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  Introduction


  Though the following story is fantasy in the realm of what could be considered legend or folklore, it has its basis in historical fact. The time is the Civil War, that period in our history when sectional differences and the politics that influenced them had grown so far apart that they exploded in armed conflict that would eventually cost the country, from 1861 to 1865, over six hundred thousand lives. The location of the tale is West Virginia, a state born of the Civil War, carved out of the northwestern counties of the Confederate state of Virginia by those who wished to remain loyal to the Union and gain freedom from Virginia’s unfair tax practices.


  Whole communities in the new state often had split loyalties. Not all who joined the military were part of the regular armies. Communities had their home guards and militias on both sides of the war. In Hardy, Tucker and Pendelton counties, the Union militia were called Swamp Dragons and so named by an angry woman with Southern sympathies when a company of Union militia emerged from a swamp to burn her barn when chasing after Confederate bushwackers believed to be hiding in it. The Swamp Dragons are mentioned several times in the war records as local scouts who could always be relied upon. They were armed and uniformed by the new state and were considered a regular military unit. The less-organized Confederate militia, out to protect Southern sympathizers from the Union militia and bushwack Union army supply wagon trains and patrols, often called themselves Home Guards or Rangers. However, most were nothing more than guerilla units held together by charismatic leaders, and not above back-shooting Union sympathizers even in their own homes. No place was safe for civilians in the new state, as these two groups were not above doing barn-burning out of revenge, or creating other chaos.


  Out of this chaos, a new legend arises in a long-forgotten hollow. It’s in southern Hardy County that something very strange is about to happen that will challenge the inhabitants’ concept of reality…forever.


  Chapter 1


  The Worst Day of His Life


  



  There are times when a scent or sound opens in the mind scenes of a more pleasant time and place. For George Voorhees, the key was the soft, earthy scent of leaf mold and the lazy calls of chilled crickets in the early October morning mist. It filled his senses as he rode his borrowed horse toward the one-room school house up on Sites Mountain outside the sleepy little village of Laurel in the new state of West Virginia. He was a tall, brown-haired young man not much older than his oldest student. His suit was faded and his brogans scuffed. His legs hung long over the horse’s sides, giving him the look of a stork astride a barrel. All he could think of was Sarah Cunningham, the young woman he’d met a year ago on a church picnic. As soon as he was finished teaching for the day, he planned to call on her at her parents’ farm along the valley road to Petersburg. The thought of her deep blue eyes and smile that melted his heart filled him with a wistful joy. She was the only bright spot in a growing dismal situation in the valley and hills he knew as home. A situation he was trying his very best to ignore, as if that would drive it all away.


  The whole country was gripped in a death-hold by Civil War. The state had been born in it and people in the hills and valleys were entrenching ever deeper in their support of either the Southern or Northern cause. Families were broken. Loyalties divided whole communities. Old feuds gained momentum and some black souls used this to their advantage as an excuse to menace neighbors they didn’t like.


  George didn’t want to get involved. He had children to teach and his growing love for Sarah to nurture. Yet, every day he found it harder to resist his brother Frank’s requests for him to join the State Militia to defend his home from rebel raiders. More hurtful were the harsh glances Sarah’s family of Southern sympathizers gave him every time he was with her. Even Mr. Cook down at the general store asked him all too bluntly last Friday where his loyalties were. His answer had been a shrug and he quickly changed the subject to an order of text books. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold out against such pressure. It usually resulted in thoughts of how unfair life was and him pushing the issue under the carpet in the back of his mind to be replaced by thoughts of Sarah’s eyes and smile.


  How such a beauty could fall for him came as a profound surprise to him, being such a lanky weed of a young man compared to the robust farm youths in the county. And he couldn’t offer much, being a poor schoolmaster living in Frank’s attic. However, he found Sarah wasn’t looking for a man of means, though her family were horse breeders and among the wealthiest families in the county. One crisp winter Sunday as they left church, she said she loved his gentle, caring soul and he remembered feeling his ears go hot at her words.


  The thoughts melted as the school came into view through the trees at the top of the hill the old brown gelding he rode had yet to climb. It was Frank’s spare horse, an animal of mixed breed called “Buck.” George imagined Buck could run like a deer at one time in his life, but those days seemed gone forever. Yet, Buck was a steady mount with the good balance of a mountain goat, needed in these parts, and they got along fine. As usual, Buck arrived safe and sound at the school and George dismounted and tied the reins to the hitching post under the shade of a hickory tree.


  It was too early for the students to start showing up so it gave him time to write lessons on the blackboard in the front of the room. When finished, he went to his desk and took a large pad of drawing paper out of the middle drawer. It was filled with his detailed pencil illustrations of the story he was telling the class after they finished the day’s lessons. This time of stretching the imagination and escaping for a short while their harsh reality was something they all looked forward to each day.


  He was a highly-skilled, self-taught artist, having spent countless hours in his younger years sketching on any scrap of paper he could find. Both his parents saw the value in his natural talent and saved brown wrapping paper from packages for him to use. He could have taken a job with Harpers Weekly like his father had wanted him to three years ago. He even made the long trip to the Washington City office and tried, but the man in charge of the art department just brushed him off as an illustrator of fairytales and wouldn’t listen to his pleas that the drawings of farm scenes, knights and dragons were the only samples he had to show and that he could illustrate any news story he was asked to do. It was a terrible blow. He comforted himself with the thought he would hate living in a city anyway. Instead of becoming an artist for any other paper, he turned to a profession greatly needed in the hills—a schoolmaster.


  He sat the pad on the top of the desk, glancing out the window at the old dead walnut tree, briefly wondering if the hawk would show again. For the last three story sessions, a red-tailed hawk had perched on the limb closest to the window and stayed for the whole story episode as if listening in. Then, George spotted twelve-year-old Becky Sites, all pigtails and freckles, walking up the trail just beyond the dead tree. She was early as usual.


  He heard her happily bound up the stairs. She pulled open the door, smiled at him and burst out, “Can I ring the bell like yesterday?”


  It was the same question first thing in the morning for every morning since the school year started. He swore she rushed to school early every day so she could do it before any one else arrived to steal the honor from her.


  He smiled gently at her. “Go ahead, Becky.”


  She rushed to her desk, dropped her books and went directly to the bell-rope hanging through a hole in the ceiling to the left of the blackboard. She gave it a good yank and kept it up, the bell’s tolling up in the bell tower echoing into the mountains and valley.


  The rest of the morning went much as George had planned in his lesson book. There was spelling, followed by reading and mathematics problems, according to age, and a break for lunch. History was finished early in the afternoon and that left story time. His tale was a timeless one of an evil and powerful Black Knight trying to usurp a kingdom. Eager faces watched him pick up the pad. As he did so, he glanced to his right out the window at the dead tree. Sure enough, the hawk came in for a graceful landing on the branch closest to the window. He smiled to himself at the mystery he intended to solve later when he got the chance.


  “Now where did we leave off yesterday?” he asked, knowing full well the answer.


  John Voorhees, his dark-haired ten-year-old nephew seated at a front desk, shot up his hand, waving it wildly. Behind him, Jim Crites, too, had a hand raised a split second faster.


  “Jimmy,” George said, nodding at him and getting an instant sour look from John.


  “The Black Knight had reached King Alfred’s chamber after his men killed the guards,” Jim said, looking quite self-satisfied at George’s nod.


  “Very good.” He flipped the page and held up a detailed drawing of a massive sinister-looking knight in black armor.


  “That’s him!” yelled nine-year-old Timmy Cunningham, Sarah’s younger brother.


  George took the excited comment as a cue to continue the saga. “And then the Black Night confronted the king.” He changed his voice to fit the evil character. “‘King Alfred, you are finished. Your army is destroyed, your wizard is dead and your kingdom is now mine. Bow before me or I will cut off your head!’ thundered the Black Night.”


  The children leaned forward in anticipation. Little seven-year-old Katie was chewing her nails.


  “Ah, but all was not yet lost. Gontor, the wizard, had one more trick up his sleeve that would take all that remained of his strength,” George continued and flipped the page to a detailed drawing of an old wizard in flowing robes reaching up from where he lay on the palace floor with a glowing orb in hand. George continued as the wizard. “‘In my last dying breath I call forth the Ancient One to defend our good king against the Dark Forces...’” George flipped the page to an exquisite drawing of a magnificent winged dragon showing its teeth in a fierce snarl. “And there appeared in a flash of white light a great dragon.”


  Katie stopped chewing her nails. All looked on with wide-eyed delight. From the back of the room, sixteen-year-old Albert called out, “Now the Black Knight’s going to get it.”


  “O-o-o-o-o!” said Timmy, an eagerness bright in his eyes.


  The door to the school room suddenly slammed open, making everyone jump and turn to look. Instant fear crept across most of their faces at the long shadow falling over them. The hawk took off from its perch to fly away into the mountains. George froze and swallowed hard at an unpleasant constricted sensation in his chest.


  Backlit and framed by the door stood Luther Boggs, head of the local Confederate Home Guard, in uniform with two revolvers strapped to his waist. Boggs just stood there staring at him malevolently, big and muscular with a half-smoked cigar clamped in his teeth, a grimy bandanna around his neck, four straight bear claw scars across his left cheek, and smelling of bear grease. Then Boggs strode forward up the center aisle between the desks, menacing, glowering, his spurs jingling at every step.


  Most of the children seemed to shrink in their seats as he passed them. A few looked at him in an admiring fashion. Albert glared defiantly. Behind him, outside, George could see his men sitting on their horses, waiting. All, George’s worst nightmare. He was suddenly angry with himself for being so busy with his story that he hadn’t heard the horses’ approach. The anger didn’t last. A chill ran down his spine as if someone had walked across his grave.


  “Why don’t you stop filling their heads full of this fairytale nonsense and teach them the three Rs?” Boggs demanded in a booming voice as he closed the space between them.


  Forcing his voice to be steady, George said, “I do, Mr. Boggs. We finished early and now it’s story time to stretch the imagination and—”


  Boggs stopped right in front of him, grinned savagely and cut him off. “It’s Captain Boggs to you. I’d say spare time would be better spent teaching them their patriotic duty to the Confederate States and Virginia, not making heroes out of creatures of the Devil.”


  George felt his hands holding the pad go clammy. I mustn’t give in to this bully. There’d be no end to the torture if he did that. “I beg to differ. This is West Virginia now, since June, and part of the Union.”


  “Well, we don’t recognize your illegal state,” Luther thundered. He snatched the pad of drawings from George’s hands, touched his cigar to the corner and held it up to the class as it slowly started to burn. He glared at the children. “You all see how nice this is starting to burn?”


  Most stared in silent fear. A few called out, “Yes.”


  He puffed up to his full height. “Well, if me or any of my boys catch any of your menfolk joining the Yankee militia known as the Swamp Dragons in these parts, this is what’s a goin’ to happen to your homes.”


  Boggs dropped the smoldering pad into the wire wastebasket at the side of the desk. He turned savagely on George and poked him in the chest with his forefinger several times as he spoke right into his face, his foul breath almost making George gag. “And that goes for you, too, though I expect you’re too yellow, schoolteacher.”


  “The children are all I care about,” George replied, struggling to show a strong front. His heart was thumping against his ribs like a trapped bird, and it was getting hard to breathe.


  Boggs turned away sharply and strode toward the door, making chicken-clucking noises. He stopped at the doorway and turned to George. “Figured you for a mother hen. Next you’ll be wearing a dress.” He burst into hearty laughter at his own joke and went out the door, slamming it behind him, making George and half the children jump.


  All heard the sound of horses’ hooves pounding away down the hill. George quickly grabbed the water pitcher on his desk and doused the fire. Then, he poured himself a glass and drank quickly. When he put it down on the desk, he noted his heart slowing and he took a deep breath.


  Albert found his voice first, yet he spoke in a quiet tone not much above a whisper, as if to speak louder might bring Boggs back. “Why didn’t you stop him, Mr. Voorhees? All that art work you did got ruined.”


  George leaned back and sat on his desk, running his hand through his dark hair. He looked over the whole class of questioning and frightened faces and stopped his gaze at Albert. “Well, Albert, sometimes it’s not the time to pick a fight, whether it’s with a schoolyard bully or a grown man behaving like one. I have all of you to think about and wasn’t about to be foolish with an armed man here in the school house.” He sighed. “I think you should all go home early today. Class dismissed.”


  The children were all very subdued as they gathered their things and filed out. George stayed perched on his desk a while, composing himself. Then, his thoughts retreated to Sarah and it was as if the sun had broken through storm clouds.


  On the way to her house, he stopped to pick some fall asters from a meadow and fern leaves from the bordering woods for a bouquet. The sun was going down by the time he finished. Flowers in hand, he’d only ridden a short way down the road when he heard horses behind him. A panic gripped him. He kicked Buck into a gallop and was making good speed down a level stretch of road when the horses behind him picked up speed and sounded like they were closing fast.


  “Wait up, George,” came the familiar voice of his brother.


  George looked over his shoulder in time to see Frank on the big chestnut, Beau, and Isaac on a black horse, round a bend in the road at a full gallop in the lengthening shadows. They were in their militia uniforms, the same dark-blue coats and sky-blue pants of the army regulars, and armed with a pistol and a carbine each.


  He felt his ears go hot with embarrassment. He pulled Buck to a stop. “You had me worried for a moment. I thought you were Boggs. Hello, Isaac,” he said as they caught up and pulled alongside.


  They were both in their early thirties. Frank was far more robust than George and favored their mother with his green eyes and honey-colored hair. Isaac was dark and favored his mother, a full-blooded Seneca.


  “Heard from Johnny that you had some trouble today,” Frank said grimly.


  “Boggs has got some nerve, terrorizing a bunch of school children and an unarmed man,” Isaac added, frowning.


  They all rode forward slowly.


  “He’s a bully using the war as an excuse to take what he wants. What can you expect?” George came back dismally. “I wish you’d capture him and his gang—or that the regular army from the fort in Petersburg gets him before someone gets killed.”


  Frank frowned, exasperated. “Maybe it’s time you took a stand, George. The whole of Laurel is beginning to wonder about you.”


  “That’s why we came looking for you,” Isaac butted in.


  Frank continued. “We’ve a militia meeting tonight at Captain Sites’ farm. Want you to come along.”


  George felt his face go hot and something stir deep inside his chest. He held up the flowers. “I got plans for this evening.”


  Together Frank and Isaac burst out, “Sarah Cunningham.”


  George grinned, meeting their frowns with a look of innocence.


  Frank shook his head. “She can wait,” he insisted. “You did promise to make the next tactical meeting, you know.”


  “Not tonight,” George said stubbornly.


  “You don’t have to join yet. Just hear out the boys and Captain Sites. See what’s going on in the real world outside your school,” Isaac urged.


  “Maybe next time,” George shot back.


  Frank, riding next to him, reached out and touched his shoulder, an earnest, almost frightened look in his eyes in the fading light. “There might not be a next time for you. Boggs should have made that plain with his visit. He may be back to conscript you by force or shoot you as a traitor right in front of the children. Do you want them to go through that?”


  “You ain’t gonna be able to hide behind bein’ a teacher much longer,” Isaac added. “Some of them little darlins in your class have menfolk ridin’ with Boggs or that other bushwacker, John McNeill.”


  George was beginning to feel extremely set upon, like a cornered rabbit. “I know. But they all deserve an education and who’s going to teach them if I’m riding with you, chasing Boggs or the McNeill’s Rangers or any other rebels? End of discussion. I’m going to see Sarah and then go home.”


  Frank rolled his eyes in frustration. “Your funeral. If you change your mind, you know where we will be. And don’t say anything to Sarah or her family about the meeting. You know where their sympathies lie.”


  “Like I would betray my own brother and friends? What do you take me for?” George snapped peevishly, highly affronted.


  Frank and Isaac rode away into the twilight without saying another word.


  “Next time. I promise,” George yelled after them, sighed deeply and rode on at a trot. The trapped feeling wouldn’t let up no matter how much he fought it. A dull sinking sensation grew in his stomach and, before he knew it, the feeling of hopelessness that had plagued him for months rolled over him again.


  The Cunningham farm bordered the main road to Petersburg. George rode past the cornfield, now full of stubble from the harvest, and trotted Buck up the lane to a well-kept two-story white clapboard farmhouse with a wrap-around covered porch. He dismounted and tied Buck’s reins to the hitching post by the front porch, straightened his worn brown jacket and walked up the porch stairs. He knocked on the front door and it was opened immediately, but only enough to reveal Timmy standing there, looking rather surprised to see him.


  “Mr. Voorhees! I didn’t think you’d come here after what happened today at school,” Timmy said simply, standing there unmoving.


  “I don’t know why not. I’m not about to let a bully stop me from visiting Sarah.” He forced a smile.


  Sarah suddenly pushed Timmy out of the way, frowning at him. “Timmy, go help Pa with the evening barn chores.”


  Timmy disappeared. George felt like melting on the spot when Sarah looked up at him with her expressive blue eyes the color of the autumn sky. The sight of her made everything seem so much better in his world. She came out and closed the door behind her.


  George held out the flowers to her. “I picked them myself.”


  “Thank you. You’re always so kind and thoughtful.” She took them and sighed, looking longingly from the flowers to him.


  He swore she could see clear to his soul and was totally mesmerized. Slowly, ever so gently he took her free hand in his. She squeezed his hand lightly. Tears began to appear in her eyes. It was unexpected, like jarring notes in a favorite song. The shock brought him back to earth.


  “Is there something wrong?” he asked, his stomach suddenly feeling like it was full of grasshoppers.


  She blinked back the tears. “No... Well... I—”


  The door suddenly opened. Her older brother Andrew was standing there, a grim look on his aquiline face. He was wearing an open gray Rebel cavalry shell jacket over his civilian shirt and a pair of revolvers strapped to his waist.


  George’s mouth gaped in shock. “Andy! You with…Boggs?”


  Andy stepped out on the porch to push in protectively between his sister and George. “I think it best you not see Sarah any more until you decide whether your loyalties are with Lincoln’s illegal state or the Old Dominion. And from what Timmy says, you’re on shaky ground.”


  Andy took his tearful sister by the arm and hauled her into the house with him, slamming the door in George’s face.


  Outraged, George pounded on the door with his fists. “Sarah! Sarah!” he shouted, his voice cracking.


  “Leave, boy. Unless you’re willing to make up your mind,” her father’s voice sounded from the side of the porch, startling him.


  George turned to find Mr. Cunningham, a strongly-built, middle-aged man with a full beard, standing in the side yard in his work clothes.


  Struggling to keep what composure he had left, George took a step to the top of the stairs. “Mr. Cunningham, I can’t… The children… I—”


  Mr. Cunningham strode forward, his eyes flinty hard, and untied Buck’s reins. He thrust them at George. “Then git off my property. Come back when you’ve made up your mind to join us. Time to root hog or die.”


  The injustice of it all welled up inside George so much he wanted to yell with fury. But it would do no good. Dejected, without another word, George took the reins, mounted and rode away at a slow trot, his eyes burning and feeling a terrible hollow inside him he didn’t want to feel or examine.


  A dark cold hole where Sarah had been.


  Chapter 2


  The Witch, the Bushwacker, and the Schoolmaster


  



  A red-tailed hawk dived low over the treetops of a well-tended apple orchard. It glided toward an old cabin with a covered porch next to a dilapidated barn in the woods at the end of an overgrown farm lane. Chickens scattered, but the hawk ignored them. It darted into an open window.


  Moments later an elderly woman pushed open the front door and emerged onto the porch with a large corked jug in her hands. Her long white hair was kept in place by a kerchief, and over an old calico dress she wore a stained apron. She gave the general impression of a kindly grandmother, yet to some in the area she was an old wise woman who must be respected if not downright feared. She was called witch by most of the God-fearing people in the county. In reality she was, but she wasn’t a devil worshiper like some of the more superstitious fools who avoided her wanted to believe; a notion of pure ignorance held by people with no knowledge of the ancient ways that predated their religion. She specialized in healing herbs, teas, tonics, and was the area midwife who’d seen to the birth of most the people in her part of the county. Always she was ready to help the local doctor who relied on her for tough cases that didn’t respond to his pills. She learned her secrets while still a young girl, from an old Seneca shaman and from nature itself—and the spirits who dwelled in secret magical places in the wilderness beyond the prying eyes of the locals. Hers was a different reality that existed right beside and in, yet not a part, of that world. And most important of all, she’d taken an oath long ago to care for and guard the community. No one knew her family. She went by only the name of Abigail.


  She sat the jug on a long wooden bench on the porch, then went back into the cabin. She brought out a wooden box of small empty bottles and sat it next to the jug. As she made herself comfortable on the bench, the chickens emerged from their hiding places to scratch for bugs in the yard.


  “Fool birds,” she mumbled. “Never will figure out the hawk won’t hurt you. It’s this form of me that wrings your necks when I’m in the mood for a good chicken stew or roast.” She chuckled, reached for a funnel in the box and started to carefully pour out medicine into the first of the bottles.


  A black cat sauntered out of the cabin and hopped up on the bench next to her.


  “Well, hello, Merlin. Don’t you knock over any of my medicine bottles, now,” she said, putting down the jug a moment to ruffle his ears.


  Merlin looked at her in a loving way through squinting yellow eyes, purring loudly, and jumped down and rubbed around her legs. At the sound of approaching horses, he growled, hissed and retreated into the house. Abigail put the first full bottle into the box, stood and wiped her hands on her apron, staring down the lane. “Now who can that be?” she muttered.


  She let her senses drift. Then frowned. The answer was quick. Luther Boggs and about a dozen men were riding down her lane. She just glowered at them the moment they came into view around the bend and rode up to her cabin. “What do you want, Luther Boggs? There are no school children to scare here.”


  Boggs forced a wry smile, dismounted and walked toward her. “Now, now, Abigail, is that a nice way to greet your guests?”


  “I don’t recall issuing an invitation to you,” she said sourly.


  He stopped his advance at the foot of the weathered porch stairs and drew himself to his full height. “That’s ’cause I don’t need none.”


  Not about to be intimidated by this posturing toad, Abigail strode across the porch to the top of the stairs, her hands on her hips. “Then state your business and git off my property. I got medicine to put up folks around here need.”


  Luther turned to his men and in a sarcastic tone said, “Here I am being nice and all I get is abuse.”


  Like a pack of dogs before their leader, the men nodded, laughed or called out, “Yes, sir.”


  Boggs turned his attention back to her, his eyes dark with malevolence. “You’re lucky we don’t burn you out for the blasphemous witch you are, old woman. The only thing that saves you is the fact your medicine works and the womenfolk need your midwife skills. We, therefore, have to protect you from the local Yankee militia—them damned Swamp Dragons—for a price.”


  Her frown grew deeper. “Somehow I knowed it would come to this.”


  Boggs put his foot on the first step and leaned toward her menacingly. “Your price will be three of them fat hens for our supper and a dozen bottles of that influenza elixir. With winter comin’ on, we’ll need it, right, boys?”


  He looked over his shoulder and the men said, “Yes, Captain” or nodded. Then, he looked back at her, his eyes stony hard.


  “That’s a mighty steep price. One I can hardly afford,” she said, outrage twisting deep in her.


  “Pay it or burn. We don’t want no witch working for the Swamp Dragons.” His tone dripped venom.


  She looked daggers at him. She wanted so to send the whole lot of them flying into the South Branch River, but she couldn’t do such a rash action without drawing unwanted attention to her true abilities. It would cause more harm than good. Instead, she sighed and went into her house. The squawks from her chickens let her know she’d be missing three as she picked up from the shelf a wooden box of bottles containing a tincture of elderberry and echinacea with a touch of goldenseal. When she went back out and sat the box on the edge of the porch, Boggs grinned at her. Taking off his hat and bowing, he said in such a sugar-coated fashion it almost made her ill, “I do thank you for your kind generosity in your support of our Confederate Home Guard.”


  He turned away from her and headed back to his horse as three men came from the side of the cabin, each with a fluttering and squawking hen. Another dismounted long enough to pick all the bottles out of the box and stuff them in his saddlebags.


  “Now git off my property,” she said to Boggs’ back. “And remember this, Luther Boggs, what goes around comes around. And in your case, it ain’t gonna be pretty.”


  Boggs mounted his horse and brutally hauled it around to face her. He pointed his finger right at her, his face alight with malice, and bellowed, “And you remember this, witch. You ain’t invincible. You sass me in the future and I’ll burn you out and send you to the hell fires where you belong.”


  He swung his horse around and rode away, followed by his men.


  Her face twisted in a scowl. She pointed at him to mark him and yelled, “You’ll get yours, Luther Boggs, as will those who follow you into the darkness you create. Mark my words, you will. I wish you on yourselves in the worst possible way!” She turned and went back to her bottling, satisfied she truly did put the best curse possible on Boggs. By the oath she took, she could only call on the Universe for justice. Her way was not that of Black Magic. A death curse was as bad for the maker as the intended victim, and used only by those who’d turned away from the Light.


  Merlin came out of the house and hopped up on the bench to sit next to her. She paused after filling one more bottle to stroke his silky midnight fur, eliciting a purr, and found it calmed her own nerves as usual.


  Then came the galloping hoof-falls of a single horse on her lane. Merlin didn’t stir this time.


  “Now who…” she started, yet noticed whoever it was felt different. She smiled at the familiar voice shouting the second before the rider hit the last turn that would bring him into view.


  “Abigail! Abigail! Are you all right?” George charged around the turn and up to the stairs, pulling old Buck to a skidding stop.


  She’d brought him into the world and he checked on her now and then. She always found him pleasant company.


  “I saw Luther Boggs and his gang come out of your lane. I hid in the bushes and watched them. I saw they had some of your chickens—I was afraid—”


  She smiled kindly at him. “I’m fine, George, but very angry. They robbed me, and threatened to burn me out. But, to hear them tell it, I paid them to keep the Swamp Dragons away.”


  George frowned and shook his head, dropping his gaze to stare at the ground.


  She didn’t have to read him deeply. “Something’s bothering you, child?”


  He sighed. “It’s been a bad day for me, too. First Boggs visited my class to threaten us all. Then, when I went to visit Sarah, I was kicked out by Andy and their Pa. They want me to join Boggs.”


  “Oh? I’m sorry to hear that,” she said sympathetically. The anger rose again within her like a serpent of fire, over such a black soul tormenting the community.


  “You know there’s no way I’ll do that. But, they’ve got no right to keep Sarah and me apart. So I was on my way to a militia meeting at the Sites farm to see what they have to say. Keeping my promise to Frank. That’s when I saw Boggs and stopped.”


  “Sounds to me like you really don’t want to get involved in this foolish war,” she said.


  “In a way, I really don’t. But, everyone in Laurel’s starting to think I’m a coward. I hate Boggs for terrorizing innocent people and I want our new state to be free of his kind, but who’ll teach the children?”


  She could feel his hurt as if it were a physical force. “Go with your heart, George.”


  He looked at her and smiled weakly. “Can’t do that. I’m afraid it’s broken.”


  “You’ll find your way, George. Sometimes we have to pass through a storm before we truly find ourselves and set things right. As to the Luther Boggs of this world, they only think they have power. Power without honor’s a terrible illusion. The winds of change are about to blow. Whatever way you go, trust it’ll be the right way. You have more heart than anyone I know in these parts. It’s hurt but not broken. And wherever you go, remember, you’re always welcome here.” She smiled softly at him.


  “Thank you, Abigail,” he said. “I hope you are right.”


  “Now, go on to your meeting. I’ll be all right. We will see each other again.” Of that she was sure.


  He waved and turned his horse to trot away. And as he did so, Abigail felt a sudden chill as she pulled her thoughts from him. In that split second, she saw that the silver cord of his life, woven by fate, crossed that of Boggs in the time continuum—and that Boggs’ cord didn’t continue on past that point. It was a good sign. Yet, how such a meek and gentle soul could end a reign of terror she couldn’t presently see. It was as if the answer hadn’t yet formed. Perhaps there’d be some kind of accident involving the two men. The Universe was full of such chaotic events. She smiled knowingly to herself.


  “You’ll get what’s coming to you, Luther Boggs. It only remains to be seen how it will come.”


  Chapter 3


  The Swamp Dragons


  



  The way to the Sites farm was familiar to George. He’d made it a habit to know where all his students lived just in case they became ill and needed their school work brought to them, or needed extra tutoring. He’d acknowledged for a time that Joshua Sites, the father of Becky, his self-appointed official school bell ringer, was the commander of the new state militia in Hardy County. George realized, too, that associating with Sites would make him more of a target for Boggs and his cutthroats. It was bad enough that Frank was a target. Boggs would feel justified more than ever in his sick mind to threaten Martha and little Johnny, with two of the family menfolk in the militia. Things could get very ugly, very fast. With these dismal thoughts rambling through his mind, every flutter of a leaf or deer running in the twilight around the road became a hidden assassin. While Buck plodded on in his determined way, George kept turning nervously in the saddle, looking into the deepening shadows. A barn owl wailed suddenly from an old tree, causing him to turn so quickly he almost fell out of the saddle. His heart raced and he found himself feeling so foolish.


  “Buck, I don’t think I’m going to make a very good soldier if I can be scared by a silly owl.”


  The moment he saw a small farmhouse with the lights on in a front room down the next country lane he put Buck into a trot toward it, swinging away from the main road. There were no other horses there. He quickly reasoned they’d been put in the bank barn some distance from the house to be hidden from any prying eyes of Boggs’ men. As he rode up to the hitching post, George noticed the light go out. He dismounted, tied the reins and walked up the porch steps to the door and knocked. On the other side of the door he could have sworn he heard the click of a revolver hammer being thumbed back.


  “Who is it?” Joshua’s strong voice demanded.


  “It’s just me, George Voorhees,” George said timidly, with doubts sprouting in his mind like weeds.


  The door was pulled open wide. Joshua stood there, a smile appearing under his full mustache. He was in his shirt sleeves, but his trousers were army issue. George couldn’t help but see him let the hammer down easy on the revolver he held at his side, pointing at the floor. “Come in. This is a pleasant surprise. Your brother said you were visiting Sarah Cunningham.”


  George smiled weakly and stepped in to see Isaac, Frank and three other men, some seated, some standing around the small parlor, all in uniform. An army issue map was spread on a table before them. They were all staring at him. The door was quickly shut behind him. He flopped down in an empty chair by the table, feeling miserable. He cleared his throat. “Well, I was going to, only when I got there I was told in no uncertain terms by Andy and their Pa that I wasn’t to come back unless I take up with Boggs. Andy had on a rebel shell jacket and a couple of revolvers strapped to his waist.” Just recalling the scene made his throat tight.


  Isaac frowned. “Dang! I knew there was something wrong with Andy when he snubbed me at the general store this morning. Hope you lit into ’em.”


  George looked at him, his mouth dropping open in astonishment. “I did nothing of the kind! I left.”


  Frank’s eyes widened as if he couldn’t believe what he heard. “George!”


  “Don’t ‘George’ me!” he said, suddenly angry. “Andy had guns. He could have shot me. Besides, I didn’t want to make a scene in front of Sarah. I don’t want to lose her. I know she still loves me. I can see it in her eyes.”


  Frank rolled his eyes. The others said nothing, only watched and listened.


  Frank nodded toward him. “My brother, the romantic and spinner of tales of good dragons and evil knights in my attic. Do you fellows really want to convince him to join the militia? He lives with his head in the clouds. Now, I’m sorry I even asked him here.”


  “Well, I wasn’t going to come. I was thinking about it. I saw Boggs leave Abigail’s place with chickens. I hid and watched them ride away. I checked on her. She’s all right, but plenty mad. They stole medicine and chickens, she told me. They said it was payment to protect her from the Swamp Dragons. I talked with her a while. She said to come and see what you had to say. I did make a promise, Frank. I keep my promises.”


  “They’re idiots to torment that old witch woman,” Isaac butted in. “Shows how they’ll stop at nothing. You got to take a stand, George. You can’t hide in that fantasy world forever, school or no school. I heard this afternoon from Bill Webber who lives over toward Rio that Boggs has conscripted James Evens and Clyde Van Meter. They’re men who wanted to remain neutral, too.”


  George felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to find Sites standing by him.


  “Don’t pay your brother no mind,” Sites said casually. “Isaac’s right. Besides, we need all the good men we can get. Nothing wrong with a clever mind.”


  “But, I never fired a gun before. Let alone fired one at a man,” he said in almost a whisper. He looked up at Sites; almost envied him for being able to make a stand in an unsure world.


  “These are hard times,” boomed Isaac. “You’ll learn. Most of what follows Boggs is thieving, murdering scum anyway. It’s no mystery they’re behind Ben Ours’ murder last week and the hanging of Ben’s freed slave hired man. Next he’ll be after our families. You want that?”


  “No. But, what about the children? My job’s…” he started. And then, as his feelings of frustration peaked, his resoluteness began leaking away.


  “You can continue to teach until we’re called away on a scouting or raiding mission. You’ll need a pistol. I’d advise you to keep one with you at all times. And you’ll be issued a uniform and other equipment.” Sites was suddenly holding out to him an enlistment form and pencil. “We need you, George.”
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