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Dear Reader,


The town of Oakville is fictional, as is the Ironwood plantation. However, you might find it interesting to know that the name “Ironwood” came from my own family’s estate, and I used actual names from my ancestry chart for many of the characters. The inside of the Ironwood house is based on Cedarwycke plantation located in Hamilton, MS, as well as the descriptions used for the potato house and kitchen. I’d like to say a special thank you to Ms. Susie Wright for allowing me to use Cedarwycke as an inspiration for Ironwood. I even used the unique plantation name for Lydia’s family home.

The outside descriptions of the mansion (as well as the photo of the house on the cover) are based on the Herron House, located in Oakland, MS. Although the house was technically built in 1907, the outside still looked like a perfect Ironwood to me. At the time of this writing, it is a lovely bed and breakfast run by Sam and Flora Vance. Thank you both for your wonderful hospitality and for allowing me to use pictures of your home for my Ironwood.

The battles of Corinth referenced in the book are actual events, although everything that happens to Charles and the other characters is fictional. General Earl Van Dorn and several of the generals mentioned are actual men, although the dialogue and interactions with my characters are completely products of my own imagination.

I’d also like to thank all my early readers who helped me correct the historical details in the novel. Any errors are completely my own.

Thank you for stepping into Ironwood. I hope it captivates you as much as it has long captivated me.
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Cedarwycke Plantation

March 15, 1862

Lydia pinched her nose to stifle the sneeze that would surely betray her hiding place. Drawing her skirts farther under her legs and silently berating the hoops underneath them, she forced herself to ignore bits of straw that scratched and poked their way through the layers of material. She only needed a few measly moments to clear her head. Then she would be ready. Why couldn’t Mother understand?

“Miss? Miss, is you in here?” The mousy voice of her mother’s maid drifted with the dust up to the rafters of the loft. Sally sighed loudly, an uncharacteristic display of exasperation. The day flustered even the mellowest among them. “Miss Lydia, you know your momma gonna be madder and madder the longer you stays out.”

Lydia inwardly groaned. As if she weren’t aware of that already. She knew she must stop acting like a child but could not bring herself to relent. She remained perfectly still. After a few moments, the girl gave up her search and the barn door slid closed behind her. Lydia let out a long breath of relief and reclined against the freshly cut storage of the horse’s winter feed, but her restless mind wouldn’t allow her to enjoy her stolen freedom. She would go when she was ready. Not because someone summoned her. Still, if she didn’t hurry…

Unfolding her stiff muscles, Lydia stood and brushed her lavender skirts free of dust and clinging straw. She drew her bottom lip between her teeth, a habit Mother said would ruin her smile. If she didn’t present herself to be fussed over soon, she’d be accused of blatantly ignoring her mother’s instructions. Everyone knew ignoring the mistress of Cedarwycke was completely unacceptable. Such disrespect most especially could not come from her own daughter.

Lydia peered over the edge of the loft, and, seeing no one, descended the ladder. Ladies do not climb, her mother’s voice repeated in her head. Yes, Mother. Neither did they do any number of the other things she’d done.

Her shoes landed on the dirt floor, and a soft whinny greeted her. Lydia glanced over at her mare, which waited with ears forward and a welcoming gaze. What could a few moments more hurt? Lydia ran her ungloved hand over Snowflake’s smooth muzzle.

“Hey, pretty girl. You knew about me hiding up there the whole time, didn’t you?” The horse bobbed its head, and Lydia laughed at the impossibly implied response. “But you won’t tell anyone, will you, girl?”

She placed her cheek against the horse’s face and smoothed the hairs along its mane. Unable to stall any longer or risk giving away her secret sanctuary, Lydia bid her childhood companion a good afternoon and made her way back to the house.

She’d barely set foot in the door when her mother’s voice brought her steps to a halt.

“You are determined to be the death of me, aren’t you?”

Lydia adjusted her features into a composed yet slightly confused expression before turning around. “I’m sure I do not know what you mean, Mother.”

Mother placed her hands on her slim hips, her bright blue eyes flashing. “Do not play games with me, Lydia. You have been gone since the noon meal!”

Lydia wove her fingers together to keep them from digging into the folds of her skirt. “Forgive me, Mother. I did not intend to give you flutters. I simply lost track of the time.”

Mother raised her eyebrows but elected not to argue further. “Get on up to your room.”

Lydia turned and started up the staircase as Mother’s commands for hot bath water sent the house girls running. She closed her bedroom door behind her, leaning on it for support while trying to gather her strength for what lay ahead. Within a mere moment, a heavy knock vibrated the wood against her back. Stifling a groan, Lydia opened the door for her mother to enter.

“Now, no excuses. I do not care where you’ve been. Right now we’ve got to get you bathed.”

Lydia nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Mother looked her over for an uncomfortably long moment. Finally, she sighed and sat down on the patterned quilt spread across Lydia’s canopy bed. “Come, sit by me. I need to tell you what to expect on your wedding night.”

Lydia’s heart shuddered. Oh, no. She shook her head fervently, sending half her hair sliding from its pins. Anything but that.

“Come now. I know it is an awkward thing, but a lady must understand her duties to her husband. He will expect you to produce children, and I do not want you to be unaware of how such things are accomplished.”

Lydia lifted her chin, refusing her mother’s invitation to sit. Her nerves required the freedom of movement. “I already know, Mother. You explained it to me as a girl. When God wishes to gift a married woman with a child, He will place one in her womb. It is later born by expelling through the birth canal, a painful and messy process.”

Mother smiled. “Very good, dear. I am surprised you were paying attention. But I am afraid there is more to it than that. The father also has a role in making a child.”

She could not have this conversation. Lydia rubbed her temples with her fingers. “Yes, I understand that as well. I do know that it requires both a stallion and mare to produce a foal.”

Mother frowned, the lines creasing the planes of her face. “You have spent far too much time in the barns. A lady should not witness the goings-on of livestock.”

Lydia crossed her arms over her chest. “It is much too late for that now. Surely a husband and wife will do things in much the same—”

“Lydia! Stop that talk this instant. A marriage is not like being a mare….” She fanned her hands in front of her face. “Oh, Lord, where have I gone wrong with this child?”

A knock at the door saved her from one of Mother’s rants on Lydia’s missing sense of propriety and grace. It came as no surprise that Mother wished to marry her to Mr. Harper as soon as possible, lest the man figure out Lydia’s knack for clumsiness and lack of social refinement before he was properly shackled to her.

Ignoring her mother’s fanning, Lydia opened the door to two young, dark-skinned girls weighted down with steaming buckets of water. They silently dumped the contents into the copper tub and slipped out the doorway. Their procession of several more trips saved her from continuing the conversation.

When the water level reached half full, her mother, having recovered from her feigned shock, pointed a long fingernail at the tub. “Go ahead and get in. No soaking for you today. You’ve lost the luxury. We need to get you scrubbed.” She eyed Lydia’s half-loose locks. “And we still have to get all that tied. God blessed you with that thick hair, but we want to make sure it’s not a tangled mess in the morning.”

“Yes ma’am.” She loathed being unclothed in front of others but knew better than to push Mother any further. She shed her clothing and waited for the final bucket of water to flow into the tub. Sally kept her eyes downcast and likely didn’t notice Lydia wrapping her arms around her chest to cover feminine parts that still looked as if they belonged to a young girl and not to a woman of twenty years. Sally pulled the door closed behind her with a soft click and left Lydia alone with Mother. Lydia needed to find a distraction.

She pulled her fingers through her hair as she stepped into the tub. “Mother?” she asked, working the soap into a lather and removing the scent of horse from her skin. “When will I get to see the dress?”

Mother’s eyes lit, and excitement tugged her serious lips into a wide smile. She clasped her hands. “Oh, it’s just gorgeous. I’ll run get it for you while you finish up.”

Mother nearly skipped from the room, pulling the door closed behind her. Ignoring her mother’s strange behavior, Lydia sank as deep into the water as she could and tried to let the heat work the tension from her muscles.

She wasn’t afraid to marry Charles Harper. Not really. Anyone could see he was handsome, smart, and well-liked. Her father had accepted Mr. Harper’s attentions almost gladly. Rumors said he would never marry, since many a debutante had batted her eyelashes in his direction with little notice. Lydia did no such thing, and somehow he noticed her where others had always dismissed her. She wasn’t really sure why. Her family had relatively little to offer a man of Mr. Harper’s stature, and she’d never been the belle of any ball. Too skinny for men’s tastes and unskilled in the art of charm. She possessed none of the things Mother said drew a man, so why would he choose her? Perhaps the ever-encroaching war had flamed a desire for an heir.

She’d just let her lids fall closed when the door flew open. She let out a startled yelp.

“Mother, you about scared me to….”

Mother waved her hand to dismiss Lydia’s protest and held up her prized accomplishment, a wide grin revealing her perfectly straight teeth.

Lydia’s breath caught. “Oh, Mother!” she cried. “It is beautiful!”

“Isn’t it? I am rather proud of it.”

Lydia rushed through rinsing the soap from her hair and hurried from the tub, quickly toweling off and wrapping herself in a cotton robe. “It’s perfect. Never have I seen a more beautiful gown.” She actually meant it, for once not merely trying to appease her mother. “Is it truly silk?”

Mother nodded. “The best, imported from France. You don’t know what it took to get it through those blockades and.… Well, never mind. Here, at the bottom, is handmade lace. I had the seamstresses start on it the moment Mr. Harper spoke to your father. There hasn’t been a finer bride in all of Mississippi.”

Lydia listened to Mother’s tumbling words as she ran her fingertips over the smooth material of the bodice, enjoying the feel of it against her skin. The bodice and skirt were made of bright white silk as pure as the rare snow that fell only during the coldest winters in Mississippi. The silk was slightly gathered at the front hem to reveal the beautiful layer of lace underneath.

“Well, hurry up. I cannot wait a moment longer to see you in it.”

Lydia donned her undergarments, and Mother helped her step into the gown. The neckline draped across her shoulders and dipped slightly in the front, showing her collar bones. The sleeveless swath of fabric left her arms bare. She felt slightly exposed, but also more womanly than ever before. Lydia turned, enjoying the swish of the fabric as she moved. A large bow was tied at the back of her waist and trailed down to the floor. “It’s perfect, Mother. Thank you.”

Tears gathered in Mother’s eyes. Lydia was certain she’d never seen Mother’s eyes mist over in all her twenty years. “You look simply beautiful,” Mother said.

Lydia threw her arms around Mother’s neck. Mother took a deep breath, and after a brief squeeze, unhooked her daughter’s arms. “All right now. We don’t want to wrinkle it, and there is much that still needs to be done.”

Lydia turned and looked at herself in the stand-up mirror. “Just let me look at it for a moment. We have the time.” There stood a bride in the most beautiful gown she’d ever seen, made from material her family could scarcely afford. Mother would do her best to make her daughter a bride worthy of such a handsome groom. Not that a little powder and lip stain would ever make a beauty out of her. Her stomach knotted. He would arrive soon, and on the morrow she would be a wife tethered to a man she barely knew. All she could do was hope his hands would be as gentle as those honey-colored eyes.

“All right. Let’s get you out of it. We need to get your hair tied.”

Lydia surrendered the luxury of the dress and pulled her robe around herself before settling into the dressing chair. “Am I to see guests with rags in my hair?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, child. No one is to see the bride before the wedding.”

“Then what shall I do all evening?”

“You will remain in your room.”

“By myself?”

Mother pulled the comb through Lydia’s protesting hair, yanking on knots with little compassion. “Gracious, girl. The questions. It is not proper for Mr. Harper to see you before the wedding, and besides, your hair is so thick that if I do not get it tied now it will still be damp in the morning. Think of it as a little time to yourself. I should think you would be glad not to have to entertain.”

Lydia smiled. True. As Mother well knew. It would be nice to have some time to herself. She could even read as long as she liked, and no one would say anything to her about it. Assuming she could bridle her thoughts enough to keep them on the page.

“And you will go to bed early. You’ll need your rest for tomorrow.”

Lydia nodded, though she knew lying abed early wouldn’t help matters any. She hadn’t slept well all week. “How many are coming?”

“Aside from my cousins and your father’s sister, I’ve invited every family of standing in the county.”

She’d guessed as much. They would be there to grieve the loss of a man many a parent had hoped to capture for their own daughters and little else.

“But what with so many of the young men already joining up and gone to Arkansas,” Mother said, twisting a piece of hair around a strip of cloth, “I would not expect a large crowd.”

Mother’s fingers flew through their task, and soon Lydia’s entire head was tied in tight curls. Mother never let anyone else work on Lydia’s hair. She always insisted on doing it herself. Lydia couldn’t be sure if Mother enjoyed the time or if she simply didn’t trust anyone else to do it correctly. When she married, who would tame her wild mane?

“One more thing,” Mother said, breaking into her thoughts. “Your father and I have gifts for you.”

“Oh?” She turned in her seat to see the small leather book her mother held out.

“This is from your father. He said it is for you to write down your thoughts and the joys of your new life.”

Lydia smiled and unwound the thin leather cord wrapped around the cover. Inside, blank pages waited for her to fill. Excitement welled within her. What would she write? Drawing the little book to her chest, she smiled up at Mother. “Thank him for me. It is most thoughtful.”

Mother nodded and pulled something from her dress pocket. Lydia held out her hand, and Mother dropped a delicate piece of jewelry into her palm. Lydia held it up to the fading light to study it. Thin strands of silver swirled together around little milky-white stones that were cut into the shapes of four-petal flowers. “A broach,” Lydia mused.

“Yes. It was my grandmother’s. She gave it to my mother on her wedding day and my mother gave it to me on mine. Now it is your turn to wear it.”

Lydia blinked back the tears that threatened to spill over. “Why have you never shown it to me before?”

Mother straightened her shoulders. “I have been saving it.” Her voice cracked, and she waved her hand. “These are dogwood flowers,” she said, pointing to the little tiny stones. “Grandmother said the dogwood flower is in the shape of the cross. White, except on the tips where it looks torn and darkened. That represents Christ’s blood. The dogwood reminds us to keep him close.” She patted Lydia on the shoulder. “The guests will soon be here. I will see you again in the morning.”

Lydia put the broach next to her comb and smiled at her mother in the mirror. “Goodnight.”

As soon as Mother left the room, Lydia pulled on a nightdress and grabbed the gown, holding it up in front of her in the mirror.

Tightness gripped her chest. This gown was far too beautiful for someone like her. She returned it to the hanger.

Lydia sighed and gathered a pen and a well of ink. How well Daddy knew her heart. She untied the bindings of the book and stared at it. What could she write? She couldn’t yet blemish the clean pages with her galloping thoughts. No, she must save them for something important. Tomorrow, she would become a wife and the lady of her own home. Maybe after tomorrow she would have something of more consequence to record than the twittering of a girl afraid to wed.
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Cedar Hall Plantation

“Bridget, you got to light that lamp. I can’t see nothin’,” Ruth whispered. She rubbed the sore spot on her leg where her shin had found the hard lines of a plank bench.

“Shush,” her sister answered. “If they sees the light we might get caught.” Bridget shuffled behind Ruth and felt along the kitchen’s brick wall. “I found it.”

Finally. If someone caught field hands stealing from the kitchen, both their hides would show the marks for it. Of course, if the Harris family fed their people better, she might not have had to risk her skin over one measly sack of flour.

The lingering scent of smoked meat made her stomach growl. Ruth pushed her hand against her complaining innards and willed them to silence. “How you gonna tell which one of them sacks is flour and not sugar?”

Bridget’s answer came out in hissed words through clenched teeth. “I don’t know. Open them.”

Ruth shook her head fervently even though she knew it was too dark for her sister to see it. Bridget must have sensed it anyway.

“Ain’t no other choice.”

“They might not notice one bag of flour gone, but they for sure gonna notice if all them bags are opened.”

Bridget sighed. “Fine, light it. But turn it as low as you can.”

Ruth pulled the match from her skirt pocket. Maybe her sweaty palms wouldn’t make it too damp to use. With a flick of her wrist, she scraped the tiny stick against the brick wall. A little flame jumped to life.

Shadows danced across Bridget’s drawn face as she pushed the lamp into Ruth. “Hurry up.”

Ruth touched the flame to the wick and turned the burner down as low as she could make it go. A soft glow filled the glass chimney and cast a gentle light across the room. Ruth drew a deep breath. She’d never seen the inside of any part of the big house before. Not even the kitchen. Momma said it was a strange thing for a kitchen to be connected to the house. Said she’d never heard of such a thing before. Where Momma came from kitchens were always separate.

“Stop gawkin’ and bring that thing over here so I can see them bags.”

Ruth hefted the lamp and held it up to the shelf as Bridget searched. “Here,” she said. “I think this one says flour.”

Ruth tilted her head back to see the top shelf, grateful for the reading lessons her grandmother had given them in secret. She’d expected large sacks tied with hay strings sitting on the floor and not small, neat bags lined on shelves. But then everything was strange up here. “That’s it. Grab one and let’s go.” At least it would be easier to carry, and only taking a little eased her conscience.

“Maybe we oughtta get one from the back,” Bridget whispered.

“What for?”

“Then they won’t notice one from the front’s done gone missing.”

“Ain’t no need. Just grab the one from the front and then pull one of the others up into its place. Then it looks just the same.”

Bridget stretched to her tiptoes, her short stature only allowing her fingertips to brush the bottom of the sack. Even though Ruth was a season younger than Bridget’s nearly twenty summers, she was the taller of the two.

“You gonna have to get it for me,” Bridget said.

Ruth turned and scanned the area behind her. Her gaze fell on the bench that would surely leave a bruise as evidence of their crime. She set the lamp on the bench and reached for the bag, slipping it off the shelf and cradling it like a suckling infant.

“I got it! Let’s go.”

“Wait, we gotta pull the other one forward.”

Ruth handed the treasure to her sister’s waiting arms and lifted herself to her toes. Just a little more. She stretched. There. Got it. Her fingertips grasped the bottom corner of the sack. She should find a stool. No. No time and too much trouble.

“You got it?” Bridget’s words came from right behind her back, tickling her neck with hot breath.

“Hold on. I got it. Just a little more.” Ruth shifted her weight back and strained her fingers, the wood of the shelf digging into her bent wrist. With a grunt, she yanked back and slid the reluctant sack forward. Her grip slipped, and she stumbled backward.

“Ugh!” Bridget’s feet were right up underneath her. Ruth crashed into Bridget, and they tumbled to the floor, knocking over the bench with a loud crash.

“We got to go! Someone mighta heard that,” Bridget said, her eyes wide. Shadows danced across her face, and light sprang up around her.

Ruth pushed her sister’s crouching form aside. The toppled lamp spilled fluid over the floor, and flames escaped the glass chimney and scurried along the floor like frightened mice.

Ruth’s mouth went dry. She stared at the dancing flames that gathered courage and multiplied. Bridget shook her shoulder, breaking the fire’s spell.

“Come on! We gotta go!”

Ruth shook her head. “No, we got to stop this fire. We can’t leave.”

Panic raced across Bridget’s face, but she nodded. They stomped the nearest flames, but the thin soles of Ruth’s shoes did little to hinder their advance.

The fire found the dry flour and potato sacks and greedily consumed its way farther along the wall and up the shelves. Black smoke thickened the air. Bridget coughed. She stopped stomping and looked at Ruth.

“We ain’t gonna stop it.”

If only they had a bucket of water or something that would help them smother the flames. Ruth’s gaze darted around the room but didn’t land on anything that would help them. Smoke burned her nostrils, searing its way deep into her lungs. She coughed it up reflexively but found no relief.

“We got to go, Ruth. If they catch us here now, we’ll hang for sure.”

Bridget was right. They had to go. Ruth jumped the flames and threw open the door to the inner house.

“Fire!” she yelled, hoping her single warning would bring help but still allow them to escape. Ruth ran through the fire that licked at her legs and caught hold of her skirt. Bridget waited for her at the rear door, smoke clouding her figure. Ruth dove through the door and out into the night air.

“You’s on fire!” Bridget grabbed Ruth and shoved her to the ground, beating at Ruth’s skirts with her hands. The flames sputtered and died and the girls lay on their backs heaving in air. Shouts drifted through the doorway on the heels of the billowing smoke. Bridget’s terrified gaze found Ruth’s.

“Run!” Ruth screeched.

They gathered their skirts in their hands and ran with hunched backs, darting across the open yard and to the safety of the tree line. Ruth pulled Bridget behind a large pine. They peered around either side of the rough bark. Flames now leapt from the windows and tickled the roof. One ember caught, then another. In a few moments, the fire raced along the roof and covered the wood walls. People shouted, their hazy forms scurrying around in the yard.

“What’ve we done?” Ruth whispered.

Bridget wrapped her in a hug. “We didn’t mean to. It was an accident.”

Ruth placed her chin on her sister’s ruffled hair. “We shoulda never been in there. Now they’s going to lose the whole place.”

Bridget nodded against her neck.

Ruth pulled away. “We gotta get deeper in these woods before someone sees us.”

She laced her fingers with Bridget’s, and they hurried through the thick undergrowth, briars and thorns tearing at their legs and shredding their skirts.

Ruth shivered. The hard ground poked and prodded her body, making her stiff limbs ache even more. She shook her sister, her form barely visible in the half moon’s light. Bridget stirred and rolled to her back.

“You think it’s safe to go back yet?” she whispered.

Ruth scanned the woods around them, unable to tell how long they’d been in the woods or how far they’d run before collapsing. “I don’t know. But maybe we should start making our way back and see what’s going on.”

“Yeah. Can’t get no rest against this tree no ways.”

Ruth stretched her stiff joints and shook the dirt from her skirt. The smell of smoke drifted to her nostrils and twisted her gut. Maybe her warning had been enough. Maybe they had gotten the fire stopped before it took the house. She’d prayed until the exhaustion overtook her. Surely that would mean something.

Bridget grasped her hand. “Come on. I think we needs to go back this way.”

Her sister had a better sense of direction than most, so Ruth followed Bridget’s lead through the thick underbrush, her feet tripping on exposed roots.

After what felt like hours, Ruth noticed an orange glow warming the sky in the distance. Sunrise? They must have been hiding longer than she thought. If they could get back home before the morning foreman came, no one would know they’d been out all night.

Bridget squeezed her fingers fiercely.

“Ow! You’re hurting my hand!” Ruth stilled. “Hush!” The faint sound of shouts drifted to them through the trees.

Bridget tugged on her hand, and they made their way through the forest as quietly as they could. The orange glow grew brighter. Smoke. That was no sunrise.

The trees thinned, and she could see it then. The entire house was engulfed in flames, people running frantically around outside. Children wailed. From where they stood, Ruth could see where the blaze traveled along the dry ground, rain-starved grass providing food for its devilish hunger. It traveled beyond the barn and out past…

Ruth gasped. Bridget turned to her with wide eyes. No words were needed. They had to get home. They burst through the trees and into the cleared area along the edge of the yard. Ruth prayed no one would see them, her legs pumping hard and carrying her closer to her greatest fear.

They topped the hill and were greeted by a horrible sight. The cabins had caught fire. The stiff breeze carried it easily from one roof to another. People scrambled about desperately trying to quench the flames with buckets of water from the well, but the tiny splashes of water did little to quench the fire pouring from open windows.

“Momma!” Bridget shrieked, racing down the hill and into the chaos below.

Ruth regained enough of her mental abilities to remind her feet to move. Her home stood closest to the big house. The first on the line. The first that would….

No! No, it couldn’t be. Flames consumed their two-room log cabin, black smoke billowing from the doorway and through the roof. Ruth scanned the faces running to the well.

“Momma?” Panic gripped her stomach. “Momma! Where are you?” She dashed to the well, grabbing a young girl by the shoulders. “Has you seen my Momma?” The girl shook her head. “Or my little brother?” The girl shook her head wildly, ripping her arm from Ruth’s grasp and running away.

More faces streaked past her with terrified eyes and shouts that came from horrified lips. She knew them all, but none were the ones she sought. “Have you seen my mother? Violet! Have any of you seen Violet?”

This was her fault. All her fault. She had to find Momma and little Jessy.

Bridget’s scream nearly stilled her heart. She turned to where she’d left her sister standing in shock outside of their cabin.

“Momma!” Bridget screamed.

Ruth dashed to her sister’s side and heard the sound that had ripped such a terrified wail from Bridget’s chest. Her mother. She could hear her mother’s screams coming from inside!

Ruth sprang toward the front porch, but before she could reach it, it gave a terrible groan and collapsed, spraying sparks into the air and sending Ruth stumbling backward. The screams stopped.

“No! Momma!”

No sounds came from inside.

The smoke blackened the sky and rose into the night. The flames consumed everything they touched. The heat became so intense it allowed her no closer. Ruth sank to her knees. She should have gone in sooner. If only she had braved the flames.

How? How could the fire possibly have taken over so much so fast? Her mother and her brother…gone. All because she’d wanted to make a cake for Jessy’s ninth birthday. A day he would never see. Ruth’s stomach knotted, threatening to retch up its meager contents.

Cool hands gripped her forearms, pulling her up. A voice pricked holes in her blanket of dark thoughts, but she shook her head to make it go away.

“Ruth!”

Her gaze snapped to her sister’s face, the fog lifting from her brain. Bridget’s eyes reflected the fear constricting her own chest.

“Ruth! Come on!”

Ruth frowned. Where could they possibly need to go? Their home was gone, their family lost.

“Ruth? Is you listening to me?”

Ruth squeezed her eyes tight, trying to get herself to think. “What?”

Bridget sank to her knees and put her head next to Ruth’s ear. “The cabins are lost. Maybe even the big house. We got to get away from here before we burn up, too.” She tugged on Ruth’s arm again. “Ruth, your skin is so hot. You got to get away from the fire.”

The panic in Bridget’s voice broke whatever spell she was under. The heat washed over her, and she suddenly felt like her skin was covered in biting fire ants. She jumped to her feet. Bridget grabbed her hand and dragged her back to the woods, to the welcoming cool of the tree’s shelter. There they huddled together and watched their world burn.
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Cedarwycke Plantation

March 16, 1862

Charles Harper paced the floor in the guest room given to him, frustrated with the nervousness gnawing his stomach. He balled his fists at his sides, cursing himself for feeling like a caged bobcat.

It was past time he wed. If his mother were still alive, her harping for him to produce an heir would have long since seen him properly tied to a suitable match. He looked at his wedding attire in the mirror. Many had called him handsome, though he suspected the weight of his name supplied more attraction than his square face and mop of dark hair. Yes, his mother would have loved to see him this day even if it were late in coming.

At twenty-seven, if he didn’t start a family soon, there would be no one to leave Ironwood to and continue his name. These last ten years learning to run the plantation on his own had hardly left him time to attend many balls, much less start courting. Besides, vapid smiles and veiled attempts to charm him out of his fortune were scarcely what he deemed attractive. He needed a helpmate, not a decoration. But Lydia…she was different. He sensed great depth behind her timid smiles.

Charles tugged on his waistcoat and squared his shoulders, smoothing on the face of practiced composure. Time to go. He strode through the door and down the wide staircase.

“Ah, here comes our groom now.”

Charles smiled at Lydia’s doting father and bowed slightly. “Good afternoon, Mr. Cox.”

“Come now, you’ll soon enough be family. Call me Bamber.”

“Yes, sir. It is a fine day for the ceremony, and I must say the grounds out back look splendid.”

Bamber clapped him on the shoulder. “Mrs. Cox has been rather busy. The poor dear has worked herself into a frenzy making sure all is perfect.”

“She’s done a fine job.”

Bamber beamed. “Come, it is time we got you outside. The guests are seated, and my daughter will come down any moment.” Bamber shuffled out the back door, and Charles followed behind him.

Long benches lined up under the shade of ancient oaks, filled with ladies in brightly colored dresses and even a few men in fine suits. He searched until he found Mr. Lloyd with his contraption. Charles smiled, pleased with himself that he would be able to take an image and present a photograph of her wedding day to his bride. He made his way to the steps and down the center aisle, nodding at well-wishers and taking his place next to the preacher.

Bamber made sure Charles stood in the proper location, assured the preacher was ready to perform the ceremony, and hurried to gather Charles’s bride. Charles couldn’t help but smile at the man’s joviality. He doted on his only daughter. Charles had to repeatedly assure him he would provide Lydia with a comfortable and secure life and would do all in his power to care for her every need. He’d not given the promise lightly.

The small band situated to his left began playing the harpsichord and violin, and Charles shifted his attention to the door from which his bride-to-be would emerge.

The door swung open to reveal a stunning beauty with creamy skin touched pink in the cheeks. She wore her dark hair piled high in a mass of curls. What would it feel like to loosen those tresses from their confines and feel their silkiness in his hands?

She walked forward, clinging to her father’s arm, thick skirts swishing across the grass. Her eyes locked on his, and his lips curved. Had she guessed his thoughts? He steadied himself, careful not to allow too much of his feelings to show on his face. Bamber bowed and placed Lydia’s slender hand in his. Charles offered her an encouraging smile. She returned a shy one of her own and looked up at him through thick lashes.

He repeated the minister’s words and watched her full lips repeat the promises that would bind them together for life. Soon she would be his alone, his lady to return to Ironwood, a delicate creature in whom he sensed a hidden strength that would match his own. A woman worthy of sharing his life’s work.

“And now, may I present to you Mr. and Mrs. William Charles Harper!” the preacher announced as cheers erupted from the gathered neighbors.

Charles drew his bride into his arms and placed a feather-light kiss upon her velvet lips. Her face flushed, and she quickly dropped her eyes as the whoops of the men grew louder. Charles chuckled, and they walked down the aisle.

Lydia’s mother swooped in like a flustered hen and directed them where to stand. “Mr. Harper, you stand here. Lydia, take your place next to him and your father and I will stand here. Oh, heavens. Where is your father?”

Charles looked at the woman beside him, now his wife. “So, my dear, what did you think of the ceremony?”

She blinked at him with bright eyes, the most interesting combination of blues and greens that reminded him of a restless ocean. “It was quite lovely.”

He nodded, wanting to speak to her more, but before he could compose another thought, her mother bustled over and began shifting them around and packing family members close to them. Lydia flashed him an apologetic smile, and he momentarily forgot the closeness of strangers pressed against him.

“One, two, and…”

Pop

The contraption made an awful racket, and Mr. Lloyd’s disheveled head emerged from underneath the black cloth at the back of the large box. “Excellent. Let us try a few more.”

Capturing their image required the participants to remain perfectly still, a difficult undertaking for a large gathering and most especially for a new husband ready to be done with the task. Finally, Mr. Lloyd dismissed them.

The crowd shifted, and Charles was swarmed with well-wishing and knowing smiles from older gentlemen. He did his duty and acknowledged their congratulations, ignoring the anxiousness in his belly to be done with the public presentation. When the immediate crowd finally fizzled, Charles took a breath and stepped away from them, eager to take his bride’s arm. He scanned the gathering, but his little white dove had disappeared.
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The guests milled around the yard, her mother twittering around among them like a hummingbird. Lydia leaned against the tree she’d climbed in her childhood, stifling her desire to shed her slippers and shimmy up to the thick limb just above her head. It would give her the perfect place to observe the ladies strutting around like peacocks, decked out in their brightly colored dresses and fluttering their eyelashes over the tops of lace fans.

The important families of the county moved about in the gardens, the heady scent of newly bloomed roses and gardenias drifting on a slight breeze. They nibbled their noon meal refreshments. The clear sky overhead boasted neither the first cloud nor hint of rain. She couldn’t have asked for a more perfect day for her wedding.

The ceremony must have been beautiful. She wished she could remember it. Instead, all she could recall were Mr. Harper’s twinkling eyes, his warm hands holding hers, and his smooth voice speaking words that drifted over her like a summer breeze. Then there were cheers, her mother’s smile tempered by tears, and a gentle kiss on her lips that made her head swim. Somehow she was posing for a portrait and drifting off into the gardens before she got a hold on herself and started thinking clearly.

Then it all hit her, nearly taking her breath and birthing the need to separate from the press of people that drained her energy like a swarm of mosquitoes drawing blood.

Despite what Mother would think, Lydia slipped away with practiced stealth and allowed herself the space to breathe again. Mother might not notice for a small time, since she buzzed about greeting guests and directing slaves. The reprieve probably wouldn’t last long enough for her to refill her reserves, but she would take what little she could get.

Finally allowed a quiet moment, Lydia could appreciate Mother’s hard work. White cloth-draped tables topped with various treats dotted the lawn, the grass underneath perfectly trimmed. People laughed and talked as they walked along the garden paths, sat on Mother’s prized wrought-iron furniture, or gathered under the shade of the large oaks at the back corner of the house. Several pairs of colored hands had already cleared away the benches from the ceremony. She scanned the moderate crowd looking for the one who stood just a little taller than the others, his thick wavy hair insisting on falling onto his forehead.

“Shouldn’t the bride be amongst her guests?”

Lydia startled. How did he sneak up without her noticing? “I was, uh, I was just looking for you.”

Mr. Harper lifted an eyebrow. “Were you, now? Looks to me like you are hiding.”

Lydia crossed her arms. “I am not hiding. I am taking in the scene, that’s all. And I’ll have you know I was looking for you. I can get a better view of the crowd from here.”

He smiled and wrapped his arm around her waist. “I like knowing you were looking for me. And here I am.”

Her heart stumbled over its next beat, and she chided herself for being unnerved by his touch.

“You look stunning, my dear.”

Heat crept into her cheeks. “Thank you, Mr. Harper. My mother created an amazing dress.”

He laughed. “As well as the woman in it.”

She stepped out of his arm and turned to face him, unsure of how to respond. “You have not told me where you plan to spend the night. I assume we will be staying here at Cedarwycke?”

He stepped close, his height causing her to lift her chin to meet his eyes. “No. We will return to Ironwood. I intend to carry my bride over the threshold of her new home on our wedding night.”

She dropped her gaze to his polished boots, her nervous fingers winding through her skirts and lifting her hem. “Oh, of course.” She swallowed against the lump in her throat. “When do you intend to leave?”

Mr. Harper scanned the crowd behind her then returned his gaze to her face, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I don’t suppose your mother will let me whisk you away before your father has his speech, so I will have to resign myself to waiting just a bit longer.”

Her mouth fell open, but she quickly snapped it shut. “We, uh, we probably need to get back to the party.” She spun on her heels and hurried across the grass. The man had undone what little bit of composure she’d fought so hard to maintain. How could he speak in such a manner?

She spotted Daddy standing off to the edge of the back porch, sipping punch. Lydia made her way to him as quickly as she could get through the crowd, smiling and nodding at guests as she passed but not pausing long enough for them to engage her in conversation lest Daddy get away while she tarried.

His face lit up when their eyes met. She threw her arms around his neck. Daddy pulled her close for a moment, and then eased away from her grasp. “Come now, darling. We are in presence of company.” The light in his eyes belied his mild chiding. “Are you all right? You look a bit flushed.”

“Mr. Harper says we will be leaving soon.”

Daddy nodded. “Yes, he told me he wished not to be gone from his plantation for more than one night.”

Lydia chewed her lip. “I am afraid, Daddy. I have never been a night away from Cedarwycke.”

“I know. Your mother and I should have let you do more. I fear we sheltered you too much.” His eyes glistened. “You cannot blame us, though. You are the child we never thought we would have.”

Lydia knew the story well. Her parents tried for years for a baby, but her mother’s womb remained closed. Long after they gave up hope, her mother found herself with child. The physician placed Mother on bed rest most of the time she was expecting, and Daddy had feared neither his wife nor his child would survive the birthing.

Daddy squeezed her hand, pulling her from her thoughts. “Mr. Harper is a fine man. You know I would not allow my treasure to go to just anyone. I prayed many a night over this.” He gave a curt nod. “Yes, my child, I do believe God will bless this union.”

Lydia ground her teeth. God wouldn’t be able to bless any union of hers, but she would never shatter her father’s heart by letting him know. She gave him the best smile she could muster. “Thank you, Daddy. I trust you have done what is best for me. You always do.”

His eyes glistened. “Now, I see your poor mother is about to come to pieces, so I think you ought to get back to her.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

Lydia skirted a table laden with tarts and touched her mother’s elbow.

“There you are! Where have you been?”

“Talking to Daddy.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “Oh. Very good then. So long as you weren’t hiding in that old tree.”

Lydia opened her mouth to respond, but Mother didn’t give her the chance. “Your father is about to give his speech, and then we will all wish you off. The carriage is already loaded.”

“Oh, Mother. I do not understand why we cannot stay here for a few more days. Didn’t Daddy stay at your father’s house after your wedding? When Mary Hanson married, they spent an entire week at Lone Pine. Why must I go tonight?”

Mother waved her hand. “Enough with the questions. Your husband wishes you to go to Ironwood tonight. I tried to convince him otherwise, but he has made up his mind. Your father agreed to the arrangement, so you are just going to have to make the best of it.”

Lydia’s insides twisted. Why would he want her away from everyone? What if all she knew of him was an act? What if, oh, Lord, what if he…?

Lydia’s breath came too rapidly to properly deliver oxygen to her brain. Her mother gripped her elbow. “Lydia! Stop that this instant. I will not have you fainting.” Mother dragged her up the back steps and into the parlor.

“Sally! Get me a basin of water and a cloth!”

The girl scurried off and returned much quicker than should have been possible. She bathed Lydia’s brow and cheeks in the cool water. Mother frowned. “And after I spent all that time powdering your face.”

As soon as Mother determined that she wouldn’t faint on the lawn, she hurried Lydia back onto the porch where her father and new husband were already waiting. As much as she wanted to savor her father’s parting words so she could hold them in her heart for the days ahead, she could barely grasp them amongst her galloping thoughts and the pulsing blood in her ears.

Her family and neighbors cheered, and then all too soon Daddy kissed her cheek and assisted her into Mr. Harper’s large carriage. At the head of the black carriage stood two matched bays pawing the ground as if they were impatient to return their master home on swift hooves. An old driver opened the door with a sweeping bow, and Mr. Harper helped her climb inside. They waved to the crowd until they rounded the bend.

Lydia watched her home disappear behind the trees and tried to focus her thoughts away from the tightness in her stomach.

“Are you well, Mrs. Harper?”

“What? Oh.” Lydia placed a hand at the base of her throat. “Forgive me, I am not yet used to the title.”

He chuckled. “Of course. But I do like the way it sounds.”

Lydia smiled, the excitement and humor in his voice quieting her discomfort. He did seem to be a good man. Sweet, generous, and quick to laugh.

“How long will it take us to return to your plantation?”

“Two hours or so if we keep at a good trot. This drought keeps the roads compacted, so we should have easy travels.”

Two hours. All that remained until her marriage vows became real and her new life began. Lord help her. Only two hours left of the only life she’d ever known.

Mr. Harper did his best to engage her in conversation, and she tried to calm the rolling in her stomach and answer his questions, though she feared she did a deplorable job of holding up her end. The time passed all too quickly, and they arrived in front of a house she guessed to be at least twice the size of her childhood home. It had grown too dark to see it properly. Mr. Harper leapt from the carriage and offered his hand to help her step down. She slipped her gloved fingers into his large palm and placed her foot on the ground.

A cheer erupted, and her free hand flew to her mouth. She scolded herself. Too many times today she’d acted like a skittish young girl. Mr. Harper would have no respect for her at all. She’d been so focused on stepping down from the unusually tall carriage without falling that she had not even noticed the group gathered in the dancing lamplight on the massive front porch.

Curses. She kept forgetting her promise to herself not to let this man get to her. She must keep her guard up. Then it wouldn’t hurt so much later when the newness wore off, and he no longer put on an act to placate her.

A stream of dark faces spilled from the front door and down the steps, each one smiling and nodding, several hands clapping. Lydia offered a tight smile and looked to Mr. Harper for an explanation.

He leaned close to her ear. “They are excited to meet the new lady of the house. They’ve not had one since my mother died ten years back. I believe they feared I might never wed.”

Lydia lifted a hand to the people and inclined her head. She’d known Mr. Harper lived alone at Ironwood, his parents both having died of influenza not long after its completion, but she’d not been aware of his people’s obvious admiration of him. This gathering did not seem required, but rather brought about by their own free will. Mr. Harper appeared both surprised and pleased at their presence. Interesting.

While she stood untangling her thoughts, Mr. Harper swept her off her feet and into his arms as if she were nothing more than a sack of potatoes.

He kissed her briefly on the mouth, dropping her traitorous heart to her stomach and drawing more cheers from the porch. The servants parted the way for their master and cleared from the front door. Mr. Harper carried her inside and placed her gently on the hardwood floor.

“Welcome to Ironwood, my lady.”
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The lands of Cedar Hall Plantation

“You hear that?” Ruth whispered.

Bridget stirred next to her. “Huh?” Her groggy voice indicated she’d not yet regained full use of her senses.

“Shhhh. I heard somethin’.”

Bridget sat up, sleep falling off her. They sat quietly, barely breathing. Nothing but the sounds of birds twittering in the early predawn light filled the air.

Bridget shrugged. “You probably just heard a squirrel.”

“Didn’t sound like no squirrel.”

“So what did it sound like?”

Voices. Men. But, she couldn’t be sure, and she didn’t want to rake Bridget’s already raw nerves. She shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Bridget stood and brushed the dried leaves from her skirt. “We better be getting on back. The fire shoulda died down by now. We needs to see what’s got to be done.”

Ruth ran her hand over her matted hair. “I been thinking about that. Do you really think we should go back?”

Bridget’s eyes widened. “What you mean?”

“I mean we the ones that started that fire. If they figure that out, what do you thinks going to happen to us?”

Bridget crossed her arms over her large bosom. “And what you think gonna happen to us if we become runaways?”

Ruth heaved a sigh. “I didn’t say that.”

“It’s what you meant.”

“No, I….”

“Hush!”

Ruth stilled, gooseflesh rising on her arms. She’d heard it too. The voices again. Closer this time.

The sisters dropped to their knees. “That sounds like men. What should we do?”

Bridget’s gaze darted around the thick underbrush among which they’d spent the remainder of the night. “I don’t know,” she said. “We can’t be called runaways. We ain’t left our lands. Maybe they’re looking for everyone after the fire.”

She rose to her feet and stepped out from behind the tree.

“No!” Ruth whispered. “You don’t know that.”

“Over there!” Someone shouted. “I see a Negro hiding by that tree!”

Ruth grabbed Bridget’s arm. “Run! Them ain’t none of our people. We need to get back to the big house.”

They dashed through the trees, ducking in and out of low hanging limbs, briars shredding their already pitiful skirts. The underbrush thinned, and Ruth could see a clearing up ahead. “Come on! I think I see an opening. We’re almost there.”

Suddenly Bridget screeched, her hand jerked from Ruth’s. A dirty man with greasy hair snatched Bridget up against his chest, holding her tight. “I got ’em boys!”

Other boots pounded over sticks and dried leaves. “Run!” Bridget cried.

Ruth straightened her shoulders and stood her ground. “We ain’t runaways. We still on Harris lands!”

The greasy head man whistled. “Listen at this one here!”

A thick hand wrapped around her wrist. She looked into the face of a massive white man with a beard reaching to his chest. His eyes were hard. She turned her attention back to the greasy one.

“I said we ain’t runaways. We’s on our way back to the big house now. We only slept here in these woods because the fire was too hot, and we didn’t know how far it was gonna run.”

The burly one holding her wrist laughed from his gut, and the hairs on the back of Ruth’s neck stood on end. She tried to swallow, but all moisture left her mouth.

Another man stepped through the trees. He wore a floppy hat low on his wide brow, his eyes set too deep into his head. “We don’t care none where you came from or where you think you’re going, Negro. You belong to me now.”

Ruth tried to pull away from her captor, but he held fast, unfazed by her efforts.

“Come on, boys,” the one with the floppy hat said. “These two’ll have to do. Don’t see any others out here. We best be moving on.” He eyed Bridget. “Nice shape on that one. Bet she’ll bring a good price.”

Ruth’s heart hammered. She struggled harder, slamming her head back into the bearded chin behind her. The man let out a yowl and let her go as he reached for his face. Ruth darted to the side.

“Run, Ruth!” Bridget shouted. She hesitated. She couldn’t leave her sister here with these men. Going for help wouldn’t do much good. Mr. Harris might send someone looking for a stolen slave, but he might also start asking questions. He was probably too concerned with the fire to care if one got away.

A hand wrapped around her throat. “You’re gonna regret that, Negro.” He squeezed hard. She couldn’t breathe. Ruth kicked her feet, but the man only hefted her higher, making her toes barely scrape the ground. Her vision started to grow fuzzy around the edges.

“Stop! Don’t kill her. Please. I promise! I promise we’ll be good!” Bridget’s voice sounded muffled, like she was trying to talk underwater.

Ruth grew weak, her kicks losing vigor. Bridget wailed again, and then everything went black.

Her head hurt. Pain throbbed at both temples. Ruth cracked open one eye, then immediately squeezed it shut against the searing light. Voices jumbled together around her, along with the sounds of stamping hooves and clanging dinnerware. Where was she?

Memories flooded back, and she jerked awake, instantly regretting the sudden movement. Her head swam, and her vision threatened to fade again. Ruth struggled to sit upright with her hands bound behind her back. She sat at the edge of a clearing near a tree. Movement to her left caught her attention. A young boy with wide eyes stared at her, and a few others huddled nearby. She could only guess where they’d come from. They weren’t Cedar Hall field hands.

Her gaze swung back out in front of her. She seemed to be in some sort of camp. Besides the small gathering of people who looked starved and terrified, there were three ragged tents with two horses hobbled nearby. Two of the white men who’d snatched her, Greasy Hair and Big Beard, sat by the fire roasting a rabbit over the flames. Panic gripped her chest. Where was Bridget?

One of the tent flaps rustled, and the man with the floppy hat stepped out, tugging on his breeches. His gaze slid over to her and when their eyes met his lips parted into a yellowed smile. He turned and walked over to the fire, slapping Greasy Hair on the shoulder. Both men laughed.

“So’s it my turn now?” Big Beard asked.

Floppy Hat shook his head. “I ain’t done with that one yet. When I’ve had my fill, you can have her.”

Bile rose into the back of Ruth’s throat.

“How’s come you get to have first go?” Big Beard grumbled.

“’Cause this here’s my operation. Don’t you be forgetting that. You do your job like you’re supposed to, or I’ll turn you in to them that was hunting your hide.”

Big Beard stood up, towering over the other two. Greasy Hair flinched and kept his focus on turning the rabbit. “You think you’re the boss of me, Byram? I joined this outfit ’cause you promised me easy money. If you get to take pleasure in the goods, then so do I.” His beefy face reddened, and the muscles in his neck flexed.

Floppy Hat, the one the big man called Byram, looked a little pale, but she had a hard time telling with white folks. He looked to be trying real hard to hide the fact he feared the man standing over him.

Byram lifted his hand. “Now, now, Frank, I ain’t trying to spoil your fun. Tell you what. You can have first go at that one.” He pointed at Ruth.

No!

She struggled against the coarse rope binding her wrists. Frank grinned and started walking toward her, slow and steady like the lumbering bear she imagined him to be, and every bit as dangerous as ones she’d heard about in the stories. Worse, even.

Her stomach wrenched. Her hands became slick with sweat, and she tugged as hard as she could on the cord that stole her freedom. One hand slipped a little.

Frank stood over her. “Looks like this one’s got some white in her. Guess that master of yours likes to play around with the livestock, huh?”

Greasy Hair and Byram laughed.

If she could just get her hand a little farther…

“See now, Frank. I’m fair. Albert, there’s a young one over there been trying to hide.” Frank pointed past Ruth to a girl who couldn’t have yet reached her woman years, holding the hand of the captive woman next to her. The elderly woman drew the child to her chest. Frank grinned. “Scrawny thing. Perfect for the likes of you.”

“Ain’t in the mood.”

Frank laughed and turned his attention away from Ruth and the others. She doubled her efforts in pulling free. The rope dug into her skin, and blood started to trickle down her fingers. Almost. Just a little more and…

“What’s the matter Albert? You ain’t into the girls?”

Albert shrugged. “You do what you want. I’m here for the money, and then I’m done. I don’t want no part of ravishing children. It ain’t right.” He pulled the rabbit from the fire.

Frank scratched his head. “But they’re just slaves.”

Albert stared at him, looking as though he wanted to say something. His gaze darted to Ruth. The tiniest bit of compassion flickered. She latched on to it and shot him a pleading glance.

Albert shrugged. “Food’s done. Why don’t you eat first?”

Frank cursed and spat in Albert’s direction. “I got a different appetite right now. You boys go on ahead.”

Albert didn’t say anything more. He tugged the rabbit free of the stick with his knife and slid it on a dented pie plate.

Frank stepped closer to Ruth. She kicked and thrashed, connecting with his shin. Frank reached down and grabbed her hair, hauling her to her feet.

She screamed.

From the side of her vision, she caught sight of Bridget stumbling out of the tent holding her torn dress to her chest. Her eyes were full of fear, and her lip bled. Ruth forgot about the pain in her scalp. She balled her freed fist and swung as hard as she could. Her knuckles connected with the white man’s nose, and it gave a satisfying crack.

He dropped her. Ruth hit the ground and rolled to her side, breathing hard. She’d never struck a white person before. Now she would hang for sure.

Frank growled and smeared the blood from his nose across his sleeve. He called her a word she’d never heard before. “You gonna pay for that.”

Ruth struggled back in the dirt, rocks and branches scratching her legs. He stepped closer and had reached out when a gun blast rang through the air.

“What you fellows doing out here?” A man in a wide-brimmed hat stood at the edge of the trees holding a shotgun aimed right at Frank.

Byram jumped to his feet. “We’re just traveling through. Moving some of Mr. Harris’ property down to his family’s land whilst they deal with that fire.”

Should she scream? Yell out that they’d been stolen? She glanced to Bridget. She gave a small shake of her head. Ruth deflated. Bridget was right. Best wait to see what this man was about. Likely as not he’d be no friendlier than the others, and her protests would only lead to more trouble.

The man in the hat narrowed his eyes. “Seems like he’d need plenty of help around to take care of all that needs to be cleaned up, wouldn’t you think?”

Byram crossed his arms over his thick chest and glared at the man. “What’s it matter to you?”

The man with the shotgun spat. His gaze slid over to Frank. “I hear there’s a reward on that fellow there.”

Frank stepped toward the intruder, blocking Ruth’s view of him. She glanced back to Bridget. They locked eyes and a message shot between them. Ruth nodded.

Bridget eased away from the tent and closer to the edge of the tree line. Ruth gathered her feet under her and slowly stood behind the lumbering form of the big man in front of her.

“What business you got with me?” Frank bellowed. “Who are you, anyway?”

Ruth stepped quietly backward to increase her distance from the thick scent of sweat and liquor drifting off Frank’s wide back. Her stomach rolled. A twig snapped under her foot, and Ruth’s heart dropped. No one noticed.

“My name’s of no consequence to you.”

A shotgun blast rattled the air, and Frank dove to the ground. Ruth didn’t wait to see what would happen. She broke for the trees and scurried through the bramble as quickly as she could, praying Bridget did the same.

More shots fired, and men shouted behind her, filling the air with curses and the smell of smoke. Ruth tripped on a root and fell
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