “What happened to the wee colleen?”

      Ryan’s brother, Jason, cantered up on his apron-faced mare, startling Ryan from his thoughts. And a good thing, too. His thoughts had been stuck on the girl since he’d left her at the creek. Something about her bothered him.

      “I reckon she went on home. Where she should have been in the first place.”

      Ryan tossed his brother two rifles. Jason had to use both hands to catch them and his knees to keep his horse under control.

      ‘‘Hey, what’d you do that for?”

      ‘‘I’m not carrying your rifles as well as mine. Jayhawkers leave?”

      Jason’s grin, never absent for long, returned. ‘‘You sure were right about settin’ our rifles up in the brush so it seemed like there was more of us. They didn’t even argue with you, Ry. I wish I could stare men down like you do. You’ll be an officer for sure, if we ever get to join the real army.”

      Raised on the stories of their grandfather’s exploits in Ireland against the English, the two had played at soldiering since they could walk. They had wanted little else in life but to be in uniform. Ever since their mother’s death in a Bushwhacker raid five years ago, when Ryan was fifteen and Jason was eleven, they had lived and breathed vengeance along with their da. Soldiering had become a means to an end.

      A year after their ma’s death, the Murphys moved south, away from the heavy fighting that had crisscrossed their first farm and made living there impossible. No sooner than they had bought this farm, their father and Sam Colton had taken one look at each other and hated on sight. Their ancestry—Irish and English—had made the hatred natural. Even the land over which they argued made the fight reminiscent of the one that still raged across the sea—the English coveting the beauty of the Irish countryside for their own just as Colton coveted the more prosperous Murphy farm.

      Still, they might have avoided a family feud but for one thing: Ryan’s desperate need to keep his vow of vengeance. Grief-stricken and guilt-plagued he had run off and joined a Jayhawker band, believing that any fight was a good one if it was against those who had hurt his ma. But he’d learned differently one night when the Jayhawkers had slipped onto Colton land. The boys and Sam weren’t there, but the old lady and the girl were. Their screams still rang in Ryan’s head.

      Thankfully neither had been killed, but the injury to Mrs. Colton had turned the minor skirmishes between the Coltons and the Murphys into something much deeper. The Coltons were out for blood, and the Murphys had no choice but to be bound for the same.

      Ryan had turned his back on the Jayhawkers and joined the Border Patrol. The sanctioned Kansas militia seemed his best chance to keep his family safe from the marauding Coltons. Even when true war was declared and Ryan could have joined the Union and become the soldier he’d always dreamed of, he had remained with the Border Patrol. Family came first, and Ryan could not abandon them to the revenge of an enemy he had provoked.

      But now that the Coltons had run off with Quantrill, he found little or no hostile activity to defend his family from. Ryan ached to wear Union blue and fight the real war—for real reasons.

      Ryan and Jason reached home at past noon. He and Jason could take dinner out to Da in the fields when they returned to work and save Kathleen the trip. They’d have to work harder and longer to make up the time they’d lost, but Da had been insistent that they patrol the area. They had to be especially careful with Kathleen the way she was.

      Ryan and Jason took care of the horses, then turned them loose in the corral. Together they walked toward the house.

      “Think Da might let me go back with you when your leave’s up?”

      Da had needed help getting the spring crop in, and with the leniency of a farm community, the patrol allowed each member to help at home if needed. He had to return to his unit in a week.

      “What was she like? The Reb colleen?”

      Though their father spoke with a brogue, Jason and Ryan had been born and raised in the New World. They called their father by the Irish endearment da at his request, but Jason always seemed to work a bit of the Irish into his speech, an affectation that annoyed Ryan to no end. Most likely it was meant to.

      Jason grinned and winked. “The Reb colleen? Remember?”

      For some reason that wink made Ryan mad. “She was a girl is all.'’

      “Not just a girl. A right beautiful colleen, as it were. Did you see those legs? That hair? Whooee! She was somethin’, even all dirty and bloody. I’d like to see what she looks like prettied up.”

      Ryan grabbed his brother by the shirt- front, yanking him close. “You won’t be seein’ her no way, Jase. You leave that Bushwhacker woman be.”

      “I think you like her.”

      Ryan shoved his brother and turned away. Before he’d taken a step, Jason tackled him from behind, and they went down hard in the dirt.

      Why Jason always insisted upon wrestling Ryan had no idea. Ryan was older, bigger, and Jason just didn’t have enough mean in him to be a good fighter. But he did love to wrestle.

      Ryan flipped Jason onto his stomach, straddled him and yanked his arm up between his shoulder blades. “Take it back.”

      “No. I saw your face when you looked at her. You not only liked her, I think you loved her!”

      Ryan gave his brother’s arm a sharper yank. “Take it back.”

      “Never.”

      Before Ryan knew what he was about, Jason executed a new maneuver, leaning into his captured arm and bucking Ryan sideways. Ryan slammed onto the ground hard enough to grunt, suddenly blinking at the sunny sky. Jason straddled him, pressing a forearm into Ryan’s throat, just enough to make his eyes water.

      Jason smiled, his big white teeth ablaze beneath joyous blue eyes and hair as red as fire. “Say you liked her.”

      “Can’t—talk—” Ryan wheezed, and Jason, who had no subterfuge in him, lightened his hold enough for Ryan to lift his knees and fling Jason over his head.

      All the air in Jason’s lungs rushed out when he landed on his back in the dirt.

      The two of them lay there a while, getting their breath back. Ryan closed his eyes against the sun’s glare, but when a shadow fell across his eyelids, he opened them to find Kathleen staring down at him.

      He was uncertain these days of what to say, what to do, when it came to his big sister. She’d once been pretty, in a tall, strapping way, her strawberry hair and blue-gray eyes striking and her full-throated laugh as joyous as Jason’s grin. But now, her hair threaded with gray, her eyes dull with pain, and her clothes hanging from a too-thin frame, she appeared years older than the twenty-eight Ryan knew her to be.

      Kathleen contemplated Ryan’s dusty clothes, then flicked a glance toward Jason. Her lips twitched, and she rolled her eyes heavenward in a perfect imitation of their mother’s disgust over her boys’ fights. This was the first sign of emotion Kathleen had shown since her husband’s death.

      Ryan sat up. Jason did, too. Perhaps Kathleen would be all right after all.

      “Hey, Katie,” Jason said. “Wanna go for a ride later?”

      The momentary expression that had lit her face disappeared, and the blankness returned. Kathleen headed for the house.

      Since her husband, Stan Simmons, had died the year before, she had not spoken. Her eyes still screamed in terror whenever a soldier came near, and she never went any farther from the cabin than necessary. Even her trip to the field to bring them dinner each day left her shaking and pale. She would run all the way home once she’d done her duty to the family.

      The burn in Ryan’s stomach grew. The pain had been his constant companion since he’d buried his mother so many years before. He wanted to make every last Bushwhacker pay for what they’d done to his mother and Kathleen.

      Standing, Ryan offered a hand to his brother. “What’d you go and say that for?”

      Jason’s sigh was as close to sadness as Jason ever showed. He took the proffered hand and lurched to his feet. “I just thought, maybe, she was better. Maybe she’d answer me. Be her old self.”

      “I don’t think her old self is there anymore.”

      Jason sighed again. “I think you’re right.”

      They were silent for a moment; then Jason gave him a sideways, uneasy glance. Jason rarely felt uneasy about anything. When his brother spoke again Ryan understood why Jason acted like ants crawled in his pants.

      “You aren’t any better. Since Ma died you’ve changed. You used to be fun. You laughed. You joked. I could talk to you and you listened. But now all you think about is war and revenge. You’re worse than Da sometimes. I miss that other brother.”

      Ryan had changed. He’d watched evil men do evil things and been unable to stop them from killing what he loved. He and his ma had been close; they had shared dreams, spoken easily of what was in their secret hearts. They had shared a hope of freedom for all men, and her joy in finding a country that shared her dream. Though most Irish despised the Negroes, fearing their freedom from slavery would steal jobs from the immigrants, Ryan’s ma had seen only the injustice. She had wanted to help change the world. She had encouraged Ryan’s dream of following in the footsteps of his grandfather, making the life of a soldier his own, protecting and serving the country his ma had taught him to love with all his heart.

      She had thought him a hero in the making, and he had wanted to become that hero with all the passion his youth and innocence had to offer. When she died, his open, gentle heart died too, giving birth to a young man with a closed, angry, vengeful soul. The only way to make the guilt, the burn, go away was to make the ones who had destroyed his life pay. Yet the things he’d done to enact vengeance had only made the pain worse. Because in some ways he’d become as bad as those he sought to destroy.

      “You tellin’ me you don’t miss Ma?” Ryan asked. “You don’t see Kathleen and want to hit something, or someone? You don’t hate every last Missouran for what they did to them?”

      “The entire state of Missouri ain’t responsible for Ma or for Kathleen.”

      Ryan felt betrayed by the one he trusted the most. Furious at Jason’s calm face and disgusted with the truth that lay in his words, Ryan clenched his fists and lowered his voice. When he spoke the softest, he meant it the most. “Of course they’re to blame. It’s their hate and their greed that caused this war. They killed Ma just because of who she was, where she lived.”

      “So we should do the same?”

      “You defending them?”

      “No. But I’m not gonna let hate eat me alive from the inside out. If you do, then they’ve won. If you can’t admire a pretty girl or imagine kissing her in the sun, simply because of where she was born, then you’re already dead. Don’t you see?”

      Ryan did see, but he had hated too long and too hard to stop now. He didn’t know if he even wanted to try. If he didn’t fulfill his vow to make the enemy pay, would the pain in his stomach ever go away? Would he ever be able to sleep without the nightmares and the memories? Would he ever be able to forgive himself for not being a hero when a hero was needed the most?

      “You don’t want to join up?” Ryan asked.

      “Of course I do. That’s my dream too. We’ve talked about it every night since we could talk at all. But there’s a difference between joining up ’cause it’s the right thing to do and joining up to wipe out every man in Missouri, hoping we get the one who killed Ma. She wouldn’t want that, and you know it.”

      Ryan still couldn’t stop himself from despising men such as the Colton boys, who spread terror wherever they rode just for the pleasure of it. Taking care of men like those would be his duty—even if he hadn’t watched them kill his mother.

      At the sound of approaching hoof beats they traced their fingertips across the grips of their pistols.

      A man rode into the yard. He was their father’s age, with salt-and-pepper hair and a ruddy complexion. He wore the clothes of a farmer, and it wasn’t until he yanked his horse to a stop that Ryan recognized the old man as their enemy.

      As the fury flared in his belly, he saw the girl clinging to the saddle. Her face shone pale and stricken beneath a tangle of hair, the mud still smeared across her nose and mouth. What was she doing with Colton?

      His memory nudged him again, a thought just beyond his reach—a younger face, frightened eyes, hair a strange shade in the dancing light of flames, a mouth too young to shout the curses that had risen above the crackle and burn to follow him into the night.

      As Colton drew his pistol and pointed the weapon at first Ryan, then Jason, Ryan inched in front of his brother.

      “Which one of you boys attacked my daughter?”

      The word daughter made the image-memory that had been haunting Ryan become clear. Four years had made her a woman, but in her eyes he caught a glimpse of the girl who had screamed curses at his back as he’d fled the scene of his second worst nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      If Julia hadn’t wanted to dig a hole and crawl into it before, she certainly did now. From the young man's expression, he hadn’t known who she was. If he had, he’d have let those men hurt her. She should have expected no less from a man who had reputedly burned her home down about her ears not four years past.

      Julia hadn’t known what her father meant to do when he’d dragged her from the cabin and ordered her to ride with him. She’d fought at first, but the madness in his eyes had frightened her into stoic compliance. Now she wished she’d done anything but accompany him. The Colton-Murphy feud was alive and well and about to explode before her eyes.

      “Which one of you is going to own up to what you did? Be a man, now.”

      “Father, please,” she whispered, mortified.

      He kept his gun pointed at the two young men—one, the man who had helped her, the second, a younger boy she’d never seen before—though the matching shades of their blue eyes assured that they were brothers, despite the differing hair colors and expressions.

      “Colton, we didn’t do anything but help your girl,” her golden-haired rescuer stated in the deep, commanding voice.

      Her father was not impressed. “I came home to find her like this with the name Murphy on her lips. Just look at her and tell me you didn’t touch her.”

      The young man’s glance was full of a disdain that made her cringe. He thought she’d brought down her father’s wrath upon him.

      “I didn’t touch her.”

      “Liars. Thieves. All of you.” Julia’s father motioned to her. “Get down, girl. Show ’im closer the mess he made of you.”

      “No, Father,” she whispered. “He didn’t⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me no,” he shouted, and shouldered her from the horse.

      She landed on her hip in the dirt, and her hair swung forward to cover her face. She let the strands hang there to cover her tears and her confusion. Her father had never liked her, but he’d never been mean before. He’d just ignored her existence, treating her more like a nurse or housekeeper than a daughter.

      Dusty boots and dusty brown trousers appeared through a break in the curtain of her hair. With a shaking hand, Julia smoothed it back and met the solemn blue eyes of the young man. His mouth a thin line of anger, the hand he held out to her stayed steady and sure.

      She took his hand, and a tingle of awareness began at the tips of her fingers, flowing all the way up her arm.

      He pulled her to her feet, but he did not let go. Instead, he continued to hold her fingers in his as he stared at her with a bemused expression. It was as if he felt the strange connection as well and knew as little as she what to do about it.

      “Get away from her, you Yankee bastard.” Her father cocked his gun.

      Another gun clicked nearby, and the young man released her to spin around. “Jason, put that gun away.”

      “Not until he does.” Though the brother’s eyes had laughed when Julia first saw him, his eyes were not laughing anymore.

      The sound of hoof beats made all the guns swing in that direction, all the eyes focus on the rider fast approaching. A man the same age as her father, the red of his hair faded with age, the blue of his eyes a match for those of his sons, stopped the horse, yanked his rifle from the scabbard and jumped to the ground.

      “Boys, just what is goin’ on here?” His scowl spoiled the charm of his Irish brogue.

      Julia’s father slid to the ground, too, and closed the distance between himself and the eldest Murphy. The two men stood as near as their rifles, cocked and trained on each other, would allow.

      “One of your filthy get put his hands on my girl. From the way he’s pawed her so far, I’d lay odds it’s your eldest, and I wouldn’t put it past him, since harmin’ Colton women is his specialty. Why’s he here, anyway? The Border Patrol too tough for him? He had to run home to Daddy?”

      Murphy’s bushy, sandy eyebrows drew together over his nose. ‘‘What’s he talkin’ about, Ryan?”

      His name was Ryan.

      He approached the two older men as his brother stepped up beside their father, pistol in his hand.

      Unease trickled down Julia’s back. Her father was outnumbered and outgunned. His unreasonable anger had brought them here; would his irrational beliefs get them killed? If the Murphys wanted to, they could murder both Julia and her father, bury them on their property, and no one would be the wiser. Certainly Mama might guess where they’d gone and could tell her sons when they returned, but by then it would be too late for Julia or her father. Dead was dead.

      “Da. Colton. Put up the guns before someone gets killed,” Ryan said.

      After a long moment of glaring they at last uncocked their rifles and lowered them. Jason reholstered his pistol, and the air in the yard seemed to cool.

      “What are ye doin’ on me land, Colton?”

      “Someone tried to ruin the girl. I know you don’t have much for conscience, but even I’m surprised at this.”

      Julia couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “Father, he never touched me. He helped me. He didn’t know I was a Colton at the time, and probably would have ridden on by if he knew, but he made those other men go. Why won’t you believe me?”

      Her heart began to hammer against her breast when her father stepped in close. “Shut your runnin’ mouth. Not another word or I’ll shut it for you.”

      When had her father’s eyes taken on that wild, unfocused expression? She was reminded of a rabid farm dog they’d once had to shoot before it ran mad amid the others.

      “I didn’t touch her, Da. All I did was stop some Jayhawkers from doing something a lot worse than touching her.”

      Her father spun away; the suddenness of his movement made Julia flinch; her reaction caused a frown to appear upon Ryan’s face.

      “I saw the way you pawed her when she fell, the way you looked at her. You expect me to believe you didn’t violate her? After what you did to my wife and my farm I know you have no conscience, and you don’t care who gets hurt.”

      “I didn’t touch her,” Ryan repeated. ‘‘I never even crossed Murphy Creek.”

      That was the wrong thing to say to Sam Colton. His face flushed purple and his eyes flashed fire. “It’s Colton Creek, just like this is Colton land and will be forevermore. On my side of the border, less than this is cause for a shotgun.”

      Ryan’s father scowled and stepped close enough to Julia’s father to bump chests. “Are you tryin’ to get me boy to marry your old-maid daughter?”

      Her father shoved Murphy back a foot. “If he were anything other than a yellow, Kansas bastard—but she’s better off dead than a Federal whore.”

      Murphy tackled her father around the waist. They went down in the dust, rifles falling away as they punched and kicked and shouted. The two boys shrugged and started to shout encouragement to their father.

      “Aren’t you going to stop them?” Julia shouted over the scuffles and curses.

      “What for?” Jason asked. “Let ’em get it out of their system.”

      The two older men pummeled and pounded each other until they were both bruised and bloody. The fight didn’t end until her father rolled close enough to his discarded rifle to pick up the weapon and aim it at Murphy.

      An instant later two pistols were cocked and pressed against her father’s head.

      “Don’t do it, old man,” Ryan said.

      Julia’s father cursed and threw the rifle aside. The two Murphys moved back and he got to his feet. The elder Murphy followed.

      “What are you gonna do about your son ruinin’ my girl?”

      “If ye don’t want him to marry her—not that I’d allow it, mind ye—then what d’ you want?”

      Her father smiled, a thin, nasty smile Julia had never seen before. “Just return my farm and move along. Then there won’t be any more trouble.”

      “I paid for this land fair and square. You lost it long ago through no fault of mine. And what would you be needin’ another farm for anyway? From what I hear you have enough trouble workin’ your own since your boys up and run off.”

      “They wouldn’t have had to run off if it weren’t for the damn Yankees and their Oaths of Loyalty and Enrollment Acts.”

      “I heard how the Federal soldiers took your crop and your cattle when ye wouldn’t swear their oath. Lucky they didn’t burn your house to the ground like the last time. Right nice of them, too, to let ye stay out of the fight to take care of your sick wife.”

      Her father’s fists clenched. “It’s your little bastard who made her near death in the first place.”

      “If you'd been home protectin’ your own, nothin’ like that would’ve happened.”

      Her father had been plagued by guilt over that horrible night. Sometimes Julia wondered if his increasing disgust with her these past few years had been a reflection of his disgust with himself. The feud had worsened because of the raid and the guilt-fueled fury all the Colton men carried because of that one night.

      “If I could do it again ...” Sam’s voice shook and so did the hands he’d clenched into fists at his sides. “I’m not afraid of you or any other Yankee bastard. Now what’s your answer? Do you return what’s mine or do I send a message into the brush?”

      “This land is Murphy land. There’ll be no givin’ nor any takin’.”

      “Then there’ll be trouble. Once I tell the boys on my side of the border what yours did to my gal, there’ll be trouble like you never dreamed of, Murphy.”

      “Go to Hell.”

      Her father smiled his new, nasty smile. “You first.”

      They were at an impasse. Julia had to do something, and even though she’d tried before to no avail, she tried one last time to tell the truth.

      “He didn’t do anything, Father. I swear.”

      “Shut up. I wouldn’t believe you if you swore on the Holy Book. Now we’ll let them think on this, and we’ll get on home.” He walked toward his horse. “I’ll deal with you there.”

      Julia did not want to go with him, but she had little choice. A touch on the arm made her peer into the eyes of Ryan Murphy. In their blue depths she saw both confusion and anger. It was as if he didn’t want to touch her, to help her, to comfort her, but couldn’t seem to stop himself. Perhaps he did feel just a bit bad about what he’d done in the name of his cause.

      “Will he hurt you?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” Julia took a deep breath. “No, he won’t.”

      Ryan lowered his voice to a whisper that made Julia’s insides go warm and fluttery. “You’re sure?”

      Julia saw something in his eyes she’d never seen before, something she couldn’t identify. Compelled, entranced, tempted, she wanted to learn what that expression meant, and she wanted to learn it from him.

      But since his name was Murphy, she knew she never would.
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