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        Texarkana, Arkansas, 1887

      

      

      It looked like blood!

      Maddy squatted just outside the barn door and stared at the brick-colored droplet congealing in the dust.

      “Naughty Pooch, at it again,” she murmured as she straightened. The farm’s pampered mongrel had a habit of bringing home tasty treasures, usually a dead rabbit or some such trophy. And since hunting was a part of Pooch’s ancestry, Maddy didn’t have the heart to scold him.

      She surveyed the twilight-tinged contours of the family farm. Beyond the house and barn, shadowy fields of cotton stretched as far as the eye could see before disappearing into the slate-gray horizon, but there was no sign of the dog. From inside the barn came the familiar shuffling sounds of the animals settling down for the night, overscored by a low plaintive “moo” from Cindy.

      Hinges sounded a protest as Maddy pushed open the barn door and stepped inside. She was instantly enveloped in scents of hay and warm animal flesh. She hooked the lantern over a post and took two steps forward before she was grabbed from behind, a rough hand clamped across her mouth.

      Terror seized her insides and twisted. Frantically she sought a weapon. Any weapon. Her captor’s breath was hot in her ear, thicker than molasses, as he held her to him with an awe-inspiring strength.

      “Are you alone?”

      Maddy nodded. Except for Ma, back in the house. Ma, who would never venture out to the barn, anyway. Not once she’d changed into her wrap and slippers.

      “Are you going to scream?”

      Maddy shook her head vehemently. Not that Ma would likely hear her if she did scream, but she wouldn’t dream of dragging her stooped and frail mother out to the barn even if she could. And the field hands’ huts were a good quarter of a mile away. Too far to hear her scream.

      “Good.”

      As the hand was lifted from her mouth she felt the big man behind her start to sag. What was he about? Hoping she would let her guard down, perhaps?

      In that instant she heard a low, menacing growl. Good old Pooch had come to her rescue.

      The growl died.

      He better not hurt that dog!

      Maddy spun around in time to see Pooch sniff the stranger’s leg and wag his tail.

      “Good boy.” The man spoke soothingly to the dog, but his stance told her he was watching her closely, ready to deflect any sudden move she might make.

      “Sic him, Pooch! Kill!”

      The dog whined low in his throat, then turned and slunk from the barn.

      “It’s not his fault,” the stranger said. “Dogs like me.”

      “Really?” Maddy took stock of the man who leaned against the wall as if he needed the support. She couldn’t see much of his face on account of a hank of dark brown hair which fell over his forehead and obscured his eyes. The lamplight illuminated a jaw shadowed by several days’ growth of beard and prison grays stained by a rusty blotch of drying blood. Her gaze dropped to his ankles. How had he made it this far in shackles? They were half a day’s ride from the prison. Even as she watched he seemed to ooze down to the ground.

      “You can’t stay here,” Maddy announced flatly. She knew, even if he didn’t, that the U.S. marshals would be combing the countryside. Like as not they’d reach the farm at any moment.

      The man busied himself unfastening his shirt, as if she weren’t even there. He frowned down at the bullet hole in his side. “I’ll need you to patch this up.”

      Maddy took a step back. “You don’t get it, mister. The federal marshals’ll be out in full force, looking for you.”

      He glanced up at her then, and Maddy felt her heart lurch before resuming its rhythm. The man had the most compelling blue eyes she’d ever seen. Not just the color of them, which brought to mind crushed delphiniums, but the eerie way they made her feel—as if she were privy to a rare glimpse of his soul—and the knowledge that this man before her, prison grays or not, was no criminal.

      “Then I’ll have to trust you to be a good girl and make certain they don’t find me.”

      The term girl got her dander up right away. At twenty-two years of age she was no girl but a woman fully grown, even if her figure remained boyishly slender. “Why should I?”

      The way he looked at her fair curled her toes. As if he could, in turn, see clear through her, to the very marrow of her bones. “Because I didn’t do what they say I did.”

      He didn’t ask her to believe him. He stated his innocence matter-of-factly, assumed she’d believe him simply because he spoke and she recognized the truth. The power of that staunch and simple belief stirred Maddy in a way she’d not been stirred for a good many years. She knew her fellow man was not always intrinsically good; that had been a painfully real lesson learned at a right tender age.

      Her brain reeled with the weight of her decision. Turn him over to the marshals and wash her hands—but she knew Lee Roberts: the fugitive would likely never make it back alive. No way was she having human blood on her hands. Her pa and brother hadn’t had a fair hearing. Had this man?

      “Then we’d best get you moved,” Maddy said briskly.

      He glanced at her, his eyes dull with pain and exhaustion. “Moved?”

      “There’s a place. My daddy used to hide runaway slaves, back when I was a little girl.”

      He nodded and, with obvious difficulty, pulled himself erect. My, but he was tall.

      “Wait.” Maddy crossed the barn to where the tools were kept nailed to one wall, picked up a hatchet, and made her way back to the stranger. “Plant your feet wide apart.”

      He nodded stiffly and did as she said.

      Maddy moistened her lips, knotted her brow in concentration and took a swing. The barn resounded with the dull ring of metal on metal. The shackles held. Maddy glanced around and spied a large flat rock used to prop the barn door open sometimes.

      “Over here.” She got him into position, feet straddling the rock, and raised the hatchet high over her head for another aim, followed by a third. On the fourth blow the chain parted.

      “There.” Breathing heavily, Maddy wiped her brow with the cuff of her sleeve. At the back of the barn she led the way to the last stall.

      As the stranger leaned wearily against the wall, she kicked the hay to one side and revealed a hidden trap door. When she pulled on the ring it creaked slowly open. A black void yawned beneath the barn floor.

      “Hurry,” Maddy said, giving the stranger an impatient shove. “There’s a lantern down there and some matches.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Outside to wipe up the blood. Else I’ll never convince them you’re not here.”

      She noticed how the escaped prisoner cradled his injured side while he climbed down the ladder into the hidey-hole. As soon as his head disappeared, she closed the trapdoor and scattered hay overtop it. Then she fetched a stick and, outside the barn, obliterated any telltale droplets of blood in the dust. No sooner had she finished up and tossed the stick into the woodpile than hoofbeats announced the arrival of the marshals, five of them, riding abreast. The leader pulled ahead and stopped alongside her, touching his fingers to the brim of his hat.

      “Evening, Maddy.”

      Maddy cocked her head in an inquisitive manner. “Evening, Lee. What brings you boys out here tonight?”

      “Got us an escaped convict on the run. Checking all the neighboring farms.” Lee Roberts’ stance reminded Maddy just how much he enjoyed his job. Especially this aspect of it—a manhunt. She felt a chill chase down her spine. Lord help the man in her barn if Lee got his hands on him.

      “Merciful heavens.” Maddy fluttered her fingertips against her throat in what she hoped would be viewed as a helpless-female gesture.

      “Don’t you worry none. We’ll get him. We always do. Roy. Chester. Look in the barn. You other two boys, check out the house and the shed. Mind you don’t do anything to alarm Mrs. Winslow.”

      While his men scattered, Lee dismounted, removed his hat, and approached Maddy. “You sure do look pretty tonight in the moonlight.” He frowned as Pooch rushed up and barked a noisy protest at his presence. Maddy glanced down at her feet to keep from laughing aloud.

      When she had herself sufficiently under control she glanced up at Lee from behind her lashes, bashful-like. “What’d he do?”

      “Who?”

      “The man you’re hunting down.”

      “Killed his wife.”

      Maddy’s eyes widened in shock. “He confess to that?”

      “His type never do. Shame the judge didn’t order him hanged.” Lee licked his lips as if the idea of a hanging sat right well with him. The mere mention of the word was enough to set Maddy’s stomach churning.

      “How’d he get away?”

      “Him and another rounder from Fort Worth Prison were on their way to the mountains to help blast for the new railway. Should the dynamite go off a tad early, so’s the prison boys haven’t yet got out of the way, well, not much of a loss, is it?”

      “How’d he escape?”

      “We think it was some gang members who rode with the other prisoner. They set up a charge and blew the Sulphur Springs bridge while the prison convoy was on it. We picked up the other con already. But Burke managed to give us the slip. For now.”

      “For now,” Maddy echoed. “Where’s he from, this Burke?”

      “Down in Houston. But the wife was murdered in San Antonio. No matter. We’ll have him before first light. He’s hurt, and he doesn’t know the area.”

      “How do you know he’s hurt?”

      “One of the guards got off a couple shots. We spotted blood back at the creek. Don’t you worry none. The bounder won’t get far.”

      Maddy nodded dully, her mind awhirl. What on earth had she done, giving refuge to a convicted wife-killer? It wasn’t too late. She could lead Lee, right this minute, to the cellar where Burke was hiding. Let him and his men transport the escapee back to face what would surely be a death sentence one way or the other. Instinct told her Burke wasn’t a man who took kindly to confinement. ’Specially for something he didn’t do.

      Maddy tripped over her own thoughts. She still believed him. Despite what Lee said and the judge had ruled, she believed that sad and tortured man in her barn when he said, “I didn’t do what they say I did.”

      “Nobody in the barn, Marshal,” reported one of the deputies. “Or the field hands’ shacks.”

      “Same with the house and shed, sir.”

      “Fine, then. Mount up.” While his men did as they were ordered, Lee took Maddy aside out of earshot. “Can I call one evening soon, Maddy? Once the manhunt is over?”

      Maddy thought about her fugitive. How long before his wound healed enough for him to travel? “I guess that’d be fine, Lee. So long as you know it’s friendship I’m encouraging you with. Nothing more than that.”

      “I guess you’ve made that clear enough these past years.”

      “And I guess you keep hoping sooner or later you’ll go and wear me down.”

      “You know I’m a right stubborn cuss when I get my mind set a certain way.”

      “Don’t I just?”

      Lee snapped his hat smartly onto his head and swung into the saddle of his massive chestnut stallion. “I’ll be seeing you around sometime soon. And that’s a promise.”

      Maddy watched the fivesome depart. As soon as the coast was clear, she made her way into the farmhouse and fetched the medical supply kit. Pooch watched her with anxious eyes, almost telling her to hurry. Did he know something she didn’t? Pooch’s ancestors had been with her family for three generations, and they all seemed to have an uncanny sense of mankind’s nature.

      She returned to the barn accompanied by the clearly anxious dog, uncovered the trap door, and peered into the darkness below.

      “Mr. Burke?”

      No answer.

      Maddy hesitated. Was he lurking down there, silently waiting for her to descend so he could...so he could what? The man was wounded and weak from loss of blood. His manhandling her earlier cost him the last of his strength. She took hold of her skirt and started down, letting her feet dangle a second before they found the first wooden rung.

      “Mr. Burke? It’s just me, Maddy. They’re gone.”

      Descending into the hidey-hole brought back a flood of memories she’d just as soon forget. Wide, frightened eyes, extra bright against dark-skinned faces. The smell of human fear and desperation, underscored by an air of hope. Despite everything that happened, she still revered her daddy for the part he’d played in giving those poor people hope.

      Another scene, ugly in its grim execution, snuck up from the dark recesses of her childhood, and she closed her eyes against the memory. Her heel slipped and she tumbled the last foot and a half into the darkened cellar.

      Guided by the faint lamplight which filtered through the trapdoor, she crawled toward the spot where she knew the lantern and matches would be. Her hands shook as she fumbled to strike a match. At last it flared and she quickly lit the lantern and adjusted the wick, wrinkling her nose against the stale, earthy smell.

      The hiding spot was smaller than she recalled. Impossible for a man of Burke’s proportions to stand upright. Glancing around, she spotted him slumped against the wall, his head resting on his chest, his long legs sprawled in front of him.

      Just as well he’s passed out, Maddy thought as she unwrapped the medical kit. She could clean his wound without him feeling a thing. At least, not till he woke up.

      Luckily, the bullet had gone clean through and out the other side, leaving a reasonably neat hole to stitch up. She could have dug it out if she’d had to, but this way was far easier. Once she finished patching him up as best she could, she sat back on her heels, knowing it promised to be a long night ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Maddy swallowed a yawn and met her mother’s critical eye across the breakfast table the next morning. “You don’t look any too rested today, Maddy. Didn’t you sleep a’right?”

      “`Middling,” Maddy murmured. She’d been up every hour to check on Burke, whose temperature had spiked during the night. She hoped it was just his body’s way of warding off infection from the bullet wound. It stood to reason that a big strapping man like that, one who didn’t look as if he’d ever known ill-health, ought to heal up right as rain.

      “Husband in your bed would help cure that,” Catherine Winslow said.

      “Why’re you so all-fired anxious to marry me off?” Maddy lightly took up her side of the oft-repeated mealtime discussion.

      “I’m not getting any younger,” her mother replied. “Besides, been too long since we had a man’s hand helping keep the place in shape.”

      “Place looks just fine, and you know it.”

      Catherine knew when to quit. She went back to her mush as if the topic had never been broached. “I thought I’d put up some more preserves later today.”

      Maddy pushed back her chair, impatient to be gone. “Wait for me. I’ll give you a hand.” She paused and placed a light kiss atop her mother’s thinning gray hair. Ma hadn’t been so robust lately, and Maddy was constantly nagging at her to slow down and take life a little easier.

      Her mother heaved a sigh. “I miss your pa and Elroy.”

      Maddy bit her lower lip. Seventeen years had passed since her pa and brother were taken from them. She’d only been five, but she remembered every detail and still suffered the occasional nightmare about the men who’d come onto their farm and killed the Winslow males.

      While her mother stared dreamily out the window, no doubt fixed on happier memories, Maddy wrapped a fresh piece of cornbread in a clean cloth and filled a battered tin cup with coffee. Then she scuttled out the back door and made her way to the barn.
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        * * *

      

      Judson Burke slowly opened his eyes to the darkness. His entire body throbbed as if he’d been run over by one of his own locomotives. His prison shirt was damp and stuck to his clammy skin. He frowned. Where was he?

      Casting back through his befuddled memories, he gathered a few snatches of recall: the sound of the explosion as it destroyed the bridge; the disappearance of the wagon transporting him, Adams, and three armed guards. Then he was floating through the air with the full expectation he was on his way to heaven—till he landed in the muddy river, damned lucky that he knew how to swim, even with his ankles shackled together. He’d made it to shore and was able to dive for cover, two seconds too late to avoid the bullet that ripped cleanly through his side.

      He peeled away his clingy damp shirt and inspected the wound. It was neatly wrapped in a clean white bandage. When had that come about? He recalled the frustratingly slow progress as he’d fled on foot. It seemed forever till he’d reached the barn, nearly collapsing inside it. There’d been a girl. She’d shown him this underground hideout. Why? Why hadn’t she just turned him over to the marshals? Human nature was a puzzler. Folks never did or said what a body expected. He tensed. Above him a scraping sound was followed by a hazy triangle of light as the trapdoor was raised. His vantage point afforded him an intriguing view of a shapely pair of ankles coming down the ladder. When their owner turned to face him, memory flooded back. He’d clapped a hand across her mouth and inhaled the sweet fragrance of her cinnamon-brown hair. Viewing her today in the dim light, he realized her slender shape had been misleading. He’d judged her much younger than her years.

      “Good, you’re awake.” She extended a tin cup of coffee his way, squatted alongside him and flicked back his shirt. He hadn’t taken one sip before she’d unwound the dressing to inspect his neatly stitched wound. “Hmmph,” was all she said. “Looks like you’ll live after all.”

      “Sorry for the inconvenience,” Jud drawled.

      “For living?” she retorted. “Or showing up here in the first place?”

      He shot a suspicious glance her way before he realized, looking into her brandy-hued eyes, that she was teasing him. Once, he would have laughed aloud, enjoyed her sense of humor. “The federal marshals stop in here yet?”

      Her grin widened. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Lee with his knickers in quite such a knot. He’s going to be mighty peeved when he doesn’t find you.”

      “You seem pretty confident he won’t find me.”

      “Only person knows where you are is me. I’m not about to go tattling.”

      “Why’s that?”

      She pursed her lips thoughtfully and rocked back on her heels. “Well, Mr. Burke—”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “Lee told me.”

      “What else did this Lee fellow say?”

      “Told me that you got put away for killing your wife.”

      “That’s true.”

      She blanched. Inched backward. “You saying you did kill her?”

      Jud slowly shook his head. “I got put away for killing her. There’s a world of difference. How come you didn’t give me up last night?” He watched the way her chest rose and fell with a weighty sigh.

      “I just didn’t take you as having the eyes of a killer. Plus, Pooch likes you. He’s a very reliable judge of character.”

      “Pity the judge didn’t share those sentiments.”

      “No worse injustice than a man being wrongly accused, my daddy always said.”

      “Your father sounds like a wise man.”

      She shrugged. “He died when I was five. But I always remember what he taught me. `Maddy,’ he said, `one sure-fire way to judge whether a man is telling the truth or not. When his eyes stare into your eyes, listen to your heart, not your head, and you’ll know.’”

      He nodded. “Maddy. That’s your name?”

      “Short for Madeleine.”

      “Well, I’m Judson, Maddy. How old are you?”

      “Old enough to know a gentleman doesn’t ask those kinds of questions of a lady.”

      “I apologize,” Jud said stiffly. “Prison life’s no excuse for losing my manners.”

      “How long were you in prison?”

      “Long enough to know I’d rather be dead than go back.”

      “Is that why you volunteered to pack in the dynamite where they’re blasting?”

      Jud snorted. “Volunteered? The warden picks the prisoners he hates the most and sends them off to die.”

      “Why’d he hate you?”

      Jud refrained from saying what he knew to be true. That the prison warden despised him because he’d come from the kind of prosperity the other man could only envy. “Who knows? Prison life does strange things to a body. No matter which side of the bars they’re on.”

      Maddy pressed her lips together thoughtfully. “What are you going to do now?”

      “That depends. Where am I, exactly?”

      “Nearest town is a border town. Name of Texarkana.”

      “Which side of the border are we on?”

      “Right now? We’re in Arkansas.”

      “Arkansas?” Jud fell silent. “How far to the train depot?”

      “Half a day’s ride. Maybe less.”

      Jud smoothed a patch of the dirt floor with his hand. “Draw me a map.”

      “You can’t,” Maddy said bluntly. “I know Lee. He’ll be watching the trains. Watching for you everywhere. You’ve got to stay put till the hunt cools down.”

      Jud shook his head. “I’m putting you and your family in danger.”

      Maddy got a thoughtful, determined look on her face. “Won’t be the first time.”

      Jud stared at her intently. He had a sense of something she’d said last night. Something he ought to remember, but it eluded him.

      “I appreciate your help, really I do, but I have to get back to...back home.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. The only way I can prove my innocence is to find out who killed my wife.”

      Maddy dug in her heels. “If you go back to where you came from, you’ll get captured for sure. They’ll be there waiting. You need to head west. Change your name. Start over fresh.”

      “Spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder? Always afraid someone will ferret out the truth? Not knowing from one day to the next if I’ll remain free?”

      “I have to admit,” Maddy said, with a sigh, “it doesn’t sound any too appealing to me. But at least you won’t be in prison for something you didn’t do.”

      “No. I have to go back. I have to clear my name.”

      Maddy studied the man before her, a man who’d stand up for what he knew was right rather than take the easy way and slink into exile, and knew she’d made the right choice to help him. Now, if only she could stop him from doing something stupid.

      “And just how do you propose to find the real killer?”

      Jud slumped back against the wall and took a thoughtful sip of coffee. “I haven’t the slightest idea. I just know that’s what I have to do.”
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      “Where’d you get those?” Jud’s eyes narrowed suspiciously as Maddy unrolled the bundle of men’s clothing she’d held clasped against her middle as she clambered down the ladder into the hideout the next afternoon.

      “Belonged to my pa. The pants’ll be some on the short side, but at least they’re clean.”

      “Much obliged.” The reluctance underlying his words told Maddy that Judson Burke wasn’t a man who took kindly to finding himself beholden to the charity of others.

      “I had to wait till Ma was busy in the garden so I could sneak them out. Not that she’s likely to miss them.” As she spoke she gave the pants and shirt a shake.

      Jud’s response fell somewhere between a grunt and a “hmm.”

      “Where will you go?”

      He flashed her another suspicious glance as he peeled off his bloodstained prison shirt. The sight of his prominent rib bones, no doubt a result of poor prison diet, did strange things to Maddy’s insides. Sure, she’d seen his midsection the other night when she’d stitched the wound, but she’d been busy concentrating. She hadn’t paid any mind to the intriguing fan of dark hair that splayed across his chest and thinned down to where it shadowed his navel and arrowed into the waistband of his pants.

      Not like now. Now she could barely rip her gaze away, even after he stabbed his arms through the sleeves of Pa’s indigo-checkered shirt. Lowering her gaze, she saw he’d picked the locks and got free of the leg irons, and she made a mental note to bring some salve with her next time.

      “The less you know about where I’m headed the better.”

      “What do you think? That I’ll wait till you’re gone before I tip off the marshals?”

      “Not deliberately,” he said slowly.

      “’Cause I didn’t have to help you. Take you in and feed you. If Lee knew what I’d done, why he’d—” Maddy bit off her words, unable to predict Lee’s reaction should he discover she’d harbored a fugitive right under his very nose.

      “This Lee fellow somebody special?”

      “No, not at all.” Why’d she have to go and notice the way the blue of Pa’s shirt brought out the blue of Jud’s eyes? Surely that little flutter of something in her middle was just the excitement of what she was doing—helping Jud to achieve justice. If he were still alive, her pa would be some proud of her.

      “But he’d like to be?”

      Maddy felt her cheeks flame. Maybe it was dark enough so Jud wouldn’t notice. His close scrutiny told her different.

      “I let him call sometimes. Ma’s anxious to see me settle down.”

      “What about you, Maddy? Aren’t girls your age usually keen to do just that?”

      “I don’t know many women my age. Ma did most of my schooling ’cause I was needed on the farm. The ones I do know, like Maribelle, they’re kind of giggly. I was always more interested in the price of cotton than the latest style of hats or gowns.”

      Jud raised one darkly slanted brow. “That would make you a very unusual young woman.”

      “Lucky for you. Maribelle would have swooned dead away if she’d come across you in her barn.”

      “Lucky for me indeed.”

      Maddy stiffened. What did he mean by that? Was he poking fun at her? “One thing I do know. We’re going to have to go some so you don’t get recognized.”

      “We?”

      “It’ll take more than a change of clothes and a decent haircut for you to make your way unnoticed to the train depot, and from there to...” She paused. “Wherever it is you’re headed.”

      He wagged a warning finger in her face. “This is no game, Maddy. This is life and death.”

      She sucked in her breath sharply and rose to her feet. “You don’t have to tell me. I know all about life and death. More than my share.”

      Jud watched her skirts sway from side to side as she clambered back up the ladder. He winced as she slammed the trapdoor louder than was necessary, wondering what he’d said to rile her so. Then he set about exchanging his crusty, bloodstained prison pants for the ones that had belonged to Maddy’s pa. They were loose around the waist and short in the legs, the way she’d said, but anything was an improvement over prison-issued grays.

      Two days now he’d been holed up here, impatient to be moving on. No matter what Maddy said about the danger involved, he had to make his way back to Houston. Once there, Sylvie would help him hunt down the real killer and clear his name.
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        * * *

      

      “Who was that you were sparking on the porch with?”

      Maddy jumped at the sound of Jud’s voice behind her in the barn and almost dropped the covered plate of food she’d snuck out of the kitchen behind Ma’s back. She swung around and gave Jud a vexed look, shaking her head at the way Pooch clung to Jud’s side, not sure if the dog was protecting or adoring his new friend.

      “You got no business being out in plain sight like this.”

      “I’ve had more than enough of hiding out like some rabbit down a dark hole. I’m lighting out of here. Tonight.”

      “You mustn’t.” Maddy clutched at his forearm with a strength born of desperation. As she looked up into his eyes, she felt small and powerless alongside him. Pooch started to whine anxiously. “See, Pooch agrees. You need to heal and stay safe.”

      “I have to go!”

      Maddy exhaled shakily. “That was Lee I was sitting with. He’s leaving tomorrow for Texas. Once he’s gone, it’ll be way safer for you to mosey out of here.”

      “Whereabouts in Texas is he headed?”

      “I don’t rightly know. But he showed me the poster with your picture on it. I’ve been trying to figure a way we can make you look different.”

      Jud slanted her a dark look. “There’s that `we’ again.”

      Maddy passed him the plate. “Here’s your supper. You eat, and I’ll tell you my plan.”

      “I’m not so sure I want to hear any scheme you’ve cooked up.”

      “Tough patoot,” Maddy said, as she sank onto a bale of hay and spread her skirt out around her. “I’ve already gone and got things started.”

      Jud settled himself on the bale across from her and dug into his plate of pork hocks and greens. “What do you mean, got things started?”

      “I told Lee that Ma and I are expecting a visit from a cousin I haven’t seen since I was a little girl.”

      Jud stopped chewing, eyes wary, waiting for her to continue.

      “Give it a couple of hours and most everyone hereabouts will have heard about our visitor. That way, when I accompany you to the train depot, say maybe the day after next, everyone will just assume you’re my cousin and won’t give you a second look. They certainly won’t put you together with any escaped prisoner.” She cocked her head at him consideringly. “We’ll shave off your whiskers. Leave you with a mustache. Or maybe those muttonchops the men are wearing. I’ve got a hat of Pa’s, and a jacket I’m letting out so it’ll fit you proper.” She nodded to herself. “I’ll have you fixed up right in no time.”

      She watched Jud swallow thickly. At a loss for words, it seemed. When he managed to speak, it sounded as if he had something stuck in his throat.

      “I have money. Back in...back where I come from. I’ll send you some once this is all behind me.”

      Maddy felt the heated rush of anger wash up over her throat and face and into her hairline. She stood stiffly. “I am not doing this for money.”

      Jud glanced up at her. “Why are you doing this?”

      “’Cause that’s the kind of folks we Winslows are. And a powerful sense of right and wrong I inherited from my daddy.”

      “Well, I still mean to pay you for your trouble.”

      She eyed him steadily. “People ever do stuff for you where they don’t get paid?”

      “Not generally. Why?”

      “I thought as much. Around here, folks help out other folks whenever they can. Just ’cause it feels like the right thing to do.”

      “Admirable,” Jud said cynically. “But not very practical.”

      Maddy widened her stance, folded her arms over her chest, and continued with her cross-examination. “Tell me something. Who convinced the judge you were the one who killed your wife?”

      Jud’s eyes narrowed to slits. “What makes you think anyone convinced the judge?”

      “Judges don’t usually make mistakes like that without a lot of help from somewhere.”

      “Judges can make mistakes.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I know.” Maddy watched Jud mop up the juice on his plate with the last of his bread, hesitate, then toss the morsel in Pooch’s direction. The dog caught it in midair. Jud waved the empty plate questioning in Pooch’s direction, all the while his blue eyes warming hers. At Maddy’s nod, Jud set the plate down near his feet, and Pooch leapt forward to lick the plate clean. Absently, Jud scratched the dog behind his ears before he leaned back to link his fingers across his flat stomach.

      “I’ve gone over it and over it in my head. My business partner, Paul Wells, told the judge how Elizabeth, my wife, had confided in him that she was scared to death of me and my bad temper.”

      Maddy pursed her lips. “Hardly reason enough to put you away.”

      “Then Doc Phillips took the stand. Basically told the same story, how he’d seen Elizabeth with bruises she said I’d given her. I swear I never raised a hand to my wife in the four years we were married, but nobody believed me.”

      “How’d she die?”

      “Stabbed to death.”

      “Why’d they all think you did it?”

      “Mostly because I had the bloodstained knife in my hand
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