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      Gettysburg, 1863

      “Dammit.” Ethan Walsh turned away from the bloody wreck that had so recently been an infantryman of the 69th Pennsylvania. “I didn’t become a doctor to watch people die.”

      He lifted a hand to rub at his burning eyes, saw the blood dripping off his fingers, and lowered it again.

      “Why did you become a doctor?”

      Ethan was so tired and his ears were so abused from the rattle of artillery that had ebbed and flowed near Taneytown Road for hours upon days upon nights that he didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure if the question was real or imagined. Right then he wasn’t sure if he was awake or asleep, alive or dead.

      “Sir?”

      Ethan lifted his gaze to the speaker. They were the only living, breathing, moving bodies in the makeshift Union hospital that had been set up at the Patterson Farm. Until now, the place had been full unto bursting. Their commander, Justin Dwinell, estimated five hundred wounded soldiers had passed beneath the broad branches of the orchard and through the stone barn the first night.

      How many had come wasn’t as important as how many had left alive. Ethan didn’t think it was anything close to the number he’d hoped.

      “Who are you?” Ethan demanded. “And—” The chill deepened. “Where is everyone?”

      Had a shell landed on the barn? Was he dead? His visitor certainly appeared to be.

      The man was gray, and Ethan didn’t mean Confederate, although it was impossible to determine the affiliation of the ash-covered uniform. The man had no hat. Perhaps he’d lost it crossing the River Styx.

      Ethan coughed to cover the unseemly chuckle that threatened to escape. Of late, he’d found himself inordinately amused at situations that were far from amusing. Which was only fair, considering he often fought tears that rose for no reason.

      “You are Ethan Walsh?” The man shook his head, and particles of Lord knew what sprinkled the blood-dampened ground. His hair might be blond, or light brown when washed, but really, what did it matter?

      “And who might be askin’?” Ethan fell back on his father’s brogue, something he often did when overtired or just plain sad.

      The fellow’s smile cracked the dried paste of dirt and blood on his cheeks. He was younger than Ethan had first thought—perhaps closer to thirty than forty.

      “If you take a seat, Doctor, I’ll explain.”

      Frustrated, annoyed, and exhausted beyond measure, Ethan kicked over the nearest empty bucket, sat, and spread one bloody hand in a mocking “after you” gesture.

      The man, unperturbed by the mockery or the blood, dipped his head. “At present my name is John Law.”

      At present? What did that mean?

      Ethan’s confusion must have shown, for “John” continued. “Last week I answered to Jonas Height. A month ago, Jacob Black.” He winked. “I like my first name to begin with a J. I’m not sure why. I work for the government. The Union government.” He smoothed palms over a uniform that bore no distinguishing marks. “Though when traveling across battlefields, it’s best not to be too specific.”

      Tired as he was, Ethan had a flicker of understanding. “You’re a spy.”

      John winced. “Nasty word. Apt to get a man hung.”

      It had, in fact, done just that a year past when, despite an unwritten agreement to exchange spies and not execute them, the Confederates had hung Timothy Webster in Richmond for his sins.

      “I work for the Intelligence Service,” Law continued.

      “Never heard of it.”

      The smile reappeared. “Considering our occupation, gathering intelligence, that’s good news.”

      Ethan’s gaze was drawn to the dead boy on his table. “If intelligence could be gathered, there’d be a lot less stupidity in the world.”

      “Clever,” John Law murmured. “That will help.”

      “Help with what?”

      “We have a proposition. One we think will be instrumental in ending the conflict with less bloodshed.”

      “That ship has already sailed.”

      “This war could last a good while yet.”

      Ethan’s attention moved from the dead body to the live one. “How long?”

      “No one believed it would last this long.”

      Both the North and the South had rallied around the idea that the war would be over in weeks, certainly within months. No one could have ever been more wrong.

      The North had the men, the munitions, the money. The South had Robert E. Lee and a cause. When Stonewall Jackson sent the larger Union force scurrying back to Washington after the first battle at Bull Run, the Yankees realized they were in for a fight and called for five hundred thousand additional troops. The Rebs realized they’d crossed a line they couldn’t uncross and called for more troops as well.

      That had been two years ago, and despite the apparent Union triumph in Gettysburg, Ethan didn’t think a complete victory was imminent. The South had only just begun to fall. They weren’t going to surrender until there weren’t enough folks left to hold one another up.

      “The Union lost Bull Run because of a spy,” John continued. “First Manassas is what they call it.”

      Us. Them. North. South. Friend. Enemy. Ethan hated it all.

      Shouts from the orchard caused Law to cut short his tale. “I’ll get to my point. If we had someone at the center of the Confederacy, providing us with intelligence, we could put an end to . . .” He swept out his arm. “This.”

      “When you say the center⁠—”

      “Richmond.”

      Where Webster had died.

      “When you say someone⁠—”

      Law’s mouth curved. “I mean you.”

      “I can’t just dance into their capital and start stealing secrets.”

      While some days Ethan thought he’d have to die just to get some rest, he’d prefer not to do so at the end of a rope.

      “Stealing is such an unpleasant word.”

      “Yet it fits so well with spying.”

      “Stealing is taking what doesn’t belong to you. Spying is merely listening, a little following, perhaps some light reading.”

      Still sounded like stealing to Ethan.

      “Wouldn’t you like to leave all this behind?”

      On any other day, Ethan might have said no. But today was different.

      Still, Ethan was a doctor; he’d never wanted to be anything else. Despite his mother having died in childbed bearing his brother, Ethan had still looked upon medicine as a kind of magic. He’d been fascinated with the potions and lotions, the shiny implements, even the blood.

      He’d shadowed Dr. Brookstone, the local physician, until, in exasperation, the man had snapped, “If you’re going to be underfoot, make yourself useful.” So Ethan had fetched water, scrubbed floors and tables, mucked stables until he was old enough to become an apprentice. His brother had then taken over Ethan’s duties, and instead of scrubbing dirt from beneath his nails each night, Ethan had scrubbed blood.

      He had never felt such a sense of rightness, of completion, than when he healed someone. Which might be why he felt so wrong, so incomplete now. The opportunities for healing in this war were few and far between. Nevertheless . . .

      “If I leave, people will die.”

      “They’ll die anyway.”

      Ethan winced.

      “You’d continue to be a doctor. At one of the largest hospitals in the country.” Law shrugged one shoulder. “Just not this country.”

      Ethan added large hospital to Richmond and got—“Chimborazo.”

      The other man smiled at the interest Ethan couldn’t keep from his voice.

      Chimborazo was indeed the largest hospital of its kind. Located near the convergence of five railroads, most of the Confederacy’s wounded that survived field surgery were sent there for further treatment and recovery.

      “The South might have wooed the best of West Point,” Law continued, “but the North came out ahead on the doctors.”

      Ethan wasn’t certain if that was meant to be flattery or merely a simple statement of fact. The North had bigger cities, larger universities, more money; it only followed that they’d have more physicians.

      “I don’t see what their lack of medical staff has to do with me.”

      “You said if you leave, people die. If you go, people will live. Do you really care if they wear the gray or the blue?”

      Ethan couldn’t and call himself a doctor.

      “They need you there more than we need you here. We need you there more than we need you here. If you want to save lives, join the Intelligence Service. You’ll be doing a damn sight more toward that end than you’ve been doing thus far.”

      And because he was tired, and sad, because his last patient had died despite everything he’d done, and because John Law had begun to make sense, Ethan sighed and said, “What do you want me to do?”

      Law grinned. “I’ll speak to your superior; we can leave straightaway.”

      “No.”

      Law’s smiled faded.

      “I can’t leave in the middle of a battle. When this . . .” Ethan waved his hand; at least the blood had dried, and he didn’t spray any of it about. “When this is done, I’ll go with you. But not before.”

      “This is done.” Law peered into the darkness outside the doorway. “The Rebs just don’t know it yet.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “All right. While you finish trying to save the unsavable. I’ll find a go-between.”

      “Not everyone is unsavable.” Though from the pile of bodies outside, Ethan would have a hard time defending that statement. “What do you have to find?”

      “Someone who can bring information from you without getting themselves caught or killed in the process.”

      “I know just the person.”

      Law lifted a filthy hand. “No offense, sir, but I’ll recruit my own men.”

      Obviously accustomed to giving orders and having them obeyed, he left.

      “No offense, sir, but there’s only one man I trust.” Ethan kept his gaze on Law until, between one blink and the next, he disappeared. “And you aren’t him.”
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        * * *

      

      Michael Walsh rode south in the wake of his brother.

      From the moment Mikey could walk, he’d followed Ethan. He hadn’t had much else to do. Their mother had gone to God; their father was a blacksmith, and the forge was no place for children. So Ethan and Mikey had spent all of their time together.

      Ethan had gotten sick of his little brother being underfoot all the time. What big brother wouldn’t? But he wasn't mean. He’d never thrown rocks or shouted. Instead he’d hidden and then snuck away. Which was how Mikey had learned to find him.

      In truth, he’d always had a talent for it. If Da couldn’t locate a tool or his belt or sometimes his shoes, Mikey would close his eyes, let his mind grow quiet, and the next instant he would go directly to the item, wherever it was. He did the same while tracking. Close his eyes, see the area in his mind; then, when he opened his eyes, the broken branch, the half footprint, the drop of blood would be so clear he couldn’t understand why he was the only one who could see it.

      Some folks thought Mikey was spooky. They avoided him, whispered and pointed. Until they needed something, or someone, found.

      He waited until the two men were nearly fifty miles from Gettysburg, then he watched them make camp and listened to them chat by the fire.

      “If you walk into Richmond speaking like a Yankee, you’re going to get hung.”

      “What do you suggest?” Ethan asked.

      “How are you at Southern?”

      “Well, I don’t rightly know, sir. How’s this?”

      His companion winced. “God-awful. That’ll get you hung even quicker.” He tilted his head. “What about the Irish you spouted when we met?”

      Ethan had often imitated their da’s voice, though never in his hearing. He did so now, and the sound gave Mikey the shivers. It was as though Da were whispering from the grave.

      “And would this be good enough fer ye, me boyo?”

      “Better. Lots of Irish down South. It’ll help you blend in.”

      Mikey remained in the shadows while they fell asleep. When he approached, not even the horses heard him coming. He gathered the weapons and hunkered down to wait.

      Dawn flickered across the stranger’s face. He opened his eyes, blinked, cursed, and reached for the rifle that was no longer there. Neither were his pistols. Mikey might be big, but he wasn’t slow—in body or in mind.

      “What is this?” Confusion darkened the fellow’s gaze to the shade of a thunderstorm at midnight.

      Ethan sat up. “You need a go-between, Law? I happen to have one.”

      “He’s . . .” The fellow’s mouth tightened, and his head tilted as he contemplated Mikey.

      Mikey had hoped that someone known as an intelligence agent might have more brains than to repeat the same words everyone else said the first time they set eyes on him. However, instead of “huge” or any of its variations—“gigantic,” “gargantuan," “massive”—the man blurted, “Twelve.”

      Mikey stiffened. “I am not!”

      Law turned to Ethan. “You expect me to use this child as a go-between in sensitive intelligence operations?”

      “Yes,” Ethan said simply.

      “No,” Law returned.

      “Did you hear him come into our camp?”

      The agent frowned.

      “Did you feel him take your holster and your rifle?”

      The frown deepened.

      “Did the horses snuffle, snort, or whinny? Did you have a single glimmer that we were being followed since Gettysburg?”

      Law’s mouth opened, then shut again, and he peered at Mikey with more interest. “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      The man cast Ethan an exasperated glance.

      “I was fifteen when I came to war with Ethan. No one thought I’d be any good, but I showed ’em.”

      He had to be allowed to enter the Intelligence Service with Ethan. His brother was smart about books and healing, but when it came to the world, Ethan was as blind as all the rest of them. Without Mikey to watch his back, bad things would happen.

      “Mikey can find anything. Sneak up on anyone. He’s been that way since he could walk.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “He’s my brother.”

      Law’s sharp gaze flicked back and forth between the two of them several times. “No one more loyal than a brother.”

      The tight ball of fear in Mikey’s chest loosened. Everything was going to be all right.
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        * * *

      

      “Matron!”

      Annabeth Phelan paused outside the surgery. Dr. Ethan Walsh was up to his elbows in a patient. Well, not literally, though from the blood coating his arms, it was very difficult to tell.

      “Don’t dally,” he snapped. “I need ye over here.”

      She did as she was told, not only because he was a doctor and she was a matron, but because his Irish accent sounded exactly like her papa’s. God rest his soul. And Mama’s, too, along with those of nearly everyone else she knew.

      Due to the Union advance toward Richmond, which had begun with the bloody battle in the Wilderness nearly two months past, Chimborazo Hospital possessed far more patients than the staff was capable of caring for. The surgeons were overworked, but at this point, who wasn’t?

      “Should I call a steward?” she asked.

      The main occupations of a matron were to feed and comfort the soldiers. Thus far she’d held hands, written letters, and called a steward to remove the dead. Having nursed her parents, and many of their friends, through their final illnesses, Annabeth was capable of much more. Not that anyone had asked.

      “Shove yer hands in that bucket,” Walsh ordered.

      Annabeth followed instructions, hissing as the liquid burned areas previously scrubbed raw. Dr. Walsh insisted on cleanliness in his surgery to the point that most of the other doctors sneered and whispered. However, fewer of his patients had died of gangrene and fevers than any of the others.

      “The sting will pass. But it’s necessary before ye touch him, aye?”

      Annabeth nodded.

      “I know the others laugh, but cleansing everything with alcohol seems to help. At the least, it won’t hurt. Now, sew his wound. He’s torn it open, thrashin’ about.”

      “I’m not a nurse.”

      Walsh’s light gray eyes shone brightly in his sun-darkened face. “That isn’t true.”

      He was a striking man. The other matrons tittered whenever he walked past.

      “I’m merely a matron, sir.” A status revealed by her dark gown and cap, along with the once-white apron.

      At Chimborazo, nursing duties were performed by detailed and disabled soldiers or slaves. Although at this point in the war, all able bodies were in the war. The assignment of soldiers to nursing had trickled to nearly none.

      “I’ve seen ye work.” Walsh waved a hand dripping with blood. A few drops flecked Annabeth’s bodice. She ignored them. She’d been flecked with worse. “You’ve nursed before, and blood”—he eyed what he’d tossed in her direction—“doesn’t bother ye.”

      She wondered if he’d flecked her on purpose, then shrugged. Blood didn’t bother her. Which, considering her life over the past few years, was a very lucky thing.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      Dr. Walsh smiled, and the expression made him appear younger than she’d believed him to be—nearer her own twenty-three instead of her eldest brother’s thirty-two. Or the thirty-two he would have been if he hadn’t died at Sharpsburg nearly two years past.

      Annabeth pushed thoughts of Abner from her mind. If she didn’t, she’d start thinking of how James had died at Ball’s Bluff and Hoyt at New Bern, then Saul at Shiloh. But nearly as bad as their names on the death rolls had been the lack of any news at all of her youngest brother, Luke.

      “If ye would sew the wound closed once more,” Dr. Walsh said. “I’ll be keepin’ him still.”

      Annabeth considered the patient. She’d heard they’d started handing guns to anyone who could hold on to them, but she hadn’t realized exactly what that meant until now. This child didn’t even have a beard.

      “You’d do a much better job than me with the needle,” Annabeth said.

      “Doubtful. My samplers were never the rage.”

      Annabeth stared at him, then she laughed. “Nor mine.”

      She was better at shooting than sewing. Not that it made any difference. Certainly she could have cut her hair, worn her brothers’ clothes, and joined up, but she’d believed she would be of more help here. If anyone would actually allow her to help. So why was she hesitating now?

      “If he comes about and thrashes,” Dr. Walsh continued, “you’d not be able to hold him still. He’s stronger than ye’d think for one who’s been gut shot. But that’s often the case when the pain takes over.”

      Annabeth had held her brothers still often enough. But that had involved underhanded methods of pinching, hair pulling, and kicking areas no lady should know about, let alone kick. A lifetime with the Phelan brothers had taught Annabeth to fight dirty or lose. As she could not use those methods on a sick man, Annabeth retrieved the suture needle and thread from the instrument table.

      “Silver suture wire is a thing of the past,” the doctor said. “I’ve not seen such luxuries since just after Manassas.”

      “I’ve never seen suture wire.” Annabeth pressed the gaping belly wound together and shoved the needle through the jagged edges.

      “I miss it.” Walsh wiped the welling blood away with a cloth drenched in the bucket of water that wasn’t merely water. “Doesn’t pull loose as easily as thread.”

      “Mmm.” She concentrated on the wound, working quickly. The soldier stirred now and again but didn’t awaken.

      She finished the sutures, reached for scissors, and had Dr. Walsh slap them into her palm. Startled, Annabeth nearly dropped the instrument. Her gaze flicked to the doctor. Several days’ growth of beard darkened his chin and cheeks. Had he been on duty that long? Or had he merely lost interest, as so many had, in things that did not matter?

      Annabeth snipped the thread at the final knot and laid the scissors and needle on the tray.

      Walsh leaned close, studying her work. “Ye’ve done this before.” His eerily pale eyes lifted. “Many times.”

      “I have brothers.” Had, her mind echoed . . . but she ignored it.

      “Ah.” He straightened, his true height surprising her. Until now, she’d seen him only bent over someone. “That explains it.”

      Annabeth was considered tall for a woman. In truth, she was tall for a man. That, combined with her bright red hair and tendency to speak her mind—not to mention this hellish war, which had taken away all the boys and killed most of them before they’d had any chance to become men—might be the reason she was still Miss Phelan rather than Mrs. something else

      For an instant she enjoyed looking into the eyes of a handsome fellow, imagining what it would be like if she weren’t doing so over a bloody body, in a hospital full of many more. She couldn’t quite manage it.

      Annabeth stepped back. “If you don’t need anything else . . .”

      “I’m keeping ye from yer duties.”

      “This was more important.” And the type of work she’d much rather be doing. “Good day, Doctor.”

      “I’ve watched ye.”

      A trickle of unease made her pause only steps from escape. “Sir?”

      “Yer talents are wasted writin’ letters and stirrin’ the soup.”

      “No one else agrees.”

      “Dinnae worry.” He gave her that smile again, the one that made her breath catch and her cheeks flush. “They will.”
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      Annabeth Phelan hurried out the door. There was something about her that intrigued him.

      But Ethan had no time for courting. Especially as he was living a lie. However, she had healing hands that should be put to better use.

      A sudden flash of the better uses he might have for them made Ethan grit his teeth and count out loud in Gaelic. “A haon, a do, a tri, a ceathair, a . . .”

      He struggled to recall the word for five, and instead remembered the fiery shade of her hair, the cream of her skin, the dot of freckles across her nose, and the scents of lavender and mint all around her. Perhaps he should count to one hundred, but he didn’t know how.

      He had been too long without a woman if the mere sight of one caused his body to stir and his mind to forget what was important. He could wind up hung for a spy if he wasn’t careful. And a man thinking with his bod was far from careful.

      Ethan’s patient remained unconscious. While a good thing during the stitching, the boy’s continued lack of awareness worried him.

      Ethan sniffed the wound, caught no scent of bowel or rot. He would keep a close eye on the youth. Not that there was much he could do about a gangrenous belly wound, but he would not have the boy die alone.

      The soldier still wore his trousers—homespun, not gray—but these days many of the Confederate forces were fresh out of uniforms and everything else. Ethan quickly searched the pockets, pulled out a small scrap of paper so stained with blood that whatever had been written on it was as gone as the lad’s boots. This had been the case with nearly all of the scraps Ethan had discovered so far. However, delirious ramblings were often not as delirious as they seemed.

      “Gotta cross,” the youth muttered. “Cross the river.”

      Ethan, who’d had his hand in the boy’s back pocket, took it out. “Yer fine.”

      The soldier’s eyelids fluttered.

      “Not crossin’ the river anytime soon.”

      “Rendezvous,” he blurted, and Ethan stilled. “Rangers to Rectortown.”

      “Yer not speaking of the eternal river, are ye, now? Go on.”

      “Yes, sir. Colonel Mosby, sir.” The boy groaned, reaching for his wound, but Ethan snatched his hand before it could find the mark. “I delivered the message. Rangers are a comin’.”

      Colonel John S. Mosby was one of the most wanted Confederates of the war. His 43rd Battalion of cavalry were partisans, guerillas in truth, harrying Union supply lines and disrupting transportation. They posed lightning strikes on their enemy, then rode off on some of the best horseflesh in the country and disappeared, blending in with the local folk.

      Ethan chewed his lip as he frowned at his patient’s homespun trousers, which now took on a whole new meaning. It was said that Mosby’s Rangers wore no distinguishing uniform beyond a bit of gray on each man’s clothes. He lifted the boy’s discarded, bloody shirt and spotted a single gray pocket.

      The tide of the war had turned after Gettysburg, but the conflict was still far from over. The end of Mosby’s raids would have a twofold effect—bolstering Union morale even as it decimated Confederate confidence. Ethan had to get this information to Mikey. If they could use it to find Mosby, they could stop him.

      The head matron bustled into the room, stopping short at the sight of Ethan. From her expression, the woman thought he was a lunatic. Most of the staff did. But they couldn’t argue with his results—at least in his hearing.

      Dr. Brookstone had believed in two things—the genius of Shakespeare and the necessity of cleanliness in the workplace. He’d come to understand, and Ethan had too, that putrefaction was a result of invisible particles in the air. If they entered an open wound, infection set in. The particles could travel on the instruments used, the sutures, even the surgeon’s, the nurse’s, or the patient’s hands.

      Brookstone had washed everything that touched a patient, including the doctor, with a mixture of alcohol and water. The practice had become second nature to Ethan. To those who didn’t like it, he said, Ag fuck tu, though never out loud.

      “Mrs. Dimmity. How lovely to see ye, me dear.”

      Mrs. Dimmity had been a matron since the day of the hospital’s inception nearly three years before. Chimborazo had begun life as a training ground for the Confederate forces. When the soldiers marched away, they'd left behind more than one hundred new wooden buildings, referred to as wards.

      Dr. James B. McCaw had arrived with Mrs. Dimmity in tow and set to work turning those empty buildings into a hospital. Rumor had it that Mrs. Dimmity had served as the doctor’s nursemaid. Ethan found this difficult to believe. McCaw was thirty-eight. If that rumor were true, Mrs. Dimmity would be nearing sixty.

      Ethan did not doubt rumors of her age because she appeared young. She was as wrinkled as an apple dried by the sun, yet she marched across the room, her step as solid as Old Ironsides. Ethan doubted even a cannonball could make her retreat. She was on her feet before the sun rose and long after it fell. There’d been days when Ethan would have begged to sit down if Mrs. Dimmity hadn’t still been standing.

      “I have a favor to ask of ye.”

      Mrs. Dimmity reached for a cloth. Ethan tsked and, though she scowled, the woman moved to the bucket and plunged her hands within. She even hunted for a fresh rag with which to wipe the patient’s face instead of the already-bloody one she’d originally chosen.

      Though Ethan would have preferred to finish what he’d begun with the boy, the soldier was in good hands—now that she’d washed them—and he had other duties.

      “Return the private to the infirmary. If there’s any sign of fever, send someone to fetch me.”

      “And where will you be, sir?”

      “My quarters.” The muscle beneath Ethan’s eye fluttered, and he rubbed it absently. “Resting.” Ethan headed for the door at the same nimble pace with which Mrs. Dimmity had arrived.

      “You had a request, Doctor?”

      He was so intent on getting where he needed to be and then back to his quarters before anyone knew he hadn’t gone there, for a second Ethan couldn’t remember what it was. Then he recalled those clever, healing hands.

      “See that Miss Phelan is relieved of her duties as matron.”

      “Sir?” Her wrinkled face wrinkled even more. “She’s one of my best.”

      “Aye. I’ll have her as my nurse.”

      Mrs. Dimmity gasped. “That is not done!”

      “’Tis now,” he said, and left.
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        * * *

      

      Despite his size, Mikey blended into the area around Richmond with ease—lots of trees, plenty of streams, hills that rolled on forever. He’d spent a lifetime tracking animals. If they hadn’t seen him, people certainly wouldn’t.

      John Law’s instructions were simple. Mikey stayed in an abandoned cabin not far from the Confederate capital. If anyone but the agent or Ethan arrived, he would pretend to be mute. Mikey had attempted both an Irish and a Southern accent. Neither had been convincing.

      So far Mikey had always known folks were coming long before they arrived. He slipped into the trees, listened, looked, waited for them to leave, then returned. He always knew Ethan was coming too. Not that his brother was overly loud or careless. Mikey just heard things no one else did—from farther away than he should.

      Ethan dismounted, led the horse to the water trough, then joined Mikey on the porch. “Ye all right?”

      Mikey nodded.

      “Anyone been by?” Mikey shrugged, and Ethan sighed. “Ye can speak to me, ye know?”

      Mikey had done so little talking of late, he’d gotten out of the habit. He cleared his throat; his first few words came out quite hoarse. “And you don’t have to use Da’s voice while you’re here.”

      “I know.” Ethan dropped the accent. “You get used to it.”

      Mikey was glad he didn’t have to pretend to be someone he wasn’t all the time. From Ethan’s exhausted appearance, it wore on a man.

      “John Law says he’s gonna start giving me more to do. And he’s been teaching me things.”

      Ethan frowned. “Like what?”

      “Spy things. I can teach ’em to you.”

      Ethan seemed interested; then his frown returned. “What does he want you to do now?”

      “He recruited a sniper. Fellow needs a spotter to keep an eye out while he has his to the gun.”

      “No,” Ethan said.

      “I can’t just sit here all the time. I’d be good at watchin’ his back. You know I would.”

      “What if I bring information and you aren’t here?” Ethan asked.

      “You leave a note, in that code of Law’s. Like we talked about.”

      Ethan let out a long breath, and Mikey knew he'd won. Not that he’d planned to let Ethan tell him he couldn’t work with that sniper. Or leastways, if Ethan told him no, he hadn’t planned on listening. Mikey was almost eighteen—a man grown. Had been for a while now, and he’d do what he thought was best.

      “I have to get back, before someone realizes I’ve gone.”

      “What’ll you say if they do?”

      “I was out riding. I couldn’t sleep. I needed air.”

      The lies tripped off Ethan’s tongue like Gospel. Mikey wished he could lie like that.

      “Tell Law that Mosby’s called the Rangers to Rectortown.”

      Mikey nodded. Law ranted a lot about Mosby.

      “Where is he?” Ethan asked.

      “Not tellin’.”

      “I’m your brother.”

      “Don’t care.”

      “What if someone sees you?”

      Mikey snorted. That wasn’t going to happen.

      “All right. Just . . .” Ethan set his hand on Mikey’s arm. “Be careful. If anything happened to you, I’d . . .” Ethan spoke again in their father’s voice. “I’d kick yer ass so hard ye’d never let it happen again, me boyo.”

      Sometimes when Ethan spoke like that, Mikey felt as if ghostly fingers had trailed across his neck. Other times, like now, it made him laugh.

      “Don't worry,” Mikey said. “What could happen?”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re no longer a matron.” Mrs. Dimmity’s placid face had gone frighteningly florid.

      “I . . . uh . . . What?” Annabeth asked.

      “You helped the pretty doctor, didn’t you?”

      Mrs. Dimmity didn’t have to explain which doctor she meant. There was none so lovely as Ethan Walsh.

      “He asked me to.”

      Though her behavior had apparently been cause for dismissal, she’d do the same again. How could she peer into the man’s pleading gray gaze and walk away?

      At Chimborazo, women were maids and cooks, letter writers and hand holders. Nothing more. The idea of spending her days as she’d spent them before she’d come here—alone on the farm, waiting for the army—blue or gray, what did it matter?—to confiscate her remaining half bag of flour and the last scrawny chicken, if deserters didn’t first do worse—terrified her.

      She had a gun; she even had a few bullets, and she’d learned to shoot, ride, and hunt along with her brothers. But Annabeth was still a woman alone, and it was only a matter of time until something horrible happened.

      She drew a breath. “I’ll leave straightaway.”

      “You will not!”

      “But—”

      “You’ll report to Dr. Walsh. You’ve been reassigned as his personal nurse.”

      The woman’s tone left no doubt what she thought Annabeth would truly be doing. Annabeth opened her mouth to deny the unvoiced accusation, then shut it again. Perhaps Mrs. Dimmity was right. They’d all seen women in Richmond who had once been ladies become something else in order to appease that annoying need to eat.

      “We’ll have more casualties soon.” The older woman shooed her toward the door. “Another skirmish. Best be ready.”

      Annabeth backed into the hall and the door firmly shut in her face. There would be many doors shut the same in her future. Unless⁠—

      She threw back her shoulders. She hadn’t worked this hard to let some handsome Irish doctor ruin her. She would tell him no; then she would go home and do her best not to die.

      Annabeth marched through the surgery ward, the infirmary, and the offices with no sight of her quarry. No one had seen the doctor since he’d left the night before. She could go to his quarters—if she knew where they were—however, that would serve only to prove to those who already cast her suspicious glances that the rumors about her and Dr. Walsh were true. Instead, she returned to the room where she’d met him. She did not have long to wait.

      When he arrived, Ethan Walsh rushed to the bucket, washed his hands, face, and neck. He appeared a lot dirtier than he should be for a night spent resting. His dark trousers were damp, his once-white shirt sprinkled with dust.

      His gaze lifted and he saw her. She thought he might bolt—or maybe that was her—then he smiled and dried his hands on a clean cloth. “I’m glad yer here. We have wounded on the way.”

      When she continued to stand where she was, his smile faded. “Is somethin’ amiss?"

      “Everyone thinks I’m your whore.”

      He blinked at her crudity, but she’d always found it best to say what she meant straightaway. She blamed the war that she was alone, but in truth, she probably would have remained a spinster regardless. She’d have been a dismal failure at dancing and prancing and spouting pretty lies like a lady.

      “I . . .” he began. “What?”

      “Where are you from that you don’t understand what a request like yours means?”

      “Ireland.” He rubbed absently under his eye, which twitched as if something lived and jumped beneath the skin.

      “You’re tired.”

      “I’m”—he dropped his hand—“not.”

      She nearly called him a liar, but she’d already insulted him enough. Considering his confusion, he’d had no idea his request would be viewed as improper.

      “How long have you been in this country?” She inched closer and caught the scent of horse and dust. But if he’d been sleeping, then how⁠—

      Men poured into the room. They were so dirty, bloody, and rank with the smell of horse, she concluded she’d smelled them and not him. They carried a stretcher and they dumped an especially bloody, dirty, smelly soldier onto the table before leaving without a word. Really, what was there to say?

      So intent was she on the writhing fellow, Annabeth barely noticed the sting when she doused her hands in the bucket of more than water. By the time she’d dried those fingers. Dr. Walsh already had a scalpel in his.

      He slit the man's trousers up the side, revealing a long, deep gash in his thigh. As he dipped his hand and the instrument back into the water, he snapped, “Bullet in or out?”

      “In,” the patient managed through clenched teeth.

      A movement at the doorway caused all three of them to glance up as more soldiers entered with more wounded. The remainder of the day was drenched in blood and sweat. The sun went down; the moon rose. Annabeth’s back ached. Her fingers cramped. Her eyes burned. She had never felt so good.

      When the last patient lay in the infirmary and no more rested on the floor, in the hall, or outside on the ground, Annabeth plunged her fingers into clear, fresh water and relished that, for a change, she hadn’t been the one bringing it.

      She’d dug out bullets, stitched bayonet wounds, set broken bones. Most of the practices she had never performed before, yet with a few words from Ethan Walsh, she’d understood what was needed. She had saved lives, and her hands fairly shook with the wonder of it.

      “I’ll have a word with Mrs. Dimmity.”

      If she’d thought Dr. Walsh had looked tired that morning, she’d been wrong. Tired was how he looked now. Although something burned in his eyes that seemed to reflect the fiery sensation beneath her breast.

      A sense of accomplishment? Of triumph? Or more?

      “I didn’t think. I just wanted . . .” He paused, and she heard the next word as if he’d spoken it aloud.

      You.

      Annabeth swallowed and ducked her head so he wouldn’t see her flush. Unlike most women, when Annabeth’s face heated, she did not appear lovely, but rather blotchy and ill.

      “I’ll withdraw the request. Ye can go back to bein’—”

      “No one,” she interrupted. “Doing nothing.”

      If she hadn’t been here and seen what had occurred, she might think they slaughtered hogs on a daily basis in this room. But she had been here, and she’d not only seen what was done, she’d been the one doing it.

      A peace such as Annabeth had never known settled over her. There was nowhere else she would rather be.

      “You will not withdraw your request, Dr. Walsh.”

      His eyebrows lifted, as did his lovely lips. She smiled in return as she realized something else.

      There was no one else she’d rather be with.
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      The intelligence on the Confederate Ranger Mosby led to Major Forbes being dispatched from Falls Church with one hundred and fifty Union men in pursuit of the partisans, which resulted in one hundred and six Union losses—twelve dead, thirty-seven wounded, and fifty-seven captured.

      Mosby lost six men. Six.

      Still, the information had been valuable enough to attract the attention of General Grant, who had given a commendation to Ethan through Law.

      Men like you will win us this war.

      Ethan only hoped it was soon. Each day brought more wounded, each night more dead. Ethan listened, looked, lurked, and discovered several more bits of information for Mikey. The last time they’d met, his brother related Law’s newest plot to end the war.

      “Losin’ their leaders can make men retreat before they even start. If we know where the battle’s gonna be, me and the sniper will get there first. He’ll eliminate the officers.”

      Ethan winced as if he’d heard the shots, but he couldn’t argue with Law’s logic. The removal of a few top men might, in the end, save the lives of many.

      The sole bright spot in each day was Annabeth Phelan, and considering that Ethan saw her only across the bloody, broken bodies of young men, he shouldn’t be so happy about it. However, his work was much easier now that she was part of it. She was intelligent, skilled, and devoted. He felt less alone every minute she was near.

      He’d taken to thinking of her as Beth in his mind, though he hadn’t yet had the courage to call her so aloud. Would she think he was forward and crass? Or would she like it?

      Ethan stepped from the surgery, then stared, transfixed, at the sky. While buried in blood, he forgot how bright the stars were, how green the grass, how exquisite the flowers. As he lowered his gaze, he saw Miss Phelan—Beth—speaking to a man he didn’t recognize. Not that such was unusual. There were so many people at Chimborazo—personnel, patients, soldiers—in truth, he hardly knew any.

      But there was something about this one that made Ethan uneasy. He kept his cap drawn low and his face tilted so shadows obscured his features. His clothes were baggy, dirty, and nondescript. Of course, at this point in the war, whose weren’t? Everyone made do with what they had, found, or stole. Still, Ethan had learned enough since becoming a spy to suspect that anyone trying that hard to appear like everyone else wasn’t.

      The man spoke softly to Annabeth, then strode away. Ethan might have followed, perhaps called out, but she turned, and the moon cast a bluish hue across her open, honest, innocent face. She wasn’t beautiful, perhaps not even pretty, but when she smiled at him, all Ethan saw was her.

      “Was there something you needed, Doctor?”

      You, his mind whispered.

      “Not at the moment,” he said, his eyes seeking out the fellow she’d spoken with and finding no one. Considering all that lay before them was a long, flat expanse that led nowhere, Ethan’s neck prickled. “Who was that ye were talkin’ to?”

      “A friend from childhood.”

      An unreasoning jealousy overcame him. She, no doubt, had friends all over this camp, all over this state. He wanted to be her friend.

      Liar. He wanted to be so much more.

      “Ye shouldn’t be out here alone.”

      “I’m not alone.” Her lips curved. “I have you.”

      He wanted her to have him, while he had her. His attraction for Annabeth Phelan was all consuming. He dreamed of her throughout the endless nights.

      “Not all men are like me.”

      “None of them are.”

      She didn't know how right she was, and she never could.

      “I’ll walk ye to yer quarters.”

      She led him back the way he had come, past the surgery, in the opposite direction. He forgot about her friend—where he’d gone, who he was, and why, if he was a friend, he’d disappeared instead of shaking hands and introducing himself. It was only later Ethan thought of such things.

      They didn’t speak; they didn’t touch, and that was all right. Whenever Ethan was with her, pretty much everything was.

      “Here we are.”

      Ethan had no excuse for what he did next. She wasn’t his; she couldn’t be. Yet when she lifted her face, he kissed her. Nothing was ever the same again.

      She did not gasp; she did not cry out or push him away. She did not even stiffen; though he did. Down low, where such things occurred, he came immediately to rigid, relentless, and ready life.

      He’d said she shouldn’t be out alone because not all men were like him. But the way he felt now, he was very like the men he’d warned her about. He wanted to shove her against the wall right here, or perhaps drag her between the buildings over there. Haul up her skirts, skim a finger over the soft skin where thigh became buttock, fill his palms with that flesh as she gasped into his mouth, as she whispered his name.

      “Ethan.”

      As she whispered it now, against his lips, their breath mingling. They stood so close, she would have felt the brush of his erection if not for the barrier of her skirts and crinoline. Then she would have been screaming, pushing, pointing. Telling him and everyone who would listen what he had done, how he had dared. He would find himself married to her by tomorrow, and that would be⁠—

      Her tongue touched his. How could she help it? His had somehow made its way into her mouth, and she tasted of dawn. Of new days and hope. Of sunshine pushing through darkness. Of life. And Ethan thought . . .

      If he found himself married to her tomorrow, perhaps that wouldn’t be so bad.

      In the distance, cannons sounded, reminding him who he was, why he was here. He couldn’t marry her while living a lie. He shouldn’t kiss her while living one either.

      Ethan stepped back. Her mouth glistened in the moonlight. Her tongue peeked out, as if she wanted to taste him again. He certainly wanted to taste her.

      “Beth, I. . .” he began, uncertain what he meant to say, to do.

      “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry!’’

      He snapped his mouth shut as she spun and went into the building. The slam of the door echoed almost as loudly as the artillery.

      Had he meant to say he was sorry? Probably. It was what men like him did with women like her in situations like⁠—

      This situation was not one for which any etiquette existed. He was a physician with the blood of men—no, the blood of boys—beneath his fingernails. She was a nurse who no doubt had the same blood in the same place. They were not in a drawing room preparing to dance. The only music was that distant rumble of guns.

      Yes, kissing her had been inappropriate. But here . . .

      What wasn’t?
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        * * *

      

      Annabeth’s lips tingled; she could taste Ethan on her tongue. Closing her eyes, she pressed her fingers to her mouth.

      He’d called her Beth. No one else ever had, and the way he’d said her name in an accent that brought to mind emerald hills she hadn’t seen, yet somehow knew, made her shiver despite the never-ending heat.

      Were all kisses the same? Consuming. Inflaming. A promise to a world unexplored.

      She had been kissed only once before, and at the first touch of the boy’s lips, she’d hauled back and broken his nose.

      “You took long enough to get here.”

      Annabeth’s lips tightened beneath her fingertips. She dropped her hand. “Speak of the devil”—Annabeth opened her eyes as Moses Farquhar stepped out of the gloom—“and he appears.”

      With golden hair and a gaze the shade of spring grass, Moze would have been too pretty if it weren’t for the permanent crick she’d put in his slightly large nose when he was fourteen. Why he’d thought he could kiss her back then, she’d never quite figured out. At the time, she’d wanted to pound him into the dirt the way she had when she was eight. On the Phelan farm, Moze had just seemed like one more brother among many.

      When Mrs. Farquhar died after scraping herself with a pitchfork used to shovel manure—her arm had first swelled, then oozed, then turned black—her husband was unable to care for three-year-old Moze and still manage the farm. Annabeth’s mother, who already had six children underfoot, had shrugged and welcomed another.

      As Moze and Luke were a few months apart in age, they’d been inseparable from the first. Even after his father remarried and Moze returned home, the two boys had spent all of their time together, doing their chores side by side, first at one farm, then at the other. For fun, they would harass Annabeth until she wanted nothing more than to smother them both.

      “You’re the one who ran off as if he had something to hide,” Annabeth said.

      “I do.”

      “Moze, what are you⁠—?”

      “I’m a spy, Annie Beth Lou.” He called her by the name both he and Luke had used for her when they were children. She hadn’t liked it much then either.

      Silence reigned, broken only by the distant guns; then Annabeth laughed. “Sure you are.”

      “Did you ever wonder how I could stop in and check on you both at the farm and here? If I were attached to a regiment, I wouldn’t be free to travel about.”

      He had a point. But his behavior tonight had her asking: “Who are you spying on?”

      “Whom do you think?”

      “The way you slipped off at the first sight of Dr. Walsh, I wonder.”

      “Only Yankees shorten names, Beth.” The nickname, when spoken with a sarcastic Southern twist, no longer sounded like an endearment. “Haven’t you ever noticed that?”

      “As I don’t know any Yankees, I haven’t.”

      “You’ll have to take my word on it.”

      “Is there something you want to say?”

      He reached into his pocket, withdrew a paper and held it out.

      Annabeth put her hands behind her back; an unreasonable belief took hold of her. If she didn’t look at that paper, whatever was written on it would not be true.

      Moze tightened his lips at the same time he tightened his fingers, crumpling the sheet and dropping it to the floor. “Luke is missing.”

      “Missing? What does that mean?”

      “Captured. Wounded. Gone.”

      She didn’t like any of those words, but at least they meant⁠—

      “Alive.”

      His gaze flicked to hers, then away. “Not always. Missing can mean dead but never found. Lying in a Yankee hospital. Unnamed in one of ours.”

      “Where did this happen?”

      “Mount Zion Church.”

      “I didn’t hear anything about a battle there.”

      “Not a battle.” He let out a quick breath. “He’s with Mosby. Or at least he was.”

      “He’s a guerilla?”

      “Partisan,” Moze snapped.

      “They were disbanded.” The partisans were considered rogues, rebels even in a rebel army, and Lee had hated them.

      “Mosby’s Rangers were allowed to continue, as they possessed some form of military discipline.”

      “How long has Luke been with them?”

      “From the beginning.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?

      “Luke didn’t want you to worry.”

      “Luke? Or you?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “No.” She would have worried; she had worried. “Thank you for letting me know.”

      “I didn’t come for that.”

      “Then why?”

      His hands clenched, released. “You shouldn’t be kissing him.”

      “You’re here to instruct me about whom I should kiss?”

      Moze rubbed the bump in his nose. “Why didn’t you hit him?”

      “None of your business. Now, why are you here? Besides the desire to stick your crooked nose where it doesn’t belong?”

      “Someone at Chimborazo has been telling the Yankees everything he sees, hears, and reads.”

      Understanding dawned. “You can’t—He isn’t—Ethan’s a doctor. A very good one.”

      “That doesn’t mean he isn’t a spy as well.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “One man came through this hospital who knew that Mosby was headed to Rectortown.”

      “Only one? I find that hard to believe.”

      “Believe it. He was sent to call the Rangers. He delivered the message, but he never returned to the rendezvous. I traced him here. Directly to Dr. Walsh’s table.”

      “That means nothing.”

      “The only person with the knowledge of the Rangers’ movements comes to Chimborazo; the last man he sees is Ethan Walsh. Then the Yankees arrive.”

      “You spoke with this messenger? He admitted telling Dr. Walsh the information? Who else was in the room?”

      “When he’s not unconscious, he’s delirious. Even if he survives, he’ll be lucky if he remembers his name, let alone what he said and to whom he talked.”

      Annabeth threw up her hands. “Which means you have no proof.”

      “I’m not done. There’s a Yankee sniper killing officers.”

      “Isn’t that what Yankee snipers do?”

      “He arrives ahead of everyone, shoots before the armies even engage. Every single division that’s lost their leaders reported sending wounded here. Wounded who were well aware in which direction they were marching. Next thing we know, their officers are shot in the head.”

      Annabeth flinched as if she’d heard the report.

      “This man is the best marksman we’ve ever seen. We have to stop him.”

      “How do you plan to do that?”

      “I’ll need some help.” His imploring gaze told her exactly whom he needed help from.

      “Not me.”

      “Luke may be dead because of intelligence that came from this hospital. Don’t you want to know if Dr. Walsh is responsible before you kiss him again?”

      “He isn’t.”

      “You’re so sure? Then prove it.”
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        * * *

      

      After a nearly sleepless night, Annabeth rolled out of bed at dawn. She stepped into the surgery ward and paused at the sight of Ethan Walsh.

      He glanced up, saw her, and glanced back down.

      Her face heated. Would they forever be uncomfortable around each other now? He was no doubt mortified that he’d kissed his nurse and given the poor, plain girl ideas. And Annabeth? She couldn’t stop thinking of what Moze had said last night.

      Prove it.

      “Beth,” Ethan began, and she winced.

      Only Yankees shorten names.

      Would Moze ever shut up?

      “I’ll apologize fer me forwardness, Miss Phelan.”

      His voice had gone cool. He believed she was offended because he’d overstepped. She wanted to assure him that he hadn’t, but it was probably for the best if they returned to formalities.

      “What would you like me to do, sir?”

      “Back to ‘sir’ and ‘miss.’” He gave a brisk nod. “Fresh dressing here—charcoal and yeast.” He pointed. “Cool cloth there.” He indicated another man. “Watch this one closely. The wound has swelled and gone red.”

      “Erysipelas?”

      “Ye never cease to impress, Miss Phelan. Aye. If he progresses to chills, yet he sweats, and his pulse is far too fast, find me.”

      That condition, known as pyemia, followed the swelling and redness of erysipelas and was nearly always fatal.

      Dr. Walsh was visibly disturbed by the possibility. Very few of his patients contracted the disease.

      “If that happens, sir, there isn’t anything to be done but hold his hand.”

      “As he’s my patient. I’d like to be the one holdin’ it.” He left without looking back.

      Annabeth did her best to keep the fellow at death’s door from stepping through, but when the young man’s eyes rolled back and he began to jerk with violent paroxysms, she waited at his side until he quieted, then went to fetch Ethan. He wasn’t anywhere in the building.

      Seeing him that morning had unsettled her. Hearing him call her by the nickname she at turns loved and loathed had brought Moze’s disturbing accusation to the forefront of her mind. She didn’t believe Ethan was a spy any more in the light of day than she had in the dark of night. But . . .

      You’re so sure? Then prove it.

      Had Moze known that planting the seed of doubt would make everything Ethan said or did suspect? Probably. Moze was a spy, after all.

      She couldn’t believe she hadn’t suspected him of it before. That she hadn’t made her feel gullible. If a man she’d known all her life had fooled her, couldn’t one she’d known only a short while do the same?

      Annabeth stopped a steward. “Where’s Dr. Walsh?”

      The white-haired fellow spread his one remaining hand, “If he ain’t here try his quarters.” Her confused expression brought forth a huff. “On this side of Georgia Hospital.”

      Chimborazo was so large, it had been divided into five sections, each with its own chief surgeon. In an attempt to impose order over the disorder, soldiers were assigned a section based on their state of origin. The first section, where Annabeth and Ethan worked, was known as Virginia Hospital. The other four were Georgia, North Carolina, Alabama, and South Carolina. Annabeth had no idea what they did with patients from Tennessee or Mississippi.

      The steward sped away as glass broke in the infirmary. From the shouts, Annabeth deduced her patient was again jerking and spasming uncontrollably. She had to search out the good doctor wherever he might be before the end came and no further handholding was required. That Ethan felt such devotion to his patients gave her a tight, warm feeling in the center of her chest. None of the other doctors were half as dedicated.

      Just outside the physicians’ ward, which appeared exactly the same as the surgery ward—single story, long, and wide—she hesitated. Should she knock? Then it opened and one of the doctors stepped out. He blinked to find her hovering. “Miss?”

      “One of Dr. Walsh’s patients⁠—”

      “Inside,” he said before he hurried on.

      The air within was still and stifling; the windows did little to help since there wasn’t any breeze. Cots stood in a double row from front to back. All lay unoccupied save one.

      “Sir?”

      He didn’t move.

      “Dr. Walsh?”

      He muttered and turned over.

      She hated to wake him, but she had to. As she leaned over, hand outstretched, he said, “I’ll see you soon.”

      With no accent at all.
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