







“Let me in, Miss McKendrick.”

The moment Augusta heard the deep male voice, she hugged her arms around her waist. He couldn’t come in here. He mustn’t.

But how was she going to keep him out? If there was anything she was beginning to learn about the Major, it was that he had a will of granite. Her lips pursed. But then, she had a stubborn will of her own.

“Surely you don’t mean to deny me the privacy of my own room,” she challenged.

“Yes. I do. I’ve been given the task of guarding you, and I intend to do so.”

She scrambled to find some tangible reason for him to stay away. “It wouldn’t be proper for you to come in here at night, Major.”

“No. It probably wouldn’t be, Miss McKendrick.”

The relief his statement brought was banished when she heard an awful crash. The wood splintered near the lock, the knob bouncing to the floor. Within seconds, the door was open and she was face to face with Major Jackson St. Charles….
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To Isolde,
thanks for the “T”
and sympathy
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Prologue
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Wellsville, Kentucky 1865

The two women stood motionless in front of the cracked mirror, gazing at their own reflections. It was a position they’d taken innumerable times—one which, in the past, had helped them to draw strength from what they saw there. A living confirmation that although fate might have decreed them sisters, a bond much stronger than blood had made them friends.

“Gus? Gus, I don’t think I can bear it much longer.”

The voice was more plea than whisper, barely heard over the sigh of the wind and the scuttling of dry leaves being blown down the drive.

A draft seeped through the windows and the curtains quivered. The lamplight trembled and spat, causing the features reflected in the cracked glass to ripple and dim, then bloom into focus again more sharply than before.

Augusta touched her younger sister’s cheek, filled with wonder when she found the skin warm to the touch. After all Effie had been through this evening, Augusta had expected to find her sibling chilled. Augusta herself felt cold to the bone. But not Effie. Her shoulders were drawn back to a proud angle, her chin tilted ever so slightly—even though she must have seen the truth in the mirror.

The way they both looked so pale.

Surreal.

Ghostlike.

“What are we going to do, Gus?” Effie cried, her facade of strength melting away, her body beginning to tremble. She sank onto the chair in front of her dressing table, clutching her hands together.

How alike they were. Of about the same build, nearly the same coloring. But there the similarities ended. Where one was strong, stubborn and willful, the other was fragile, genteel. Almost childlike.

“Nothing,” Augusta McKendrick stated firmly. “We’re going to go on as we always have. No one needs to know that Armiture wrote to us or that he insisted on meeting with us personally.”

“But …”

“It never happened. We never saw Senator Armiture. If anyone asks what transpired tonight … the occupants of Billingsly were all in the salon sewing together.”

“But, surely—”

“Please, Effie. Just this once. Do as I say.”

Augusta saw the way Effie’s eyes flared. Then, as quickly as the rebellion had appeared, the fire was gone and she became submissive.

“Very well.” Effie glanced down at the vanity table draped in a lacy shawl. Nervously fingering the bottles and pots and china containers, she finally grasped the handle of a sterling silver brush. When she lifted it to her hair, her hand shook so violently she cried out, “I can’t stand this! I want it to go away!”

Effie’s eyes grew wide and haunted and Augusta feared she might swoon. Effie’s heart wasn’t as strong as it should be, and strain of any kind often heralded some sort of illness—a reaction Augusta must guard against at all costs. After a bout with scarlet fever when she was fourteen, Effie’s health had not been the same.

“Hush, Effie.” She bent to hug her sister close in order to calm her, to no avail. “Don’t carry on this way. It isn’t good for you. Not when you’ve been feeling so poorly the last few weeks.”

Sensing that Effie had barely heard her, Augusta held her until the wild trembling of her body subsided. All the while, she studied their reflections as if they were strangers in a play.

Augusta wished it were a play. Then she would have some sort of script, some idea of what to expect in the days to come.

But life rarely evolved so tidily. It scared Augusta how unpredictable fate could be and how much a turn of bad luck affected her sister. Effie felt things much too deeply. She carried her emotions in her hands, never having learned as Augusta had that sometimes it was easier not to feel. Better not to dream. The future, after all, wasn’t always a nicer place to be. She’d learned such a fact some time ago when her own hopes for the future had been sacrificed to the necessity of making a living for herself.

It took a considerable amount of time and coaxing, but when Effie grew calm, Augusta pried the brush from her fingers. “Hush, now. Nothing will come of this. You’ll see that I’m right. No one will dare to blame anyone at this school of wrongdoing, let alone make an accusation.”

“But the authorities will try to find Senator Armiture! They’ll come here to search!”

“If they do, there’ll be nothing to find but a half-empty finishing school tottering on the brink of ruin.”

Slowly, methodically, Augusta began to run the brush through her sister’s hair. The tresses was soft and pretty, like butternut-colored embroidery silk. Augusta had always wanted hair like that, but hers was too curly, too thick. Simply one more reason why Effie McKendrick had been considered the pretty one—gathering beaux like a blossom gathered bees—while Augusta had been forced to content herself with the leavings.

She hadn’t minded really. Even then, all those years ago—when such things as balls and clothes and gentlemen callers had mattered—Augusta had never been able to deny Effie the best of whatever the world had to offer. Not when Effie struggled each day with her weak lungs and fragile heart. If their situation was different, Augusta would have moved them to a warmer climate where it wouldn’t be such a struggle for Effie to maintain her health.

“Do you remember that apple tree behind our house, Effie? Do you remember how I caught you once, sitting in the crook of that withered branch, holding court to nearly a dozen boys? A dozen!”

“Yes,” Effie answered hesitantly. “Yes, I remember.”

“Unfortunately, Mama saw you too. That’s when she sent word to Papa that we would have to board at Billingsly until we learned to behave properly. How we fought her! We even talked Clarence into helping us run away. You couldn’t have been more than fourteen at the time.”

“Thirteen. It was before the fever.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

Bit by bit, as Augusta deliberately forced Effie to recall their childhood, her sister began to relax, the rhythmic brush strokes lulling her to a near trancelike state.

“Better?” Augusta asked.

Effie nodded.

“Then climb into bed,” she ordered as if Effie were a child. “Dawn and its duties will be here soon enough.”

When Effie tried to protest, Augusta placed a finger on her mouth to stop her.

“Don’t. Don’t argue. You need the sleep—more desperately now than ever before. I’ll take care of everything. Leave it to me.”

Effie hesitated, obviously torn between what she thought was right and her own exhaustion.

“Please,” Augusta urged. “Do it for me, if not for yourself. You know we’ve an embroidery class scheduled for tomorrow. You’re the only one who can teach it. I’m hopeless with a needle.”

Her sister’s lips twitched, ever so slightly. It was a flimsy excuse and both of them knew it. But it was what Effie needed to save her pride.

Slipping the wrapper from her shoulders, Effie stood, allowing the garment to drip over the chair like a layer of silk icing. It was then that Augusta was reminded of the bruises which were darkening Effie’s skin. Violent marks that curved around her neck and arms.

Effie padded barefoot to her bed, using the cherry wood stepping block to climb onto the puffy feather mattress. Augusta pulled the blankets over her sister’s shoulders and tucked a strand of hair behind Effie’s ear—as she had done when they’d first been sent to Billingsly and Effie had suffered from bouts of homesickness.

“Sleep,” Augusta whispered.

When she tried to leave, Effie grasped her wrist. “You’re sure we’re doing the right thing?”

Augusta nodded, forcing her lips into a smile. “Yes. I’m sure.” She blew out the lamp and went to the door, waiting there for several minutes. Long enough to hear Effie sigh and settle deeper into her pillow. Then Augusta tiptoed from the room and down the stairs.

Hesitantly, she approached the study, her stomach knotting in anticipation, her hands growing clammy. As silently as she could, she slid the pocket doors wide. Padding forward, she peered around the brocade settee.

Armiture was there, lying in the darkness, a pool of blood seeping from the gunshot wound to his head.

“Is he dead? Is he really dead?”

She should have expected the voice. Although she’d ordered the students to leave the room and return to their own quarters, she shouldn’t have assumed that they would. Not when they’d proven to be stubborn on countless occasions.

She saw them huddled near the sideboard and knew immediately that the whisper had come from Revel-Ann Tate. If possible, her dark eyes had grown even blacker, sparkling with a mixture of horror, determination, and intrigue.

Thank heaven most of the girls hadn’t been in the room when the shooting had occurred. Otherwise, Augusta knew the students would be far more difficult to handle than they already were.

“Well? Is he?”

Before Augusta could respond, the oldest girl, Buttercup Browning, shot Revel-Ann a withering glance. “Of course he’s dead, you dolt. Most of his brain matter has been splattered all over the—”

“Enough!” Augusta scolded, but it was too late. Thelma Richter was wilting to the floor. Thankfully—due to the experience they’d gained after many similar swoonings—Aster and Pansy Browning grasped her arms, holding her in a limp, upright position.

Positioning herself between her students and the body on the floor, Augusta drew herself to full height, donning the intimidating mask she’d worn often enough in her role as their teacher and guardian. Since the owner of the school, Mrs. Marble, had suffered a stroke and moved to town, Augusta was the only adult influence in their lives other than Effie—and Effie was far too indulgent with them to count for much in the way of moral guidance.

“Go to bed. All of you.”

“But—”

She wasn’t sure who uttered the automatic protest. Augusta simply interrupted it with, “Go … to … bed.” Her glance became steely. “Nothing has happened here. Nothing at all—do you understand?”

The thick pall that settled over the room was the only answer she needed. These girls knew what she meant. If anyone were to come and ask about Senator Armiture, none of them had seen him, none of them had even heard of him. Her students had experienced enough of the war’s repercussions to sense the inherent danger they faced as soon as this man’s disappearance came to light. The war might have ended between the Union and Confederate armies, but it was far from over for them. It would take years to put their lives back together and build some sort of future.

“Good night, Miss Augusta.” Buttercup was the first to speak, her glacial blue eyes skipping from girl to girl in such a way that Augusta knew they would soon follow her out the door.

“Yes, ma’am. Good night.”

“Good night.”

One by one, they went into the hall, the trio formed by Pansy, Aster, and the reviving Thelma the last to go.

Augusta waited, listening to their footsteps on the staircase, the creaking of the floorboards, and the slam of their bedroom doors. Then finally … quiet. Blessed quiet.

Again, she regarded the man on the floor, the man who had put them in so much trouble, who had made them so frightened. She knew she should be sorry he was dead, but somehow, she couldn’t summon the emotions. Not after all he’d done. All he’d tried to do.

“Miz ’Kendrick?”

The whisper caused Augusta to jump. Whirling, she faced the tall black man who stepped out of the shadows pooling under the threshold.

“I brought de buggy back here like you asked. I left it out front.”

“Thank you, Elijah.” Her throat grew tight, but she swallowed, forcing back the fear, the worry, the nausea, and the weak display of tears.

“You’ll be wantin’ me to take him away?”

Elijah had always been so kind. Unlike the rest of the slaves and servants who’d helped with the work at Billingsly, he hadn’t fled the moment he’d heard about Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. He’d been given such a chance long ago when Mrs. Marble, the owner of the Billingsly School for Young Ladies, had given him his papers. He’d stayed because he was needed here. He’d stayed because this was his home.

“Dump him in the pond, Elijah.”

“Dey’ll find him dere, Miz ’Kendrick,” Elijah warned. He then added, “Let me take care of him. Dat way, if anybody asks, you don’ know where de body is.”

He crossed the room in lithe, noiseless strides. Tall to a fault and built with shoulders which could have rivaled Atlas’s, he was a picture of strength. Rolling the dead man in the rug where he lay sprawled, facedown, Elijah hefted the body over his shoulder. At the door, he paused, turning to regard Augusta quite seriously.

“He won’t be botherin’ you or Miz Effie anymore, Miz ’Gusta.”

Augusta nodded, her gaze drawn to the tiny droplets of blood which created a trail from the place the man had fallen to where Elijah held him now.

“No. He won’t.”

“An’ Miz Effie …” The question he wanted to ask hung in the air, too horrible to be spoken aloud. “Was he … dat is … did we stop him in time?”

Augusta nodded, the tears crowding so close they burned the back of her throat. “She has a few bruises and scrapes but … he didn’t hurt her any more than that, Elijah.”

His relief was obvious. “Den de Lawd is good, Miz ’Kendrick. De Lawd is good.”

“Yes, Elijah,” she echoed as he backed from the room. Moments later she heard the click of the front door closing behind him. “But if the Lord is so good,” she whispered to no one but herself, “then why didn’t He stop this before it started?”

Why hadn’t He struck Senator Tobias Armiture down with a bolt of lightning instead of arranging for the man’s life to be ended with a bullet to the brain?

The tears came, first one, then another. Wrapping her arms around her waist, Augusta sank to the floor, sobbing, trying to reassure herself that everything she’d told Effie was true. No one would discover what had happened. No one would trace Armiture here.

So why didn’t she believe it?

Why was her heart so filled with dread?
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Augusta! Soldiers are coming down the front drive!”

After the first few words, Augusta barely heard the rest of Pansy Browning’s warning.

Eight months. It had been eight months since the war had ended, but the cry of alarm from the young girl had the power to jar Augusta to the core of her soul. Especially now.

The precious bag of clothespins she held fell from her too-cold fingers to scatter onto the frozen ground. They were a luxury in times like these and she couldn’t afford to lose a single one. But even as she lamented their loss, the sound of approaching horses crescendoed in her ears.

“No, no!” she whispered under her breath. This couldn’t be happening. Not after two weeks of blissful peace. She’d been so sure that they were safe, she’d unconsciously allowed her guard to drop.

Augusta felt the panicky glances from the two students who had come to help her with the task. Buttercup glowered in a way that was much too severe for a girl of nineteen while Aster blinked with something akin to shock.

“Miss Augusta! What shall we do?” Pansy ran to lean over the back verandah, her face white with terror.

Augusta felt an answering horror bubbling inside her. The urge to shepherd the inhabitants of the Billingsly School for Young Ladies inside and lock the doors swept over her, immediately, overpoweringly.

As soon as it came, Augusta thrust the instinctive reaction away, reminding herself that there was no reason to respond too hastily. The Union soldiers weren’t necessarily here for anything of a serious nature. The area was filled with the troops who aided the provisional government. These men could be harmless—merely passing through on their way back to town.

Unfortunately, her heart didn’t have the same confidence as her brain. She found herself dropping to her knees and searching blindly for the clothespins. It was the first thing that came to mind, the first task she felt would appear honest and aboveboard. Innocent.

The moment she was committed to the exercise, she realized her error. Even Buttercup and Aster gazed at her in astonishment. Over an inch of snow had fallen the night before and the chill weather had not allowed it to melt. Since Augusta had run outside to remove the laundry from the line without donning her mittens, she was forced to sink her fingers into the white powder, causing her hands to grow even more numb. Too late, she realized she should have remained standing. To be found kneeling this way, for whatever reason, put her at an immediate disadvantage.

The clop of hooves grew louder, their gait quick and urgent. Gasping, she saw a trio of horses rounding the corner of the house and galloping in her direction.

“Buttercup, Aster, get into the house!”

Augusta struggled to stand, but the tangle of her skirts and the weakness invading her limbs held her down as the three Union soldiers brought their mounts to a skidding halt mere inches away. The girls, too terrified to move, stood where they were.

No. No! Augusta thought frantically when she saw the hard set of the soldiers’ features, the determined glint of their eyes. She offered a quick, silent prayer. Please, let them be here for water, or a quick warming by the fire. Please, please, don’t let them be here on some government errand.

But most of all … don’t let them be here for any of us.

“You, there!”

She couldn’t move. The last breath she’d taken was wedged in her throat. The man in charge hadn’t spoken to the young women. His call had been directed at her.

“Are you Augusta McKendrick?”

She looked up into an implacable face and a ferocious scowl barely concealed by a weather-stained hat.

Dear Lord above, she thought as she met the man’s gaze. He was going to shoot her. Here and now. Before she even had a chance to defend herself.

“You are Augusta McKendrick, are you not?” the man asked again, his tone as crisp and sharp as flint to stone. His gaze was direct and penetrating, as if he meant to peer into her very soul.

“Yes. Yes, of course.” The reply was barely a whisper, but somehow she knew he’d heard it.

“Get up. The rest of you stand back out of the way.”

The clipped commands he issued were barely civil in tone.

Buttercup and Aster cautiously stepped toward the house, then turned and ran the rest of the way.

Breathing more easily now that the girls were gone, Augusta rose as gracefully as she could from her position.

The leader of the group turned his head briefly, issuing some sort of muffled order. Immediately, his men dismounted, their boots crunching in the snow.

Augusta hoped that since the soldiers were on the ground, she would feel less intimidated. But she was wrong. There was no comfort to be found in the way they watched her, their hands slipping into their jackets and resting on the butts of their revolvers as if they were prepared to shoot her at the slightest provocation.

“What’s this about?” she asked, her voice stronger, but still not emerging as unaffected as she would have wished.

The soldier in charge—a major, judging by the decorations on his coat—didn’t even glance her way. Instead, his eyes restlessly roamed the yard as he ordered softly, “Search the area.”

The strength rushed from her body. “I beg your pardon!”

The man didn’t pause in his instructions to his men. “According to the records, there are two teachers in residence. There’s also a Negro handyman, and five young girls ages thirteen to nineteen. If you find anyone who doesn’t fit those descriptions, apprehend them immediately for questioning. We’ll deal with those who do belong here later, after we’ve made our search.”

The two men split up, one in the direction of the outbuildings, the other making his way toward the three-story dwelling that served as both school and dormitory.

“Now wait a minute!” Lifting her skirts, she took a few quick steps to intercept the two soldiers, but such actions were futile, so she whirled to face their leader. “What is the meaning of this? I demand to know why you feel you have the right to barge into our affairs and send your men poking through our buildings!”

But she knew. The pounding of her heart told her plainly enough.

The major withdrew a stiff envelope from his coat pocket. Bending from his vantage point on his horse, he held it in her direction. “I have written permission from a Mrs. Willard Marble—Agnes Marble—the owner of this establishment. Such permission is hardly necessary, however, since a warrant is being signed even as we speak.”

Augusta took the note, immediately recognizing the spidery script. After her stroke, Mrs. Marble had gone to live with her daughter, leaving the Billingsly School for Young Ladies in the hands of her staff. A staff which had dwindled to Augusta and Effie, both of whom had originally been hired to teach little more than literature, art, and women’s handicrafts.

“Why is it necessary to search the property at all?” she asked coolly, handing the letter back to him.

He took it with a hand sheathed in worn, stained leather. Augusta shivered at the sight. After she’d spent so many years of war and fighting to survive the conflict, those gloves told her a lot about him. More than he would have realized had he cared about such things. She knew in an instant that—to this soldier—appearances meant nothing compared to comfort and practicality. That he worked hard. And that he’d killed. The darker splotches near the wrist could only be blood.

“A month ago, Senator Tobias Armiture and two of his aides began a fact-finding tour in order to determine what relief funds would need to be sent to the area.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with this school.”

But she did.

It had been about a month ago that she’d received the first missive informing her that Senator Armiture planned to make a personal visit to the school. She’d immediately known he intended to question her about her brother, Clarence, and his activities during the war. Armiture had sent a half-dozen letters inquiring when she had seen Clarence last and how long he’d stayed to visit. He hadn’t believed her when she’d responded and told him she hadn’t seen Clarence in years. He kept insisting that she must have some of Clarence’s personal papers and correspondences. He wouldn’t believe that she’d never seen them while Clarence was alive, and he was even more adamant that they must have been forwarded to her once Clarence had been listed among the Confederate casualties.

Augusta had immediately burned Armiture’s letter in the fireplace in case Effie should find it and worry about the impending visit. Watching it being consumed had momentarily eased Augusta’s frustration at the time, but she could do little to prevent the man from coming to Billingsly as he’d planned.

The major watched her so carefully she wondered if he had somehow read the guilty thoughts which shot through her brain.

“Although this school was not involved in the hospitals and refugee camps he was sent to investigate, the senator did make it clear that he wished to visit Billingsly for personal reasons.”

“We never saw him.”

“We’ve been retracing his appointment schedule as he outlined them to one of his aides. This is the last stop he intended to make on the day he disappeared.”

Damn. Trust Armiture to have left a record of where he was going for all the world to find.

Augusta’s hands were growing clammy and it took every ounce of will not to wipe them down her skirt.

Offering the man a quick smile, Augusta shrugged with more nonchalance than she felt. “I’m afraid we haven’t seen the man, Major. I had no idea that our school was to receive so influential a visitor. Had I known …”

He interrupted her before she could finish. “You’ll pardon me, ma’am, if I don’t believe you.”

Her mouth parted in a reflexive action. Never had a gentleman said anything so completely and utterly rude to her. Even if he doubted her sincerity, the major shouldn’t have voiced such objections aloud. It simply wasn’t done.

The man abruptly touched a finger to the brim of his hat. “Good day, Miss McKendrick,” he said, dismissing her without bothering to explain. “And please … allow me to complete my search in my own way”—he added pointedly—“without your interference.” Then he urged his horse away from her.

Augusta stood stunned, the cold seeping through her shoes as the major led his mount slowly around the perimeter of the property, then began to retrace his own path as if examining the area for clues.

“What’s he doing, Gus?”

Augusta hadn’t heard Effie approach. She’d been too busy watching the major navigate the front drive.

“He’s come for us, hasn’t he?”

“Shh, Effie.” Augusta cast her gaze in the direction of the other two soldiers to ensure her sister hadn’t been overheard. “Keep calm. We must appear as if we haven’t a clue as to why the soldiers have come.”

“Just why are they here?” Effie whispered fearfully. “Did they tell you what they want?”

Only then did Augusta allow herself to meet Effie’s gaze, knowing that to hide the truth would only make things worse. “They’re searching for some sort of evidence to prove that Senator Armiture came to Billingsly two weeks ago.”

Augusta saw the way Effie blanched. Pressing a hand to her chest, she fought to breathe.

Watching her sister, reminded again of Effie’s frailty, Augusta wished she could wrap her arm around her sister’s waist and offer her a tiny bit of strength. But she couldn’t do that. Not here. Not so near to the men who were scouring the area.

“Go inside where it’s warm, Effie.”

“But—”

“It’s almost time for the poetry class. Gather the girls together in the salon and keep them away from the windows. I don’t want these men questioning them.”

Effie nodded, clutching the collar of her bodice to shield herself from as much of the winter chill as possible. Augusta couldn’t allow herself to watch her progress, but she heard each squeaky footstep in the snow, the thump of Effie’s shoes against the verandah, her murmurs as she led the students inside.

Then the yard was quiet. Even the clop of hooves, the creak of leather, was absorbed by the cold. If she closed her eyes, she might be able to fool herself into believing that he’d never come here, never jerked the foundations from her tenuous belief that the worst was over.

Augusta delayed her own return to the house as long as possible. She worked quite slowly at peeling the laundry from the line and folding the stiff, frozen articles of clothing into the basket at her feet. She even took a few extra minutes to search again for her clothespins, kicking the snow aside with the toe of her boot until they’d been found. Then, realizing she couldn’t stay in the yard any longer without appearing much more apprehensive than she would like, she made her way to the front door.

Since the major had stopped his horse a few yards away, she hoped her proximity would force the man to speak. But he didn’t approach her, didn’t motion for her to approach him. Instead, he watched each step she took with those dark, hooded eyes. By the time she reached the portico, the hairs at her nape stood on end. She had to resist the urge to shiver at the way he made her feel—as if he were examining her like a bug on a pin. As if he knew she was afraid of him and what he represented.

Turning her back to him, she slipped into the house, shaking her head at such nonsense. The man didn’t know anything about her. He didn’t know anything at all.

Jackson St. Charles watched her go, absorbing the brittle quality of Augusta McKendrick’s shoulders and the steely length of her spine.

As soon as the door closed behind her, the gruff and grumbly facade he employed as an interrogator dropped and he found himself looking at her much differently. More thoughtfully.

She was nothing like what he had expected from the file he’d gathered about her. He’d thought she would be much older, for one thing, and more hardened by the war. He’d imagined a sour-faced spinster toting a rifle in one hand and a book of prayers in the other.

He should have learned long ago not to make snap assumptions based on paperwork alone.

Shifting, he eased the stabbing pain in his thigh and rubbed at the tension gathering between his brows.

Actually, Jackson wasn’t the officer who was supposed to investigate this situation. Another man had been assigned to search for Senator Armiture, but as soon as Jackson heard about the man’s disappearance, he’d arranged for a change of orders. Then, he’d traveled the thirty miles to Wellsville to take care of the matter himself. As soon as he’d seen the file on Augusta McKendrick and the way she’d been accused once before of hiding her brother, Jackson had known his instincts had been right to bring him here.

The instant Jackson had looked into Augusta McKendrick’s eyes and sensed her uneasiness, he’d known she was somehow involved with this whole affair. Despite what she’d said to the contrary, Jackson knew she’d seen Armiture and knew exactly what had happened to him.

What no one else was aware of, was that Jackson had his own reasons for tracing Senator Armiture’s path to this school. But at the moment, he had more than a missing government official on his mind. He intended to find Clarence T. McKendrick, convicted Confederate spy and assassin, come hell or high water.

“Sir?”

Jackson shook himself from his musings to find one of his men riding toward him.

“What is it, Boyd?”

The soldier dropped a button made of heavy brass, very masculine in appearance, into Jackson’s palm.

“What do you think, sir?”

Jackson nudged the button with his thumb, noting the black threads still attached to the shank. A voice in his head nagged that it could only have belonged to Armiture. The button was in far too good condition to have been on the ground for long and its workmanship was elegant and expensive, fairly screaming of a wealthy owner.

“I think I’ll have a word with Armiture’s valet,” Jackson said. “Finish up here, then guard the property from the outer gates until I get the warrants we need from French.”

Boyd nodded. “Yes, sir.”

As the man rode away, Jackson stared in the direction of the school. He was sure Augusta McKendrick was watching him from behind one of those curtained windows, her hair drawn back in a loose knot, her brows creased, the cool gray eyes giving nothing away.

It was a pity, really. If he didn’t know so much about her past, about the trouble she’d been in with the army once before, he might have allowed himself to …

To what?

Straightening, he growled in disgust at his own thoughts. He didn’t have the time for a woman—especially one like Augusta McKendrick.

No, there was much more happening here than appeared on the surface.

“Damnit, man! What in hell do you think you’re doing?”

Jackson barely glanced up from the files spread on the desk in front of him when General French stormed into his temporary office at Army Headquarters. As usual, the man brought with him the scent of cigar smoke and whiskey, as well as a nature that was habitually foul.

“Well?”

Sighing, Jackson stood, using his hands to take most of the weight from his bad leg as he limped past the general to the door, shutting it.

“Why don’t you have a seat, sir?”

“A seat? I’ll have your head on a platter if you don’t tell me what in the Sam Hill you think you’re doing, boy. You’re supposed to be in Jonesboro.”

Nevertheless, the general settled his stocky frame into the chair Jackson had vacated and opened the bottom drawer. Without asking, he withdrew the bottle of liquor that Jackson had put there to dull the pain of his leg. How he knew it would be there was anyone’s guess, but the general seemed to have a homing instinct for good whiskey. Before Jackson could say a word, he’d removed the cork and taken a healthy swallow—not that Jackson would have said anything. The general did not tolerate any comments on his drinking. As far as he was concerned, if Ulysses Grant imbibed now and then, why couldn’t he?

The older man swiped a hand over his lips and glared at his protéegée.

“I thought I sent a wire to you in Jonesboro telling you to stay away from that Armiture mess,” the general grumbled.

Jackson sank into the opposite chair. “You did.”

“Then why do I hear that you dismissed Elliot from the investigation and went out there yourself?”

“I thought such an important matter deserved my personal attention.”

“Personal attention, my aunt Fannie. Hell, boy. You’ll be discharged in three weeks.”

“That’s plenty of time.”

The general paused in his blustering tirade. “For what?”

“For a confession.”

French’s fingers tapped the bottle. “A confession of what?”

Jackson considered his words before saying, “Murder.”

The general’s brows rose. “You think it’s come to that, do you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why?”

“Armiture has been gone for two weeks. For a man accustomed to being the center of attention, that’s an awfully long time to be missing.”

“What makes you think it was murder?”

“Gut instinct.”

The now-empty bottle was abandoned as French’s pudgy fingers reached into his blouse pocket, snagging a cigar. Using the silver smoking set attached to his watch chain, he snipped the end of the rolled tobacco and withdrew a match, striking it on the edge of the desk.

“Much as I’ve come to trust your twinges of indigestion, son,” he said between puffs, “what evidence do you have to support your suppositions?”

“Nothing concrete.”

“Then what sort of flimflam, stack-’em-up rumors have you collected?”

Jackson pointed to the papers on his desk. “What you have there, copies of Armiture’s schedules—times, dates, locations. His last known destination was at the Billingsly School for Young Ladies. The reason: personal.”

“So?”

“So who should be one of the teachers at that school, but a Miss Augusta McKendrick.”

French scowled at the tip of his cigar. “I don’t get your meaning.”

“According to our records, Augusta McKendrick is the older sister of Clarence T. McKendrick.”

“The Confederate spy?” French was giving Jackson his full attention now.

“Yes, sir. As you well know, Clarence McKendrick spent most of the war stealing munitions, supplies, and medicine, as well as gathering information for the South. He developed a web of operatives that some people suspect extended nearly to the White House staff itself.”

“I thought they caught the bastard midway through the war.”

“Yes, sir. They did. But he escaped three days before his execution. It is believed that McKendrick went to his sister for help. She was questioned, but denied that she’d seen her brother at all.”
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