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      Prologue


      Leave it, Sawyer, we’ll not be needing a fire this night,” Gus told me. “It’s warm enough.”


      I obeyed, sitting back on my bootheels, and continued to stare fixedly at the kindling I had arranged in the shallow fire pit, freshly scraped into the earth with the blade of my knife. I blinked and attempted to refocus upon Angus Warfield’s face; behind the full, unfamiliar beard, his flint-gray eyes were steady and blessedly recognizable. He was still the man I’d known in my old life, the life to which the path leading back had been obliterated. I knew that I would not ever find my way along its length again, despite the fact that the War ended.


      The country was formally at peace.


      Word came to us that Lee walked from the courthouse with his sword in hand; it had not been tendered in the Surrender. Eleven days later, modeling himself after Grant at Appomattox, Sherman formally accepted Johnston’s surrender of the Army of Tennessee. All of the officers in attendance were allowed to keep their sidearms. Despite our lesser status in the eyes of the army, Boyd and I retained our .44 pistols, first issued to us as cavalrymen in ’sixty-two; Gus still had his Enfield rifle strapped to his horse, a solid, dappled gelding named Admiral.


      Boyd and I found Gus by a stroke of sheer luck only days past; he had been riding west from Virginia, where his regiment spent its final weeks. Gus had been with Lee’s army to the end; I couldn’t look into his eyes for any great length of time, overwhelmed by the anguish that lingered there, just beneath the surface.


      “We’re going home now,” Gus said, crouching near me and studying my face. He said, low, “Sawyer, by God, it is good to see you. I haven’t seen a soul from home in close to two years.”


      Home.


      Where in God’s name was home anymore? I could not have answered this question had my very life depended upon a response. I was so tired. I was tired way down deep inside my bones. I could feel it sapping at me, draining me of everything but the urge to sink into slumber. I could not deny that my mind flirted, however unwillingly, with the notion of death—it seemed an entity which crawled seductively near these days, as close as my own shadow at times, whispering a promise of rest, a cessation of the nightmares which plagued the meager sleep I could claim. It was all I could do to refrain from scouring the darkening woods for a glimpse of the black-winged death specter skulking amongst the tree trunks, whose concentrated gaze I could sense with a soldier’s instinct.


      Go, I ordered it, though I didn’t look its way. Go, now. We have given you enough.


      But it remained unmoving, observing silently, and a distinct unease skittered along my spine.


      Jesus, Sawyer, I reprimanded myself, unable to restrain a shudder at what my imagination conjured. With a sincere determination, I shut my eyes and fixed a thought of Tennessee, which I had once called home, firmly into my mind.


      The dusky evening, the pile of kindling, vanished as I imagined the Bledsoe holler where I’d been raised, a captivating place of early sunsets and old-growth trees, grapevines trailing my shoulders and icy creek water around my ankles as I explored with my brothers and the Carter boys. I had at one time known every gnarled tree root that snaked along the ground, every secret hiding place that young boys neglecting their chores could seek out.


      Warming to this vision, I pictured the wide front porch that ran the length of my boyhood home, upon the railings of which honeysuckle grew so thickly that its flowering limbs seemed to support the porch rather than the wooden beams beneath. I saw the adjacent two-story barn silhouetted against the breast of a pale sky, gilded by a mellow amber afterglow of sinking sun, its upper windows propped open to the sweetness of an evening breeze. I recalled long afternoons spent playing in that barn, my brothers at my side, as they had been to the last.


      My brothers…


      Ethan…


      Jere…


      Just the thought of their names was painful as a blade between the ribs, with a slow death to follow, blood draining away like wine from a tipped bottle; I had witnessed many such sluggish deaths. Despite various injuries, my body survived the War and still remained functional—all of the death was in my mind, sticky as an orb spider’s web, just as difficult to brush aside. The skeins of it clung.


      No.


      Do not think of being too late.


      Do not think of crawling through the ditch with cold red water seeping over your wrists.


      Oh Jesus, please…make it stop…


      My head ached and I closed my eyes even more tightly, and there, just yonder in my memory, I could see ghost mist that rose up from the ground on spring evenings, tinted a haunting blend of indigo blue and deep green. I could smell the rich earth of Cumberland County, the syrup of the honeysuckle blossoms, the dusty, hay-filled barn and the horses therein, all scents as familiar to me as my own skin. Mama and Daddy would be waiting for me at the top of the porch steps, side by side; Daddy would have an arm about Mama’s waist, holding her close, as always. I’d not received a letter from my parents in many months, but post had long since ceased to move freely; it was a gamble sending correspondence anywhere these days.


      Though perhaps now that the War was over…


      Boyd and I had spoken those words to one another as though mired in a dream when the news first came to us, in Georgia. Our regiment had been camped there, and we’d been eventually discharged. No money was paid out, though we’d been allowed to keep our armaments; our commanding officer’s exact words were, “I don’t give a flying fuck. And you’ll need them on the way home, poor bastards.”


      It was still surreal. The Confederacy, the dream of it, was dead, reduced to ash. I felt as insubstantial as ash myself, ready to scatter to pieces on the faintest breeze. If someone were to ask me why I’d fought, why I’d spent the last two and a half years as a soldier, I could not have articulated a response. I stared now at Gus without saying anything, and he gently curved a hand around my right shoulder, squeezing me the way my own father would have, had he been here in the clearing with us.


      “It will be all right, Sawyer,” Gus said quietly. Though he said no more on the subject, I knew he understood what I was feeling; he did not press for a response.


      Boyd joined us momentarily; he’d walked into the cedars for a bit of privacy. He bore dark smudges of fatigue beneath his eyes. With a thick black beard obscuring the lower portion of his face, he closely resembled his father, Bainbridge Carter, and appeared a good decade older than his actual age. I was certain the same could be said of me; I had not scraped a razor over my jaws in months. With sincere determination I kept my thoughts upon my parents, James and Ellen Davis, and upon Bainbridge and Clairee, imagining how they would rejoice to have us home again. And little Malcolm, who was close to ten years old by now. Malcolm, the only brother left to Boyd. My brothers had been slaughtered on a battlefield strewn with rocks within two months of leaving home; Beaumont and Grafton Carter had both been dead by the following summer, of ’sixty-three.


      If I closed my eyes too long when awake and not numbed by the haze of exhaustion, images sprang forth, unbidden. The specter would scuttle closer, its black-bright eyes intent. I pressed both hands over my face, catching the scents of dirt and smoke from my skin. Boyd and I slept beneath the distant stars, though close to one another, our backs nearly touching, since leaving the regiment; the warmth of another person was the only thing that offered any hope of alleviating the night terrors, for the both of us.


      Boyd and I had served together for the duration of the War and had seen more than any one person should be asked to bear witness to in a single existence. I prayed that in good time we would be able to speak of it, at least to one another. Boyd was the only person on the face of the Earth with whom I felt as though I could be completely honest, could speak without having to carefully guard each word. Perhaps Gus now, as well. Gus had been a soldier. He knew. I spoke little these days as it was; Whistler was the only one I could manage more than a few sentences for. My horse, my sweet girl. She had saved my life time and again.


      And you kept her safe, in return.


      You couldn’t manage to keep Ethan and Jeremiah alive.


      Don’t let Mama and Daddy blame me.


      I blame myself. I will always blame myself for it.


      Gus’s low, strained voice penetrated my desperate thoughts. He crouched on the opposite side of the cold fire pit and said, “I figure we’ll be home by end of the week, if the weather stays fair. I’ve not a word from my Grace in months.”


      It was concerning him greatly; he’d mentioned this at least three times. I tried not to let the knot of unease in my lower belly take precedence over my already-tenuous control. None of us dared to acknowledge what could await us upon returning home; I reminded myself that Sherman had not sliced so brutally through Tennessee, as he had Georgia…


      Oh dear God…


      Boyd held half a day-old biscuit towards me and his forehead wrinkled as he asked a silent question. I shook my head at once, not the least hungry, though we’d eaten little since mid-morning coffee and hardtack. Hunger seemed a trivial thing, food a luxury I could not bear just now.


      “They’ve surely heard word,” Gus continued. “Doubtless they’re expecting us any day.”


      From the near-distance, perhaps a few hundred yards, came the sound of laughter, further adding to the nightmarish unreality of the evening. Men’s laughter, rapidly approaching our position. We were not upon a well-traveled road and all of us tensed at once, hands lifting to the pistols strapped upon our hips.


      “Shit,” muttered Boyd.


      We hunkered, animal-like, wary as criminals in the gathering darkness, armed but still vulnerable; despite the fact that the War was indeed over, running across a group of Federals was not an encounter any of us were eager to experience. It would be inevitable, eventually, but I would much rather it be in daylight hours. Wounds were keen-blooded and raw, and animosity would rage for a long time, I felt certain. I listened hard, but we needn’t have worried in that moment. The sounds of their passage, whoever they were, soon faded to silence.


      “Come, let us retire,” Gus muttered.


      Sleep came upon me like a heavy cloak, and so it was with an exaggerated sense of disorientation that I startled awake at some later point in the night. I blinked, confused, as though engulfed in ghost mist, the low-lying fog of home. I stared at the bare branches entwining their fingers high above me, mind reeling to full consciousness, and then heard the noise that had surely jolted me from sleep in the first place: Whistler’s frantic whinny.


      I moved fluidly, driven by instinct, knife in hand before I was even upon my feet. The moon was only a few nights past the new, just bright enough to lend the clearing a pale, eerie glow in which I could plainly observe two men, working swiftly to untie our horses. A third, mounted, lingered in the trees and whooped a wordless noise of alarm upon hearing me, lifting his pistol at once. Moonlight glinted off the long, slender barrel as he called over, with an almost jovial tone, “Hold up there now, Johnny Reb!”


      Drunk. I could hear it in his voice. Boyd and Gus scrambled to their feet as I disobeyed the order and stalked towards the horses.


      Shoot me, bastard, I thought. You couldn’t know how little I fucking care.


      “Stand down!” he yelled, and fired twice when I did not.


      No matter how grim my thoughts, instinct sent me instantly into a crouch. He discharged a third round. I heard the bullet strike a trunk mere feet from my head. Gus and Boyd disappeared into the cover of the trees, where they would certainly circle in an attempt to flank the thieving bastards. I kept to ground, ducking into dense brush, and whistled to my horse; I was heartened to hear her immediate nickering response. I knew she would dig in her heels until I could get to her.


      One of the Federals whistled back, in mockery, as though for an errant dog. He called from the darkness, “Where you hiding, Johnny?”


      “C’mon, let’s ride!” a man urged from a different direction, and I sprang into flight, towards that voice.


      They had reclaimed their own mounts and were preparing to flee, not twenty paces to my left, and I charged them. They had all three of our horses by their lead lines, somewhat hampered by this burden. I heard two shots fired at a right angle to my position, and knew it was Gus or Boyd, from the trees. Two of the Federals fired back repeatedly, cursing, and I was nearly upon them, breathing hard, fury lending my limbs additional strength. I came abreast of Whistler and caught her halter, forcibly stalling their forward motion.


      “Sonofabitch,” the man holding her line grunted, forced to rein to a halt. I didn’t release my hold. He turned swiftly in his saddle, aimed directly between my eyes, and fired. The cylinder clicked on an empty chamber and he spat his frustration. Heart pulsing at this narrow escape, I saw the silver length of his blade flash seconds before the tip of it scoured my right cheek, sending trails of hot blood at once down my jaw.


      Had he leaned forward even a fraction, he would have stabbed well into my face and rendered me incapable of responding; it was his misfortune that I was further enraged by this slicing of my skin. I was conscious of the surroundings only minimally behind the red haze that descended. My fingers closed around the wrist of his sword arm and before I realized I’d yanked, he was flat upon his back on the ground before me. I fell to my knees almost atop him, breathing harshly, knife already poised to kill.


      Gunshots rang out directly above, but I didn’t stop to see from where they were fired.


      In the milky moonlight I saw how his eyes widened in surprise—the body is always surprised by death, even an expected death—just before I plunged the blade into his throat. I’d aimed true; it sank without resistance to nearly its hilt. The handle slipped in my sweating grasp as I wrenched it free and then stabbed again, and again. A madness fell over me, as blood flowed down my neck from the superficial wound on my face, coppery-scented and far more heated than my skin. His blood flew in arcs, wetly striking my lap, and still I stabbed.


      “Sawyer!” I heard somewhere behind me, as though Boyd was shouting at the other end of a long tunnel. He fired twice in quick succession, almost over my shoulder, and then Gus’s arm came around my chest and he dragged me backwards.


      Hooves thundered away into the night. This was the only sound I could discern above those of my ragged breathing, my heartbeat which seemed ten times amplified. Gus released me, his own breathing fast and uneven. I staggered to the edge of the clearing and vomited repeatedly; the knife fell, striking the ground with a muted thud.


      “Well, you done kilt him all right,” Boyd said, though I was unable to stand straight to look over at him. Absurdly, he laughed. It was unhinged laughter, in no way acquainted with any sort of humor. He added, “He’s dead as a goddamn stuck pig, that’s what.”


      “Sawyer, your face,” Gus said quietly.


      I was rendered wordless, hands braced on my knees. Another round of nausea engulfed me, though surely there could be nothing left for my stomach to expel. I could smell bile, and blood.


      Boyd said, “Jesus Christ, we oughta ride after an’ kill them other two.”


      Gus shook his head, I could see from the corner of my gaze.


      Boyd insisted, “We oughta, I feel it. I feel it, strong.”


      Gus said firmly, “No, let it go. Let us ride, boys, we cannot remain here. Jesus, we’d be hung.”


      Boyd came near and caught up my knife, wiping it clean on his trousers. He said, low, “Let’s go, old friend. Let’s go now.”


      Together we grabbed the heels of the dead Federal and dragged him through the debris of the woods and into the cover of the cedars, before we rode out.


      The crow remained amid the tree trunks, watching, its sleek black wings hunched as it sat sullenly and, for that night, silently let us go.
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      I narrowed my left eye to a slit, taking careful aim; I did not intend to miss this shot. The last two rabbits I drew a bead upon were little more than startled at the echoing report of the gunfire, leaving me with a sore shoulder and ringing ears, not to mention wasted ammunition, rather than fresh meat. Merely the prospect of a spitted rabbit roasted to a juicy crisp over our cookfire was motivation enough to continue in the frustrating endeavor of hitting such a fast-darting target.


      “Steady,” Sawyer murmured, his voice scarcely more than a breath. Though he was armed with his squirrel rifle, he carried it loosely in the crook of his right elbow, its long barrel directed at the ground three feet before us. He could have easily taken the animal with one shot, I knew, but he refrained, patiently allowing me the practice. I released a slow breath, a trickle of sweat slipping wetly between my breasts. It was thickly overcast and had grown increasingly humid, the heavens quilted with fat-bellied clouds, promising objectionable weather before long. I scarcely formed the thought before a cold drop flicked my ear, and then several more my left cheek, tilted slightly upwards above the rifle’s metal sights.


      Do not be distracted. You have been practicing for this, I reminded myself, and centered all focus upon the creature. The prairie, cloaked in dour grays this day, the grasses appearing all the more vividly green against such a drear backdrop, receded to the distant horizon. The small midges that seemed to adore flying into one’s nostrils and eyes, the increasing patter of rain, the restless grumble of thunder to the west—all were silenced and stilled. By contrast, the rabbit’s outline grew sharp, the bunched energy of its long hind legs, the slender peaks of its ears, the single watching eye, each etched in charcoal by the intensity of my focus.


      Squeeze the trigger, rather than pull, I heard Angus instruct.


      And so I did.


      The stock punched hard, as I anticipated, sending me quick-stepping backwards despite having braced for the impact; Sawyer reached instinctively, cupping his free hand beneath my right elbow and keeping me stable. A flock of blackbirds hidden by the tall grass were disrupted by the shot, now furiously taking wing into the pewter sky, fanning out like spread fingers. I could not hear Sawyer over the ringing in my ears, but the smile upon his face indicated that my aim proved true; it was the first time I had struck something other than a tin can, and I felt an answering smile bloom over my face.


      He leaned closer to me and his mouth formed the words, Good shot!


      Together, we hurried to claim the prize before the rain grew heavier, and Sawyer bent to catch up the creature by its ears. My hearing at least partially restored, his words were only slightly muffled as he said admiringly, “Clean through the head.”


      “I hit it!” I rejoiced, perhaps disproportionately pleased at this truth, but proud of myself nonetheless. The squirrel rifle in my grip once belonged to Angus, and was a heavy firearm, but I neatly shifted it to my elbow so that I could take the rabbit from Sawyer.


      “It’s messy,” he warned, and indeed my fingers grew slick with blood as I accepted it from his grasp.


      “I cannot wait to show Malcolm,” I said, refusing to behave squeamishly. I had gleaned from my time in Missouri many invaluable lessons, far more demanding than any imparted upon me at my mother’s knee, in the luxury of a loving home. Here in the wilds it became quickly apparent that learning required the completion of tasks at one point in my life unfathomable; the result of refusing to acknowledge this was the inability to survive, a truth as simple as that.


      If there was one thing I had learned, with great humility, it was how to survive.


      “He’ll be in a tizzy if you bagged a rabbit and he did not,” Sawyer recognized with amusement, and even in the darkening, rainy gloom of the afternoon and the shadow of his hat brim, his eyes glinted with golds and greens, captivatingly beautiful, and dearer to me than I could have put into words.


      “I hope he did, as I intend to eat this one entirely myself,” I said, only half in jest.


      My appetite had been poor of late, and welcome hunger now grumbled in my belly, echoing the strengthening thunder. The words barely cleared my lips when Sawyer silently held out his arm, indicating that I halt, bent swiftly to one knee and raised the rifle with a movement as graceful as a heron lancing a fish. Rising just as effortlessly to his feet, he jogged to retrieve the second rabbit; upon his return, he held it aloft and said, “I was just making certain that you’re able to, Lorie-love.”


      Whistler and Admiral were tethered in copse of cottonwoods fifty paces east, closer to the river and our camp. Sawyer and I had not ridden far, as it was still difficult for me to sit the saddle for long periods of time; in the days since we traveled at a deliberately slow pace north from Missouri, having cleared the Iowa border just yesterday, I had been content to ride on the wagon seat. Today was only my second attempt at horseback, and to my considerable relief it had not proven painful; I’d not shed any additional blood since miscarrying nearly a fortnight past, and the saddle burns welted upon my inner legs healed over remarkably well.


      All of the irreparable damage was emotional, the toll exacted for my having survived when Angus and his unborn child had not. Only a wooden marker, painstakingly crafted by Sawyer and Boyd, gave a hint as to the reality of the man who lay beneath the ground, the brave and kind man who had recognized me as the daughter of a fellow solider, who had subsequently insisted I leave behind, as of that very night, the indignities of my life as a whore and accompany him and his companions on their journey north. Angus saved me from the horror of my existence at Ginny Hossiter’s, and no words could effectively convey the enormity of my gratitude.


      As I had dozens of times and in various incarnations since riding away from Angus’s body and the wooden cross Sawyer constructed for the child, I thought, Forgive me, dear Gus. Please, forgive me. You would have done right by me, this I know to the bottom of my heart. You did not deserve to die in such a terrible way. Please forgive me. I know that you will look after our child in the Beyond.


      “Storm’s rolling in!” Sawyer said, moving closer to me as we hastened our strides, reaching the cottonwoods and their meager shelter as a towering thunderhead unleashed a torrent perhaps a half-mile to the west. Whistler and Admiral danced on their tethers, agitated by the rapidly-advancing storm, the whites of their eyes visible, indicating their unease. As we neared, Whistler nickered in clear relief, nudging at Sawyer’s side as he hurried to unwind her lead line, while I tugged free Admiral’s. The big dappled gray tossed his head, nervously side-stepping, but I held firmly and he stilled.


      “Look there!” I cried, and could not help but pause, one boot in the stirrup, captivated by the sheeting rain; it appeared a near-solid mass of roiling silver, a sight as eerie as it was impressive. A blinding bolt of lightning erupted in a crackling pulse, striking the ground where we had only minutes before been standing, and my spine twitched.


      “It’s not safe beneath these trees!” Sawyer shouted, and he took the rifle from me, securing it in the saddle scabbard before replacing his own, then helped me atop Admiral; I was wearing Malcolm’s trousers, and could have taken the saddle with no assistance, but Sawyer was protective, more so than ever since our ordeal in Missouri, and made certain I was settled before mounting Whistler with his usual easy grace. Together we cantered across the prairie, each clutching a rabbit, arriving just ahead of the rain. To the east of our small camp the Mississippi rolled at a clip, crested with white arrows of waves as the wind blew fitfully. Fortune and Aces High, along with Juniper, were all three staked within sight, indicating that Boyd and Malcolm were here.


      “Twister?” Boyd yelled in our direction, competing with the wind to be heard as he emerged from his and Malcolm’s wall tent, twenty paces away. He stood straight and shaded his vision against the gale, looking westward.


      “Take these and hurry inside,” Sawyer leaned near to tell me, and while I would have helped him secure the horses, I gathered the game and did as he asked instead, recognizing concern in the way his eyebrows were knit.


      “We didn’t catch a glimpse of one!” I called to Boyd as I neared, the ground already growing muddy beneath my boots.


      “You bag them hares?” he asked, nodding at the limp creatures in my grasp.


      “One of them!” I said proudly.


      Malcolm’s freckled face appeared in the pie-shaped opening of his and Boyd’s tent, and the boy called, “I shot me a foolbird, Lorie! You shoulda seen it!”


      He used the common name for prairie fowl, plump and tasty birds with less sense than chickens, and I called, earning a grin from him, “I plan to eat it!”


      “We ain’t gonna eat nothing but day-old biscuits ’less this storm clears out before nightfall!” Boyd said. He told me, “We’ll skin them critters when it blows over.”


      I nodded agreement and ducked into the tent I shared with Sawyer, lacing all but the bottommost entrance tie. I stowed the rabbits near the edge of the canvas farthest from our bedding, laying them neatly atop the flattened grass, and then stepped on the heels of my boots, one after the other; once barefooted, I shucked free of my wet clothes and shivered into a dry shift, one of two that I possessed, next wrapping into my shawl. The wind increased in strength and the rain in tempo, thunder detonating so near our tent I pictured it hovering only an arm’s length above as I knelt beside the small porcelain wash basin and scrubbed the blood from my hands. To my relief, I heard Sawyer returning after the next shattering blast of thunder; I listened as he hastily stowed our saddles beneath the awning.


      “You’re chilled,” was the first thing he said upon entering, re-lacing the ties against the surly weather before unceremoniously stripping his boots, wet shirt, suspenders and trousers, leaving only the lower half of his union suit, a thin garment rather in need of repair. I had dried my hands but not yet lit our lantern, and reached wordlessly for him. He grinned in immediate response, catching me close and taking us at once to the rumpled bedding, where he promptly drew the quilt and snuggled me to his bare chest. Despite having just come in from the rain he was warm as an ember, and issued the low, throaty sound of contentment to which I had grown blissfully accustomed, declaring, “Much better.”


      “Worlds better,” I agreed, closing my eyes, thankful beyond measure; there would never come a time, even if fortune was kind enough to allow us the rest of our lives together, that I would take for granted the feeling of being held secure in his arms.


      “It was a good shot,” he said again, gently stroking my hair. Though I had neatly braided its length this morning it was currently half-undone, tangled and damp with rain, but Sawyer was undeterred. I contentedly rested my nose at the juncture of his collarbones, feeling the rasp of his stubble, as he cupped the back of my head and pressed his lips to the slim, white scar near my left ear.


      “I put them over there,” I mumbled, drowsy with warmth; I did not manage to open my eyes as I indicated vaguely in the direction of the dead rabbits, though I flinched inadvertently as thunder sliced apart the sky. Sawyer’s arms tightened in response, and I whispered, “Boyd said we’d clean them after the storm.”


      “You rest, darlin’,” Sawyer said, his voice low and sweet, so familiar to me; the soft cadence of Tennessee lingered in his words. He said, “There are shadows beneath your eyes, and I mean to see them gone. You rest, and I’ll hold you.”


      * * *


      When I woke, the air outside was utterly still, the canvas wall slanting above our heads tinted with the placid auburn tones of an evening sun; from outside, near the smoldering fire, I could hear the comforting rise and fall of Boyd and Malcolm engaged in quiet conversation. Sawyer was snoring, flat upon his back, one arm stretched outward, the other curved about my waist, and his forearm was no doubt numb, pinned as it was beneath me. I was rolled into the quilt like a sausage in a flapjack, and smiled at the sight of him asleep. Unable to resist, I smoothed my fingertips along his fair hair, trailing over the blue-striped ticking of his pillow, softly as a cottonseed alighting upon the surface of the river.


      Sawyer issued a particularly loud snore, almost a snort, and I muffled a giggle, stretching to kiss the small dark mole on his neck; it was one of four on his upper body, the other three positioned in a neat row on the left side of his powerful chest. I leaned to kiss him in that exact place, my loose hair falling over his nose and chin, and he snorted again, groaning a little and then moving with purpose, engulfing me in his arms and exhaling a rush of air directly against the side of my neck, where he knew I was enormously ticklish. My breathless laughter was followed by the immediate sounds of Malcolm scrambling to our tent, curious about the racket within.


      Positioned just where the entrance was laced, Malcolm demanded, “What you-all doing in there?”


      “Never you mind, kid,” Sawyer teased, while I climbed atop him and ineffectually attempted to poke his ribs. Sawyer was too quick, rolling to his front side and blocking with his elbows, preventing my jabbing fingers from making contact, and I could suddenly smell roasting meat. When I looked that way I saw that the rabbits were gone; surely Malcolm must have crept within to retrieve them for Boyd’s knife. The resultant scent was rich in the air, and my stomach responded accordingly. I left off tickling him and aligned my front with Sawyer’s back, hooking my chin at the juncture of his neck, so that my breath was near his ear. Face buried in the pillow, his laughter was muffled.


      “We best join them,” I murmured, with reluctance, and in fact found myself latching one thigh even more securely about his hip in order to keep him here a little longer, forcibly if necessary; I sensed rather than saw his grin. I shifted to rest my lips between his shoulder blades, feeling his hard muscles beneath my breasts and belly. He turned effortlessly, keeping me atop his body, stacking both forearms under his head and grinning at me in the way he had that set everything within me to quickening. I gripped his ears and rested my forehead against his for the space of several heartbeats, studying his eyes at close range. My long hair fell all around us.


      “You blinked first,” he murmured, teasing me further.


      “I did not,” I retorted in a whisper.


      “What in tarnation is taking you-all so long? We got dinner cooking!” Malcolm informed impatiently, still directly outside our tent and no more than five feet from us.


      “Goddamn, boy, leave them two alone,” Boyd ordered, and I smiled to hear the customary note of affectionate irritation in his tone as he addressed his younger brother.


      Hungry as I was, I was not yet ready to be pulled from my preoccupation with Sawyer; I traced my fingertips in a beloved path along his handsome face, touching his cheekbones, sunburned to a deep golden-brown, his jaws and chin, my thumbs caressing the lines of his eyebrows in passing, the shape of his sensual mouth. He shivered, catching my hands into his much larger ones and kissing each palm.


      “You did blink first,” he whispered, and I was unable to keep from smiling at him.


      “Lorie,” he murmured. Studying my eyes, he told me without words, I am so happy to be here with you, like this.


      It is a gift, I thought in return, and knew that he heard; it had been that way between us from the first.


      “I got a surprise!” Malcolm insisted, still nearby, and I could not help but giggle; Sawyer grinned, tenderly kissing the side of my neck, stroking lightly with his tongue, as I shivered and indulged in being sheltered against him for one last, sweet second.


      “I wish to see you eat well,” he said firmly, drawing us to our feet; standing, my nose was at a level with the center of his chest. He donned his dry muslin shirt, tucking it into his trousers and buttoning his suspenders into place with the easy motions of one not at all concerned with a fastidious dressing routine. He slipped the suspender straps over his shoulders and then swept back his thick hair, holding a leather thong he’d grabbed from the ground between his teeth, before retying it deftly into place around his hair. He knew I had been unable to eat much of late; my ribs were more prominent than they had been at the beginning of June.


      “I will,” I assured him, and he stroked my face, bestowing a final kiss before ducking outside. Sawyer was thoughtful to a fault, allowing me as much privacy as he could manage when we shared a space scarcely large enough for two adults, so careful to give me the chance to recover from what I had been through in Missouri; until I was fully healed and we were properly joined in marriage, he would not seek anything physical beyond kissing me and holding me close as we slept, this I knew well. It did not, however, alter for so much as an instant the intensity of awareness between us that existed from the first days we had known one another.


      Outside, Malcolm immediately claimed his attention; a smile tugged at my heart as I buttoned into a skirt and then knelt to root out my comb.


      “Sawyer,” the boy said. There was a note of reprimand in his tone and I listened with interest as my fingers flew, re-braiding my hair. Malcolm went on, as though addressing a naughty child, “You ain’t got your boots on, an’ you’s always harping on me for it.”


      I imagined Sawyer ruffling Malcolm’s shaggy dark hair. He replied calmly, “That’s the truth. My socks haven’t finished drying, that’s all. Though I do appreciate your concern.”


      “Where’s Lorie-Lorie?” Malcolm all but demanded, referring to me by his usual nickname. Each of them had a particular way of addressing me; Boyd called me ‘Lorie-girl,’ and to Sawyer I was ‘Lorie-love’ or mo mhuirnín milis, one of the Irish endearments he favored. My heart swelled with love for them, all three.


      “I’ll be out directly,” I called.


      “Well, hurry!” Malcolm ordered. “I ain’t had a chance to show you—”


      “Hold your tongue, boy,” Boyd interrupted him to chastise. “Mama, God rest her sweet soul, would strap your thoughtless hide for talkin’ to a lady that way.”


      “Aw, Lorie knows I ain’t but excited to see her,” Malcolm said. He came close to the tent and attempted to rap on the canvas the way he would have a wooden door, imploring, “Ain’t that so?”


      Fully dressed and hair braided, I emerged into the evening light and Malcolm caught me in an exuberant hug. I smoothed Malcolm’s shaggy hair, regarding him with deep fondness. He was tanned as brown as a batch of walnut-dye, his dark, long-lashed eyes merry. Freckles walked all along his nose and cheekbones, and he was in rather desperate need of a creek bath.


      “It’s so,” I confirmed. “What did you want to show me?”


      “Lookee,” Malcolm enthused, tugging me towards the embers over which the iron grate was propped, and where two rabbits, in addition to two prairie hens, crackled deliciously. He pointed to the ground near the shallow fire pit Boyd dug last night, where five speckled eggs were lined in a row, smooth and pretty as rocks plucked from the river bottom.


      “Eggs!” I exclaimed in joy, already imagining the cheerful sizzle of them cracked into our pan.


      “Nest was yonder,” Malcolm said, indicating westward; the open plains stretched as far as an eye could see in every direction around our camp, though I knew that Keokuk, Iowa waited just to the north. It would be the first we had seen of a town in some weeks, and as much as I wished to avoid most all contact with strangers, I was hopeful for the presence of a preacher.


      “It’s been a piece since we’s had eggs,” Boyd said, from his seat on the ground, where he contentedly drew on a tobacco roll. Though Boyd was much taller and far more solidly built than Malcolm, they resembled each other to a marked degree, the two of them nearly the last of their family left alive.


      Before the War, the Carters had densely populated the Bledsoe holler, in Cumberland County; Boyd and Malcolm’s family had numbered six, not including aunts, uncles, cousins, and other shirttail relatives; they farmed the eastern edge of the holler, while Sawyer’s family resided just across, to the west. Sawyer and Boyd were of an age, both twenty-four, and had been raised as closely as any brothers. In the crisp late-autumn of 1862, they joined the Army of Tennessee under General Joseph Wheeler, in the company of four additional brothers, Ethan and Jeremiah Davis, and Beaumont and Grafton Carter—of the six of them, only Sawyer and Boyd returned to Tennessee alive. Boyd and Malcolm were the sole remaining members left to pass on the Carter name; likewise, Sawyer was the last Davis.


      Boyd used a sharpened stick to poke at the meat, declaring, “Any moment now. Good work, Lorie-girl. It’s right satisfying to eat what you done shot, ’specially for the first time,” and I grinned at his compliment.


      “The practice has proven helpful,” I said.


      Sawyer took his customary position to Boyd’s right, sitting on a split log with one foot braced against an adjacent piece of wood. His feet were bare and dirt-smudged, as were the hems of his trousers; he held a tin cup of steaming coffee. He reached his free hand to me, angling a knee for me to sit upon. Once settled, I appropriated the cup for a sip.


      “You twos are hoping for a preacher in the next town,” Boyd noted, reading my thoughts. He winked at Sawyer and me, adding, “Get you two hitched up proper-like. Aw, shit, Davis, what I wouldn’t give for a wedding celebration like in the old days.” His dark eyebrows lifted in amusement at what he could clearly discern as my skepticism at this remark. He hurried to explain, “Lorie-girl, once upon a time, back home, a wedding was a cause for celebration the likes of no other on the ridge. Daddy would tap a whiskey barrel, Mama would dress in her finest an’ make sure the lot of us was likewise spit-shined. Damn. Me an’ Sawyer, here, an’ the boys”—and I understood he meant their brothers—“would suffer through the ceremony, castin’ our eyes about for the prettiest girls in the church, so’s we could try an’ talk to them later. You remember the night that Grayson Pike an’ Orla Main hitched up?”


      At Boyd’s question Sawyer snorted a laugh and affirmed, “I could hardly forget.”


      Malcolm knelt near Sawyer and me, stirring at the fire with a long stick as Boyd’s eyes took on a storytelling shine I knew well. Studying the horizon, gazing into the past, Boyd said, “Sawyer an’ me was sixteen or so, an’ fortunate enough to sneak a bottle of Daddy’s apple-pie around the far side of the barn. The August moon was full as a fresh-scrubbed face, pouring light upon us near bright as day, an’ the two of us was drunk as skunks.”


      Sawyer grinned at the memory of their past misbehavior. I watched him with pleasure, still holding the warm tin cup of coffee, letting its steam bathe over my nose. He traced a line between my shoulder blades with his knuckles as he said, “I could hardly see for the headache I had the next day.”


      Boyd agreed, “Same for me, old friend,” before continuing the story. “Next thing we knew here come Ethan, all outta breath an’ wanting t’tell us something. We figured it was to boast about how he’d been kissing on Helen Sue Gottlender –”


      Malcolm interrupted Boyd to interject, with an air of all-knowing, “Ethan was always a-kissing on girls. An’ talking about it, which Daddy said a gentleman wasn’t never s’posed to do.”


      Sawyer and Boyd laughed heartily at this, while I listened in fascination.


      Ethan had been Sawyer’s younger brother, a twin to Jeremiah; Ethan and Jere had been born on the same day and were later killed within the same quarter-hour, both shot to death on the rocky ground at the battle of Murfreesboro, early in 1863, over five years ago. Sawyer carried their lifeless bodies from the field and brought them home to Suttonville, wrapped in blankets in the back of a flatbed wagon. The pain of this picture beat at the edges of my mind; I was grateful to hear the way Sawyer was still able to laugh at a memory of his brother in life, before the War ripped Ethan from existence.


      “That he was,” Boyd agreed, with relish. “Eth was a true ladies’ man. An’ ladies loved him right back. This one, too,” he teased of Sawyer. Boyd winked companionably at me and continued, “But here come Eth, swearing that he’d spied two people…” Boyd twisted up his face in pure good humor, before finishing with a tone of deliberate delicacy, “Enjoying each other’s company a very great deal, out in the holler.”


      “Meanin’ what?” Malcolm demanded.


      Though his eyebrows registered amusement, Boyd chose to ignore this question and said, “So, of course Sawyer an’ me followed him out there, the two of us hanging onto each other like a pair of drunkards so’s we didn’t fall, an’ low an’ behold, Ethan was telling the truth, as there was Gus an’ his sweet little wife, Grace…”


      Boyd was referring to Angus and the woman with whom he’d been happily wed, long before the War created dust of their former lives. I was heartened to think there was a time when Angus had been so youthful and brazen that he had dared to make love to his wife out-of-doors, perhaps inspired by the romance of a summer wedding held on the night of a full moon.


      “We ought to have been ashamed of ourselves,” Sawyer said, sighing a little, with both good-natured humor at the memory and the ache of loss that would never be fully absent from any of us, now that Angus was gone.


      “But we hid in the trees like the young scoundrels we was, an’ watched them twos, thinkin’ we was getting a few lessons,” Boyd laughed. “Shit, we deserved our hides strapped raw. Never told Gus about that, though I think he mighta found a bit of humor in it, I truly do.”


      “He would have,” Sawyer agreed, and I rested my head upon him; he smoothed the base of his palm gently down my back, caressing me.


      “Angus was happy with Grace,” I murmured, and I knew this for certain. The thought of Angus, whose deep-gray eyes held such kindness, who had been willing to make me his wife to give our child a name, tangled around my heart with an aching guilt. Before Angus realized that he’d known my father in the War, he paid for my services at Ginny’s whorehouse—by the next morning, having fled Ginny’s and St. Louis in the company of Angus, Sawyer, Boyd and Malcolm, it was too late. In the backlash of resultant shock at what I had finally done—abandoning the misery of my existence as a prostitute—I neglected to remember to cleanse my insides with the usual butter mixture, which contained potash and subsequently aided in the prevention of unwanted pregnancy.


      “He was,” Sawyer agreed softly. He well understood the painful thoughts that circled my mind as crows would a carcass. He added, comforting me with his words, “Before the War, Gus was happy as a man could be, I well remember. He and Grace were married for many a good year before he left home as a soldier.”


      “But what was they doin’ out in the holler?” Malcolm pressed, still caught up in this portion of the tale.


      “Ask me again when you’s a piece older,” Boyd told him.


      Malcolm turned his inquisitive eyes to Sawyer, sensing he would receive no satisfactory answer from his brother. Dark eyebrows knitted, the boy speculated with certainty, “It’s got to do with why you an’ Lorie’s in such a hurry to find a preacher, don’t it?”


      Before either of us could respond, the boy went on, “You seem wed already, anyhow.” His coffee-brown eyes twinkled, moving between Sawyer and me. “An’ you already share a tent, so why does it –”


      “Kid, I know it isn’t the proper order of things, as two people should first be wed. But Lorie and I dearly love each other, and besides, I cannot sleep unless she is tucked near to me,” Sawyer interrupted to quietly explain, and, as they were prone to of late, tears blurred my vision at the sweetness of his words.


      “I know, I know, I was just sayin’,” Malcolm insisted. Attuned as he was to my feelings, the expression in the boy’s eyes instantly became one of concern and he insisted gently, “No cryin’ no more, Lorie-Lorie.”


      At these words Sawyer’s left arm came immediately around me, joining the right. Malcolm reached and politely took the tin cup from my grasp, depositing it on the ground, then wrapped about me from the front, and I was effectively cradled between him and Sawyer. It had not been long ago that I thought them gone from me forever, and I heaved with a sob I could not contain. I caught Malcolm’s elbows, clinging tightly to him, and the two of them held me between them. Even Boyd, who normally pretended to shun such displays of affection, gamely moved behind Malcolm and bear-hugged all of us; though tears streaked my face, their tender, combined comfort effectively kept full-fledged weeping at bay. I could not imagine facing another day without the three of them.


      Yet because of me, we were all without Angus.


      “It’s all right, Lorie-Lorie,” Malcolm soothed as he stood straight. He patted my cheeks and said, “We won’t let you go again.”


      Boyd echoed this sentiment in his usual gruff fashion, saying, “Damn right.”


      I scrubbed away the wetness on my cheeks and then clutched Sawyer’s strong forearms, still locked about me.


      “Thank you,” I tried to say, but it emerged as a hoarse whisper.


      Our horses were grazing to the west, their hides still damp from the earlier violent rainfall; my eyes sought Whistler first, the beautiful red-and-cream calico mare, Sawyer’s horse who loved him dearly and was equally loved in return, by both of us. She had tirelessly carried Sawyer over the prairie to me, across the endless miles; I knew if not for Whistler, I would currently be lying in the ground alongside Angus and the grave marker for our child, in a freshly-dug hole and with rocks piled over my body, one of thousands left forever behind on the trails.


      You fought back. You wouldn’t let Sam kill you without a fight. Sam is dead now. Jack and Dixon are dead.


      A shudder trembled over me before I could quell, with tremendous effort, the thought of those three men sprawled in the camp in which I had been a prisoner, one with his eye punctured out. My fist clenched in a spasm of remembrance, as though I still clutched the stone arrowhead.


      “Lorie-Lorie, let’s fry up these here eggs,” Malcolm said, neatly collecting them into his palms, drawing me from the dark swamp of my thoughts.


      “Let’s,” I agreed, glad for the distraction.


      We ate around the fire as the sun slowly sank, sitting in our usual places just as we would have at a household table, balancing plates on our knees, disregarding forks. The evening light was splendid as it spilled over us, so windless in the wake of the storm that the leaves of the cottonwoods near our camp remained silent, not whispering with their usual companionable rustle. The stillness created the sense that words spoken miles from our position could perhaps be discerned.


      The muted coo of mourning doves, so common to fine evenings, met our ears, along with the warbling trill of a red-winged blackbird; in the distance, a crow rasped its rusty call. The birdsong blended with the ever-present, low-pitched buzz of insects amid the prairie grasses, enormous dragonflies that darted erratically through the air, tiny yellow butterflies whose flight patterns were slow and gentle by contrast; a shiny-green locust a good two inches long startled me as it sprang with heart-stopping suddenness upon the edge of my skirt, much to Malcolm’s delight.


      “Aw, it ain’t but a hopper,” he cajoled, neatly catching the creature and dangling it near my hair.


      “But its feet are so sticky,” I said, shying away from the frantically-struggling insect. I had never sounded more like an older sister as I nagged, “Stop that!”


      “You two planning to join the boy an’ me in town, come morning?” Boyd asked. To Malcolm he added, “Leave off or Sawyer’ll strap your hide for tormenting his woman.”


      Sawyer laughed at this, while Malcolm immediately fired back, “Lorie’s my sister.”


      “I’d like to see the day either of you could strap Malcolm,” I said, and just as I spoke, the locust wriggled free and fell directly into the gaping collar of the boy’s shirt. He yelped and sprang to his feet, springing from bare foot to bare foot in what amounted to a wild jig as he attempted to dislodge it.


      He cried indignantly, “It’s sticking to me!”


      I said, with no small amount of satisfaction, “I told you.”


      


      

    

  


  
    
      - 2 -


      Deep in the night, I woke from a strange dream.


      Cold and unsettled, I blinked into absolute darkness; the moon had long since set, our lantern extinguished for the night hours. My hands were clenched into fists, as though poised to do battle, my heart erratic even as all evidence suggested that nothing was amiss, that indeed I lay safely within our tent.


      And yet a breath of icy apprehension lingered at my nape.


      It was only a dream, I thought, willing myself to believe this. You have been through an ordeal. It will take time to recover from the shadow cast in Missouri.


      I became suddenly aware that Sawyer was awake, sitting beside me with his face buried in both hands. My heart jolted and immediately I threaded my arms about his waist, pressing my cheek to his naked back. He grasped my forearms and a shudder trembled through him.


      “What is it, what’s wrong?” I demanded in a whisper.


      He whispered, “I’m sorry to wake you, I didn’t intend to.” His voice emerged low, and harsh with emotion, as he explained his distress, “I dreamed I couldn’t find you, I was riding hard and couldn’t find you.”


      I rose to my knees to bring him closer, cradling his head to my breasts. He wrapped both arms around my waist, and I stroked the hair back from his temple, kissing him there. His skin was heated, damp and salty with sweat.


      “What if I hadn’t gotten there…you were in such danger…”


      “Sawyer,” I soothed, my heart splitting with concern and tenderness.


      His hands moved slowly over my back, fingers spread wide; he nodded and I could tell he was too choked to allow for response.


      “Let me get my legs around you,” I insisted, and he shifted to allow this, keeping me near as I resettled upon his lap, my thighs spreading to curve about his hips. I knew he was resolute in his decision that we would be wed before we fully joined, as he wished to follow the proper order of things according to his sensibilities. I knew he worried so about how I was healing, both physically and emotionally, and if I would even welcome any sort of carnal indulgence. Though in this moment, it was not about such things.


      “There,” I murmured with quiet satisfaction, holding him tightly.


      He curled his fingers into my hair, his cheek against my temple, until he had calmed. I kissed his jaw, letting my lips linger, imbibing the scent of him, until he exhaled a slow breath and softly kissed my shoulder. Taking us back to the bedding, he whispered, “I did not mean to wake you.”


      “You did not wake me, love. I dreamed of something that frightened me,” I admitted. “But I cannot exactly recall it.”


      “There is an odd sense in the air,” Sawyer whispered. “It seems a night fit for disturbing dreams. But only dreams, nothing more. It is all right, Lorie-love.”


      And held securely in his arms, I felt the essence of the nightmare retreating, the tension within me ebbing away. I allowed his words to comfort; within minutes, the sound of his breathing had evened, indicating sleep, and I pressed my face to him, wishing for the countless time that I could as easily will away all such darkness.


      Heaven knew I harbored my fair share. It seemed in some ways as though an entire lifetime had come and gone, whispering its fingertips fleetingly over my cheek to acknowledge its passage, in the last three years. I had been subsequently released from both of my old lives—the first, my idyllic childhood in eastern Tennessee, the youngest in a family of five, longing to be a boy so that I would be granted the daily privilege of working with horses alongside my father and two older brothers.


      As a little girl I spent countless hours hanging on the corral fence, as attracted to the horses as a divining rod is to groundwater; Daddy indulged me, his only daughter, and from him and my brothers I learned the ways of horses, and to ride, despite the mild shock to my mother’s delicate sensibilities. Mama had deigned to allow these less refined elements of my education, but took it upon herself to ensure a thorough tutelage in more sophisticated subject matters.


      I often wondered, with considerable writhing of spirit, what my dear, faultlessly proper mother would say if she knew that at times I kept myself sane by reciting Shakespeare in my mind as yet another man rammed his whiskey-tainted tongue into my mouth and squeezed my breasts with hands both rough and unconcerned. How I would study the water-stained ceiling above my loathsome narrow bed at Ginny’s place, dim in the lamplight, and upon which the shadows of man after man’s frantic rutting atop my body was cast like flickering demons come to mock me as I lay beneath each in turn, clenching my jaws to keep from uttering what would surely become an unending scream.


      Even now, though years had elapsed since I beheld the last of my family still living, the wealth of their love remained in my heart as a token held over from the sweetness of that young and innocent existence. The memories of my parents, my brothers, sufficed to sustain me through the horror of what I faced after the War came crawling and blotted out the sun, casting instead a light with a muddy, blood-tinged tone. William Blake, my father, and my brothers, Dalton and Jesse, left to fight for the Confederacy in 1861, never to return to our home in Cumberland County. The boys died in battle at Sharpsburg in 1862, while Daddy survived until 1864. Upon his death, my mother withdrew even more deeply into herself and expired from illness a year later, in the July of 1865.


      Left utterly alone at age fifteen, in the war-torn Southern land of my birth, I had no possible opportunity to choose my own destiny; I was eventually sent northwest in a canvas-topped wagon with a family named Foster. In my memory, it remains a rather benign journey, though of course I had no notion then as to what would become of me only months later. The Fosters and I traveled placidly beneath the late-summer sunshine, through the heart of a country now at tentative peace; though by the time the wagon rolled into St. Louis, Missouri, Mrs. Foster had died of a lung ailment, leaving Mr. Foster floundering at what to do with a young girl not his kin. Hardly two days passed before his dilemma was solved: he bet me in a card game and lost, and I was summarily deposited on the doorstep of a clapboard building that housed a bustling, ground-floor saloon and a thriving, second-floor whorehouse, only a few blocks from the overpopulated river district.


      My virginity ensured a heavy profit for the owner and operator of the place, a grim-faced and calculating opium addict by the name of Ginny Hossiter, who put me to work the very next night, despite my status as a terrified novice, ignorant to all but the most basic facts concerning physical consummation. Out of the necessity born from the will to survive, I learned quickly the tricks of my new trade, that of disguising my choking fear and subsequent lashing shame, and feigning pleasure for countless male customers, whose sole desire had been to spill their sticky-hot seed between my legs.


      If asked now, I would not willingly estimate how many men had thrust their bodies inside mine, night after horrific night during that period, leaving me drained of all desire to live, all sense of true self, by morning’s tepid light. In the confines of my room at the whorehouse, the sun had appeared indifferent, weak and insubstantial, a sharp contrast to the way I regarded its light as a girl, as something joyous and beautiful, a benediction upon my shoulders. At Ginny’s, where I had been forced to change my name to Lila, I internally retreated to a degree that I believed myself incapable of ever feeling genuine emotion again; I had long speculated that death would come leaping far too early for me, whether through the brutality of a drunken customer or my own desperate hand wielding a knife to lay open a vein on the underside of my wrist.


      Stop, I commanded. Enough for tonight.


      It is done. You will never be Lila again.


      Never, Lorie. It is all right.


      It is all right…


      * * *


      Mid-morning found Sawyer and me together on the wagon seat, Boyd and Malcolm mounted on their horses, Fortune and Aces High, respectively, and yards ahead on the trail. Juniper and Admiral worked as a team to pull us along, while Whistler politely kept pace alongside. We left our tents staked out near the fire pit, intending to return by late afternoon.


      “We needn’t accompany them, if you’d rather wait in camp,” Sawyer reminded me; he knew I had little desire to visit a town. “I’ll stay with you. If Boyd rustles up a preacher, he’ll ride back here before we can say ‘I do.’”


      I reached to tuck a wayward strand of golden hair behind his ear, as it tended to slip free from its moorings throughout the day. He grinned at the gesture and bent to kiss the side of my forehead, angling so that his hat brim did not bump my head. I said softly, “Imagine if the sun set upon us as husband and wife, this very evening.”


      “I have in mind a gift for you, and I need a town to have a hope of finding it,” Sawyer said, releasing his grip on the reins with his right hand to catch my left. He held it and used his thumb to gently touch each of my fingers in turn. He said, “I would like very much to place a ring just here,” and so saying, pressed his thumb to my third finger.


      Though the sun was already casting us in heated beams, I felt a similar bloom at the idea of wearing a betrothal ring. I admitted, with quiet joy, “I have been letting myself imagine our home. I picture us building it together, and our barn. A large one, for all of our horses.”


      Sawyer enfolded my hand within his, saying, “Our home won’t be grand in scale—not just yet—but we will live together within it, which is the grandest notion I can conjure.”


      “Truly, if we continued to roam the prairie and reside in our tent until the end of time, I would be content,” I said, letting my gaze rove to the northwest, the direction in which we traveled, where the blue edge of the sky blended together with the rippling prairie; from our vantage point on the wagon seat, the horizon appeared as unreachable as stars in the heavens.


      “There is a certain satisfaction in being on the trail,” Sawyer acknowledged. When we lay close at night, before sleep claimed us, we often spoke quietly of such things. There was a simple, sensual pleasure in living day by day so close to nature, a sensory absorption of the outdoors; I had discovered that I enjoyed the sense of freedom that daily travel occasioned, of not being bound to a certain plot of land. Sawyer felt the same and believed it meant that we were beginning to heal from the loss of our old lives, those which we had known when we were deeply rooted in Tennessee.


      “No matter where we settle, even when we are no longer traveling, I want for us to always watch the sun set,” I said. We had determined that evening was the time of day we collectively favored, when a stillness descended over the land and lifted from the earth rich scents that seemed stifled by the sun. When jewel-beads of dew formed, and the air held its breath, when the western rim of the world was decorated by the warmer tints of its spectrum, scarlet and rose and saffron, by turns. I added, “I have found such solace in the outdoors, and I want us to remember what it meant to travel such a great distance, seeing the country in this fashion. Many years from now, I want to remember these days, here with you.”


      “For certain,” Sawyer agreed. “When I soldiered there was such little comfort, but sometimes, on a fair evening, or during a quiet sunrise, I could find a measure of calm. Dreams seem possible again, for the first time in so very long. I admit I fall asleep imagining all of the horses we will breed.”


      As though she understood, Whistler nickered.


      “You’re in agreement, aren’t you, sweet girl?” Sawyer asked her, companionably. He spoke to her always with such affection; even the very first night we met, despite the animosity otherwise bristling from him, I noticed his connection with Whistler, their mutual trust.


      “Dozens of little paint foals,” I said, delighted by this picture.


      “I recall the afternoon Whistler was born as if it was yesterday,” Sawyer said, sounding just like a proud daddy; he had related this story to me many times already, but it remained one I cherished. “I was late for the picnic at the Carters’ but I couldn’t leave before she was delivered. I went back to the stable before nightfall, as it was, just so I could see her again. She was such a dear little thing, wobbling around.”


      I smiled at his tender description, supplying the final detail, “And then you whistled for her, and knew what her name was to be.”


      He joked, “You have heard this story before?”


      I rested my cheek briefly to his upper arm, whispering, “A time or two,” and then said, “Daddy let me watch whenever our mares foaled, if it was in the daylight hours, even though Mama always disapproved. She considered it far too ‘earthy’ a lesson for a girl.”


      Sawyer’s gaze lifted up and to the left, back into time, as he speculated, “I believe my own mama would have taken a similar position, had Eth and Jere and I been daughters instead of sons. Mama midwifed, after all. She knew firsthand that birthing is an indelicate business all around.”


      “Well, our daughters will be allowed to watch any foaling they choose, with no compunctions from me,” I declared, and Sawyer laughed, shying away when I pinched at his ribs for laughing.


      He used his elbow to defend against my fingers, and hastily explained, “I’m in agreement, darlin’. Don’t be cross. It’s your tone that makes me smile. You sound as though I was about to contradict you. There may be times when I contradict you, but not regarding that.”


      I relinquished my hope of pinching him and instead poked into his side, pleased when he yelped at my tickling. I said primly, “A true gentleman never contradicts his lady.”


      Sawyer winked at me and said wickedly, “Then I ain’t a true gentleman.”


      An inexorable beat of desire pulsed within me and he recognized that I was rendered momentarily speechless. I elbowed him, pretending irritation, and his grin deepened; well he knew the need for him that burned inside of me, even without my speaking it aloud.


      “Might we grow morning glories along the southern wall of our barn?” I asked, attempting nonchalance. I needn’t close my eyes to picture my childhood home, but I did. The sun created shifting golden patterns against the backsides of my eyelids but I saw only the rolling valley in which Daddy’s ranch had been tucked as dearly as a beloved child to a warm bed. Mama loved flowers in all shades of blue, from richest indigo to palest cerulean. The small, joyous trumpets of the morning glories and true-hued gentian salvia had been among my favorite of the blossoms.


      “Of course. Morning glories grew along the livery stable,” Sawyer remembered. His father had run the Suttonville livery all of Sawyer’s life—he, Ethan, and Jeremiah had learned the trade, and that of smithing, from their youths. The business had been looted and subsequently burned to the ground over the course of the War; only Sawyer had been left to claim the meager leavings upon returning home in 1865.


      In the years between then and now, he sold the remaining equipment in order to provision himself for the journey north from Tennessee; I knew he kept the horseshoe his grandfather, the elder Sawyer Davis, had carried with from England and that subsequently always hung over any bellows upon which he conducted his smithing. In addition to this, Sawyer retained his father James’s iron tongs and hammer. He’d told me he could not bear to part with these vestiges of his old life, which he so dearly associated with the menfolk who taught him his craft, who instilled within him a sense of appreciation for their work. Sawyer, like his father and grandsire before him, loved horses especially, and I had yet to see any horse that did not respond to his voice.


      “I know the basics of birthing foals, but I would that you teach me to properly shoe a horse,” I said, as I thought of his family’s trade.


      “I will teach you whatever you wish, though that is heavy work, and you are so slightly built, however brave, mo mhuirnín mhilis,” he said. With quiet vehemence, he added, “I despise the thought of bruises on your body.”


      “I know,” I acknowledged softly; not long ago, my body had borne severe bruising. “Though, occasional injury is inevitable, eventually. I mean to ride Whistler every day, now that I feel up to it. I’ve missed it so.”


      “I mean to ride with you,” he said. “It is such a pleasure. I am thinking of that first afternoon.”


      I recalled the unexpected beauty of that day, when Sawyer allowed me the privilege of riding his horse; he had joined me, on Juniper, and together we’d cantered them over the prairie, talking and racing, by turns. I admitted, “I realized I was finally seeing the Sawyer about whom Gus spoke so fondly.”


      He said, “I was not bold enough to tell you, not that day, that I felt such joy simply having you at my side.”


      “I mean to stay by your side,” I whispered, tears prickling at the edges of my eyes.


      Reading my thoughts, as he was so inclined to do, he said tenderly, “I pray that in time we will have a house overrun with our children, and a corral with our horses.”


      I repeated his words, “For certain.”


      “My childhood would have been a different thing without Eth and Jere,” Sawyer said. “And without the Carters. I mean for our children to know the love of family, of friends and siblings. God willing, our sons will never leave home as soldiers.”


      “Wouldn’t it be lovely if Boyd found a wife within the year? His children would be raised with ours,” I mused. I speculated, teasingly, “She would need to be possessed of a very good-natured spirit, to put up with his.”


      “Boyd spoke often of a wife when we were soldiers, though in our youth he was fickle,” Sawyer remembered. “Back home, before the War, he favored a new girl every other week or so. But he’s much changed now, and I know he longs for a family to call his own.” He grinned as he added another detail to my description, “A patient wife for him.”


      “Patient, yes,” I agreed, and then, unable to deny the ages-old habit, I added dutifully, “Synonyms include: tolerant, serene, unflappable.”


      “Forbearing,” he finished with a scholarly intonation, teasingly nudging my shoulder; I had told him of the way Mama favored the thesaurus for my daily lessons.


      “Oh, that’s a particularly good one. I hadn’t thought of that,” I said.


      “I find myself imagining our little ones at your knee, darlin’, learning from you,” he said softly.


      “A journal,” I said, on sudden inspiration. “I should very much like a journal, if there is one to be had. And someday I will read it aloud to them.”


      “I will do my best to find you one,” Sawyer promised.


      The scattering of buildings on the central street came into view on the horizon, dust swirling beneath the passage of feet, booted and shod alike, rising lazily into the hot air and creating a thin haze. The river glinted like polished cobalt along the eastern edge of the town; I knew that two rivers converged here, the Des Moines and the Mississippi. We would shortly discontinue our course along the Mississippi and for a time leave behind the giant, swiftly-flowing river we had traveled alongside since Missouri, to follow the Iowa River instead. We would cross the northern border of Iowa and travel well into Minnesota before rejoining the Mississippi again, when it hooked back in a westerly direction to lead us to our eventual destination, the homestead of Boyd and Malcolm’s uncle, Jacob Miller.


      I spied Malcolm racing Aces our way, dust lifting in clouds behind them as Malcolm let his horse run, bowed low over the animal’s sleek brown neck. Whistler nickered and snorted as they drew near, dancing on her tether—I knew she longed to gallop as badly as I longed to be atop her back, clinging to her mane and feeling the wind scrape my hair into a tangled mess, the ground a blur alongside her flying hooves.


      “Preacher’s on circuit! He ain’t in town!” the boy informed in a shout as Aces flashed past the wagon; yards behind us, Malcolm slowed him to a walk and then trotted back to us, flushed and breathless with the exertion of riding so fast. He brought Aces to my side of the wagon and kept pace as disappointment at this news flooded my heart.


      “Next town,” Sawyer murmured into my ear.


      Malcolm was wide-eyed with excitement, all but bouncing on the saddle. Aces was tall and high-strung; like most of the horses I had ever known, he responded to his rider’s moods instinctively, and snorted at Malcolm’s antics.


      “They’s got berry pie an’ bags of marbles, an’ a tobacconist sells outta the dry-goods store,” the boy prattled, and I smiled at him with love. Sawyer regarded him with a similar expression.


      “For having recently arrived, you surely seem to know a great deal about the place,” he remarked to Malcolm, teasing him, though Malcolm did possess an uncanny ability at unearthing both gossip and secrets. Presumably this was because he was equal parts observant and earnest; people grew loose-jawed around him.


      “I done rode its length three times aw’ready,” Malcolm explained cheerfully. He withdrew a slim wooden stick topped with crystalized sugar from the pocket of his trousers, blew dust from it, frowned when this did not prove enough, and then rubbed it briskly on his thigh before popping it into his mouth. His left cheek bulged like a pocket gopher’s. His eyes went wide and he informed me, “I got you one, too, Lorie-Lorie!”


      So saying, he dug into the leather haversack looped over his torso, its pouch dangling near his waist, extracting a bundled handkerchief. He unrolled this and produced another stick, which he leaned to place into my hands. It looked a little worse for the wear, but I could hardly refuse this offering. To Sawyer he explained, “I only had me the one penny, or I woulda got you one. You wanna lick of mine?” and he held it out with utter sincerity.


      Sawyer said, “Thank you kindly, but I’ll have a taste of Lorie’s instead.”


      “Thank you, sweetheart,” I told Malcolm and gamely took a lick. It was sarsaparilla flavored, sticky-sweet on my tongue; I nearly drooled. I informed Sawyer, “I did intend to share with you.”


      Sawyer leaned over to collect, using his teeth to anchor the stick and then sitting straight. He crunched a loud bite and subsequently broke off over half the candy. He said, “Much obliged.”


      “Give it back!” I ordered, laughing as he ducked away from my reaching hands.


      “Oh, no,” he teased, his words distorted by the mouthful. He added, “Sweet Jesus, it’s been a long time since I’ve tasted rock candy.”


      “You ain’t being no gentleman!” Malcolm yelped, but these words had scarcely been uttered before he heeled Aces, too excited to ride at a steady pace for long. Over his shoulder, he called, “Hurry along, you twos!”


      Sawyer pulled the stick from his mouth and said, “I know exactly, now that I think of it. Fourth of July, 1858, ten years ago this summer. Just a boy of fourteen years I was.”


      “It’s been every bit as long for me,” I nagged, reclaiming the treat and tucking it into my cheek, reminded of the way men plugged their lower lips with tobacco.


      “You eat it, darlin’,” Sawyer said, with teasing magnanimity. “I’ll content myself with your kisses, which are far sweeter.”


      “Flatterer,” I muttered, elbowing his side again, though I truly loved the way he complimented me; I had never known that words could cause my stomach to feel so buoyant, as a flower petal carried on a gentle evening breeze.


      The wagon rumbled into town, which was predictably quiet on a cloudless weekday; likely most of the people within many miles farmed for their living. We saw horses tethered to hitching posts and several buckboards, whose drivers lifted hands in what seemed to be friendly greetings. Still, I shifted uncomfortably on the hard wooden seat, my tension increasing as we passed two small saloons to our right. Despite their peaceful outward appearance, I recalled all too well what occurred behind those batwing-style doors and up a flight of stairs. Sawyer’s observant gaze noted the proximity of these places and he intertwined our fingers, reassuring me.


      In Missouri, when Angus was still alive, we agreed it would make the most sense to let people believe that Boyd and Malcolm were my brothers; this arrangement would allow a respectable, reasonable explanation for why an unmarried woman was traveling with four single men. Angus rightly assumed that rumors would abound at even the slightest notion of the truth (that of my former existence as a whore), and so concocted this relationship between Boyd, Malcolm, and me; we decided before reaching Iowa that we would continue relying upon this fabrication until Sawyer and I could be properly married.


      “There’s Boyd,” Sawyer said, nodding towards the hitching rail before the dry-goods store. Fortune was tethered there, appearing to doze in the sun; Boyd was surely inside, making purchases. The words National Union Republican Candidates caught my eye, from a large red and blue campaign poster tacked near the window frame, along with the images of General Grant and his stern-faced running mate, Schuyler Colfax. It would be the first election in which former Confederates would be allowed, conditionally, to vote. I had overheard many such discussions, even during my time at Ginny’s; after all, it had been scarcely two months since Johnson’s near-impeachment in May and the autumn election was on everyone’s mind.


      “Do you think Grant will become President?” I asked, nodding at the poster.


      Sawyer followed my gaze and fell momentarily still; conversely, I sensed the fast-moving flow of his thoughts, as a springtime creek over rocks, deceptively smooth beneath the surface—one wrong step, and a sharp, hidden edge could open a gash deep and painful, blood to tint the clear water red. As such were his memories of the War, most of which he had not yet spoken, and I understood well the urge, however futile, to bury away the darkness.


      “It is likely,” he said. “He has restored the Union. I cannot speak from experience, but I understand he is a commanding presence, and a strong leader. This country could benefit from both qualities.”


      “You do not believe a new Congress will join forces against him, as they did with Johnson?” I asked, thinking of the daily circular in St. Louis, The Missouri Democrat, a copy of which was often tucked behind the bar at Ginny’s.


      “I believe Congress would welcome Grant,” Sawyer said. “And as much as it pains me to say, I am ever more grateful to be leaving behind Tennessee altogether.”


      “I have not been there in almost three years,” I acknowledged, on a sigh.


      “Someday we will return there together, Lorie-love. We will bring our grandchildren, and show them where we began.”


      I leaned my cheek again upon his upper arm.


      A few dozen yards down the dusty road, I could see Malcolm on Aces, leaning forward over the saddle horn and talking to a boy close to his own age, who stood on the ground in front of a small wooden building with a jutting overhang; hooks anchored to its underside were burdened with hanging baskets of blooming flowers, and I was charmed.


      Sawyer parked the wagon in the small alleyway between buildings and said, “Let us see what they have in the way of heavy material, fit for the cold.”


      “My clothing is not well-provisioned for winter,” I agreed. We had many times marveled at the descriptions of the winter months in the Northern states that Jacob Miller included in his letters. Though Tennessee was often cold, the winter of 1863 into 1864 being the coldest in the last decade, there was never significant snowfall in the county in which we had been raised. Jacob wrote of crafting snowshoes, of sleighs with runners and long, dark nights, their cabin insulated by thick, blanketing drifts of snow. I thought of something else lacking in my wardrobe, and said, “And a corset. I am not well-provisioned in that regard, either.”


      Sawyer squeezed my hand, held in his. He said, “I have grown so used to you wearing trousers.”


      “Truly, I am not anxious to be strapped again within one,” I said, but it was improper to appear in public lacking appropriate undergarments, well I knew. And propriety was something to which I found a great deal of joy in adhering, after so long neglecting the notion. I admitted, “I like wearing trousers, as you know. And corsets are terribly uncomfortable.”


      “And all that lacing along the back is a hindrance,” Sawyer said, eyes glinting with teasing devilment, and I could not help but blush, this time succeeding in my endeavor to pinch him.


      The sun crept over the town and was angling decidedly westward by the time I found myself in the small bathhouse, certainly a luxury I would do well to appreciate now; chilly creek baths were the norm, and would continue to be so in the foreseeable future. Sawyer, Boyd, and I spent the day listening to advice concerning what garments and supplies would be necessary in the forests of the Northland; we lingered unexpectedly over a pleasant conversation in the modest hotel abreast of the post office, as the owners were both friendly and informative. Their son was the boy with whom Malcolm had been chatting earlier, and his mother made a gift of a delectable spice cake and subsequently the tin pan in which she had baked it, telling me to make plentiful use of the pan; it was now wrapped in a linen and tucked carefully into the wagon bed.


      In the narrow wooden tub in the quiet, damp, musky-scented bathhouse, I washed my hair and scrubbed my body with a cake of lilac-scented soap, exploring tentatively between my legs with gentle fingertips. I could discern no further damage, and no longer felt as tender there, or within my abdomen. My skin was moon-pale beneath the water. I submerged entirely, keeping my eyes open and letting my hair drift around me in the water, like a slow-moving creature intent upon touching my face. I remained there until my lungs burned, lifting slowly back to air and then inhaling deeply. I was so very thankful to be alive.


      The warm, soaking water felt good against my limbs, such a contrast to the usual rushing chill and muddy shallows of the river; I smoothed my hands upwards over my belly and breasts, full and still achingly tender. As often occurred when I was naked, my thoughts inadvertently coiled back around to my time at Ginny’s, when I bared my body repeatedly, for stranger and regular customer alike, learning swiftly to bury the accompanying shame. Sawyer had refrained from asking me directly about my time there, allowing me to offer information as I chose instead, though I knew him well enough to understand that he would listen to whatever I revealed. I thought of what he had spoken in Missouri, about husbands and wives keeping no secrets from one another; though I agreed, I knew it would be a long time before I would be strong enough to reveal all of the horrors I kept hidden away.


      Deirdre, I thought at last, holding my old friend in my mind, as carefully as I would have cupped a baby bird. How I wish I could still see you, even from time to time. I would be content with that. You were one of the few people who knew what it meant to live as a prisoner there.


      What about that fellow called Slim? I heard her ask, in my memory, and she giggled relating the story. He’s awfully proud of his pecker, and it’s nothing to brag about, let me tell you. All of them are so proud of the damn things, as though we should be privileged to take them into ourselves. Men are either the most deluded, arrogant lot in existence, or the stupidest.


      At Ginny’s, I had grown accustomed to the finger-shaped bruises on my thighs from the continuous assault of gripping hands, night after long night. My insides would ache if I forgot to ease the way with butter; by contrast, the morning’s potash always stung. Most all men reeked of tobacco and whiskey, unwashed hair and sweat. Some were heavyset and fumbling, others lean as bullwhips and just as unkind. Men with bristling, graying whiskers, older than my father. There was the young man who spilled his seed before I even took him into my body, so nervous was he at the prospect of being with a woman. There had been the regular who preferred to bind my wrists to the bed posts before he lay with me; though he never physically hurt me, I had been so frightened, so vulnerable in that position, that bile would rise as he went about his business. I’d clenched my jaw in order not to vomit. Thankfully, like most of them, he never lasted long.


      With sincere effort, I sent those memories scattering and focused upon the image of my dear friend Deirdre that always appeared first, she with her dark hair hanging soft and loose, clad in her pale-yellow dressing gown, delicate face free of any artificial adornments. I had known her face in many guises in the years we lived at Hossiter’s, but always in my memory I saw her as I had the afternoon of our first meeting. She had been widowed prior to her time as a whore, young, and as dear to me as any sister; her husband had been killed in the War, like so many other good men, leaving her abandoned and with no resource other than that of earning money the one way always available to women, rich or poor, in sickness and in health. Instead of forsaking all others, we forsook no one in our old profession.


      I found meager comfort in addressing her, choosing to believe that she was able to hear me, wherever it was that her soul now lingered, and thought, Deirdre, I pray that you have found your Joshua in the Beyond. I miss you so. And do you know what, dear one? I am going to be married. His name is Sawyer Davis. All those nights you and I sat on the side balcony staring up at the stars and hearing the coyotes yipping, he was moving towards me. I hope you know this. I pray it. I love him so, Deirdre, I could never explain in words.


      Though in my mind Deirdre seemed to smile at me, a gentle and familiar expression that brightened her dark eyes, a sudden seizure of need to see Sawyer rose in my body, insistent as a late-winter wind, as though something may have caused him harm as I lingered in this wooden tub. I sat in haste, water sloshing over the sides, scrubbing damp strands of hair back from my forehead with both hands. Wet, it hung nearly to my waist, heavy and inhibiting as a woolen cloak.


      Don’t fret, I told myself, though my heart was erratic as I hurried to dress and braid my hair, my unease as pointed as a needle. Sawyer is safe, he’s close and he’s safe, just at the wagon. He is more than able to take care of himself.


      Still, last night’s dream sought a handhold in my mind, and I shivered. My hair was damp as I all but ran from the bathhouse, into the gathering grays of twilight in the small Iowa town; at once I saw Sawyer, heading my way from where the wagon was parked at the side of the dusty street. Relief flowed as palpably through my body as blood, displacing the chill. He sensed that something was amiss, perhaps my posture or just a feeling, as he jogged the last few strides to meet me, catching me against him. I held fast, possessively gripping the material of his shirt and cradling my cheek to his heartbeat. Death had come so close to picking me utterly clean of those I loved.


      “I’m here,” he whispered, understanding without words. “Come, Lorie-love, let us go. Boyd has promised something to eat, back at camp.”


      Once free of the town the light subtly shifted, reaching us with no manmade structures to block its radiance, and promptly I felt restored; upon the open ground of the prairie the sun shone with soft yellow tones, beaming long and low from the west to touch us as we rode the short distance south to our camp. Sawyer drove the wagon, Whistler following alongside, as she had this morning, and I turned to look back at her. In the sunset light, her hide gleamed rust-red and cream. Her intelligent brown eyes acknowledged my attention as much as her quiet whicker.


      “We’ll ride tomorrow, how’s that?” Sawyer said to our horse, and she snorted as though in agreement. There were times, as now, when I was certain she truly understood our words.


      “Whistler,” I murmured. “You good girl. You kept him safe in the War, didn’t you? You brought Sawyer to me.”


      Sawyer said, “She loves you, too, you know. She raced to get to you. We knew you were in danger, and she ran as she never has before.”


      Boyd had a side of beef grilling over the fire, the rich aroma causing saliva to dart into my mouth. Malcolm whooped at the sight of us, springing up from where he sat polishing his saddle in the last of the light, and deep within I felt a sense of coming home, strange as it might seem to feel such stirrings for a place with no permanent structure, a camp we would vacate at dawn. Sawyer drew the wagon near before surrendering me to Malcolm’s enthusiasm; immediately the boy asked, “You wanna play some marbles, Lorie-Lorie? I smoothed me out a big circle in the dust, yonder.”


      “Of course I do,” I said happily, and reflected for the countless time how fortunate I was to have this family, my Sawyer and Boyd, my sweet little Malcolm, to call my own.
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