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	Introduction

	From the 1700s on, Muscogee (Creek) Indians and black runaways from Georgia fled persecution and migrated to Spanish Florida. At that time, it was a wild land, sparsely populated due to the ravages of the Indian slave trade and European diseases brought by conquistadores. The land’s new inhabitants became known as Seminoles or “wild men” because to their fierce nature and reputation as ruffians. When the Creek War ended, they opened their arms to the warring Muscogee faction, the Red Sticks, who were on the run from Andrew Jackson’s treaty.

	General Jackson’s annihilation of over 800 Red Sticks at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend (Horse’s Flat Foot) secured a victory for America. The Treaty of Fort Jackson, signed by both U.S.-allied chiefs and surrendering Red Stick chiefs, stipulated that the Creek Confederacy must cede half its country to the United States. The cessation was too hard a blow. The chiefs tried to reason with Jackson, but he was relentless, and the devastated nation had no choice but to hand over their lands.

	In addition to land cessations, the treaty stipulated they must capture and relinquish any Red Stick warriors refusing to surrender. The Muscogees held to their promise, but large bands eluded them and joined arms with black runaways in the Floridas at a place called Negro Fort . . . 
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Chapter One

	 

	Fort Gaines, Georgia

	April 1816

	 

	Phillip knew it was a dream. He told himself again, though it did little good. The children’s shrieks grew louder. The flaming pickets roared with new life, as though fueled by his denial of their existence.

	His legs churned, but he couldn’t free his mind of the constant nightmare. At least this time, he reasoned, he wasn’t awake.

	And then, he saw her.

	Adela.

	Arms dangling at her sides, a mountain of red flames behind her, skirt undulating in the waves of heat, she stood across the compound, small and vulnerable. Her lips were motionless, but her voice, speaking his name, echoed through his head.

	He rushed toward the vision, and she raised an arm, reached for him. “Phillip, love, you must wake up.”

	With a cry, he bolted upright, eyes wide open.

	The gray silhouette of a woman stood beside him. He stared at her, unblinking, afraid to move and frighten her away.

	Sweat trickled down his chest—sweat as real as the shadow seemed.

	“That’s better,” she whispered in his mind. “You’ll be all right.”

	He disagreed, but if he spoke, he might shatter her. He’d done it before. Many times.

	Her loose hair swayed as she moved so near, he imagined he felt her heat.

	Taking in the comfort of her presence, he held his breath until his lungs burned. Refusing to be contained any longer, air exploded from his mouth. The sound ripped through the black cabin, and in one blink, Adela vanished.

	A moan built in Phillip’s throat, and he buried his face in his trembling palms. When his fingers collided with the jagged flesh on his cheek, he recalled again why Adela was no more to him than a shadow, a figment of his deluded, half-crazed mind.

	That, and the memory of a dead Red Stick she refused to let go.

	Familiar nausea haunted his gut. With a growl, he threw his damp pillow across the room. The sound of splintering glass sent him scrambling for the musket by his bed. He had the unsteady barrel aimed toward the source before he realized he’d been the cause of the commotion.

	The weapon clattered to the floor. He backed away from it as though it were a copperhead. Blood pounded in his throat. He swallowed hard, terrified of his own mind.

	It had been nearly two years since the massacre. One more night of this and he would prove the rumors were correct. He would go mad.

	There had to be a better way.

	“Help me.” His voice shivered, and for once, he was thankful there was no one left to see him this way. “Sweet Jesus, show me a better way.”

	~ ~ ~

	Georgia’s Southern Frontier

	May 1816

	 

	Sitting as poised as possible in the bouncing buckboard, Milly rearranged her skirt and tugged her bonnet over her ears. Another rut in the road sent her stomach flying.

	“You look fine, Miss Milly.” Isum transferred the reins to one hand, then wiped a palm against his dingy, knee-length trousers. A sideways glance topped his crooked smile. “As fine as any white lady in stole clothes.”

	Milly squirmed inside her stuffy petticoats. “Borrowed clothes, and don’t call me that. Milly will do.”

	“No, missy. It won’t. Best make a habit of it now, before we’re needin’ it.”

	“I hate admitting when you’re right.”

	Isum chuckled, but Milly pressed her lips and snatched a peek over her shoulder.

	“We’ll hear somebody comin’ before we see ’em.” Isum’s voice remained steady, his demeanor casual, his shoulders relaxed. His death-grip on the reigns told another story.

	Four years ago, he had been as short and wiry as a plucked cotton bush. Now, his muscular, mahogany frame left little room to spare on the wagon seat. According to plantation gossip, the field girls took to nervous giggles whenever he came around. The master had perked up as well and taken to accepting bids.

	There was only one thing Master Landcastle needed more than strong field workers. Cash.

	The moment whispers in the big house revealed that Isum had been sold and would leave by dawn, Milly set to work. There was no way she would let them take the one true friend she had, so scorning the consequences, she’d loaded the buggy with vegetables and one lady’s day gown.

	As was their weekly custom, she and Isum set off toward town. Only this time, instead of stopping at the market, they went straight through.

	Six miles of red, Georgia clay stretched behind them. Seventeen more and they would hit Spanish Florida. Sixty beyond that, Negro Fort and safety.

	It had been done many times before. It could be done again. But in broad daylight?

	Escape stories ran through Milly’s twenty-four years of memory. Had there been a single incident where a slave had taken to the road while the sun was at its highest? She shook her head.

	But she had an advantage. So long as she wasn’t recognized.

	The May sun beat down on her with brutal strength. She flattened a palm across the back of her stinging neck.

	Isum picked up the parasol, also borrowed, from the floorboard. “You’ll be burnin’ if you don’t.”

	Since he first came to the plantation as a skinny tyke five years her younger, Isum had been her responsibility. She’d cared for him as meticulously as she had her own flesh. About the time his gaze tilted downward to look at her, they’d swapped roles, and his protectiveness had grown in proportion to his towering height.

	She frowned, opened the frilly contraption, and settled it against her shoulder. Immediately, her neck cooled. It did nothing for the scorch of bile rising in her throat.

	Gripping the side of the bench, she failed to tamp down the unease that swelled within her.

	The timing was wrong. They would be caught, and he would be sold. She dare not consider her own fate. They should turn back. It wasn’t too late.

	Mr. Grayson’s features, twisting with his customary, terrifying rage, flashed before her.

	No, they should be moving faster.

	Isum pulled on the reins.

	“Why are you slowing?” Milly sat forward, resisting the urge to yank the whip from its holder and spur the animal into a gallop.

	He swiped the floppy hat from his head and mopped his brow with his sleeve. “We ain’t alone. Best we not seem in too much a hurry.” He indicated with his hat and settled it back in place before taking up a deliberate, relaxed posture.

	A horseman topped the next slope.

	“Oh God, help us,” Milly breathed.

	“What you worried about, Miss Milly? You’s armed with the most beautiful smile this side of the Chattahoochee. Ain’t no gentleman gonna see past it to doubt your word.”

	But what if he wasn’t a gentleman? Milly forced a wobbly smile and swept her hand under her bonnet, securing any strays.

	Within minutes, Isum pulled the buggy to a halt as the man came alongside them. The creaking brake nearly sent Milly scrambling for the trees lining the road. Instead, she set the parasol to shield her face, presumably, from the sun.

	“Good afternoon, miss.” The white man’s unfamiliar voice released her pent-up breath.

	Easing back the shade, she peered through the lace edging. Long seconds passed before Isum shifted beside her and nudged her back.

	Milly closed the parasol and forced her gaze to the stranger’s eyes. She found them friendly and unsuspecting. “Good afternoon to you, sir.” Tucking her trembling hands into the folds of the parasol, she tried for that beautiful smile but feared she fell short of Isum’s expectations.

	The man studied her, never once glancing at Isum.

	A cold sweat broke out on her upper lip. Like venom, fear coursed through her, poisoning her confidence. Her gaze slipped to the dirt where it belonged.

	“You’re a might far from civilization. It’s not exactly safe out here, even with a strapping buck such as yours.”

	Milly’s gaze skittered to the man’s chest, but weighted by years of training, fell back to the ground. “I plan to trade with the Creeks in the next village. I hear they’ll give anything for a little food.”

	“So they will, poor devils.” The man laughed, making Milly’s skin crawl. He sidled his horse close to the buggy, and the smell of his cologne wafted down. “I appreciate a woman with a tender heart.”

	“If you don’t mind, we best be moving along. I wouldn’t want to be caught out after dark.”

	The man’s silence lured Milly’s hesitant gaze. A smile crept up his face. “There they are, those pretty brown eyes.” He tipped his hat, bowing slightly at the waist. “It would be my pleasure to escort you.”

	“No.” The discourteous refusal popped out of its own volition. “Thank you, but that’s not necessary. We’re accustomed to the road.”

	Eyes darkening, the gentleman reined his horse around, pointing its muzzle toward the road behind them. “Then I’ll not keep you. Good day.”

	Milly nodded but doubted he noticed. “Let’s move, Isum,” she whispered, anxious to leave the man’s dust behind.

	A brisk half-mile later, Milly’s gloved hand still clutched the parasol in her lap. Tears burned her eyes at the thought of what might have happened. She blinked them away to find Isum grinning like a coon in the corn.

	“We done it. We fooled that dandy.”

	A strangled chuckle escaped her. “I suppose we did. He never suspected a thing.” Milly laughed full and long. It unwound the knotted cord in her gut, and suddenly, the road opened before them and filled with possibilities.

	Possibilities of a future. With Isum? He had offered as much, and she hadn’t exactly rejected him. Neither had she accepted. She found it difficult to move past the years of near mothering to feel something more toward him. And yet, she couldn’t imagine another man on earth who would willingly wed her. And from all indications, he was more than willing.

	Taking in a deep, cleansing breath, she turned to discover his steady eyes on her, all joviality gone. “Isum? What is it?”

	“For half a minute, I thought I was gonna have to kill me a white man, the way he was lookin’ at you. Like you’s a Sunday pastry.”

	It was always the same with men. Many women longed for beauty, but for Milly, it was the latch on her shackles. She tucked her chin against nagging shame.

	Isum grunted and slapped the reins across the mare’s rump. “Ain’t nothin’ you can help.”

	At the sound of thundering hooves, she felt the blood drain from her face. Behind them, four riders closed in fast.

	She gripped Isum’s arm, words lodging in her throat.

	Jaw clenched, he focused on the horse and pulled them to a stop. Running was useless. With quivering resignation, she removed her gloves and folded them neatly, as the mistress had taught her. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Isum, to see hope shattered across his face.

	“It ain’t ova,” he mumbled, as Master Landcastle’s men surrounded them.

	Milly coughed on the horses’ dust and probed her mind for a reasonable excuse.

	“I thought you were smarter than this, Milly.” Grayson, the overseer, laid one arm across his thighs, loosely aiming a pistol in their direction. “A pity what’ll become of you now.” His false sympathy grated.

	Two of the others dismounted and dragged Isum from his seat. He struggled against their attempt to shackle him and was rewarded with a swift kick to the gut.

	“Please, don’t hurt him! It was my fault.” Milly jumped from the buggy and scrambled to the side of Grayson’s horse. Her nails dug into his leather riding boot. “I didn’t tell him I planned to run.”

	He guffawed and kicked her hand away. “He doesn’t answer to you, girl. And he’ll pay for his own foolishness. Same as you will.” He jerked the pistol. “You’re riding with me.”

	The thought of being pressed against the man for seven miles of rough roads sent Milly back a step. He lunged forward, grappling for the front of her gown, but he missed and scratched her neck instead.

	She barely registered the burn.

	His nostrils flared. “Get over here.”

	Milly shied away from his curses and risked a glance over her shoulder.

	The other three struggled against a willful, roaring Isum. “Hold him down,” one bellowed.

	“I’m tryin’!” Metal clinked and rattled as Isum kicked, sending the shackles skidding across the road.

	One of the men swore and went after them.

	Too late, Milly noticed Grayson’s hand as he swiped for her again. She swayed back, but he compensated, stretching farther away from his horse. Fisting her blouse, he yanked her toward himself.

	With a cry, Milly locked her knees, sending her lower half skidding under the horse’s barrel. She clung to Grayson’s arm, her weight tugging him down with her.

	“Let me loose!” His breath puffed hot in her ear.

	The horse skittered, its hooves striking so close she felt the vibration through the ground. It bolted away from them, sending Grayson tumbling.

	Milly flipped to the side and avoided his crashing bulk.

	He landed beside her with a grunt, his pistol coming to rest inches from her hand.

	“Merciful, Lord,” she whispered through dusty lips.

	“Grab it!” Isum shouted. Two men held him belly-down while the third locked a cuff on his ankle. His eyes bored into her, begging her to act.

	Grayson’s gaze darted to the pistol the instant her fingers wrapped around the handle. Before he could pull himself to a sitting position, she had the muzzle pointed at his head. “Make them stop.” Her voice trembled in time with her hands.

	He snorted. “You wouldn’t kill me.”

	“No, I can cripple you. In a way you’ll never hurt another woman again.” She redirected her aim.

	Steady. Keep it steady. She scooted back, farther from his reach. “You heard me.”

	Grayson glared at her, his jaw working hard, little circles.

	From the corner of her eye, she noted the stillness that had settled on the opposite side of the road. Isum flailed once more and managed to dislodge himself from under his captors.

	“Unshackle him,” Milly called, her eyes never leaving Grayson’s.

	“I’ll find you, and you know it.” His voice was gritty with hate.

	“Maybe. But not today.”

	“Grayson, what do you want us to do?”

	“Let him go.”

	The manacles clinked to the ground.

	Isum pushed up and trotted to her side, lip bleeding and jaw swollen, but looking better than such a struggle should afford. “I got this here.” He took the weapon from her. “Think you can get the buggy into them trees?”

	She nodded. “If need be, I can sprout wings and fly.”

	The sun had barely moved by the time Isum had all four men bound, gagged, and lashed to the wagon, which Milly had taken as far into the undergrowth as she could.

	While he secured the men’s bonds, Milly changed back into her comfortable, plain brown frock and scattered all the horses but two. Leading one to Isum, she smiled. On horseback, they could cut through the forest and make better time. At least until the ground grew too swampy.

	He gave her a boost and adjusted the stirrups with a swiftness that spoke of a lifetime in the master’s stables. Giving her foot a pat, he winked. “Now who’s the mastah of himself?”

	She fingered the bonnet’s ribbon tied beneath her chin and shook her head. “It’s a bit soon to be so confident. We have a long trail ahead of us.”

	Mounted, Isum directed his horse alongside hers. With a quick yank, he loosened her bonnet’s ribbons. “We’re getting’ off the road. Headin’ into the brush. You don’t need that no more. From here on, we’ll be exactly like the Almighty created us to be.”

	One hand pressed to the top of her bonnet, Milly leaned out of his reach.

	He clucked his tongue. “Your feet can run, but your heart, it gotta stop chasin’ after lies. It’s time you be who you’s meant to be.”

	Who I’m meant to be? “And what exactly am I?”

	“A child of the King. And my girl. Nothin’ else mattuh.”

	Milly snorted, as he took her horse by the bridle. “We ain’t leavin’ until you know it.”

	“I know it.”

	“Then take it off.”

	She fingered the edge of her bonnet while Grayson’s gaze gouged her back. She was more terrified to remove it than to turn the horse toward the Apalachicola River. Heart running wild, she lifted the bonnet until a breeze tickled the hair on her forehead.

	With a smile born of unending patience, Isum released her horse.

	She set the cap in her lap and ran a hand over the braid worked in a circle around her head, its coarse, frizzy texture accusing her of her tainted heritage.

	Grayson caught her attention. From where he sat tied to the wagon wheel, the hatred emanating from his eyes scorched Milly’s weak resolve.

	“I can’t.” With a jerk to the reins, she twisted the horse’s bit out of Isum’s reach. Gripping the saddle with her thighs, she settled the bonnet back in place. A swift kick of her heel set the horse on the backwoods trail to Spanish Florida.

	Isum might be doomed every day to face their reality, but Milly had been blessed with the option to hide.

	What slave in her right mind would choose otherwise?

	~ ~ ~

	The Floridas

	 

	For the third time in an hour, Captain Phillip Bailey checked that his musket was properly primed and loaded. The Apalachicola wound along on his right; his company from the Fourth Regiment marched behind. Creek warriors fanned out into the swampy woodland on the left.

	He was trapped.

	It had only been two summers since many of these same warriors had surrendered to General Jackson after the Red Stick War. The sight of them now—wild in their feathers, piercings, and tattoos—set the hairs on the back of his neck on end. For every one of the hundred and sixteen American regulars on the march to Prospect Bluff, there were two—supposedly ally—Creek warriors who slogged across the boggy ground next to him.

	The odds were far from comforting.

	Heat pasted his silk neck-stock to his throat. He tugged at it and scanned the surrounding pines for any sign of danger, whether from runaway slaves or friendly Creeks turned hostile. Downriver a ways and set back into the forest, the outline of a shack took shape—probably erected by a runaway. Like the many other dwellings they’d come across, the place appeared abandoned, but that didn’t mean the owners weren’t lurking in the shadows, waiting in ambush.

	Quiet as a whisper, a group of warriors split off and swarmed the farmstead. Within minutes, they rejoined Phillip’s column empty-handed.

	If what was said about Chief Garcon, the runaways’ leader, proved true, the man wouldn’t allow Phillip and his men to waltz into the area without a dandy of a fight. It was no secret the Americans intended to neutralize the fort on Prospect Bluff, the stronghold they called Negro Fort. Its name alone struck fear in the hearts of southern Georgians.

	After the most recent assault from the blacks, General Jackson had jumped at Spain’s reluctant approval of his soldiers crossing the Spanish-American border to defuse the tension and reclaim American property—the slaves. With its swamps, alligators, and prowling Seminoles, the Floridas were savage country. Toss in three hundred armed and desperate runaways, and the place became hell on earth.

	Phillip had been the first to volunteer to invade that hell. Alligators and runaways, he could handle. Creek warriors were a different matter altogether. Running into them on the southerly trail had been a surprise to both parties. It just so happened that, this time, Creek and American objectives ran parallel. Or so the Indians said . . . 

	Without warning, a regular stepped out from behind a tree, blocking Phillip’s path and causing his musket arm to jerk. “A clod of mud has more sense than you, Corporal Higgins.” Phillip spoke from between clenched teeth. “Get back in line.”

	“Yes, sir. Just taking care of business, sir.”

	Phillip noted a smirk on the nearest warrior. He scowled back.

	The natives might see him and his men as a bunch of untrained idiots, but Phillip knew better. When not attacked on the sly and when properly prepared, there was no equal to Phillip’s army anywhere in the Americas. Hadn’t they proved it by crippling the Creek Confederacy not two years before?

	He passed Higgins’ scrawny frame.

	The man busily fastened his broadfalls. “Didn’t mean to scare you, sir.” A poorly contained leer plucked at the man’s freckled cheeks.

	Phillip opened his mouth to refute the charge and put the private in his place, but the gravelly voice of Sergeant Garrigus beat him to it. “Idiot. You can’t rattle the captain. He’s got nerves of iron.”

	“Is that right?”

	“After what he’s seen? You bet.”

	Garrigus’ praise sounded sincere enough, but Phillip knew the truth and prayed every day no one else would discover it. “Enough chatter back there. Keep your mouths shut and your eyes peeled.” He cast a sideways glance at longtime friend and surgeon, Captain Marcus Buck.

	Buck possessed a lean form, and he moved it with the grace of a fencer. The sword at his thigh, though snug in its scabbard, could be in his hand in a blink, and in the next, carving out an enemy’s heart. The good doctor had no qualms taking lives when necessity demanded; though, unerringly, he preferred to save them.

	He returned Phillip’s long look with a sprightly smile that raised his flawless sand-colored cheeks. Eyes, nose, mouth—each feature lined up perfectly. He would be a favorite with the ladies if he took his nose out of medical books long enough to notice their attention.

	Involuntarily, Phillip’s jaw twitched, tugging the taut skin around his scar.

	His friend’s gaze skimmed the trail leading through endless five-foot-high saw palmettos. “Where’s Enoch, sir?” Although they wore the same insignia, Phillip outranked him due to time in service and experience on the field. Specifically, Fort Mims.

	“Are you enjoying the quiet too?” Phillip subdued a grin and jerked his head toward the end of the loosely formed column. “I put him to work keeping Cook company.”

	“Indians giving him the jitters?”

	Phillip nodded. It wasn’t the only thing he and his young slave had in common.

	He stepped into another pocket of muck. Swamp water engulfed him up to the ankle of his knee-high boot and spattered his blue wool trousers clear up to the tassel of the red sash tied about his waist. He shook his foot, longing for a pair of clean, dry stockings. An arduous, two-day trek behind them, Camp Crawford might have been nothing more than tents and pickets, but right then, it seemed pretty near to heaven.

	Erratic movement ahead brought Phillip to a halt and his musket to his shoulder.

	An Indian loped toward him. His roached, black hair was collected at the base of his neck into a long tail and fluttered in the air behind him. His face was a solemn, purposeful mask, and he clutched a tomahawk in a battle-ready grip.

	A drumbeat sounded from nearby. Or was that blood pounding Phillip’s eardrum?

	He strengthened his stance and gripped the musket barrel. Sweat dripped into his eye, but he refused to blink and miss even one of this warrior’s breaths.

	The Indians had caught him unawares before. Never again.

	As the man neared, the path cleared before him. Ahead, an unidentified commotion scattered the column.

	This was it. The moment Phillip had been anticipating. One swing of this warrior’s blade would be the signal for the rest to attack. By sundown, every American scalp would dangle from a pole.

	The drum increased its tempo. He was back at Fort Mims now, its fire lapping at his heels. The world narrowed to the warrior streaking toward him. Phillip had known better than to trust these savages, but Colonel Clinch hadn’t listened.

	Phillip should give some sort of call to battle, but his brain went numb. Breath ragged, he pointed the muzzle at the warrior’s chest. When he aligned the sights, his stiff collar dug into the base of his ear. His sweaty finger trembled against the trigger as he waited for the red man to raise his tomahawk.

	Instead, ten paces away, he came to a halt, his brown eyes boring into Phillip. Studiously, the warrior lowered his weapon and slipped it into his belt. He was taller than Phillip by a good hand’s length and could no doubt whip the tar out of him if given the chance. Even so, he let his arms go limp and stared at Phillip, long and probing, until his eyes took on subtle turbulence.

	Except for the drum in Phillip’s ear, silence surrounded them.

	Why didn’t the man attack? Indians never surrendered.

	“Captain?” A voice broke through the pounding beat. “Captain Bailey.” This time more insistent.

	Phillip blinked and flicked his gaze to the side.

	Buck. He laid a hand on Phillip’s arm, making him flinch.

	“Easy.” Buck sounded as though he were calming a terrified child instead of addressing a superior officer. His voice barely rose above a whisper. “The men are watching. There’s no call for this. Not this time.”

	A massive vulture soared above, pulling Phillip’s focus away, then back to the man before him who continued his bold, unnerving scrutiny.

	Did Phillip know him? That swirl of ink along the man’s neck was familiar. He’d seen it . . . somewhere, sometime during his year running to ground fugitive Red Sticks. Whatever had caused their paths to cross had been unpleasant. That much Phillip recalled.

	The tip of his musket sank, and two dozen warriors lowered their bows in response.

	As realization of the extent of his error took hold, heat crawled up his neck, burning his scar. He honed in on the black ostrich plume trembling in the air above Buck’s bicorne hat as he turned to the warrior.

	“It’s nothing personal, my good fellow,” Buck stated with a half-grin. “Captain Bailey fought at Fort Mims. Next time you’re careless enough to run up on him that way, I’ll let him have you.”

	“Yes, Doctor,” Phillip said, wishing a bullet hole would open between the Indian’s eyes, “do let me.”

	One brow hitching, the native lifted his arms to the side, slowly, evenly. A brazen invitation.

	Buck’s laughter, which lacked none of its usual cheer, failed to dispel the coiling tension. “On second thought, it would just make more work for me. And I do so loathe extracting iron at this hour. Spoils my supper.” He grinned and turned to the Indian. “You wouldn’t relish having a testy surgeon digging through your gut, would you?”

	At the warrior’s scowl, Buck laughed again, all charm. “No, didn’t imagine you would. So tell us, what news?” 

	“A white man.” Addressing Buck, the Indian gestured toward a sandbar in the middle of the river. “Found there.”

	Phillip swallowed and willed his voice not to tremble. “One of ours?”

	“A seaman. Wounded here.” He tapped his shoulder.

	“One of Sailing Master Loomis’ men?” Buck’s voice hiked with disbelief.

	At a snappy pace, Phillip took off toward the sandbar. “My thoughts exactly. Although, it was my understanding no vessel from the naval convoy was to enter the river until we’d arrived.”

	“They weren’t,” Buck confirmed.

	The warrior took up an offbeat step beside them. “There is more,” he said, halting Phillip in his tracks. “Two dead. This side the river.” A line of sweat bisected the tattooed moon on his shaved scalp.

	“Sailors, as well?” With any luck, the dead were runaways.

	The Indian shrugged. “Their white bodies lie naked.”

	Buck hissed an expletive, while Corporal Higgins’ face lit with anticipation. “We gonna see action?”

	“Never mind that,” Phillip said. “Did you hear the Indian’s report?”

	“Yes, sir. I heard.”

	Phillip pointed two fingers upriver. “Take it to Colonel Clinch. On the double.” At the sound of Higgins’ scurrying footfalls, Phillip turned to Buck. “Surgeon, you’re with me.”

	A silent crowd gathered ahead—around the wounded sailor, Phillip surmised. “Clear out,” he called as he shouldered his way through the throng. “Give the man space to breathe.”

	Buck followed, bumping into Phillip’s back when he stopped short, breath catching in his lungs. Scalped and brutally stabbed, two stripped men lay in a puddle of blood, their features frozen in twists of agony.

	Soldiers shifted, allowing the doctor room to press his fingers to each neck. He stood, retrieved a kerchief from his pocket, and wiped his hands, staining the cloth red. “Give me someone I can help, for heaven’s sake.”

	As Buck stepped over the bodies, a tremble began deep inside Phillip. It grew, moving into his stomach with a painful shudder. “We camp here. Private Davidson, inform Captain Collins. Sergeant Garrigus, set up a perimeter.” He tore his eyes from the grisly scene, stepped back, and turned to Buck. “Captain Buck, see to the wounded sailor, wherever he is. I’ll find you shortly. I’m going to look for tracks before we lose daylight.”

	“We got Indians for that, sir,” Private Davidson called after him.

	Buck spoke. “Why are you still standing there, Private? You heard the captain.”

	Night was falling fast and with it, Phillip’s composure. The skirts of his coatee slapped the backs of his thighs as he quick-stepped toward the shelter of the woods.

	He mashed his lips together and willed his stomach to cease its rebellion. Eyes riveted to a massive cypress twenty yards in, he forced certain images from his mind. Images of Fort Mims, of the dead and dying, of the corpses he had trampled in his fight for life.

	Satisfied the cypress hid him, he rested his hands on his knees. His head swam, and the world tipped. Closing his eyes, he concentrated on keeping his breath even and his army rations where they belonged.

	At last, he regained a measure of control—enough to be presentable to his men.

	These memories shouldn’t hold such power over him. And yet, they did. More ferociously each month.

	Disgusted at himself, he ripped the bicorne from his head and hurled it into the shadows.

	A soft cry followed, emanating from the darkness beyond.

	Every muscle in Phillip’s body seized as his eyes strained to pierce the obscurity of dusk. He saw nothing, heard nothing—besides voices carrying from the riverbed. Had he imagined the sound? If he had, the fact wouldn’t astound him. Not anymore.

	His mind replayed it. The cry had possessed a human quality. Would he go so far as to say feminine? Yes, he would.

	A runaway. Had to be.

	Unwilling to believe he was hearing voices in his head, he set out in the direction his bicorne had landed. Musket going before him, he proceeded with carefully placed steps and peered into the ever-darkening forest beyond. This could be a trap, but it was worth the risk if it squelched the notion he was indeed mentally disordered.

	Ears finely tuned, he crept toward his bicorne, which lay before a stand of Spanish bayonet.

	The palm’s flowers, which were bunched on stalks rising high above the plant, suddenly shook like ringing bells. Phillip jerked his musket up and back down as a woman sprang from concealment.

	Her skirt snagged on the needle-sharp leaves, arresting her flight. As she battled to extricate the fabric, she lifted her bonneted head, exposing large, fearful eyes and a face which glowed pale in the waning daylight.

	Unless the encroaching night was playing tricks on him, this woman was white. Not the midnight skin of a runaway, nor the tawny red of an Indian. Not even the creamy olive of a Spaniard, but white. A near perfect match to Phillip’s sun-browned skin.

	He dropped the butt of his musket at his feet. “Ma’am? What are you doing out here?” Had there been a female with the sailors? Phillip knew of no situation where that might be permitted.

	Her struggle grew more desperate until the sound of ripping preceded her backward tumble. Mostly hidden by the squat palms, she scooted away on her haunches.

	Still many yards distant, Phillip reached a hand to her, unable to imagine why she might be afraid of him. “I won’t hurt—”

	A black man, large as a bear, darted from behind a thick pine to Phillip’s right. His sprint carried him across Phillip’s path and directly toward the woman.

	“No! Get away.” Her words came out a garbled croak.

	“Halt!” Phillip flipped the weapon back into position.

	Unfazed, the man kept moving and would have intercepted the woman except for the stone she hurled. It thudded off his shoulder and stopped him dead in his tracks.

	He swiveled to face Phillip, who’d shortened the distance between them, his eye never leaving the musket’s sights. “One more step, and before the night's out, I’ll bury you where you stand.”

	The man’s shoulders rose and fell with each rapid breath, but his stony face showed no fear. “Then you bettah do it. Otherwise, it’ll be you what’s buried. See, I plan to make it to that fort, and losin’ my life to do it is no matter to me.”

	Phillip’s brother, Dixon, had often said that a man who didn’t value his own life made the most dangerous of enemies. This one wouldn’t live long enough to become that. Phillip leveled his barrel on the big man’s heart.

	In response, the runaway took a step.

	“Don’t shoot!” The woman stumbled forward, placing herself between the black man and the iron muzzle.

	Reflexively, Phillip skipped to the side to maintain his aim on the man. “Step away, ma’am. Don’t want you hurt.”

	She mirrored his movements, keeping herself between them. “No one needs to get hurt.”

	“Move away from him, and let me handle this.”

	She faced Phillip, her large eyes pleading. “Let him go. Please.”

	“Woman, are you crazy?” The black man voiced Phillip’s own thoughts.

	She was either insane or suffering from over-exposure.

	Weapon rammed into his shoulder and still trained on the runaway, Phillip launched forward and flailed at her to grab her by the arm.

	She skittered to the side, and he swiped air.

	“Get out of the way,” he snapped. Not one of his men would have dared defy his command, yet this woman stood her ground.

	She backed farther away from him and dangerously close to the other man. “He didn’t run a hundred miles to be shot down defenseless in the woods a day away from the only chance at freedom he’ll ever have.” Her voice shook, but her rigid back told Phillip she wouldn’t give in any time soon.

	Busy concocting a way to move the woman and save both their necks, Phillip was only half listening. “What are you talking about?”

	Although shadows fell across her face, Phillip didn’t miss the softening of her eyes or the quiver of her lips. Her passion for this slave’s freedom furrowed Phillip’s brow.

	“If you were fighting for your life, wouldn’t you want a fair shot at it?”

	Like a Red Stick’s arrow, her soft-spoken question pierced him, immobilizing his thoughts to a trio of images—his brother’s doom-stricken features and the blood-thirsty warriors that swarmed him; Adela flung by her hair to the ground and the savage’s painted arm clamping around her ribs; arrows protruding from his own body and the earth rising up to hammer them in.

	Would he have wanted a fair shot while fighting for his life, for Adela’s? “Yes,” he rasped.

	Surprise widened her eyes and parted her lips—a lovely image to return to after his disturbing trip to the past.

	For one instant, Phillip would have done anything she asked. He lowered his musket and stretched a hand toward her, but before he could even shift his stance, the slave shot forward.

	He encased the woman in his arms, lifting her and covering the lower half of her face with a broad hand. Her muffled cry preceded the man’s swift reversing steps. He hurled a steely glare at Phillip. “I got me a little insurance now. So lemme see that musket on the ground.” The ferocity in his voice chilled Phillip’s blood. One yank of the man’s hand was all it would take to crack the woman’s neck.

	“You listenin’, soldier?”

	Berating himself, Phillip released the barrel of his weapon, let it fall to the ground with a soft thud, and splayed his hands in front of him. “No need for violence. Let her go, and I’ll never breathe a word I saw you. You can go right—”

	The slave flipped the woman’s legs into the air and caught them under his arm in the same instant that he took flight.

	Ten seconds into Phillip's pursuit, common sense skidded his boots in the muck. If he was going into the wilds after an unpredictable giant, he’d better have a squad backing him.

	Within moments, the only evidence left of the woman’s presence was the dread constricting Phillip’s chest that no one would believe she’d even been there.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Long after darkness had consumed them, Milly clung to Isum, who held her with bone-crushing fierceness. His long legs covered the forest with a speed borne of desperation.

	“Isum.” She gasped between his pounding strides. “Isum, let me down.”

	Either he didn’t hear, or he refused.

	Running into the soldiers had been unexpected and terrifying, yet they were far behind now. Surely, they wouldn’t be so daft as to enter these woods after dark.

	The fort on Prospect Bluff should be near. Near enough for runaways to slaughter white men then escape to safety. Milly was certain of it.

	Isum leapt over something, jolting her so that her teeth rattled. She dug her fingers into his shirtfront and pulled. “Please. You’re hurting me.”

	He slowed and loosened his grasp a fraction. After a glance behind them, he brought his speed to a walk and seemed to choose his steps with more care.

	His chest, slick with perspiration, rollicked against her cheek. He muttered incoherently under his stuttered breath. Catching the faint moonlight, the whites of his wide eyes were the only visible part of his face.

	“What is it? Do you hear—?”

	He slid a broad hand over her mouth and froze. The pressure of his arms increased as though he were readying to spring.

	She perked her ears to danger but heard only the hammering of his heart—until the distinct click of a cocking musket filled the night air. Others echoed it, coming from all sides.

	Isum crouched, setting Milly on the ground with a thud. Hidden under blinding darkness and thigh-high ferns, she felt safe for the first time in hours.

	He removed his hand and pressed a finger to her lips, then stood and stepped away. His absence chilled, and a shudder ripped through her. She reached for him but only brushed his retreating calf.

	“Before you take another step, best say who you is.” The distant, male voice had the familiar cadence of a slave, causing tension to fall from Milly’s shoulders.

	“Name’s Isum. A runaway, same as you be.” His voice held a calm authority that Milly hadn’t known he possessed.

	“You come alone?” another asked, closer this time.

	A long pause followed. “I got me a wife.”

	A necessary lie. Unless she came in under the unquestioning umbrella of his protection, she might not be accepted into the camp.

	Her lids drooped. Fatigue flooded her arms and legs. Few found her to be welcome company. At the master’s house, the field slaves eyed her with suspicion, as though she might betray whatever secrets they held. The house slaves treated her with either pity or envy, depending on whether she was receiving nightly visits from the master’s friends or a new dress in which to serve them liquor and cigars.

	Isum alone treated her as an equal.

	Life hadn’t always been so cruel. She’d been born into loving arms, those of her white-as-cotton mother, and reared in a home where white and black were simply the colors of newsprint. All she’d been told of her father was that he’d been a mixed-race freedman. He was put in the ground long before she drew her first breath.

	There had been two other men in her life during those sweet, early years: her maternal grandfather, Granddaddy Wilkins, and George, the man her mother had married before Milly was old enough to store memories.

	Granddaddy Wilkins had set the bar high for Milly, loving her more than his own breath, teaching her that white men were capable of great tenderness, even toward mix-bloods and illegitimates. She hadn’t been aware those two designations existed until George had stood her on the auction block a week after she’d loosed a handful of red-clay dirt onto Granddaddy Wilkins’ casket.

	Since that day, Milly had been searching for another man like Granddaddy and running from men like George.

	“Let’s go.” Isum’s sudden presence beside her pulled her out of her uncomfortable reverie. What had she missed?

	He hooked his fingers in the pit of her arm, drew her up, and swallowed her wrist in his grasp. He was moving before she could register which way they’d come and which way they were going.

	Like ghouls—five, six, maybe more—armed men materialized around them. An armed escort to the fort should have set her mind at ease. Instead, her insides writhed. An image resurfaced of bloodied, white bodies tossed onto the riverbank. She tugged her bonnet forward and buried the white flesh of her free hand inside the folds of her dress.

	A few minutes into the frenzied march, they slowed at what appeared to be a checkpoint. Feeling the burning, curious sight of the sentry, Milly slanted her head away from him. Isum’s grip on her tightened until they passed through, unimpeded. A hundred paces farther, they cleared another.

	The land grew swampy and with each step threatened to suck her bare feet into the mire. Sludge caked her legs and weighed down her dress. She tripped over it and would have fallen face-first had Isum not held her firm.

	They were guided onto a makeshift bridge spanning a narrow body of water that extended indefinitely into the darkness. Ahead, the forest made way for a clearing occupied by squatty huts. The escorts led them through the settlement’s cold, lifeless center. The only sign of activity lay ahead behind a massive wall that loomed black and imposing before them. Hushed voices of women and children carried over the top, and light from their fires illuminated a path that ran along its base.

	Instead of taking the path, one of the men pulled aside a thick layer of hanging vines and banged a series of knocks against a door. Darkness greeted them until a narrow passageway opened from the other side. A glow emanated from within.

	She moved to enter, but Isum hesitated.

	“What is it?” she whispered.

	He grasped her chin. “Them soldiers out there? They’s comin’ for all them what’s here. In the fort.”

	Milly nodded. “I know.”

	“Do you?” His voice lit with intensity. “I’s willin’ to fight for my freedom, but you . . . You gotta be sure this is what you want. Iffin you don’t, we keep on south. Find us another place. Some place safe. You gotta be sure. ’Cause there ain’t no goin’ back. There ain’t no surrender.”

	The finality of their journey weighed her down like a yoke heavy about her neck. There ain’t no goin’ back. That, she understood. She’d told herself the same the moment they’d broken free of Crawford County. For the last two weeks, she’d chosen her own steps, in her own glorious time. Going back to slavery was not an option.

	There ain’t no surrender. Was she willing to die for her freedom?

	Isum was. She heard the resolve in his voice, saw it every day in the proud tilt of his chin and in the way he gripped his pistol. He would die hard, but he would die free.

	A handful of seconds passed as Milly wavered. She had a choice—enter or continue south, try another option. The Seminoles perhaps.

	She wished to God her first real decision as a freed woman wasn’t such a grave one. Still, she smiled. “I’ll fight beside you, Isum. And if need be, I’ll die beside you. There’s no going back.”

	His teeth gleamed as a grin broke his features. In one swift move, he slipped a hand around the back of her head and dropped in for a kiss. With moisture from his lips cool against her cheek, she squared her shoulders and stepped into the opening ahead of him.

	Milly ran her fingertips along the interior of the short tunnel and was astounded at the thickness of the cool earthen wall. This was a place she could feel safe.

	A man stood on the other side with a torch in his hand. Impatience creased his brow until he caught sight of her. His lips slackened, and he looked to the man who had brought them in. “You brung another prisoner?”

	Her body went numb.

	Their guide turned to her. “No, we—” He grabbed the torch out of the first man’s hand and held it near her face.

	She shied from the blaze and bumped into Isum who hopped in front of her. “You got it wrong. She’s runnin’ too.”

	The man’s eyes narrowed. “That’s for the chief to decide.”

	Isum growled. “Take it off.” He tossed the command behind him.

	Obediently, her fingers searched for the knot of ribbon under her chin.

	“Decide what?” A man emerged from the shadows.

	Swinging the torch behind him, their guide revealed a lean figure decked in British army red. Gold braiding adorned his cylindrical black shako and hung over one ear.

	“Chief Garcon.” The torch holder drew himself up. “They’s brought a white woman.”

	A throng of men gathered, creating an impenetrable wall around Milly and Isum, whose body had gone taut.

	Chief Garcon drew close. His ebony skin glistened. Streaks of gray in his tall, full-bodied hair glittered in the firelight. “Another prisoner? Where’d you find her, Ben?” His eyes were hot; his voice was tight and held an understated British intonation.

	Milly fumbled with her bonnet ties. “I’m not a pri—”

	“I said, she’s runnin’ too.” Isum swiveled and yanked the bonnet straight back. The ribbon cut into her neck as he dug his fingers into the mass of braided hair and shoved her headfirst into the circle of light.

	A murmur rippled through the crowd.

	Milly remained in Isum’s grasp like a helpless pup held by the scruff of her neck. Tears blurred her vision as a dozen men scrutinized her. Tuning out their crass comments, she held her breath for the one that counted.

	“I know your kind.” Chin digging into his high, stiff collar, Chief Garcon’s eye scoured the length of her as though he saw every handprint of every man who’d touched her.

	Isum’s grip on her tightened, but to her dismay, he continued to hold her at arm’s length. She shuddered.

	Chief Garcon rubbed her hair between his fingers, then trailed one from her jaw down her throat. Before he reached the collar of her dress, Isum yanked her back against him. Reaching behind her, Milly grabbed onto his shirt determined never to let go.

	“I don’t give a care who you be. No man touches my Milly!” Isum spat.

	Chief Garcon’s eyes burned like two coals. Just as quickly, they dimmed and crinkled with a devilish smile. “We could use a man with your fight.” He lifted his voice. “No matter the shade of black, every runaway is welcome here.”

	Isum loosened his hold but didn’t release her until the crowd had dissipated, leaving only Chief Garcon. Even then, Isum kept a possessive hand on her shoulder. The back of her neck warmed comfortingly with his copious breath.

	“Bed anywhere.” Chief Garcon made the invitation sound like a command. “Tomorrow, Ben will give you a weapon and put you to work.” He left, taking the torch with him.

	Soon, they were alone in the dark, and quiet settled around them.

	Breath left her in a rush. They were in. They were safe.

	With the cold wall to her back, Milly took in the fort for the first time. Except for in the center where a large building obscured the view, campfires dotted the landscape. Around each, sat a group of people. Some conversed quietly, but most seemed to be settling down for the night.

	A baby fussed, and a mother sang a soft African tune. The scent of boiling beans filled the air. Beyond the campfires in the unknown distance, the river hummed in its rush toward the bay.

	Their immediate vicinity lay barren, as though forgotten of all but the sentries posted along the wall. In the stillness of the night and their newfound safety, Milly allowed herself to consider sleep.

	“I’ll scrounge up some grub.” Isum moved toward the fires.

	“Don’t get any for me. I’m too tired to eat.” She moved down the wall, away from the gate, and lowered herself to the ground. The chilly, hard earth felt as good as any of the master’s beds.

	Whether Isum joined her or went in search of food, she wasn’t aware.

	Her last coherent thought was a vision of the soldier—his form, bent and trembling, the dreadful scar slashing his face, his eyes round with alarm for her.

	If only he knew, he had feared for the life of a runaway . . . 

	~ ~ ~

	“I’m telling you, Buck, she was white. And that mountain of a Negro took off with her to do who knows what.” Having moved to an isolated corner of camp, Phillip felt at liberty to speak his mind.

	Moonlight outlined the lumpy, irregular edges of the earthen fort, which resided on the bluff overlooking their camp just over a cannon ball’s flight distant. A sliver of their campground occupied this flat grassy expanse adjacent to the river; the larger portion extended into the damp cool of a boggy forest comprised of lanky sand pines, saw palmettos, giant ferns, and varmints.

	Buck sat very near their small fire, angling precariously toward it to shed light on the ratty journal. The thing may as well have been an extension of his ink-stained fingers. At Phillip’s remark, the quill ceased its scratching. Buck nodded slowly, eying Phillip with placating, doctorly concern. “It’s been a long day. Why don’t you get some rest so you—?”

	“How can I rest when she’s out there somewhere, and no one’s concerned enough to do a thing about it?” He thrust his arm toward the darkened forest.

	Too many defenseless woman and children had died at another fort in the not-so-distant past. He’d been helpless to save them.

	The color of their skin might be darker, but the runaways’ merciless cruelty toward whites was as intense as the Red Sticks’ had been. Phillip would see to it that, this time, circumstances ended differently. It would have been foolish to follow the cur through the woods, but Phillip had fully expected to receive permission to take men and give immediate pursuit.

	When he’d returned to do so, however, Colonel Clinch was newly arrived on the grisly scene and had been too preoccupied questioning Seaman Long, the surviving sailor, to give Phillip his full attention. By the time Clinch addressed Phillip’s concerns, daylight was spent.

	“Relax, man,” Buck said, dipping the quill into the inkwell near his boot. “Plenty are concerned, but no one can do anything until daybreak. It’s black as pitch out there. Even the Natives couldn’t find a trail, and by God, if they aren’t descended from hawks, they should be the way they can spot sign.”

	To Buck’s credit he didn’t remind Phillip that Seaman Long had sworn—several times—that he hadn’t seen a white woman since his shore leave in New Orleans several weeks ago. The sailor had looked at Phillip as if he were touched in the head.

	Everyone knew there were no white women in this part of the world. Most were smart enough to keep to their side of the American border. Even then, they weren’t safe from marauding runaways and Seminoles. Which was why the army was doing what it was doing—cutting the Negroes off at their stronghold.

	Phillip lowered himself to a log and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes to squelch the growing throb. The fire crackled before him, raising steam from his damp boots. “You think I’m crazy, don’t you? Seeing things.” He dropped his hands and looked Buck square in the face, daring him to lie.

	In the dark, his eyes were as piercing black as his surgeon’s coat, but his chipper reply came without hesitation. “I do when you take on a band of Indians armed only with a musket ball and enough bravado to make me look like a bonneted chit. It’ll take a war to repair my reputation. Thank you very much for that.”  When his chuckle wasn’t returned, his voice went flat. “No, my friend, you’re not crazy.”

	“But . . . ?”

	Buck exhaled and stared into the fire, feather poised over the page. “You’ve experienced a great deal of strain over the last couple of years. More than most men do in a lifetime.” He began writing again, brow pulling in and speech haltered by his split focus. “And considering that . . . it’s understandable you might truly believe . . . you saw something that wasn’t there.” The quill dropped again for another soaking in the well.

	Opening his mouth to deny it, Phillip jolted as instances of the very nature Buck described flooded back to him. How many times had he heard an Indian war cry only to realize it was an eagle’s screech or a crow’s cackle? Or heard his dead brother’s voice calling to him in a crowd?

	He’d woken countless nights positive Adela had been in his room, caressing his face, kissing his scar, loving him despite it. Each time, her scent was as real to him as the heartache of her repeated rejection.

	One endless year after the war had ended, he’d found her curled on her side, surrounded by swaying grasses, mourning the Red Stick who was to have met her there eight nights before. The Indian’s extended absence confirmed the report he was dead.

	She’d wept at the sight of Phillip, held onto him until, together, they’d expended a river of tears. He’d walked her off the field that day, but he hadn’t been able to keep her off. A month’s worth of nights saw her back again and again; although, she stayed but an hour or two before dragging herself home, puffy-eyed and exhausted. For all Phillip knew, she was there now, listening to the wolves howl, wishing for a man she would never have.

	Phillip lost track of the number of times she’d turned down his offer of a new life together, but at some point toward the end of that month, he realized there was no competing with the Indian. Shortly after, when he woke himself screaming and quaking and unsheathing his blade, he reluctantly admitted she was better off without him anyway.

	She’d probably already come to that conclusion but was too kind to say.

	His presence hadn’t been completely pointless though. Before he left, she’d come around, begun living again, albeit hesitantly.

	At last correspondence, she’d opened a weigh station of sorts, offering a meal and a cot to travelers, traders, needy Indians. As her mother had often done. It suited her, and she seemed content. If nothing else, resigned—unlike Phillip, who couldn’t shake her from his head, his dreams.

	The fires of Fort Mims had branded her on him. He fingered the broad line of puckered flesh running from temple to chin—the other reason he was still married to the army instead of her.

	Buck’s incessant scribbling was sandpaper to his nerves. “Taking down a rather extensive account of the day aren’t you?” Phillip said. “Anything I should know about?”

	His head snapped up. “You won’t find your name in here, if that’s what you’re getting at. At least not in a medical context.”

	“And why not? I would make an excellent case study.” Through his laugh, Phillip released the full measure of his bitterness.

	When Buck moved to drop the feather next to the ink, its nib scraped the knee of his white trousers, leaving a streak of black. He absentmindedly rubbed at the stain, his focus calm and now full on Phillip. “I think you know why.”

	Because it would create a record of Phillip’s condition. Because Buck was a loyal friend and would do nothing to harm Philip or his career.

	Phillip stood and faced off with the black marshland. He’d often wondered whether he—and the U.S. Army—would be better off if he walked into the glades and never came out. His stint in them before hadn’t been so awful—apart from his painful recovery.

	If not for Saul’s prodding, Phillip might still be in that wreck of a shack buried in the deepest part of the Tensaw swamps. Go on now. Get on outta here and conquer the ugly world like the soldier you is.

	The world? Fifteen months later, Phillip was still trying to conquer his own head.

	Buck’s firm hand on his shoulder brought him back. “Give it time. Your heart and mind will heal. But as I’ve said before, being here won’t help. You should have stayed in Fort Gaines behind a desk.”

	Phillip snorted. “This is the only way to make rank, and well you know it.” No need to mention it was either get away or go insane.

	“Rank is worthless without a sound mind.” If Buck thought his boyish grin would lessen the sting, he was wrong.

	“You’re pushing your luck with your opinions tonight.”

	Buck’s normally contagious laugh fell flat on Phillip’s ears. “I suppose I am, but I’d be remiss in my duties as a medical officer if I didn’t speak the truth. Especially to a friend.” The softening of his tone cooled Phillip’s irritation.

	He crossed his arms. “All right. Out with it. Since you’re being so free with your thoughts, is there anything else you’d like to add?”

	Buck’ smile faded, and as silence descended, Phillip regretted extending the invitation.

	At last, Buck spoke. “As your physician, I’ve done my best to protect your privacy. However, rumor of your . . . difficulties has reached Command. Should a superior come to me for confirmation of the facts, I’ll be compelled to be forthcoming with my assessment of the situation.”

	“And what exactly is your assessment?”

	“As much as it pains me to say, I suspect you are mentally unfit to see action.”

	Phillip’s fingernails dug into his palms.

	“You wantin’ your dinner, now, suh?”

	Phillip’s head whipped toward the voice.

	Tin cup in hand, Enoch emerged from the darkness, and Phillip’s heart calmed. “I’ll come when I’m through here.” His stomach protested the thought of army grub, but a man couldn’t fight without food in his belly. If it weren’t for Enoch, Phillip likely would never remember to eat.

	“Already got it, suh. Cook said I’s to bring it to you and not come back ’til mornin’. I told him you’s busy, an that perfect-warmed food would go cold. That’s what I told him, suh, but he got wax fillin’ up them big ears a his. Now there it sits, goin’ cold, like I say it would do. What you got here that’s more important than eatin’ that grub I brought ya? Mastuh, suh.” He tacked on the last, as if in atonement for his impertinent remarks.

	Phillip turned to him. “That’s no way to speak to me, young man. I’ve told you to watch your tongue. Don’t make me take drastic measures.”

	Even in the dim light, Phillip noted the shadow of anger that flashed across Enoch’s face just before he retreated into the dark without Phillip’s leave.

	“Drastic measures?” Buck’s tone went flinty. “What does that mean?” Based on the story his back told, he and the whip had become acquainted some time ago.

	“Don’t go making more of it than it is. My belt and that boy will never become acquainted. But he doesn’t know that.”

	“You might be surprised what Enoch does and doesn’t know. Ease up on him. He loves you.”

	He drew a deep breath. “I know.” He hadn’t meant to be harsh with the boy, but just now, he didn’t have the mental powers to deal with Enoch’s moodiness. Another issue clogged his thinking.

	Buck’s judgment had always been rock solid, but never had it struck such a personal chord. “You think I’m unable to command my troops?” He spoke so low, he was surprised when Buck answered.

	“No, I said I suspected you’re not fit to fight. Period.” His friend held his gaze, his face firm but his eyes gentle.

	Phillip struggled for words. Incapable of fighting? Commanding, maybe. But he could always fight. He lived for it. There was nothing left for him but the army. Shuffling paperwork until retirement would be almost as unbearable as learning Adela was alive, then losing her all over again.

	The second time, to a dead man.

	“Fortunately for you,” Buck continued in a lighter tone, “in time of need, the army doesn’t remove officers based solely on a surgeon’s inklings. I suggest you keep your nose clean and not push this business
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