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  Prologue

  The wind blows hard in West Texas. Hard and, surprisingly, warm, reminding Zeb Hogan that it’s spring, practically summer.

  He’s standing in a graveyard, overlooking a tombstone. Not much of one, really, just a wooden plank, with a name and year carved in it, already beginning to fade, to wither away.

  Beside him stands the man he has sworn to kill, the man he has traveled across six war-ravaged states to murder.

  Yet he turns away from the grave, away from the man, looks across the boneyard at a black boy. No, not a boy. No more. A black man, Ebenezer Chase, who is staring at Zeb Hogan, anxious, waiting. Ebenezer Chase’s journey has ended here, too.

  Young Zeb Hogan faces the grave marker again. Beside him, the man is saying something, but Hogan can’t hear him. His mind has wandered, back to another graveyard, four months and more than a thousand long, arduous miles earlier, back to where the journey of Zeb Hogan and Ebenezer Chase began.

  At the edge of the cemetery, Ebenezer Chase is also remembering . . .


  Chapter One

  The only way to escape the purgatory that was the Florence Stockade was to die. So on February 3, 1865, Zebulon Nathaniel Hogan, age fifteen years, four months, four days, died.

  Corporal Favour and Private Gardenhire, the only two soldiers of the 16th Wisconsin healthy enough to tote Zeb’s wasted-away ninety pounds, wrapped him in a dirty, stinking, damp blanket too holey to keep out the biting wind, and carried him to the Dead House.

  “Got another corpse, Harry,” a cracker voice said as Favour and Gardenhire laid Zeb on the floor. A weary sigh followed, and Zeb heard boots clopping on the wooden floor, knee joints popping, and heavy breathing. Zeb’s heart pounded so hard, he felt sure that the Johnny Reb could see the blanket trembling. He tried to steady his nerves, but couldn’t, when suddenly someone ripped the blanket off his face. The warmth of a lantern shone on him, and he did his best not to move his closed eyes.

  “Land sakes,” the Reb’s voice said, “it’s the kid.”

  “Yes. It is.” Favour’s voice cracked from nerves, but the Reb figured the Yankee corporal’s voice broke because a pal, a kid at that, had died. “’Twas the typhoid pneumonia that got him.”

  From a corner of the room, another Secesh said, “Them Yanks been dyin’ aplenty the past couple of weeks.”

  “Aye,” the voice directly above Zeb said. “Though I’d prayed that would not be the case, now that the measles and mumps have run their course, and the smallpox has not increased.”

  “Must be the weather,” the Reb across the room said.

  A warm hand touched Zeb’s cheek. “Feels cold,” the Reb said.

  Of course I’m cold, Zeb thought. It ain’t even forty degrees outside, been drizzling rain all morn, and the shelter you Rebs give us wouldn’t keep a rat warm, or dry.

  “How’s his shoes, Major?” another Reb asked.

  Before the Confederate surgeon could answer, Gardenhire snapped: “You Secesh took any decent pairs of shoes we had when we checked into this hotel.”

  The cracker laughed.

  A rough thumb and forefinger pried open Zeb’s eyelid. Zeb saw the gray-bearded face of Major Harmon, eyes bloodshot, breath reeking of whiskey. Just like always. Zeb’s eye began to water. He tried to keep still, wanting so badly to blink. Suspicion clouded the major’s face, but at that moment, six men brought in two other bodies—one of which was Sergeant Major Engstrand’s—and those men were really dead.

  “Got two more Yanks that’ve been mustered out, Major.”

  The surgeon shook his head before releasing Zeb’s eyelid, which snapped shut over his burning eye. The flap of the blanket fell back across Zeb’s face, and Major Harmon asked in a haggard voice: “How many more must perish like this? I have pleaded and pleaded with Colonel Forno and General Winder.” As his footsteps trailed away, Corporal Favour whispered: “Adieu, mon ami. Bon voyage.”

  “Happy hunting, Zeb,” Dave Gardenhire said before the Union prisoners were hustled out of the Dead House. A cracker voice began shouting out the back of the cabin for a burial detail.

  The slaves came inside, and Zeb felt himself being lifted, then carried without the benefit of a stretcher or a coffin to the graveyard near the tall pines, away from the Stockade. His pallbearers dropped him roughly on the ground, and Zeb coughed as the air whooshed out of his lungs. Neither of the Negroes heard, however, because next Zeb felt the blanket being jerked from under him, and he rolled onto the cold, wet grass, face down.

  “You go help them others back inside that house,” a slow Negro voice said. “I’ll take care of this one.”

  Zeb could breathe now. He heard the noise of a spade digging earth, smelled the foul odor of South Carolina’s thick, black mud. Zeb’s left hand gripped a reed, while his right fist clasped the last two brass buttons from his Army blouse, and he prayed, begged God as he had never begged Him before. Prayed for a shallow grave. Prayed that this slave wouldn’t scream his head off when Zeb’s eyes opened, when he told the Negro what to do. A shallow grave Zeb expected, for he had seen the graveyard while in stocks outside the palisade pine walls—punishment for an attempted escape—had seen razorbacks rooting out the dead bodies. Even now, the grunting of hogs made Zeb shiver as they moved about the graves. His gravedigger yelled, his shouts punctuated by his shoveling: “Get on, you swine! Get out of there! Go on! Y’all stop that! Lord have mercy.”

  His given name was Zebulon Nathaniel Hogan—after his father’s great-uncle and an old Revolutionary War hero from his hometown, Madison, Wisconsin—but he answered to Zeb. Or Private Hogan these past eleven months, even though his parents had said plenty of times that Zeb was too young to be preserving the Union. What am I doing here, pretending to be dead, about to be buried alive? he wondered. As he listened to the slave digging a grave, humming some song that, at first, he couldn’t make heads or tails of, he began pondering that himself.

  * * * * *

  January 31, 1862. Mustering day for the 16th Wisconsin Infantry. Zeb remembered that day all too well. So bitterly cold, tears froze on his cheeks. He was bundled up underneath coats, blankets, scarves, and gloves so that he could barely wave the flag his mother had stuck in his hand. Zeb happened to be standing next to Nathaniel Ames, a transplant from Rhode Island, better than one hundred years old, who had fought the British during the Revolution. Yet Mr. Ames didn’t sound a century old as he sang “Yankee Doodle” while young ladies paraded past, carrying the national flag, followed by all sorts of regiments as Wisconsin boys marched by proudly, steam rising from their mouths. They were bound for Union Corners, where Milwaukee, East Washington, North, and Winnebago Streets intersected. It was also where Randall Fitch ran a tavern, the last place those soldiers could fill their bellies with grog before they boarded the train and went off to fight the Secesh.

  “There he is!” Zeb’s mother began blowing kisses at James Madison Hogan, Zeb’s older brother, who, Zeb grudgingly had to admit, looked dapper in his blue coat and kepi.

  “I see him,” Zeb’s father said. Taylor Hogan was a brick mason, had helped build the Methodist church over on Mifflin and Pinckney Streets—and he had the hands to prove it—but on that morn he was just a proud father, watching his son march off to war.

  Before Zeb knew it, it was all over. The last of the soldiers had gone, and his mother, now sniffling, took Zeb’s flag, handed it to Mr. Ames, and led her son back home. His father said he was going to work, but Zeb figured that he’d likely head off to the Union Corners Tavern.

  His parents had settled in Madison in 1836, shortly after Wisconsin Territory had been created. Now Wisconsin was a state, had been since the year before Zeb was born. His folks had told stories about when there was nothing to Madison, even after it became the state capital. Now it was a bona fide city, with a population of around seven thousand and a school and university, neither of which Zeb or James Madison ever went to. His mother, Kate, who sold eggs, and his father never saw the need for getting their children an education, since they’d never bothered to learn to read or write themselves. The Hogans were poor.

  While the 16th drilled, James came by to see his family in their little shanty house till the soldiers boarded a Milwaukee & Mississippi Railroad car and went off to St. Louis. After that, the Hogans didn’t hear one word from James till he came home in the winter of ’63 on a thirty-day furlough. James didn’t look anything like he had when he’d left. He now limped something fierce, and sported a dirty beard. He had lost so much weight, if it hadn’t been for his voice, Zeb might have pounded James’s face with the rotten egg he was carrying to the trash heap.

  Sobbing, his mother sent Zeb off to fetch home his father, and hurried James to the table. Hearing the news, his father stopped off at a dram shop and bought a jug of whiskey with his last coin. Said it was cause to celebrate, James being home and all.

  Well, James had some stories to tell. He had seen the elephant at Pittsburg Landing on the banks of Tennessee River, where the 16th had suffered more than two hundred and fifty casualties. They’d lost more men at Corinth, Mississippi, where James had earned a limp and a wicked scar on his thigh. After that, the unit spent most of ’63 in Mississippi and Louisiana before winding up at Vicksburg, where James caught a bad fever and almost died. Along about then, the Madison boys were seeing their enlistments run out, and the war wasn’t going the way Uncle Sam ever figured it would. The Army didn’t need any soldiers to go home, so they bribed James and all the other Wisconsin soldiers with a furlough. If they reenlisted, they could go home, or wherever they wanted to go, for a month. James told his brother and parents that every soldier signed his name or made his mark on those reenlistment papers, and here he was. Home.

  He never left.

  On account of he died.

  It never occurred to Zeb that a soldier could just die. Sure, old Nathaniel Ames had been called to glory earlier that year, but Mr. Ames was one hundred and two years old, and Zeb’s big brother was only twenty. Three days after he arrived, James began coughing, started running a fever, and went to bed. He never woke up.

  Zeb’s father fetched the jug he had bought for celebrating, and used it to forget. His mother just took to bed. They left everything else to Zeb—to find a preacher, to arrange the burying. The Hogans had no money for a proper funeral, so James’s corpse wound up at the potter’s field.

  His mother was too distraught to pull herself from underneath her blankets. His father was passed out. Zeb went to the funeral alone.

  The way Zeb recalled it, when Captain Swanstrom’s body came home after he’d been killed at Pittsburg Landing, Wisconsin’s governor paid his respects and delivered the eulogy. Half of Madison had turned out for the brave captain’s funeral, but nobody came to see James Madison Hogan buried excepting Zeb and the preacher. While the parson read from the Good Book, Zeb found himself looking down at that reenlistment paper James had brought home, and though Zeb couldn’t read the words, he got the idea to take his brother’s place. The way the war was progressing, he didn’t think the 16th Wisconsin would mind which Hogan brother they got.

  The preacher said to bow their heads, and that’s when Zeb turned to see those gravediggers standing behind him, taking off their fur caps and slouch hats with their hands that weren’t holding a pick or shovel. They listened to the parson’s prayer, then he started singing “Asleep in Jesus.”

  * * * * *

  Lying in a prisoner-of-war graveyard in South Carolina, Zeb thought about that while listening to his own gravedigger, realizing that he was singing that same old hymn.

  Asleep in Jesus! Far from thee,

  Thy kindred and their graves may be;

  But thine is still a blessed sleep,

  From which none ever wakes to weep.

  The singing and digging stopped, and Zeb swallowed, held his breath, listening to the slave walk over, stop. Zeb could feel the Negro’s presence, could almost picture him as the slave knelt beside Zeb’s body, and then rolled him over. Zeb figured the slave meant to rob him, guessed the Negro to be some kind of fiend, but the slave lifted Zeb’s left arm, and as Zeb let the reed slip out of his hand, the Negro did something Major Harmon hadn’t thought to do. He felt Zeb’s pulse.

  “Glory,” the voice said, astonished, “this soldier’s alive.”

  Instantly Zeb’s eyes opened as his hand shot out and clamped on the slave’s wrist. The black face in front of Zeb started to pull back, started to scream, but Zeb jerked him forward, whispering harshly: “Not a word, boy. Not a word. Just do as I say. There’s a couple of brass buttons in it for you.” His right hand opened, letting the slave see the shiny buttons that served as currency in a prison camp.

  This was the moment Zeb had feared. If this slave screamed, if he didn’t help, at the least Zeb’s head and arms would be locked again in the stocks outside the prison walls. At the worst, Zeb would be buried after the guards—South Carolina Reserves, as mean, as foul a lot as ever wore any uniform—killed him, and the plans made by the 16th Wisconsin’s survivors would have been for naught. Zeb wouldn’t escape. He’d never live to see Vicksburg. Never live to see Sergeant Ben DeVere’s traitorous face again.

  The gravedigger wasn’t much older than Zeb Hogan, although he was bigger, taller, and his dark eyes showed a maturity, a sadness. The slave bit his lower lip, and he looked up past Zeb and toward the guards, the prison, and other slaves digging other graves.

  Tightening his grip, Zeb pleaded: “Please!”

  The slave looked down on the Union prisoner of war.

  His clothes, Zeb noticed, were more wretched than his own. A tattered and patched muslin shirt stained tobacco brown. Frayed and thin calico bandanna, once red, now a faded pink. Butternut woolen britches with the ends ripped off, exposing his calves to the elements. Brogans, probably without laces, wrapped with the muddy remnants of his pants legs. Slouch hat, battered into some unrecognizable shape. And a vest made from a patchwork quilt.

  Zeb shook the brass buttons.

  The slave’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “What you want from me?” he asked in a low whisper.

  Releasing his hold, Zeb picked up the reed. “Bury me,” he said, “but shallow. When I’m in the grave, I’ll put this reed in my mouth. I can breathe through it. Don’t cover it with dirt. That’s all you have to do. I’ll dig out tonight, and be gone.”

  “I’ll get whipped, maybe something worse, if they find out I’ve helped you,” the Negro said.

  “They’ll never know I’m gone.” Zeb spoke with more confidence that he actually felt. He rattled the buttons again.

  “Ebenezer!” a voice cried out from across the graveyard. “What you doin’?”

  The slave rose, shaking his head. “Nothin’.” Gripping Zeb’s shoulders, he dragged Zeb to the grave.

  “You need some help, Ebenezer?” the voice called out.

  “I’m fine, Zeke. I’m fine.” He dropped Zeb into the muddy grave. A pig came over and peered at Zeb, snorting, sniffing, until the slave named Ebenezer poked him with the tip of the spade, and the hog ran off, squealing.

  When Zeb put the reed in his mouth, Ebenezer dropped down, removing his bandanna. Zeb held out his hand, offering the buttons.

  “You best keep them,” the slave said, and covered Zeb’s eyes and nose with his bandanna. Moments later, the first shovel full of muddy earth landed on Zeb’s stomach.

  * * * * *

  Breathing with a load of mud on his chest proved much more difficult than Zeb had ever imagined. Being underneath the sod, buried alive, was even more frightening. Zeb almost began clawing out of the grave before an inch of dirt covered his body, as the slave was still filling the grave. He had to bite down that fear, stop himself from climbing out of his grave and running back to the Florence Stockade with his hands above his head, pleading with the Secesh not to shoot him down.

  Zeb lost all sense of time, had no idea how long he lay buried, but when the rain began seeping mud onto his hair, and the hogs began digging, he started to claw out. His breathing turned ragged and, for the first time that winter, he felt hot. He dug until his right hand broke free, and icy rain numbed his fingers. A pig went screeching into the darkness, and Zeb stopped, hearing mumbles of guards at the Stockade. Ten minutes, maybe longer, passed before he resumed digging. His left hand broke through the sod, and then he was pulling himself out, spitting out the reed, filling his lungs with fresh, cold, wet air, letting the icy rain wash the grime off his face while he dragged the rest of his body free of the grave.

  The rain stopped, but not the wind, and Zeb rolled over. He looked into the darkness toward the prison, but saw only the flaring lights of lanterns. A banjo strummed from inside those pine walls, and Zeb thought of Corporal Favour, of Private Gardenhire, and suddenly he recollected Sergeant Major Engstrand’s chubby, bespectacled face, and he started to cry.

  No, no tears. I know my duty, Sergeant.

  Damming the tears, he began pushing the mud back over his grave. He had to make it look as if nothing had been here but foul, evil, corpse-eating hogs. When he had finished, he backed his way into the woods, still watching the Stockade as the moon peeked from beneath the clouds, until he determined it was safe to begin his flight.

  Which is the exact moment that a hand gripped Zeb’s shoulder.


  Chapter Two

  A cold rain, more mist than shower, fell for a spell, but as soon as the rain stopped, a quarter moon managed to peek out of the clouds, shining some light on the cemetery.

  When Ebenezer Chase saw the shadowy figure of a hand clawing through the muddy dirt over that grave, like it was reaching to pull anybody nearby to the deepest parts of Hades, he thought he might be called to glory. It had been bad enough with those hogs rooting around, tugging on dead white men, hearing their teeth sink into rotting human flesh. Ebenezer thought he might scream, warn every man Jack in the Stockade, but nothing would come out of his throat.

  He’d never been so scared.

  Clouds swallowed the sliver of a moon, and rain drizzled again.

  Backing into the woods, Ebenezer wondered if he should do what he had planned, or just hightail it back to Oliver Hall’s plantation, and forget his dreams, forget his family.

  For sixteen years, all Ebenezer had known was slavery. His daddy had been in bondage up till his death from fever two summers ago; his mama remained a slave, and their parents and even their parents’ parents had been slaves. Ebenezer’s wife and daughter were also slaves, but not in Florence, not even in South Carolina. Last summer, Master Hall had sold them both. Sent them down with Master Hall’s brother to some far-off place called Dallas, Texas. Since that July day, Ebenezer had been dreaming of seeing them again. Dreaming of being free, of seeing sweet Lizzie and their baby, Tempie, free.

  Without realizing it, while hiding in the woods beside the graveyard, Ebenezer had been playing with the wedding ring on his right pinky finger. Lizzie had given it to him, bawling, right before Master Hall’s brother took her away, just took her and little Tempie. Ebenezer had given Lizzie the ring, which Uncle Cain had carved out of a big red button, the day they jumped the broom and got married.

  That had been the day Uncle Cain had said that he was going away, as far away as Texas, maybe the Western Territories, or California, and that, if Ebenezer ever wanted to run off, get free, he should seek out a white couple on Lynches River, northwest of Cartersville pike. “Names of Patricia and Tres Hudgens . . . they help free slaves, but don’t you never tells nobody about them,” Uncle Cain had said. Well, that had been Ebenezer’s wedding day, and he hadn’t given much thought to running off, or ever being free. Fact is, he had forgotten about Patricia and Tres Hudgens, and Lynches River, a few days after Uncle Cain disappeared—the first of Master Hall’s slaves to escape in twenty-two years, which infuriated Master Hall so much he made his overseer, Mr. Anderson, whip two field hands who had been close to Uncle Cain. They never told Hall or Anderson anything. Ebenezer doubted if those poor slaves knew anything to tell.

  Uncle Cain was the last of the Hall Plantation slaves to run off.

  Till now.

  Certainly, since losing his wife and daughter, Ebenezer had often thought about taking to the swamps, heading north. It just had never struck him as how he could get free until he found himself burying a soldier boy who wasn’t dead. Afterward, when Ebenezer had returned to Hall Plantation, the image of that young soldier burned into his mind, and Ebenezer kept thinking of how that soldier planned to run off. So, without any real plan, that night Ebenezer had sneaked away from the plantation.

  Maybe, he figured, this white boy, who looks no older than me, might help me. That’s what brings these Bluecoats to the South, Mama says. To bring us the jubilee. He might help me find my Lizzie and my baby girl. Help me get free.

  Now, as the rain ceased once again and the moon reappeared, Ebenezer squatted, watching the Bluecoat fill up his grave with mud and grass as the hogs kept an eye on him from a distance. Ebenezer looked beyond the boneyard to the pine walls to make sure no soldier suspicioned that something peculiar was happening on this frigid night.

  The boy started backing his way through the mud and dead grass and weeds, backed right up to where Ebenezer hid behind a sweet gum tree. Summoning up the courage, Ebenezer managed to get his right arm to work, and he gripped the young soldier’s shoulder.

  Zeb Hogan rolled over like a wet dog, feisty, tossed Ebenezer’s arm off his body, and started kicking, giving the slave the what-for, but Ebenezer told him in a harsh whisper: “Easy there, Captain. Take it easy. You’ll get us both killed if you keep this up.”

  That stopped Zeb. He stared, his face a mask of confusion, till the quarter moon hid behind rain clouds. Neither moved. Both too scared. Ebenezer looked off toward the Stockade, ears perked to catch the slightest noise, but all he could hear were branches rustling in the wind, and pigs snorting, grunting, rooting. The moon reappeared, and Ebenezer looked down at the soldier.

  “What are you doing here?” Zeb Hogan asked.

  “I was hoping to run off with you, Captain.”

  “I’m a private, not a captain, and the answer’s no.”

  Zeb eased up to a sitting position, and started rubbing his legs, his feet, trying to get the blood to flowing again. Ebenezer could tell by the soldier’s face that he was hurting bad, but Ebenezer could also see rugged determination in the boy.

  “Captain,” Ebenezer told him, “I know this country. I can get you back to where your Army is.”

  With a snort, Zeb Hogan looked the slave in the eye. “I’m not going to the 16th Wisconsin. I’m bound for Vicksburg, Mississippi.”

  “Mississippi?” Ebenezer said. “That’s a Southern state.”

  “That’s right. You best get gone, boy.”

  “Vicksburg,” Ebenezer said. The Bluecoat didn’t respond. Ebenezer had never been outside of Florence or Darlington Counties much, except for that one time Mrs. Hall took him and his grandmother to Columbia to see Mrs. Hall’s sister get married. Once, however, before the Rebellion, an eternity ago, Mrs. Hall had shown Ebenezer a map of the United States. Ebenezer couldn’t remember everything on that map, but he knew that Mississippi had been fairly close to Texas. Closer than Florence County, that was certain sure.

  “Listen, Captain, please . . .” Ebenezer began, but Zeb shut him up with a look of his hard eyes.

  Ebenezer swallowed, looked away. A hog ran right past them, unnerving them both. Then the soldier was pulling himself to his feet, leaning against the sweet gum tree for support.

  “My wife and baby girl are in Dallas, Texas,” Ebenezer begged. “I got to get to them.”

  “I don’t care.”

  “But you’re fighting to free us slaves.”

  Zeb’s head shook. “I never joined the 16th to free slaves. I did it for James . . . I did it to preserve the Union. And I don’t need nobody, especially with a bunch of Secesh on my trail.”

  “They won’t be looking for you.” Desperately Ebenezer pointed at the grave Zeb had covered over. “You’re dead.”

  The Bluecoat pushed away from the tree, weaving a bit, but keeping his balance, and looked Ebenezer coldly in the eye.

  “They’ll look for you,” he said, and Ebenezer knew the soldier was right.

  His heart started sinking, and Ebenezer felt something running down his cheeks as the Bluecoat started walking away. Ebenezer stood there a bit, but soon turned to see the soldier’s back, and he called out softly: “Captain.”

  The Bluecoat stopped, looked over his shoulder. The moon disappeared again, and Ebenezer couldn’t see him, but he told the darkness: “You keep walking that way, you’ll wind up right back here. You’re heading straight to Florence Town. You need to be traveling west.”

  The moon broke free again for just a moment, and Ebenezer hooked a thumb in the right direction. Zeb stared at the slave the longest time, but finally turned and followed the direction the thumb was pointing. Ebenezer thought he heard the young soldier whisper—“Thanks”—yet he wasn’t certain. Zeb kept walking through the woods, and Ebenezer stood there, wondering what he had gotten himself into. He felt all alone. It started raining again, harder this time, colder. He thought he might be able to make it back to Hall Plantation, if he were lucky, if those ’coon hounds were trying to keep out of the cold and wet. Even if he got caught sneaking back into his quarters, Mrs. Hall likely wouldn’t let Mr. Anderson whip him too badly.

  Hall Plantation lay northeast of the Stockade, and Ebenezer started walking in that direction, but after traveling a quarter mile, he stopped, let out a sigh, and remembered what Uncle Cain had told him. Again, Ebenezer found himself playing with his wife’s wedding ring, and he pictured Lizzie and their baby. Before he knew it, Ebenezer had turned around, and started walking west.

  * * * * *

  Dawn found Ebenezer following the soldier boy a couple of miles from Florence. Maybe six or seven hours had passed since that Bluecoat had dug himself out of his grave, and he had traveled four or five miles. Ebenezer felt bitter. Who’s dumber, that captain who’s been walking in circles, or me for following him? Ebenezer could have—should have—abandoned the Bluecoat, and struck out on his own, but for Ebenezer the thought of being alone, truly alone, petrified him. This white boy’s all I got, he thought. For hours, Ebenezer had kept hoping the Bluecoat would wise up, and start heading west. After all, it could be downright tough to find your directions on a cloudy night. Maybe the soldier was waiting for sunrise, so he’d know which way he should start walking.

  The Bluecoat did show enough smarts by staying in the woods. The boy had kept out of the clearings, the fields, the roads. Problem now was that he had wandered into the swamp country, but Ebenezer gave the soldier his due. The kid kept sloshing through mud and muck, through briars and brambles, the low-hanging Spanish moss, never once complaining. Never turning back.

  A few minutes later, Ebenezer heard a little shriek, followed by a cuss. With a heavy sigh, Ebenezer ran deeper into the swamp to see what kind of trouble that soldier had gotten into. He found Zeb Hogan up past his stomach in a bog, thrashing around, sinking deeper and deeper, but savvy enough to latch his right hand around a vine. Grunting, gasping, he tried pulling himself up. The problem, Ebenezer could have told him, is that Carolina mud’s not ordinary. It takes hold of you, just won’t let go. The boy would try to climb on that vine, but the mud just sucked him back down.

  “Hold still!” Ebenezer shouted, and the soldier’s eyes widened, his face paling until he saw the slave. Then his eyes hardened, and his face showed anger, irritation, maybe a touch of embarrassment. Ebenezer cautiously felt his way around that bog, not wanting to get into a predicament like the soldier was in. “Don’t let go of that vine,” Ebenezer said.

  Zeb Hogan’s hands were black as tar from the mud, and he wiped the thick goo onto his long, dark hair, one hand at a time, keeping the other hand on the vine, his eyes never leaving Ebenezer Chase.

  The runaway slave pulled out the knife he had stolen from Mrs. Hall’s kitchen the previous evening, and cut off about a six-foot vine. He tossed one end into the mud. “Pretend you’re swimming,” Ebenezer said.

  Zeb Hogan just stared. His mouth opened, closed, without uttering a sound. At last, he shook his head and said, “I don’t know how.”

  “You can’t swim?” Ebenezer could hardly believe it. He had been swimming as far back as he could remember.

  “No,” Zeb snapped.

  “Well.” Ebenezer shook his head. “Just kick your feet after you take hold of that vine. I’ll pull. You kick. We’ll work together, and get you out of there.”

  Zeb stared at the end of the vine he had been tossed, but didn’t reach for it. Instead, he kept both hands on the vine he’d been holding.

  “You don’t have enough strength to pull yourself out,” Ebenezer told him. “You need me.” He was thinking—And I need you—but wasn’t about to tell him that.

  “You been following me!” Zeb sounded angry.

  “Yeah. I been following you around in circles, but Lord, don’t ask me why. Because I don’t know. I’m a fool, I guess. Biggest fool ever born, if you ask me. I could be nigh to Lynches River by now, but I figured I’d better stick close to you.” Suddenly Ebenezer smiled. “Good thing, too, I reckon. For you.” The smile vanished, and Ebenezer pointed a long finger at the vine. “You grab that vine, Captain, or I’ll take my chances and leave you here. And that muddy grave you’re in, it’s not gonna be as shallow as the one I dug for you yesterday.”

  It took some doing, but Zeb managed to let go of the vine, and grab hold of the one Ebenezer had pitched to him.

  “All right.” Ebenezer pulled. With Zeb kicking, straining against the mud’s suction, Ebenezer backed through ankle-deep muck, finally reached firmer ground, heard a loud slurping sound, and fell onto his backside. Quickly he rose, splashed a path to the soldier, and pulled him the rest of the way out of the bog, through the muck, until both fell onto the wet leaves, chests heaving, sweating despite the morning chill.

  When Ebenezer thought he could talk, he rolled over on his back, and slowly sat up. Zeb kept his eyes closed, his heart pounding, drawing in every breath like he thought it would be his last. Finally he opened his eyes, and pushed himself up. He looked at the black boy, wet his lips with his tongue, and said, “Thanks.”

  “No need.” Ebenezer looked through the dense forest, found the sunlight peeking through the timbers, and pointed. “Yonder’s west.”

  Zeb thanked the slave again, but made no move to stand, to start walking.

  “Listen,” Ebenezer said. “If you don’t mind . . . I was hoping I could follow you a little ways.” Before Zeb could raise much of a protest, Ebenezer held out a palm and began explaining. “There’s a white couple on Lynches River. That’s twenty miles, or thereabouts, west of here. You’re going west. I’m going that way, too. These whites, they’re Southern, but they been helping runaway slaves. I figure they could help us both.”

  Adamant, Zeb shook his head. He said he didn’t need any help.

  Ebenezer just grinned. “You gonna walk all the way to Mississippi without any shoes or pants?” he asked, and enjoyed the look on that soldier’s face when he realized that the bog had sucked off his trousers—what passed for his britches, anyway—and the remnants of the shoes he had been wearing.

  Zeb jumped to his feet, started back toward the mud, but stopped, like he was scared to get too close to that bog. Ebenezer couldn’t rightly blame him for that. Suddenly the soldier shook his head, balled his fingers into fists, and let out a little oath. His hands unclenched, and he buried his face into them. His shoulders shuddered, and Ebenezer, no longer smiling, heard the Bluecoat’s sobs. Ebenezer walked up to the soldier, hesitantly put his hand on his shoulder, and whispered: “Them Hudgenses. I know where they live. Uncle Cain . . . he told me. They helped him get free. They’ll help you, Captain. Help us both. We can work together, Captain.” Ebenezer shuddered. “We got to work together, Captain.”

  The Bluecoat stepped away, and Ebenezer’s hand dropped by his side. Turning, Zeb Hogan took in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “It’s not captain,” he told the slave again. For the longest while he just stared, like he was trying to make up his mind. Finally he did.

  “The name’s Zeb,” he said. “Zeb Hogan.”


  Chapter Three

  “My name’s Ebenezer Chase,” the slave said. He started to say more, but before he could speak, they both heard the baying of hounds.

  “Come on!” Ebenezer grabbed Zeb’s left hand, jerking him into ankle-deep water. They started running, splashing, ducking underneath limbs, briars, vines, running so hard that their lungs felt as if they’d been set afire.

  The thought of dogs chilled Zeb as he ran. The hounds might have belonged to the slave’s plantation owner, but they could also have been the curs of the South Carolina Reserves. The commandant loved siccing dogs on any Union soldier who tried to escape the Stockade, and Zeb couldn’t shake a grisly image from his mind—one of Colonel Forno’s pets, more wolf than dog, ripping Sergeant Major Engstrand’s legs to pieces, pulling him down from a tree, biting, slashing. Zeb had always thought those cuts and bites, and the infection that followed, wound up killing the sergeant major, not the typhoid pneumonia.
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