







“AREN’T YOU CURIOUS
NOW?” MICAH ASKED.

Lizzy couldn’t get enough air. Her breathing had become short and shallow and she felt as if she were being crowded—even though the man in front of her hadn’t moved.

“Be honest, Lizzy. You’re burning with curiosity. I bother the hell out of you. Because I’m a puzzle missing some of its pieces. And you don’t know whether or not to believe the picture that’s starting to form. Am I the enemy? Am I a criminal? Or am I merely a victim of circumstance?”

She nervously wet her lips, and Micah’s gaze darted in that direction, clung.

“I might have kept my word so far, but you’re wondering if you can continue to trust me. If you should have trusted me at all.”

He inched closer. She felt the inexplicable warmth of his body. His nearly naked body. The thought alone sent a shiver down her spine.

“You should never have kept me here, Lizzy,” he murmured, touching her with nothing more than his eyes. “I’m dangerous to you. You should let me go and forget you’ve ever seen me.”

“No.”

“Yes. You know I’m right. Deep down, where it counts. Let me go. Before it’s too late….”
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Mississippi
March 1864

Thunder crashed overhead, a simultaneous burst of lightning streaking to earth. In an instant, stinging shards of rain pelted the already saturated ground, cutting visibility to mere inches.

Peering up into the darkness, Micah St. Charles held a hand over his eyes and squinted at the blacker outline of the train trestle. Because of the deluge, it was difficult to see what progress had been made. Emergency repairs had been completed throughout the night and into the dawn in the hope that the way could be cleared for a supply train which would be arriving at five. The shipment had to get through.

“Captain!”

The shout barely pierced the din, but Micah had become so attuned to any noise that was out of place amid the hammering and pounding that he immediately sought its source. Turning, he lifted an arm over his head so that the soldier on the upper bank could distinguish him from the other muddy figures who worked to reinforce the supports.

Nodding to show he’d seen the gesture, the soldier scrambled down the hill. Mud slides and erosion had left very few handholds, and he all but skidded to a stop, waving his arms madly as he tried to keep his balance.

“What is it, Wheeze?” Micah demanded. “You’re supposed to be at your post.”

“Cap-tain!” The sentry could barely speak, he was so winded from the difficult climb down the bank. Long ago the men had given him the nickname of Wheeze since he’d taken a bullet in the lung. It was Micah who’d found him in the bushes and carried him to safety on that distant day. Since then Wheeze had been his constant companion, a sort of gruff-mannered, grizzle-haired watchdog.

Pressing a hand to his ribs, Wheeze gasped, “Captain, you’ve got to come. Quick!”

Micah absorbed the blank terror in Wheeze’s eyes, one he’d seen only a few times before. It caused him to halt what he was doing and give the older man his full attention.

Wheeze’s chin trembled as he struggled to control his erratic breathing enough to communicate. “Captain … there’s a dozen men here who say … they’ve been sent directly from General … Bushing. They tell me they’ve been ordered to search … the premises for … spies.”

Micah blinked against the rain, sure he couldn’t have heard the words correctly. “What?” he shouted into the wind.

“Spies! They’re looking … for spies!”

“Spies?” he echoed in disbelief. “Damn it all to hell, we haven’t got time for their games of hide-and-seek. Can’t they see for themselves that we’re working hard and fast on the Union’s behalf?”

Wheeze tried to answer, but Micah waved aside the protest “Never mind. They can wait. We’ve got to get this trestle finished. The train will be here any minute.”

When Micah would have turned away, Wheeze grabbed his arm. “Captain,” he said hesitantly, his voice softer this time, nearly drowned out by the storm. “Captain, they say they have proof.”

“Proof? Proof of what?” he demanded impatiently. When Wheeze didn’t immediately answer, a shiver of unease trickled down Micah’s spine, mingling with the icy rain that soaked his uniform.

“That you … that you’ve …” Wheeze pressed his lips together then blurted, “Profiteering. Treason.”

The words alone caused Micah to grow still, cold. As the war had progressed, idle gossip about informants and spies had quickly developed into suspicion, and suspicion into near hysteria. Evidently Micah was to be the next target of concern.

He didn’t need to know what had fueled the allegations. The war had been trudging on for far too long. Supplies and tempers were growing short. Since Micah’s unit had developed a reputation for completing impossible jobs successfully, his men were about to suffer for their resourcefulness. It didn’t matter that their squad had continually been sent behind enemy lines and had been able to steal some of what they needed. It didn’t matter that Micah had connections with a supply officer in Washington—a former classmate at West Point—who routed shipments his way every now and again. Because Micah and his men had what they needed, someone must have decided the man in charge of the squad was part of a profiteering ring. That man was Micah.

By now Wheeze had caught his breath. “You’ve got to come and talk to them, Captain. They won’t wait. They told me that if you don’t come right away, they’ll haul all of us in for questioning.”

“Dammit!” Micah bit back another string of expletives and threw a jagged plank into the mud, ignoring the splash of grime that splattered onto his already filthy uniform. “Continue on here!” he instructed the rest of the crew.

“What about the train?” one man shouted from a brace halfway up the structure.

“Let it pass over the bridge. It should hold. Hutcher!” he shouted to a stooped soldier on the top of the bank. “Light the signal lantern to inform the engineer that it’s safe to go ahead. The rest of you, secure your repairs then get onto level ground. Judging by our earlier estimates, we’ve got less than five minutes until that shipment arrives.”

Although time was ticking against him and his men, Micah felt sure that they had reinforced enough of the beams so the train could cross without incident. After that, they could worry about securing the bridge for future travel.

“All right, Wheeze,” he growled, shoving the handle of his hammer into the waist of his pants. “Where’s the fool who thinks I’m a profiteering son of a bitch?” He scrambled up the bank, his fury giving him more speed than Wheeze had displayed in coming down. “Who in hell does he think he is, and what proof does he think he has against… me …?”

The words trailed into the turbulence of the storm as he searched through the rain, beyond the gloom, and located his accuser. Ezra Bean.

The chill Micah had felt a moment ago sank deeper into his bones, becoming more than a vague premonition of danger. Wheeze had been correct in feeling a certain amount of fear. The man Micah confronted now was the only person on earth who had ever looked at him with open, violent hate. Not even in battle had Micah experienced such potent antipathy from another person.

Ezra had not dismounted. He was still seated on a dun-colored mare, probably because he felt that abandoning the saddle could have been interpreted as a gesture of respect. The rain pounded on his shoulders and the crown of his hat, spilling over the brim and down his back, but if he felt any discomfort, he did not allow such petty concerns to show He remained motionless, silent, allowing Micah plenty of time to absorb the overt contempt that gleamed from the man’s eyes.

Not willing to give Bean any more of an advantage than the element of surprise he had already employed, Micah dug his heels a little more firmly into the mud. Bean would have to meet him at least halfway.

“What do you want, Ezra?” he demanded, shouting loud enough to be heard by those who stood a good twenty yards away.

Bean’s lips twitched ever so slightly, as if he knew the reason behind Micah’s ploy, but he didn’t comment. Nudging his horse, he approached, motioning for the half dozen men who had accompanied him to wait near the cluster of deserted tents. By their carefully schooled expressions, Micah supposed that Bean ran his soldiers with the same strict discipline he had employed with his family. One that bordered on cruelty.

“I am here on an official errand,” the man finally said.

“Last I heard, your brigade was stationed in Pennsylvania. What are you doing so far south?”

Bean ignored him, refusing to explain.

“Don’t tell me you’re lost,” Micah scoffed, knowing he was treading on dangerous ground. If there was one thing Bean had always prided himself on, it was his attention to detail, his scheming. The same qualities that had made him the wealthy owner of the B&B Iron Foundries in Ohio.

“No, sir,” Bean stated deliberately, contemptuously. “I know exactly where I am.” He paused significantly before finishing, “Just as I know exactly what kind of man I’m addressing.”

“State your business, Bean,” Micah said, suddenly weary of the verbal sparring. He had work to do. He didn’t have time for Bean’s games. “My man said something about an investigation directed at me.”

Bean’s jaw hardened, his pale gray eyes growing flint-hard “An investigation that should have started the night you killed my daughter,” he said, his voice so low that no one but Micah could hear.

So that was it. Micah sighed, raking his fingers through his mud-matted hair. “We went through all of this the last time I saw you.” The subject was still too painful to talk about. His wife. Lili. Ezra’s daughter. Her death.

“You stole her from me, damn your hide.”

“She came willingly.”

“She was my child.”

“Good hell, man! She was nearly twenty-three! Old enough to make her own decisions.”

“She belonged with me. She never should have left home for that fancy school back east, nor should she have stayed to teach. She never should have consorted with your kind. She never should have died.”

Micah tried to take a breath to ease the invisible fist that clamped tighter and tighter over his heart with each word the man spoke. “I did everything I could.”

“You killed her!” Bean quickly lowered his voice when his horse pranced skittishly at the outburst. “You killed her as surely as if you’d wrapped your fingers around her throat.”

“She died of diphtheria,” Micah said wearily. He’d explained Lili’s death time and time again. He’d sent Ezra a telegram in those winter months before the war. He’d written a detailed letter describing the circumstances of her illness. He’d spoken of it to Bean just after Manassas and again after Shiloh. Each time, the man had grown more bitter, more accusatory. How much more caustic would he become if he knew the whole truth? That Lili had been six months pregnant when she died.

“You will pay for your crimes, Micah St. Charles.”

Micah’s hands balled into fists in sheer frustration. “She died, Bean. She died of a disease that could not have been prevented or cured. There was nothing that could have been done.”

“Liar.” If possible, Bean’s posture became even stiffer. “You will pay. Beginning today, you will pay.” His voice rose to a level that could be heard over the storm. “Micah Asherby St. Charles, you are hereby charged with profiteering and treason by order of General Albert Bushing. I have been instructed to take you into custody and escort you to Fulton Hill prison where you will be court-martialed. If you are found guilty, you will be hanged.”

The distant pant of a locomotive filtered into the air, but only a small portion of Micah’s brain acknowledged the fact. He wanted to brush off Bean’s accusations as trivial, return to his work, assess future repairs, but he knew that it would be a mistake to turn his back on Bean now.

“Treason?” he asked mockingly. Not even Bean would go so far as to think he could make such charges stick. “No one will believe you if you make such a claim. I’m a decorated soldier of the Union army.”

Ezra merely smiled. A humorless smile. “I have witnesses. Proof.”

“Like hell. I—”

“Look out!”

“Jump!”

The shouts came from the trestle. The roar of the locomotive increased, thundering against the bluff but not completely drowning out an ominous whoosh of air. Then the morning was rent by a huge blast.

Micah was thrown onto the muddy ground. Beams and broken timbers showered over him. The screams of injured men were joined by the low huffing of a train that was coming too fast to stop in time. Micah covered his head with his hands as the screech of metal on metal filled the air. Then, forcing himself to look over his shoulder, he saw the trestle collapsing and the boxcars piling horribly one on top of the other in the riverbed. The bodies. His men.

Then there was silence, an awful silence. It stretched on for an eternity before he heard the thwuck, thwuck of a horse’s hooves picking through the mud. At long last they too were quiet, and Micah looked up, up, up, into the icy eyes of his father-in-law.

“Get up,” Bean ordered harshly.

Behind them the shouts began from deep in the river gorge. The moans of pain.

Micah struggled to push himself upright, seeing the man’s rabid hatred was directed at him. Bean had never accepted him. Not since his daughter had dared to run away from the school where she taught and marry a plantation owner’s son. A St. Charles. She had disobeyed her father’s orders, then had intensified that disobedience by dying before Ezra could punish her for her supposed sins.

Rising, Micah glanced from the wreckage to his father-in-law. He could not ignore the slight twitch of satisfaction that tugged at the man’s lips.

Then the significance of the explosion dawned on him. “What have you done, Bean?” Micah whispered, knowing that the horrible damage had been deliberate, planned, the result of several carefully placed explosives.

Ezra made a tsking sound with his tongue. “I suppose this disaster is evidence of yet another of your crimes,” he said, waving an arm to indicate the wanton waste. “Willful destruction of Union supplies. In my report I’ll have to tell General Bushing that you blew the trestle up yourself. That you intended to sell the damaged goods to the enemy at an inflated price. That train was carrying food and medical supplies, you know. Its cargo was worth a fortune.”

“Good hell almighty! No one will believe you!” But even as he uttered the words, Micah feared he might be wrong. Bean wasn’t a man to gamble if he didn’t think he could win. “You were the one who arranged this mess, weren’t you, Bean? Which of my men agreed to do your dirty work?”

Bean ignored him, patting his saddlebags. “There’s no need to point the finger at your subordinates. I have all the necessary documentation here to prove you are solely responsible. You can protest the charges if you wish, but your fate is sealed. After all, who would dare to trust you? A traitor to the beloved Union? A former slave owner masquerading in the federal army? A murderer.” His voice dropped to a feral whisper. “Your only hope is a swift death.”

Bean motioned to the soldiers around him. “Apprehend this man! Tie him up and gag him firmly. I won’t have him spreading his talk and influencing our gallant boys with his lies. Come morning, we’ll take him to Fulton Hill Prison where they can proceed with his court-martial. By the end of the week he’ll be executed.”

“No!”

The shout came from Wheeze, who had remained nearby during the interchange. He ran forward.

“No! He hasn’t done anything wrong! He’s our captain, don’t you see? He’s our captain!” The older man whipped his revolver from his holster. “I won’t let you take him like this. I won’t!” Coming to a stop only a few feet away, he lifted both arms, grasping the weapon firmly in his hands. “Run, Captain! Run!” he shouted.

Then he began to fire.
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Ohio
September 1865

I think he’s dead….”

“Can’t be dead. He’s breathing.”

“Not so you could notice.”

“Doesn’t matter if you can notice it or not. All that matters is that he’s breathing.”

“Hmm …”

“Poke him.”

“You poke him.”

“It’s your turn.”

“Is not!”

“What’s the matter? Are you scared?”

Micah blinked, his brow creasing in confusion when he attempted to focus his bleary eyes. Good hell almighty, his head ached. And his throat. He tried to swallow, but a dry scratchiness prevented the action. His tongue filled his mouth like a ball of cotton.

A scuffling occurred behind him, a host of guilty whispers.

“Look what you did!”

“Not me!”

Summoning the scattered wisps of thought and action that clung to his brain, Micah braced his hands beneath him. He had to get up. He had to get away. He couldn’t stay now that he’d been found. He couldn’t—

A childish scream pierced the air, stabbing through his brain and causing his head to pound. Moaning, he collapsed against the straw, covering his ears.

The squeals erupted again, followed by the mad rush of feet, the thump of boots on wood, then a woman’s faint calls.

Micah could have ignored it all. He could have purposely forgotten that his location had been compromised. He could have avoided any sort of worry or unpleasantness and concentrated on the soft straw beneath his stomach, the sweet warmth that shrouded him, if it hadn’t been for the fragment of a phrase that floated through the air: “… a man … there …”

His eyes popped open. This time more of his faculties managed to cooperate, testifying to the seriousness of his predicament. He remembered riding through a midnight storm, topping the rise alongside a riverbed and seeing a house, a barn, and the remains of a bridge shrouded in the murky drizzle.

The thought of finding rest in a place that was relatively warm and dry had been too much for Micah’s tired bones to resist. He’d been worried that he might be experiencing a relapse into the sickness he’d caught the previous winter. One that recurred every month or so, bringing chills and aching bones, fever and sometimes delirium.

Hoping to ward off as much of the illness as possible, he’d tethered his horse in the woods and bedded the animal within the shelter of a bower of trees. He hadn’t dared bring the mare into the barn for fear that her nervous snorting would cause him to be discovered, so he’d hidden her as best as he could, then crept into the yard and slipped through the shadows of the barn up into the dusty loft. He’d planned to sleep an hour, maybe two, allow his clothes to dry somewhat, and be on his way again. To hunt for Bean.

He closed his eyes again in pain. Dear sweet heaven above, when would the man be satisfied? For over a year now Micah had been listed as a wanted man, hunted not only by the North, whose officers wanted to hang him, but also by the South, whose generals believed the accusations and wanted to grill him for military information. He’d spent the war dodging from battalion to battalion in the confusion of battle, hoping to escape detection. Even at war’s end, there had been no relief. The charge of treason was not about to be dropped merely because the fighting had ceased. But Bean had not been satisfied with making Micah’s life an unending hell. He’d wanted more. So much more.

The emotional pain intensified, becoming almost unbearable as Micah remembered what else the man had done. Barely a week ago Micah had dared return to his birthplace, Solitude—just for an hour or two, to see how his brothers had fared. Bram and Jackson had long since left to fight in the war. In their absence, the house and its outbuildings had been ravaged, the land desecrated, the family fortune stolen. The caretaker had been given a message to relay to Micah and Micah alone: Bean was responsible, he and his squad. Micah knew that the destruction was the man’s way of flushing him out of hiding, of forcing a confrontation. And by damn, Micah was more than willing to oblige him.

“… utter nonsense … what man?”

The half-heard reply shot through him, infusing Micah’s limbs with enough strength to help him rise to his knees. Ignoring the thud of his pulse against his temples, he staggered upright.

“If you’re telling tales again, I’ll thrash you within an inch of your life!”

Thump.

The sound of a foot being planted on the ladder caused Micah to whirl, then grip his skull as a lashing pain struck his eyeballs.

“I told you before what happens to little boys who don’t tell the truth.”

Thump.

Micah became acutely conscious of his surroundings. The crushed straw, the saddle and tack he’d brought with him, his clothes, his …

His clothes? Blast it all, where were his clothes? All he had on was a pair of underdrawers.

Thump.

He gazed about him in panic, but the faded army trousers, shirt, vest, and duster that he’d carefully laid out to dry were nowhere to be seen. Rushing toward his saddle and bedroll, he began to kick hay over them, hoping to hide them well enough so that they wouldn’t be stolen.

Thump.

Dammit! Straightening abruptly, Micah whacked his head against the low center support beam. The sound echoed hollowly through the barn.

The regular cadence of footsteps paused. When she spoke again, the woman’s voice was low. “Lewis, go into the tack room and get a rope, then wait here until I call. Clark? I want you to head into the house. Now. Take Oscar with you, do you hear? Then send Crockett to meet us in the barn.”

“But, E-liz-abeth”

“Now!”

The stamp of childish feet retreated, followed by a distinct and measured snap. Micah had spent enough time in battle to recognize that sound—the stealthy click of a firearm being cocked.

Thump.

“Put your hands up!”

The order came long before Micah saw anyone, but he sensed the beginnings of a shadow bleeding into the wall above the loft’s trap opening.

“Put them up, I say!”

Micah searched around him in consternation, not knowing how the woman could tell he hadn’t moved. But he was reluctant to lift his hands from where they were cupped to shield his privates. His underwear covered him from neck to calf, but the fabric was old and gaped at the slightest movement.

“Damn you! Are you deaf?” The taut demand was followed by a woman’s head appearing through the hole in the floor, then the shiny muzzle of a revolver.

Micah froze, his eyes widening in surprise. It was a young woman. A pretty one.

Something in his expression must have softened and given a clue to his thoughts because she became completely still. For several minutes there were no sounds as Micah studied the girl and she measured him with evident suspicion. Then she eased up another step, every inch of her stance reflecting the way she’d grown more cautious, more determined, and more angry.

He’d survived the war and a manhunt because he knew when to advance, when to retreat, and when to burrow into a hole and wait. He’d also learned to read a man’s character and know immediately whether or not the person sighting down the barrel of a gun really meant to shoot him.

This woman, he knew, would pull the trigger at the first sign of trouble. A clear gleam of fury ignited the dark brown of her eyes with a spark of gold. Her gaze became intent, as if she could see right through him.

“Blast it all, I can see I’m going to have to get myself a dog,” she muttered to herself.

Micah wasn’t sure what she meant—unless she was referring to the way he’d managed to slip into her loft without anyone being the wiser.

She scrutinized his frame from top to toe, all without saying a thing, her face a perfect mask, completely blank of surprise or fear. Micah became abruptly conscious of his attire—or lack of it. He waited for some show of shock, the reddening of her cheeks, a catch to her breath.

Such a sign of weakness never came, but at least she didn’t insist he raise his hands again.

She would have made a wonderful gambler, this woman. As she pulled herself the rest of the way into the loft, Micah had no hint of her thoughts. Not even so much as a grimace crossed her well-defined features. Indeed, had he not seen the way she’d paused upon her first sight of him, he would have thought she’d known she would find him dressed in little more than his drawers.

“I suppose—” Micah began, then stopped and cleared his throat. He didn’t know what he should say—or if he should say anything at all. He’d been caught sleeping uninvited in this woman’s barn, he’d frightened her children, and now stood before her in a most indelicate state. How could he even begin to explain?

“They stole my clothes!” Micah hadn’t intended his first statement to be an accusation, but the words burst free before he could prevent them.

“I don’t doubt it a bit.” The woman’s lashes narrowed thoughtfully over coffee brown eyes. Her hair was the color of rich aged honey and had been pulled back into a hasty knot.

An awkward silence ensued, one in which Micah devoutly wished he’d had the sense to cover his groin with something more substantial than his hands—his saddlebags, horse blanket, anything.

She crept closer, the gun still held at the ready. With each step she took, Micah became infinitely conscious that it had been a long time since he’d been this near to a woman. His eyes kept straying to the beads of perspiration that clung to her throat, the way the homespun blouse she wore was draped across the contours of her breasts. He quickly noted the small span of her waist, the swell of her hips beneath the too-short skirt, and the cotton hose that covered her ankles, which flashed into view whenever she moved.

She wasn’t a tiny woman like Lili. She gave an impression of height and stature, voluptuous curves. But judging by the fit of her clothes and the small span of her waist, there wasn’t an ounce of spare flesh on her. This was a female accustomed to hard work, but looking at her now, he was quite sure that she couldn’t have earned more than a score of years.

“What are you doing in my barn, mister?”

Had she known how much her question revealed, she probably wouldn’t have asked it. Micah was immediately intrigued by the fact that she hadn’t demanded his name or an explanation for his manner of dress. Instead, she’d asked what he was doing in her barn.

“You’re alone here, ma’am?”

He’d said the wrong thing, putting her even more on guard. She held the revolver a scant half foot in front of him, aiming for the spot right between his eyes. “You might think this gun is an idle threat … but you’re wrong.”

The deadly intent behind her words was unmistakable, but Micah couldn’t resist asking, “You’d shoot me?”

“In a heartbeat.” She stamped on the floor with the heel of her shoe. “Lewis!”

“Yes?”

“Is Crockett here yet?”

“He’s just coming.”

“Tell him to bring that rope up here. Then round everybody up and meet us in the parlor.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Within minutes, a young boy with a thatch of curly brown hair scrambled up the ladder and took his place beside her. There was a marked similarity to their features; clearly they must be brother and sister.

“Tie him up, Crockett.”

“Who is he?”

“Just tie him up!”

The boy shrugged. “Yes, Lizzy.”

Lizzy.

The boy named Crockett moved to do as he’d been asked. Realizing that he was about to be trussed up like a goose, Micah hurriedly said, “If you’d wait a minute, I’d be happy to explain—”

“I don’t want to hear your lies.” Her lips pursed in open contempt. “What’s the matter? Did they abandon you? Did you fall off your horse and get stuck in the mud? Or did they decide they didn’t want you riding with them?”

“’They’who?”

“Union thugs. Your friends.” She fairly spat the word, her eyes blazing with a barely submerged fire. “They came requisitioning our supplies, just as they did at the other nearby farms. As far as I’m concerned, that’s just a pretty word for stealing.”

Micah opened his mouth to respond, then paused. Requisitioning? His heart beat a little more quickly. The war was over; there was no need for such measures anymore. Yet he’d heard that same story before, usually from those who’d had the bad luck to run into Ezra Bean and his men.

“When were they here?”

She made a sound of disgust. “As if you didn’t know. Tighten those knots, Crockett! We can’t have him getting loose.”

The boy tugged on the loops he’d wound about Micah’s wrists and chest, pinning his arms to his sides. The action caused him to gasp as the cords bit into his flesh.

“Good hell, if you’d just let me—”

She jerked the revolver ever so slightly to remind him of its threat. “Shut up.”

“But I—”

“Shut up!”

Stomping toward him, she used her free hand to whip a rag from her pocket and shove it into his mouth as a makeshift gag. He grimaced when he caught the faint taste of soap—and something more. Something distinctly unpleasant and oily. The whiff of horse liniment that wafted to his nostrils made him blink. His tongue began to burn.

The woman planted her feet mere inches from his own and dug the revolver into his stomach.

“You should have run when you had the chance. As it is now, you’re on my property, in my barn. And I’ve just requisitioned you for a little labor on my behalf.”
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The woman led him through the muddy yard, all the time holding him in her sights. He could feel each step she took behind him, the hairs at the back of his neck prickling from the intensity of her stare. Her attitude was yet another result of war, he supposed. What else could have made this woman so suspicious? So … hard? She was far too young to have such old, wary eyes.

“Up those steps.”

Micah did as he was told without argument. Partly because of the presence of the revolver, but partly because he felt a curiosity build within him.

There was something strange about this house, this yard. He hadn’t sensed it the night before. The rain and the blackness had left very little room for investigation. But now the sunlight streamed down, revealing the ruin and decay that should not have been there. True, Ohio had been involved in the war, its men had left, its women had been forced to cope. But there was something about this place that was almost … haunting.

Yes, that was the word. Haunting. Evidence of a successful farm surrounded him, fairly pummeled him with all the little details he’d taken for granted in some of the surrounding towns. There were outbuildings, fields, stables, chicken coops, and storage compartments. But even though this family obviously lived here—had probably lived here for years—the land had an air of abandonment. As if its spirit had been beaten into the dust.

The thought caused him to stumble and he stopped, his scrutiny growing intense. Although the farm didn’t reek of the obvious damage he’d seen at Solitude, his own home in Virginia, the silence was palpable, the desperation tangible. He could see the remains of a broken bridge that hung like a skeleton across the water. The barn where he’d hidden was devoid of life, of the most common repairs. The outbuildings appeared unused.

Even the main house glowered down upon Micah in disapproval. He could tell by the simple architecture, the wide wraparound porch, and multipaned windows, that this had once been a grand place, but it had fallen into even more disrepair than the rest of the buildings. The porch steps were rickety and crooked, the small upper windows dirty and partially boarded shut so that they stared his way like mean narrowed eyes.

“Stop your gawking and get inside.”

Micah turned ever so slightly, catching what he thought was a glimmer of embarrassment in the woman’s gaze, a sheen of defiance, as if she’d guessed his thoughts and felt the need to explain herself.

If that was the case, she resisted the urge with great success. Prodding him with the muzzle of the revolver, she reminded him again who had the upper hand in this affair, and since he was dressed in nothing but his underwear and trussed up like a holiday package, there wasn’t a good deal he could do except cooperate. Not yet.

Following her tacit commands, he moved up the steps, picking his way gingerly around the gaps in the boards and the rough slivers that threatened to pierce his feet. At the entrance he paused, waiting for Crockett to open the huge door with its frosted glass inset, an incongruous reminder of better times. As he passed inside, he caught a glimpse of a wooden sign leaning against the porch wall. It had once been elaborately painted but was now faded and worn. It read simply: Wilder’s Ferry Landing and Inn. The board had been tucked behind a rickety rocker, one of several placed side by side on the porch.

“Watch your step as you go inside,” the woman ordered. “There’s valuables about, and I don’t want you breaking anything.”

Micah couldn’t help shooting her a quick disbelieving glance. As if one broken item would matter anymore. The place—an old inn and stage stop if the sign was accurate—had had long since gone beyond any need for concern over the condition of a few vases. Prospective customers would take one look at the outside of the buildings and run for cover long before they discovered he’d damaged anything inside.

But Micah said nothing. He was too busy looking, assessing, studying. It had been his manner for the past year to look at the world around him with suspicion and calculated care.

From the porch he was ushered into a dull, ominously dark entry. An oak floor, bare of most of its polish, extended to a scarred staircase and a worn scarlet runner. A cramped hall led past the steps to the interior of the house, but most of the space was taken up by a huge, dusty, moth-eaten stuffed bear.

Micah’s eyes widened in disbelief. The animal—for it had obviously been a real animal—must have been a fearsome foe for whoever had killed it. True it stood on a carved wooden pedestal of sorts, but even without the base, the bear would have measured well over eight feet tall on its hind legs.

“My pa shot that,” Crockett said, grinning.

Lizzy merely poked him again with the gun. “In there,” she said, gesturing to his right and pulling open a door to allow him to see the room beyond. “That’s the sitting room. Once you’re inside, I want you to sit too, nice and easy.”

Micah moved slowly, still trying to take in his surroundings, still feeling an unaccountable puzzlement, as if all was not as it should be and he would be wise to remember that.

The parlor was simple, small, and would have been quite elegant in its heyday. Now it appeared tired and sad, like an old woman stripped of any sort of artifice. Horsehair-covered settees and chairs cluttered the space. Tables were layered in dust and had been left to rot quite visibly in the heat of the airless room. Mice had nibbled on the tattered antimacassars and faded piano shawls. The windows were obscured by dirty lace curtains and faded brocade portieres, while the brittle remains of potted ferns stood as silent sentinels on tarnished brass stands.

His hostess pushed him into a chair, causing a puff of dust to form a cloud around his head. She removed his gag, then backed away, allowing Micah a moment to get his bearings and study his adversaries.

There were eight of them in all. The woman, Lizzy, was by far the oldest of the bunch, and much like the house, there was something about her that was out of place and … hollow. Yes, it was there in the eyes, in the absence of feminine coquettishness and flirtation. In the way she regarded him as an enemy, not as a possible conquest. It was not the sort of reaction Micah was used to receiving from women as pretty as she.

As for the boys, they were a motley assortment. Micah guessed they ranged in age from about five to nearly seventeen. Crockett, the boy who’d tied him up, was obviously the eldest male. Another lad, the next in line, had dark curly hair and black shoe-button eyes that blinked at him from behind incredibly thick spectacles; Micah estimated his age at close to sixteen. Then there was a boy with blackened britches and a bandage wrapped around his hand who looked about fourteen, a pair of bright-eyed identical twins wearing what looked like loincloths and war paint, another fellow about nine who carried a bulging sack, and a young boy of about five who clutched a worn rag rabbit and stared at Micah as if he might jump up and murder them all.

“Is this some kind of orphanage or home for boys?”

Lizzy scowled in annoyance. “Just keep that mouth shut or I’ll be putting the gag back,” she said.

Crockett nudged her in the arm. “Who is he?”

“We found him in the loft,” one of the twins volunteered.

“We think he’s a spy.”

A distinctly predatory gleam entered the twins’ eyes.

“We were the ones to discover him.”

“Sleeping.”

“In the straw.”

“Just like an enemy patrol.”

OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png





OEBPS/images/img01_001.png






OEBPS/images/9781451604658_ci_std.jpg
ST
P

JisA BiNGHAM

New York London Toronto Sydney Tokyo Singapore








