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  September 14, 1862


  Battle of South Mountain


  Joe opened his eyes to darkness. A shadow moved against the semiblackness of a window and his senses screamed the warning. He jerked, gasped at the jolt of pain, and fell back. His heart pounded with fear at his weakness as his mind struggled to place where he was. Ben? Where was he? They had stayed close to each other. Too close. Ben had blamed himself when Joe had taken the minié ball in his shoulder. Joe heard his own voice as if from a great distance; his explanation to ease Ben’s guilt: “We’re in a war, what do you expect?”


  He blinked as a vision of Ben flashed through his pounding head. He massaged his forehead, felt a hand on his shoulder, and swung to his left, rolling to avoid the contact. He fell into nothingness, slammed onto the floor. Pain took his breath.


  “Joe!”


  Through the waves of nausea he realized one thing—the voice was soft. Feminine. When the hands touched his shoulder, his face, he felt the softness in the fingertips, reminding him of home and gentler times.


  “You’re in a springhouse on our farm,” the voice rushed to explain. “You were injured.”


  He gritted his teeth against the effort of even sitting up. Her hands left his arm, though he could hear the swish of her skirts. A flicker of light, then a touch to raise the wick and brighter light.


  “Can you stand?” She went to the bed and yanked the covers back up that had twisted with him to the floor. “I’ll try to help you.”


  “No.” He spat out the word, and rocked to his knees, fighting for consciousness through every move. Why was there such searing pain? The minié ball injury? “I’ll get up.”


  She guided him down onto the thin mattress and covered him with a quilt. He felt like a child being put down for a nap. Her fingers swiped hair from his brow, and he swallowed against a new tightness in his throat. How long had it been since he’d felt a gentle touch?


  “I’ll get my grandmother. Perhaps she can—”


  “Stay.” He exhaled hard, wanting nothing more than to feel her touch against his face again. To hear the softness of her voice.


  She’d made as if to rise but settled back in the chair and into the circle of light. “Do you know who you are and what happened?”


  “My shoulder. I was shot by a Yank in a skirmish. Ben . . . my brother was with me.”


  “He’s not here. It’s only you. You were brought here by . . . a group of people.”


  Such a lot of words. Too many for him to make sense of them all. Golden light shimmered against her dark hair and revealed a flash of darkness along her cheek. A dimple? He blinked and felt the grit in his eyes.


  “Go back to sleep. It truly is the best thing for you.”


  “Ben . . .” He let the word linger, his mouth dry, lips stinging. He raised his hand to touch the burning spot along his mouth, but the effort was too much. The woman’s voice was a whisper in his ear, his eyes too heavy to open, and he didn’t want to. All he wanted was to know if his brother was safe. The woman had to know something, didn’t she? Lost on a rise of pain emanating from his chest—or was it his shoulder?—the question spun away from him. Giving up the fight, he dragged air into his lungs and forced himself to relax against the waves of discomfort.
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  Gerta Bumgartner stood sentry over the inert form of the Confederate soldier, a position Elizabeth had seen her grandmother take many times in healing the sick and suffering. But this—this was different and they all knew it.


  “His wound is bad, Grandmama,” she worried aloud as she stepped into the coolness of the springhouse.


  Gerta’s sharp eyes, only now dimming with a fog that made it hard for her to focus, took in the dark interior of the room. Babbling along the floor, a spring ran up through the ground, paused to maintain a pool of water, then gurgled off beneath the wall and out into the bright September sunshine.


  Another roar vibrated through the air. The two shared a look, each understanding and mirroring to the other the worry of cannons and charging brigades moving in their direction. The war was edging closer to them every minute.


  “The fighting is fierce. The South will prevail.”


  Elizabeth should have been used to the shocking things Gerta said by now. It was part of the reason her grandmother stayed to herself and was no longer called on as much among the citizens of Sharpsburg. “How can you say that, Grandmama, knowing that your grandson fights for the Union?”


  Gerta chuckled and wiped her hands on a linen cloth that lay across the wounded soldier’s chest. “I say what I think.” She shot her a mischievous grin. “Tomorrow, Bethie, I’ll root for the Yanks.”


  Beth took in the soldier’s gray complexion, his dry, bleeding lips. No shoes. His feet were cracked on top, the bottoms splotched with blisters and dirt.


  “A right sad lot of men, if he’s any example,” Gerta said. “Did you burn the clothes and the bedding?”


  “Yes.” She couldn’t help grimacing. She’d been forced to burn the rag of a dress she’d worn while dragging the louse-infested mattress and clothes out to the fire. Her ankle and leg ached from the work.


  “I stripped him down and scrubbed him hard.” Gerta pointed to a long tube hung on a leather string around his neck. “A louse trap.”


  Beth raised a brow. “Another one of your remedies?”


  Another cackle of glee burst from her grandmother. “Can’t take the credit for this one. It works, and there was plenty of his blood to bait the trap.”


  Beth stared at the narrow tube and decided she didn’t want to know any more.


  Gerta stroked the man’s forehead almost as if she feared his skin would tear with the least amount of pressure. Beth had felt that tender touch before. Felt her grandmother’s gentle pressure against the hollows of the eyebrows that helped relieve pressure in the head, or the massage that eased pain and relaxed taut muscles in the neck. “Tell me about the package,” Gerta said.


  For a moment, she couldn’t fathom to what her grandmother referred; then she recalled the brown-wrapped package beside the armchair in front of the fireplace. “I haven’t opened it yet.”


  “I can see that, girl, but where did it come from?”


  “I brought it with me.”


  “Your mama.”


  She managed a stiff nod. “She wanted me to have something of home.”


  “Yet you haven’t unwrapped it?”


  Beth shrugged. “I haven’t been homesick.”


  Gerta straightened and put a hand to her back, a grimace tightening her features. “I think I’ll sit a spell. We’ll need to bake more bread. As much as we can over the next few days.”


  “I’ve already started.” She didn’t bother to remind her grandmother that she’d said the same thing often over the last two days, ever since word of the Confederates moving into Frederick had been received.


  Elizabeth followed her grandmother’s brisk steps outside at a slower pace. Already the September air blew hot. A beautiful day, redolent with the rushes of gentle breezes and a mobcap of white clouds scudding along the blue sky. Yet, even the warm rays of the sun seemed restless as they stabbed through the clouds and then disappeared, only to reappear within seconds. She wondered, fancifully, if even God was nervous about the artificial white cloud capping South Mountain and the battle raging there.


  She hadn’t realized she’d stopped to stare until her grandmother’s voice broke into her thoughts.


  “There go the Roulettes.”


  Beth’s gaze followed the bend in the road that ran in front of her grandmother’s farm and led northeast to Hagerstown.


  “Going to the church, no doubt.”


  “Aren’t you worried, Grandmama?”


  “You wanted to train as a nurse and the good Lord saw fit for those slaves to bring you your first patient.” Gerta turned back toward the house. “We’ll have more than we can handle if the fighting keeps up.”


  Not quite done with the conversation, she traced her grandmother’s path into the generous kitchen. “You think they’ll come this way?”


  “They’ll be all over the place. Harper’s Ferry is a threat that they’ll have to deal with.”


  “And you’re not afraid?”


  Gerta snorted. She dipped water from a bucket into a kettle and set it to heat. “I’m seventy-nine years old, sharp of tongue, and knowing more than all those Rebels and Yanks put together—”


  “All of them?” Beth couldn’t help the smile.


  Her grandmother shot her a grin and flattened her lips like the bill of a duck. A comical, mischievous expression Beth had seen frequently on her father’s mother’s face, hard times or not. “Well, most of them. Goodness knows there’s nothing much to fear at my age except dying and going to the wrong place, and I’ve had that one settled for years.”


  “But what if they steal or force you to leave or . . . ?” She shuddered, her mind going to the worst possible scenario.


  Scooping tea leaves into her favorite cup, Gerta raised another, empty cup, eyebrows lifted in question. Beth nodded.


  Gerta measured out tea leaves, her bright, dark gaze unflinching. “Nothing bad will happen, Bethie.”


  She pressed her lips together, the truth stinging afresh. “Already so many have died.”


  “And there will be many more who will need our help.”


  Nursing, she meant. It was the one dream that Beth had clung to in the days since leaving her parents’ home to stay with her grandmother, intending to join with the Army of the Potomac and Clara Barton. A dream that had waned a bit as rumors circulated of the coming troops. But the blacks had come under cover of darkness the night before, bringing the soldier and igniting the need to be of more use than sitting and stitching or cooking.


  Gerta had never been able to understand why the blacks had come to her instead of the town doc, other than her reputation for helping the ailing despite the color of their skin. The small town’s doctor had southern sympathies.


  Gerta slid the cup of tea toward her. Dutifully taking a sip, Beth couldn’t help smiling. No one made a cup of tea like her grandmother, or maybe it was so good because it was made by someone who knew her as well as her grandmother did.


  “You’re limping.”


  She covered the sigh by blowing the air onto the tea. Her leg. Her ankle. Always a problem. “I want to help anyway.”


  “Your mother gave you jobs to keep your hands busy so you could rest your leg.”


  Beth didn’t meet her grandmother’s gaze. Gerta, of all people, knew exactly how much she despised being relegated to tasks that made her sit and rest. “It’s not going to be a problem.” She lifted her chin, pleased to see not an ounce of pity in Gerta’s eyes.


  “Then we should get to work.”


  Beth took a long sip of tea, dreading another day of baking. Perhaps her pride should be swallowed instead of the tea.


  A sagging flour sack beckoned, as did the twenty something loaves of bread already baked, awaiting the inevitable hungry mouths of the enemy, whose goal must be to reach Hagerstown and join the rest of the Confederate army. They could hide the loaves. Save them for the Union troops that were even now engaging the Rebs. She hoped the enemy wouldn’t decide to loot the Union-held garrison at Harper’s Ferry that would take the Confederates through her grandmother’s small town. Sharpsburg would be ravaged by the thieving monsters. She feared her hopes were already dashed though, as reports of the Confederates in that part of Virginia had already filtered back, putting the townspeople in a vise of fright, hemmed in on three sides by the enemy.


  Allowing herself to be carried off to a more peaceful time by the familiar work of adding water to flour to form dough and inhaling the yeasty sourdough scent, Beth did her best to blank her mind of the worries that nagged. When she finished kneading enough dough for four loaves, she began another batch, until perspiration dampened her neckline, flour dusted the front of her bodice, and her bad foot sent shards of pain shooting into her leg. She dragged up a stool and continued the work. Wiping the flour from her hands, she heaved a heavy sigh when the sticky flour mess mussed her skirts instead of the apron she should have been wearing to protect her clothes. She brushed at the mess and decided it best to let the moist flour dry before picking it off her skirt. She tied on her grandmother’s worn calico apron with the pretty stripes. The striped material would have been a little wild for her mother’s taste, but it fit Gerta’s personality to a T. The thought tugged a smile from her as she plunged her hands into another batch of warm, sticky dough.


  The yard door rattled open behind her. Gerta opened and shut the door quickly. “The flies are terrible.” She set a cup of tea down on the work surface. “I wanted him to drink some, but he fell asleep again.” She surveyed Beth’s work with a sharp eye that belied her deteriorating eyesight. “You’ve quite enough there. Add more flour to the sourdough for tomorrow’s baking. I’ll start on some pies while you rest.”


  Beth finished the dough, placed it in a bowl, and covered it to rise. A long line of bowls lined the work surface in front of her.


  “Biscuits would be good as well. Maybe a meat pie.”


  “Are you going to have Harold take the milk cow, chickens, and horse to safety?”


  Gerta measured out lard and turned to the flour sack. “He’s driving Mrs. Knicks’s cow, too, and said adding more wouldn’t be a problem.”


  Beth sighed. At least the animals would be safe should the soldiers come their way and pillage. She’d heard stories of the damage they’d done at Frederick. Finished with the bread, Beth wiped her hands on the apron and picked up the tea she’d left mostly untouched. She tasted it and frowned.


  “A pinch of cinnamon and a bit of the hot water,” Gerta nodded toward the kettle, “will warm it up just fine.”


  Ridiculous that tea still soothed on such a warm day, but it did. She inhaled, and the rich cinnamon took her back to another time, years before. Her throat swelled shut as the memories assaulted her afresh. She stared down into the cup. A shell whizzed and shattered. Beth started, the tea splashing onto her hand, the tin mug slipped to the floor and spilled its contents.


  A shout rent the air then. Beth caught her grandmother’s moment of confusion before she wiped her hands down her apron and bolted toward the door. One word spat into the air that explained the sudden outburst. “Joe.”
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  Beth held the candle up to see that Joe sat up in bed, eyes wide open as his voice lifted on another wail. Gerta moved past, her voice soothing, her hands placing gentle pressure against the man’s shoulders, encouraging him to recline. But he broke into a series of panicked screams, body rigid, muscles bunched.


  Beth set the candle on the low table and lunged forward to grasp his good arm. She wrenched it down to keep him from flailing and tearing open the wound her grandmother had just mended. She braced her body against his. His struggles forced her to grasp tighter, to join her grandmother’s soft-spoken attempts to relieve him of his terror. Each shout ripped from him. Her ears rang with each scream and still she kept up the quiet reassurance until the muscles in his arms went flaccid and he sank back, his brow beaded with sweat, hair damp. Beth straightened, drawing air into her starved lungs. She glanced at her grandmother, and her mouth went dry when she saw Gerta’s blood-saturated apron.


  “He tore open the wound,” Gerta confirmed, her fatigue showing in the whiteness of her lips. She stroked her sleeve across her brow, sweeping loosened tendrils of gray hair behind her ear.


  Beth assessed what needed to be done and hurried outside as fast as her leg would allow. She yanked fresh linens from the drying line. Arms full, she entered the springhouse as Gerta lit the wick of the lantern and raised it to the hook she’d pounded into the wall the evening the slaves had delivered the wounded man. She blew out the candle.


  At the foot of the cot, Beth dumped the fresh towels beside his feet. Where he’d been wide awake in the grip of his private terror, he now slept. She moved to the table where her grandmother’s scissors lay and placed them in her grandmother’s soft hand. Gerta cut the edge of the material of Joe’s once-clean shirt and ripped upward, laying bare his chest and the long, deep wound, slick with blood.


  “I should have left him bare-chested. Waste of a good shirt.” Gerta rolled a towel and pressed it against the wound.


  “You had no way of knowing this would happen.”


  They worked over the inert form until the sun was low in the sky. Gerta’s head tilted as if she listened for something. “You hear that?”


  Beth caught on to what she meant. “They stopped.”


  Her grandmother’s eyes flicked toward the small window high in the east wall.


  Beth upended the buckets she’d used to haul water into the kitchen for boiling, too tired to think, the pain radiating in full fury. And still there was bread to bake. Gerta, too, moved slower than normal.


  “He should sleep for a while. I worry about having him out here. If he wakes again, we might not hear him.”


  “And someone else might.”


  Gerta cut her eyes to Beth. “You worry too much. He’s a man. He’s shot. He’s helpless.”


  “We’d be helping the enemy.”


  “If we get harassed for that, it’s not us with the problem.”


  Certain in her reasoning, Gerta stepped quite lively toward the wagon. “I’ll get Jim to help us take him inside. Take the wagon and fetch him.”


  “Won’t Mr. Nisewander have a problem with—”


  “He won’t even miss him.”


  Frustrated at her grandmother’s refusal to listen to any argument against her own ideas, Beth released a soft breath rather than the huff of annoyance that would have granted a measure of satisfaction. She decided to walk the short distance to the house, too nervous for the ride. Tension was bottled up in the pit of her stomach. More than anything, she wanted to head into Sharpsburg and gather news on what was happening. Stubborn her grandmother might be, but surely the woman would listen to reason if the troops were rumored to be heading in their direction. If Gerta had made provision for the livestock, she must be worried.


  But somehow Beth doubted it. She believed there was little that rattled the old woman, a trait both awe-inspiring and frightening.


  As Beth limped into the dense woods, she stepped carefully, imagining the muscles in her leg relaxing. At least moving seemed to ease the stiffness of standing in one place. The little log cabin of Mr. Nisewander’s free field slave came into view. Jim seldom strayed far from Norman Nisewander, age seventy-two, and Norman’s son refused to separate the faithful man from his ailing father. Every morning for as many years as she could remember, Jim went to the big house to care for and be companion to Norman, while the other Nisewander slaves, now owned by the son, worked in the fields.


  The little log cabin stood proudly in that corner of the field closest to the woods, far from the house and outbuildings, but not so far that Jim couldn’t be summoned should Norman need something in the night.


  She raised her hand to knock and jumped when Jim’s voice boomed out behind her.


  “Jim’s not home.”


  She turned, a ready smile on her face. The large man’s coffee-colored skin retained few wrinkles despite his fine crop of silver hair. His dirty knees and the shovel gripped in his hand gave evidence to what he’d been doing.


  “You look well, Jim.”


  “Won’t feel so well if them Rebs have their way.”


  “You’re a free man.”


  “Done begged Mr. Nisewander to let me hitch the wagon and take us on up to Mercersville. His brother’s up there, ya know. But he say no, he too old to be rattling around in a wagon for all that ways.”


  Jim lowered his head a moment, his words softer now. “The leg giving you trouble?”


  Beth felt the familiar poke at the precarious wall that retained her deeper emotions. “I’ve been on it a bit longer than usual.” Descending the step, she put her good foot down first, relieved she did not fall, one of her worst fears. She tried to project a lighter tone. “Grandma has a wounded soldier at our place. She needs him moved into the house and wondered if you could help us.”


  Jim glanced away, his expression unreadable in the low light. “A real soldier? A Union man?”


  She swallowed, wishing so much he hadn’t asked, or that she didn’t have to answer. “A Reb. A band of blacks brought him to us in the night. They were heading north from Middleton.” She shrugged, repeating only what she’d learned secondhand.


  “They risked their lives for a Grayback.”


  It seemed there had been more to the story. “They said him and his brother saved their lives, and they couldn’t just leave him to die.”


  Jim seemed mollified by the news. He shifted his weight to his other foot, lips pooched as he scratched along his short beard. “Reckon it won’t hurt none to help.”


  “She’ll be grateful, as am I.”


  “Hurt bad, is he?”


  She licked her lips, wishing for a cool drink. Jim set the pace at a quick trot that left her struggling to keep up. The limbs and brush clawed at her skirts as the two of them passed along the trail through the woods. She gasped when a prickly branch scratched across her burned hand, drawing blood. She dabbed at the area with her apron and let Jim get ahead of her so that she could rest. She hated weakness. Hated that her leg hindered her so much. Tears burned her eyes, but she widened her eyes and willed them away. Now was no time to feel sorry for herself. Not if she didn’t want others to do the same.


  Jim carried the wounded soldier like a baby at her grandmother’s incessant urging not to jostle her patient. He knelt to lay the man in the front room on a thick pile of blankets her grandmother had prepared in her absence.


  “Having him in here will work so much better. If we can just keep him still. Jim, if you’ll bring in the cot, I’d rather have him higher. It’ll make it easier to care for his needs and be much easier on Beth’s leg.”


  She frowned at her grandmother, but Gerta didn’t notice as she shifted the man’s haversack against the wall and straightened up, hand to her back.


  “It’ll be easier on you as well,” Beth felt compelled to remind her grandmother.


  Gerta gave an absent nod and flapped a hand at Jim to send him on his way. He returned in minutes with the framework of the cot beneath his arm. At Gerta’s direction he placed it against the wall, retrieved the bedding, then lifted the soldier onto it. Gerta crossed her arms and nodded in obvious satisfaction.


  “That will do quite nicely. Thank you, Jim.” When the black man had left, Gerta did a quick examination of the wound and the bandage, pressed her hand against the man’s face, and nodded in silent approval. “Time will tell.”


  “Go to bed, Grandmama. I’ll stay with him awhile.”


  Gerta’s bright eyes swept over her from tip to toe. “You should rest as well. Elevate your leg and put some honey on your hand.”


  She’d forgotten the burn, but Gerta’s sharp mind never forgot anything. Beth rose to fetch the honey, but her grandmother motioned her to stay put. Gerta fussed over the new scratches that covered the burn, insisting Beth sit in the rocker as she coated the area with honey. “Now,” Gerta straightened, “the pain should ease somewhat.”


  “Rest, Grandmama,” she said, trying to put a note of authority in her voice.


  Gerta tilted her head as if considering. “Yes. I think you’re right. There won’t be much opportunity for rest if the war is to have its way.”


  Without her grandmother’s spritely presence, darkness stretched its arm closer to Beth. She let her eyes roam over the placid form of the sleeping Rebel, no longer seeming so menacing without the uniform as a reminder. It seemed strange to have him so close. From where she sat in the rocker, Beth could see the side of his face and trace the shadows along his eyes and jaw. Hollows she had no doubt her grandmother would dearly love the chance to fill out with plenty of hot food once the danger of death had passed.


  She leaned forward in the rocker, drawn to him. His stillness worried her. She’d been here before, watching someone on the edge of death. Her heart squeezed with dread. She didn’t want the man to die. Confederate or not. Losing him to death would be like losing Leo all over again. If it was within her power to make this man well, she would do that, just as Gerta had vowed to help others all those years ago. Beth stared at her clasped hands, fighting the burn of tears. But the great drops of saltwater came anyway and splashed onto the stiff brown paper of the package in Beth’s lap. Great dots of wetness that soaked into and swelled against the wrapping.
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  Beth started the rocker with a push of her foot. The brown packaging crinkled in the unnatural silence, foreboding when compared to the cacophony of shelling and gunfire that had bombarded them throughout the day, leaving the stench of gunpowder swirling in the air. She could feel the troops’ nearness like the fetid breath of a stranger down her neck. She closed her eyes. Jedidiah might be among the Union men. Seeing him again would be worth the Confederates’ raid into the North. But the next moment she changed her mind. Juxtaposed against the reports she’d heard from Frederick, seeing her brother would not be worth the pain and suffering the men were made to endure. Indeed, if Jed returned, he would return to her mama and papa, not here, to his grandmother’s. Disappointment drew an agonized sigh from her lips. Yet things were as she had wanted them to be after the accident. She had wanted to be alone and away from the watchful eyes of her parents. She felt their concern, but didn’t understand it. She was fine, she would not let her bad foot hinder her, and she just wanted to help others by pursuing nursing.


  She stared at Joe’s profile, grateful he slept soundly. Her time to pursue nursing would come. The war would move on to another location, and she’d be free to start her training.


  Having the battle close would at least give her experience.


  The brown package felt curiously light in her lap, a fact she’d mentally noted on many occasions when the tug of longing for home tried to take hold. She enjoyed the guessing game as to what the package held. Her mother had assured her nothing perishable had been packaged. Then what?


  Stretching out to the table at her side, she slid the lantern closer. It was time to see what her mother had sent with her. The tiny knot securing the paper would need to be cut. She examined her nails and considered savoring the package a bit more by forcing herself to work the knot loose, but her fingernails were broken from the constant stream of work. Not that she minded. Not many women she knew had the leisure to grow long fingernails.


  She pinched the knot between the index finger and thumb of both hands and did her best to work it loose. She squinted and turned the knot to pluck at the most prominent strand, finally able to loosen it a bit. Ripping the paper off would be so much fun, like returning to her schoolgirl days, when every rare gift was received with the knowledge that she had little time to spare for play with the contents before chores would be required of her. She’d rip the paper open and have the gift to savor as Jed worked his knot with patient solemnity. Even knowing they had probably received the same gift never dissuaded her brother from his solemn task.


  Now she understood that need to savor the gift more than the need to play. There were a lot of things she understood so much better now than she did then.


  Excitement battled against the spring of unexpected tears as she peeled back the brown paper, smoothed it, and only then allowed herself to peek at what lay inside.
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  The slaves? Those ebony faces, fear visible in the glint of their dark eyes. Joe remembered the woman’s frantic words as the group had shrunk against the back wall of the cellar. The big man holding the old, frail one, the one whose delusional shout had revealed their hiding place.


  Ben’s frown.


  And then there was a forest, the blacks sliding away into darkness. Ben’s frown again.


  The glint of a rifle. The bark and then strike of the charge into his flesh. Joe had grabbed at his shoulder. Ben’s face, his expression twisted into horror, staring at him, then his scream and a stream of words Joe did not hear. He was falling. Ben left. He was alone. His fingers slick with warmth. He held his hand up and saw the darkness spread on his palm. His fingers white against the night sky, except for the blood.


  Ben?


  Joe woke with a start and pain greeted him. He arched his back against its clutch and felt a soothing warm hand on his brow, then coldness. He withdrew, not understanding what it meant. Not caring. But the dream pulled at him. Gnawing like the rats that had plagued their campsites, drawn by the slops. The hand. His brother . . . ?


  “Ben?”


  Silence greeted the question. He forced his eyes open. Darkness surrounded him. He didn’t want to be alone. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew there should be others with him. Where were they? Was he dead?


  A shuffle and a rustle yanked his attention. He stiffened, winced, and tried to see. When a light flared, a woman’s face hovered in the circle of the bright glow for a few seconds before the wick was raised and the chimney lowered. Light spilled over him, over her, and he saw the smooth line of her jaw, the hazel eyes, more green than brown. Beautiful eyes and dark hair that caught the light and reflected the length of the glossy strands.


  She smiled and he felt warm inside. The tension building in his mind eased.


  “How do you feel?”


  “Sore.” It wasn’t the word he’d been thinking, but it was the word that came out. He tried to order his thoughts, but his focus turned to the feel of her warm fingers against his forehead, then his cheek. He wanted to tell her not to quit. To touch him. It was reassurance that he was not dead. Pain pulsed in a biting wave, and he gasped and bit down against the fire that ate at his right side. He turned his head away. Maybe he was dying.


  “My grandmother worked on your wound. She’s good with herbs and knows lots about them. She’ll be here as soon as she wakes.”


  He lifted his left hand, intending to clasp hers, but it felt swollen and heavy and would not obey his mind’s request. He licked his lips, rough with dryness, winced when he felt a sharp stab and tasted blood. “It’s me.” He blew out a sigh, cross with his inability to speak what he was thinking. Why wouldn’t the words in his head come out of his mouth?


OEBPS/Images/9781426770432.jpg
A Heartbeat
Away
4

¥

S. DIONNE MOORE

QUILTS
of LOVE








OEBPS/Images/common.jpg






OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg
Abingdon Presg,\f iction
/ a novel approach to faith

Nashville, Tennessee





