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Adairsville, Georgia 

May 16, 1864

“Where the hell is she?” Captain Jared Randall Hunter grumbled to the descending dusk. He snapped shut his gold pocket watch and slid the keepsake into his trousers pocket. From habit, he reached beneath the ill-fitting gray uniform coat for a cigar, then decided to abstain. The glow of a burning cheroot might alert someone to his surveillance site.

He glanced north, distracted by a distant burst of cannon fire that bounced through the Appalachian Mountains of northwest Georgia. Fighting had eased within the past hour, as the Union army prepared to bivouac for the night, holding its elevated position. If the Confederates kept to recent tactics, they would use the cover of darkness to retreat south a few miles and dig in again. The Rebs might slow the Yankee advance, but—lacking men and fire power—they hadn’t a prayer of stopping the Union army from capturing Adairsville.

The townspeople had either sensed or been warned of the impending defeat. From this wooded knoll on the edge of town, where he could observe Miss Gardner’s house, he’d spent the afternoon watching a trickle of refugees leave town. Many walked, carrying carpetbags. Others rode in wagons burdened with baggage and furniture. Those who had nowhere else to go would stay in their homes and pray for Yankee benevolence.

Emily Gardner’s house seemed abandoned, but feminine clothing fluttered from a rope strung between the house and a small oak. Confident that the sign of everyday routine ensured her return, Jared waited, though he couldn’t wait much longer. He wanted to be as far from town as possible before the battle ignited in the morning. Problem was, the object of tonight’s mission wasn’t cooperating. She wasn’t home.

At the sound of a galloping horse, Jared shifted to see around a stand of pines. He came to full alert when a man rode up, dismounted and led the horse through the side gate, near a shelter behind Miss Gardner’s house. A few minutes later the man sprinted back across the yard, yanked the clothes off the line, then entered the house through a side door.

Mentally flipping through possibilities, Jared accounted for the known males in Miss Gardner’s life. Her brother and a former fiancé were both reportedly in North Carolina with their Confederate cavalry unit. Neither should be visiting Emily. Her father, Colonel John Gardner, was definitely in Washington, the Union capital, anxiously awaiting word from Jared.

Had Emily Gardner recently married? Or taken a lover?

Jared ran a hand through his shoulder-length brown hair, wondering if he should wire her father for instructions. But Colonel Gardner’s guilt-laden worry had prompted this unofficial mission. Having learned from coincidental information in an intelligence report that Emily was alone in Adairsville, in the path of a Union invasion, the colonel had asked Jared Hunter to fetch his daughter—actually, to kidnap his daughter—and bring her north. No, a message to the colonel about this complication would only burden an already distraught father.

Flickering light now danced from a downstairs window, probably from a hearth in the parlor. A few minutes later, someone lit a lamp on the second floor. As he watched the upper window, to Jared Hunter’s amazement, a woman appeared.

She had to be Emily Gardner.

From this distance, he couldn’t see her face, could only see a female in a prim white nightgown, her dark hair flowing down over her shoulders. She turned her head right, then left, as though watching for someone on the road. The ethereal quality of the vision enchanted him, and the strong protective rush he felt surprised him, until he realized he should feel protective. She was his mission. He would guard Emily with his life, if necessary, until he delivered her to the colonel.

Strange, though, that Emily was in the house. The house had appeared unoccupied.

She closed the curtains. The jolt of her disappearance allowed him to refocus on how to accomplish his mission—if he still had a mission.

Jared searched his saddlebags for Emily’s picture and a piece of jerky. He again studied the picture he’d pulled out often on the trip south. The picture dated back three years, taken before the war. Sausage curls framed Emily’s pixie face. Dark eyes sparked with impending mischief. The jut of her chin suggested a stubborn nature.

Colonel Gardner had reluctantly relinquished the picture to Jared during a late-night planning session in the colonel’s office.

“Are you sure she won’t come with me willingly, if I explain who I am and that you’ve sent me to fetch her?” Jared had asked his worried commander.

Colonel Gardner had run a hand through graying hair. The silver strands were a result of a Southern heart in conflict with a Northern conscience. Jared empathized. His own decision to remain in the Union army hadn’t been easy.

“I’m sure Emily blames me for her predicament,” the colonel had said. “I was the first to abandon her, though I didn’t know it at the time. I thought she would marry Lewis Roth and spend the duration of the war at Twin Pines, the Roths’ mansion. I’m afraid you’ll have to force her to come north, to her Yankee father.”

Jared bit off a chunk of jerky and discarded his plans for a late-night kidnapping. He hated abrupt changes of strategy, knowing from experience that the practice was unwise. However, his victim had company, male company, and that made revision necessary.

He glanced at the upstairs window. The light had gone out. Emily must be in bed, with that man, whoever he was—husband or lover.

Would passion flare in the upstairs bedroom? Would the man’s hand slide under her prim nightgown, stroke her breasts and between her thighs until Emily begged for release? Would the man take her to her zenith? Would she cry out?

A tightening in his groin shook Jared from his musings. Shoving the ignoble thoughts aside, he buried Emily’s picture deep in his bag. At daybreak, he decided, he would scout the house, and on some pretext, talk to Emily Gardner. Any further course of action would depend on her answers.

If Emily Gardner had married, Jared wouldn’t remove her from Adairsville. With a clear conscience, he could leave her in a husband’s care, return to Washington and ease Colonel Gardner’s guilt over his daughter’s well-being.

Jared spread his bedroll, the thought of abandoning this mission becoming more and more appealing.

***
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Rising with the sun, Emily slipped into her dressing gown and pushed aside the bedroom window curtain. In vain, she scanned the road for a lanky Negro driving a cart.

She briefly considered remaining in Adairsville for another day to wait for Sam, but she might have waited too long already. If not for Rusty, a treasured Thoroughbred mare, she might consider waiting still longer for her brother’s slave, who’d been scheduled to arrive two days ago with supplies. But the mare was a prize the Yanks couldn’t have, and from what she’d seen yesterday, the Yanks would soon overrun the town.

She should have left yesterday. Instead, she’d ridden into the mountains to gather personal items from the abandoned shack that had served as a refuge from the glares of the townspeople, who’d unjustly labeled her a spy. At first she’d fought their suspicion that she spied for the Union, that she sent messages to her Yankee father. Unable to sway opinion, she’d stopped proclaiming her innocence and sought escape.

Yesterday she’d seen the Yanks she’d been accused of aiding swarming through the mountains like ants over an open picnic hamper. Only by sheer luck and a thorough knowledge of her surroundings had she avoided Yankee patrols.

If she didn’t leave today, some enterprising Union officer would seize Rusty as a battle trophy.

Emily ran a quick brush through her hair before going downstairs. In the parlor, she checked the clothing she’d left drying over a chair in front of the now cool hearth. The trousers’ waistband was moist, and the shirt’s cuffs were damp, but both garments had dried enough to wear.

A light breakfast helped calm a stomach quivering with anticipation. Nibbling on a heel of bread, she inspected the saddlebags lying on the kitchen table. Ammunition for her shotgun filled one bag, and in the other she would pack food.

She was going home! How ironic that the Yankees had provided an excuse to leave Adairsville that even her brother couldn’t criticize. Two years ago, when forming his cavalry unit, Terrance had thought it prudent for her to leave the family’s country estate, Rosewood, and live in town. His reasoning had sounded wise at the time. Of course, neither of them had suspected that she would be accused of spying for the Union, that friends would shun her for fear of suffering the taint of the traitor.

At a knock on the front door, Emily smiled, thinking Sam had finally arrived. Then her smile faded. Sam never used the front door. He always drove the wagon into the side yard and used the kitchen door.

Puzzled, Emily moved to the parlor window and pushed aside the drape. A Confederate officer stood on the stoop.

She let the drape fall. The knock came again, more insistent. Could the officer be from Terrance’s cavalry unit? If so, she didn’t want to open the door. As much as she’d grown to dislike her brother, she didn’t want to hear that he’d been wounded, or worse.

Coward. Emily squared her shoulders and opened the door. The officer, his hand poised to knock again, was clearly annoyed by the delayed answer to his summons. Emily watched his arresting features smooth as irritation melted into appraisal, his gaze skimming over her in flagrant assessment. He clearly liked what he saw.

Even as caution sprouted at his insolence, she felt the thrill of his boldness, and for just a moment, Emily basked in the hypnotic lure of the officer’s dark-as-midnight eyes. Over six feet tall, from the top of his rakishly angled hat to the tips of his dusty boots he exuded masculinity.

His face and hands glowed with the deep tan of a man who spent his life outdoors. Broad shoulders strained the seams of his uniform coat, whose sleeves barely covered his wrists. Deep brown, almost black, hair wanted trimming, a lock of which rested on a high, noble forehead.

Then artillery roared from the mountainside, warning of a new day’s battle. But instead of yesterday’s far-off turbulence, today each burst from the cannons jabbed sharp, distinct. The Yankees were closer to town. She must flee.

Emily glanced at his collar. One stripe slashed through the yellow background that labeled him cavalry. “Is there something I can do for you, Lieutenant?”

Jared knew the genteel greeting wasn’t an invitation, but then, he wasn’t feeling gentlemanly. In fact, it took an inordinate amount of willpower for him not to say yes, she could take him up to her bedroom and do with him as she pleased.

The reaction, undoubtedly, stemmed from last night’s wayward thoughts and subsequent dreams. His musings on her exploits in bed hadn’t ended upon his falling asleep. When he woke this morning, he’d told himself that reality never measured up to fantasy. He’d been wrong. She looked utterly regal and damn enticing, despite the frayed green wrapper, with her prim, buttoned-to-the-neck white nightgown peeking from beneath.

In his dreams, Emily had worn the pixie face from the picture. The woman before him bore only the faintest resemblance to a pixie. Shiny brown hair flecked with red highlights framed her face. Her skin was a creamy white across her smooth brow, over high cheekbones and around a delicate yet firm chin. Doe-soft brown eyes peered from under velvety lashes. No mischief sparked those eyes. A shame, that. Three years had etched maturity into her face and added fullness to her figure. Emily’s stunning beauty could bring a man to his knees.

“The name’s Randall, ma’am, Jared Randall,” he said, removing his slouch hat. “I was on my way out of town when I noticed the fine piece of horseflesh you have in back. I was hoping to speak with the owner, find out if she’s for sale.”

Her body stiffened. “The mare is not for sale. Rusty belongs to my brother. He is cavalry, like yourself. I keep the mare in reserve, should he lose his stallion.”

Jared silently congratulated himself. He’d guessed right about the horse, at least. The mare was indeed a fine animal, one of Colonel Gardner’s prize Thoroughbreds, a horse the colonel would be delighted to see again.

“My loss, but understandable,” Jared said, then glanced north. “Others, however, might not be so understanding. As I’m sure you are aware, Mrs.—?”

“Miss,” she said. “Miss Emily Gardner.”

No husband. That meant the man he’d seen enter Emily’s house last night was only a lover, and probably no longer in the house, having left before daylight to protect the lady’s reputation.

Jared smiled. “Pretty name—Emily.”

Emily couldn’t help but return the officer’s charming smile. “Thank you.”

A cart rumbled by, loaded with furniture, crates, and people. Emily flushed with embarrassment at the disgust evident on Mrs. Potter’s face. Naturally, the county’s biggest gossip would pass her door. The news would spread that Emily Gardner had entertained a man at her front door, in her nightclothes. Never mind that Mrs. Potter was leaving town, or that the Yankees were poised to overrun Adairsville. Mrs. Potter would efficiently transmit the tale.

“It seems I’m the unwitting cause of a dent in your reputation,” the soldier commented.

Emily almost laughed. Most people in town already thought her a spy, and would now label her a harlot. To her surprise, Emily found that the injustice of their condemnation no longer mattered. She was going home. To hell with them all.

“My reputation, Lieutenant, is the least of my worries. If you will excuse me, I have preparations to make.”

“That is precisely what I want to talk to you about. It might be prudent if we finish this conversation inside.”

Another wagon rolled into view. Emily stepped back, into the shadows of the doorway. The soldier took a step forward.

“We have nothing to discuss, Lieutenant. My horse is not for sale,” she said with growing nervousness.

“So you said.”

“Really, sir, this is most improper. I’m not dressed.”

“I noticed. I will, of course, have to insist that you not try to seduce me.”

“Of all the outrageous, insulting...” she sputtered.

“Are we to have our first quarrel on the stoop, for the whole town to hear?”

Emily stepped back, intending to slam the door in the persistent officer’s face. The door wouldn’t budge, blocked by his muscular leg, encased in a calf-hugging black boot.

She glared. He smiled knowingly and shrugged.

Outraged, Emily pursed her lips and drew a deep breath. His arm shot out, wrapping around her waist. Air drawn to hurl scathing words blew out as she collided with his unyielding frame. The door slammed shut.

Fear flashed. She pushed against his chest, but he didn’t move, not an inch.

“Let...me...go!” 

“Only if you promise not to scream or go running into the street,” he declared, in such a reasonable tone that her fear ebbed.

She looked up. He was smiling, the cad.

“I promise you nothing, Lieutenant.”

His smile widened. “Then what if I make a promise first? I won’t hurt you. In my entire life, I’ve never knowingly hurt a woman, and I don’t intend to start now.”

“And I’m supposed to believe that?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

From the soft, slow drawl of his ma’am, she guessed at his birthplace. Southwest. A Texan? If so, he belonged to one of several companies the generals ordered forth when a battle seemed hopelessly lost. Newspaper reporters had described the Texans as deadly shots, bold, tenacious, fearless and strong.

Lieutenant Randall fit the description. He was certainly strong. With one arm in a viselike hold around her waist, he held her so tightly she couldn’t move, could barely breathe, much less scream. A firm hold, indeed, but not painful. And though his methods of getting his way were anything but gentlemanly, she sensed no threat of physical harm. She believed his promise.

She’d never been this close to a man before—close enough to catch a whiff of tobacco mingled with leather, the earthy aromas blending with the tang of a fresh spring breeze. She could feel his chest rise and fall, and with each breath a wisp of air teased her ear. She could see the faint shadow of a dark beard, though he’d recently shaved. The warmth flowing through her limbs, clear down to her bare toes, had nothing to do with her now vanished fear, or her waning anger, or the mounting heat of the day. 

Agreeing to his terms might be the quickest path to freedom. Besides, even if she screamed, she doubted anyone would rush off Adairsville’s streets to her aid.

Her voice thready, she said, “Ladies don’t scream. Ladies heap indignities on gentlemen’s heads to remind them of their manners. And you, sir, definitely need a lesson in how to treat a lady.” 

He loosened his hold, tilting his head. “You were about to call me several vile names?” he asked, humor coloring his words.

“Not vulgar, sir, merely pointed.”

“You can now, if you still want to,” he offered.

This time, when she pushed against his chest, he let her go. Emily tried to recall one of the several warranted slurs, but without the anger to sustain them, none survived. Maybe he could be a gentleman.

“A futile effort at this point, I would think. Nor do I have the time.” She waved toward the door. “I would be obliged, Lieutenant, if you would take your leave now. Surely you have something more urgent to do than pester me.”

“If you will remember, Miss Gardner, we were discussing your horse. I was about to point out that others, especially the Yankees, may have an interest in her,” he said.

“I was aware of that, sir, before you knocked on my door. No Yank will ever touch Rusty. As soon as I finish packing, I’m leaving.”

He smiled widely. “Are you nearly finished?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ll saddle Rusty and meet you out back.”

Lieutenant Randall sped out the door before she could protest. She reached for the doorknob, then stopped. She would not run into the yard in her nightclothes!

Then she smiled. Let Lieutenant Randall attempt to saddle the mare. If Rusty reacted true to form, the mare would give that brash lieutenant another lesson in how to treat a lady.
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Chapter Two
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“You know what, Rusty? I’d be willing to give odds she’s headed for Rosewood,” Jared said in a mellow voice. Though attuned to the sounds of the approaching battle, he purposely moved slowly and spoke softly to calm the mare.

Soothing a skittish mount revived memories of his parents’ ranch in the Arizona Territory. Often during the war, especially lately, he’d considered resigning his commission and going home. He longed for the brilliance of southwestern sunshine, for the peace and dry heat of parched desert near the rugged canyon homeland of the Navajo.

But then some interesting or vital assignment would come his way. Using the code name Cougar, he’d accepted the challenge of blowing up railroad trestles and ammunition depots. He’d braved the danger of skulking into Southern cities to gather information from other Union operatives. Several times he’d served as a scout before a big battle. Often, easier assignments balanced out the difficult ones. Like serving as bodyguard to President or Mrs. Lincoln, or going to fetch Emily Gardner.

“I’m not averse to seeing Rosewood. John might like to know how the place fares,” he continued, tossing the blanket over the mare. “The detour will add a few days to our trip. Not that you can’t handle it. You’re in great shape.”

He ran an appreciative hand over the mare’s flank. Firm muscle flexed under his palm. The roan’s hide glimmered from recent grooming. The stall was clean and the tack in good repair. Did the burden of Rusty’s care fall to Emily, or was labor the price her lover paid to use the horse?

Jared removed the bridle from a wood peg, then patted Rusty’s neck and rubbed her velvet nose. “Behave yourself, and I’ll treat you to a rubdown later. That’s it, easy now.”

Rusty tossed her head and pawed at the ground, but eventually accepted the bridle.

“Object to a stranger handling you, do you? Can’t say as I blame you. If I had a mistress as pretty as Emily, I wouldn’t want anyone else handling me, either.”

The innuendo gave him pause. He shook it off.

Jared heaved the saddle onto the mare’s back. “I wish you could talk. I have a dozen questions I’m sure you could answer, like why doesn’t Emily own a sidesaddle? And who was the guy riding you last night? He can’t be taller than Emily. There’s only one worn hole in this strap, so he doesn’t adjust the stirrups.”

Why is Emily here, alone? Why had a very proper Southern miss taken a lover? And why the hell should that bother him?

Jared inspected the girth strap, noting another wear mark. “No, you don’t,” he scolded. He put his knee into Rusty’s side, forced her to exhale, then tightened the strap. “Wouldn’t want the saddle to slide, now, would we? Wouldn’t want Emily’s lovely backside to hit the ground.”

His flexing hands itched to assess the firmness of Emily’s lovely backside. His fingers had already surveyed the curve of her spine and the circle of her waist.

Cougar often used outrageous, sometimes vile, tactics to complete missions. Hailed as hero or lowlife scum, depending upon which army made the observation, Cougar deceived, stole, manipulated, even killed when left no choice.

Cougar had decided to step into Emily’s house, to silence her impending scream with an effective maneuver. Jared Hunter, however, had held onto Emily longer than necessary. He’d known the exact second when her fear eased and she decided not to physically fight, when her body relaxed against his, becoming soft and pliant.

The mare shifted, pawing. Rusty’s agitation stemmed from more than having a stranger in her stall. The cannon fire roared, getting closer. While Rusty might wear the trappings of a cavalry mount, she wasn’t battle-trained.

He ran a hand down the mare’s neck. “Maybe after Emily sees Rosewood, she’ll listen to other options. I’ll just have to suggest them until she wants to go where I want her to go.”

While he was at it, he’d best remember to keep his distance, remember that Emily Gardner was the daughter of his commanding officer. The colonel would roast Cougar’s ass if Jared Hunter got out of line with Emily.

***
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Over a double layer of petticoats, Emily put on the black riding outfit she hadn’t worn in months. The bodice was tight, and the seat of the skirt had faded to gray. Hopefully, the seat of the skirt wouldn’t split open before she had a chance to change, later, when out of town, far from enemy guns and the unsettling presence of Lieutenant Randall.

At the bottom of her satchel she placed a peach jacket bodice and skirt, the only decent ensemble that remained of a once vast wardrobe. On top of it she tossed Terrance’s old trousers and shirt, and a nightgown. She shoved in her hairbrush, then a cake of lilac-scented soap wrapped in a towel. From the toe of an old boot in the corner of the wardrobe, she retrieved a leather pouch. The gold coins within jingled. She debated whether to carry the pouch or pack it. Deciding she didn’t want to jingle as she walked, or rode, she buried the pouch in the satchel.

She quickly braided her hair and pinned the thick coil into a tight coronet atop her head. Ready.

Downstairs, heavy boots struck the wood floor in the kitchen. Lieutenant Randall. She shivered. The episode this morning had been disconcerting. Her whole body still tingled—with revulsion or delight she wasn’t sure—from being held so intimately. Not even Lewis Roth, to whom she’d been engaged, had held her quite so close, so close she could barely breathe, so close she tingled from the current sparked by his touch.

Half an hour in the saddle should cure the strange sensation. Emily grabbed her satchel and headed downstairs.

***
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Meager pickings, Jared judged the supplies on the kitchen table. A slab of bacon. A sack of flour. A round tin of, what? Jared opened the tin and beamed at the contents. He snatched up two of the molasses cookies.

He picked up the double-barreled shotgun and snapped it open. Loaded. He removed the shells, put the shotgun back on the table and inspected the packs. One empty—the other bulged with shells. He tossed in the shells from the shotgun and closed the flap.

As he bit into the second cookie, Emily appeared in the doorway. Never one to notice a woman’s clothing beyond what a low neckline exposed, Jared hated the black outfit on sight. And her hair! Much too severe, he judged, for a girl of nineteen.

“You bake a mean molasses cookie, Miss Gardner.”

“Take more, if you like. I only made them to use up the molasses.”

“Is this all the food you’re taking?”

“This will last until I get home.” She stuffed the food into the pack and buckled it shut. “I guess this is goodbye, Lieutenant. I hope you understand why I can’t let you buy Rusty.”

“I understand completely, ma’am. She sure is a beauty, though a bit high-strung.”

She smiled, smugly. “Rusty’s gentle, in the right hands.”

“This gunfire isn’t helping her disposition any. I’ll take these,” Jared offered, beating her reach for the shotgun and saddlebags.

Emily picked up her satchel and followed. Halfway across the yard she stopped, dropped the satchel, and ran back toward the house.

“Where are you going?” Jared shouted from the horse shed.

“The portrait,” she called over her shoulder.

Jared bit back a curse and arranged the saddlebags and shotgun on Rusty before returning to the house. He found Emily in the parlor, standing precariously on a wooden chair. With both hands on the frame, she could tilt the portrait that hung above the fireplace but not lift it off the hanger. Jared grabbed Emily around the waist. Startled, she twisted and put her hand on his shoulder.

“You’ll break your fool neck,” he chastised.

“I must take it down,” she insisted.

“And do what with it?”

“There’s a cellar under the kitchen. Please—” her voice broke “—this is the only piece in this house I value. They can have everything else, but not the portrait.”

Jared softened his voice. “If someone searches the house for valuables, they won’t overlook the cellar.”

Emily looked up at her parents. Hiding the portrait might be a waste of time, but leaving it out in the open was unthinkable. If the town’s residents saw the portrait, they might destroy the only image she possessed of her late mother to spite Papa.

“Emily?” 

Those dark-as-midnight eyes of his had turned soft, and she liked the way he said her name, just above a whisper.

“I’ll take it down,” he said. “Get out of my way.”

In her haste to comply, she moved quickly, forgetting her unstable perch. The chair wobbled. She lost her balance and instinctively threw her arms around the officer’s neck. The chair crashed to the floor, but her body stayed afloat, encircled by strong arms.

Oh, dear, not again! She hadn’t stopped tingling from the last time she abruptly found herself in his arms. Until she could regain her poise, she hid her face against his shoulder.

“A blanket,” she muttered.

“What?” He sounded confused.

“A blanket,” she repeated, louder. “I’ll get a blanket to wrap around the portrait.”

He lowered her to her feet. Emily broke away and scrambled up the stairs.

Jared shook his head. Keeping his distance from Emily might not prove easy. He drew a resolve-setting breath and glanced about the parlor, grimacing at the contrast of wealth amid poverty.

A gold damask chair and sofa clashed painfully with a threadbare carpet. Bookcases of oak stuffed with leather-bound volumes flanked a fireplace in need of repair. A crystal vase brimming with daisies graced a mahogany table, the spindle legs of which straddled a dark stain.

Of the rich furnishings, likely hauled from Rosewood, Emily cherished the portrait above the mantel. Jared easily deduced her reasoning. Within a gilt frame sat a serene John Gardner. Had the image of John been older, Jared would have sworn the woman hovering near John’s shoulder was Emily. But the woman must be Emily’s mother, Mary Beth, John’s late wife. No wonder John hadn’t remarried. What woman could compete with that stunning beauty— except her daughter, Emily?

Jared removed the portrait from the place of honor and took it into the kitchen.

Moments later, Emily dashed into the kitchen, out of breath, clutching blankets to her midriff. She looked down at the portrait with love in her eyes.

“My parents,” she said softly.

Jared glanced at her, then looked back at the portrait. “You look very much like your mother.”

She didn’t acknowledge the compliment.

Lowering the painting into the cellar took twisting and turning—and sweat on Jared’s part. The portrait safely tucked into a corner, he asked from the hole in the ground, “What about the books?”

“No,” she said with regret. “There isn’t time. If Sam were here, I might consider taking some with me. But without the cart...”

Sam. So that was her lover’s name. Too bad, pal. She’s mine now. Well, she was his, to care for until they reached Washington and John Gardner.

A blast shook the house, rattling the windows. Emily covered her ears as Jared climbed the ladder.

“What is that gun?” Emily shouted.

“It’s called a mortar,” he told her, then closed the cellar door and dusted off his hands. “The beast is so big they haul it around on rails, on a flat car.”

“Ours?” Emily asked, lowering her hands.

“Yankee. Let’s get out of here before they fire it again.” He cupped her elbow and pushed her toward the door.

Emily scooped up her satchel as they dashed through the yard. She entered the shelter and gaped at Rusty.

“I have a way with females,” Jared said, grinning.

“I’ll just bet you do,” Emily wryly acknowledged. She should be grateful the mare was ready to ride. Instead, she felt betrayed—by a horse.

He held the cheek strap while she mounted.

“I’ll open the gate,” he said. “Hold on tight, in case that cannon goes off again.”

“Lieutenant Randall? Thank you for helping me with the portrait.”

“You’re welcome, ma’am. Ready?”

He didn’t wait for a reply. He ran for the gate as Emily guided the mare out of the shelter. Pushing the gate open, he put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. As she approached him, so did a chestnut gelding, loaded down with saddlebags, a large bedroll, and a rifle in a saddle scabbard.

“You have a horse!” Emily exclaimed.

“What made you think I didn’t?” he asked, swinging into the saddle.

“When you asked to buy Rusty, I assumed you needed a mount to rejoin your unit.”

Jared shook his head, explaining, “I have a long ride ahead of me. I saw Rusty and thought it a good idea to buy her, to spell my own.”

“You’re not going back, then, to the fighting?”

“No.”

The mortar bellowed, and Rusty reared. Emily held her seat, but just barely.

“Which way?” he yelled through the deafening echo.

Emily pointed at the road east.

“Good choice of direction but take the path through the woods. We’ll make better time if we avoid crowded roads.”

Oh no, not we! That wasn’t her plan, at all!

“Lieutenant, I know you mean well, and I don’t wish to be rude, but—”

“Move!”

Emily wheeled Rusty and shot down the path, berating herself for obeying the command. Lieutenant Randall possessed the annoying male trait of barking orders; an asset in an officer commanding troops, but she wasn’t one of his underlings!

She nudged Rusty into a gallop, and for a couple of miles raced through the woods, hoping Lieutenant Randall would take the hint and back off. He didn’t. Over the thud of Rusty’s hooves, she could hear the gelding at her heels.

Finally conceding that she couldn’t shake Randall, and in deference to the horses, Emily slowed to a canter until she reached a brook. Since she planned to cover over thirty miles today, she stopped to let Rusty rest.

Jared blew out a relieved breath. If they’d ridden at this pace much longer, his heart would have found permanent lodging in his throat. He’d cringed every time she took a sharp curve, sure she would slam into a tree. He’d held his breath when she jumped a log blocking the path, praying Rusty wouldn’t balk and throw her rider.

Why so fast? Was she trying to put distance between Rusty and the mortar? Or was she trying to lose him? She’d never looked back, not once, to see if he still followed. Of course, if she had, he probably would have succumbed to heart failure.

“We can slow down now,” he stated. “We’re far enough away from the guns.”

She nodded, though she glanced back over her shoulder at the mountains. She obviously didn’t agree.

“How far does this path follow the road?” he asked.

Her eyes narrowed, and her brow furrowed in thought. “I haven’t taken this path in years.” At his raised eyebrow, she shrugged. “I prefer riding in the mountains. If I remember correctly, the path comes out not too far from Canton.”

Jared closed his eyes for a moment, holding back a stern lecture on her reckless behavior in taking an unfamiliar path at breakneck speed. Emily needed a lesson on caution.

She added brightly, “Just think, Lieutenant. Within a few hours you should be able to take the road, be well on your way to wherever you’re going.”

Without her, he tacked on her unspoken thought. Not likely, lady.

“Back in Adairsville, you said you were going home. To Canton?” he asked.

Emily’s eyes fairly sparkled for a moment, then wariness dulled them. “No.”

“Beyond Canton, then.”

“A bit.”

“Your answers are very vague, Miss Gardner. One would think you don’t trust me.”

She stiffened. “I don’t know you, Lieutenant. Why should I trust you?”

“Some people think I’m reliable. You could at least allow me the benefit of the doubt—you know, as in innocent until proven guilty? Let me tell you what I’ve assumed, and you tell me if I’m right or wrong.”

As an answer, she crossed her arms and eyed him with suspicion. Smart girl.

Jared stroked the mare’s neck. “Now take this horse. Thoroughbred—suggests money. The house in Adairsville—a hovel with expensive furnishings. You—educated and well versed in the manners of the highborn.”

The last observation prompted a flattering rosiness to creep up her neck and settle in dainty blooms on her cheeks.

He continued, “And the nobility of the South live on plantations or country estates, where young ladies learn to put insolent men in their places, blush prettily and bake mean molasses cookies. Correct?”

The corner of her mouth lifted into a smile. “Correct.”

“So your home is a big house on several hundred acres of land, either east or perhaps southeast of Canton.”

“My word, Lieutenant. Your powers of observation are overwhelming.”

Well, he’d known her history, but the clues were there for anyone to read. He moved his hand to Rusty’s nose, stroking. “Are there more horses like her at home?”

Emily’s smile faded. “I wish there were, but my brother used the herd to help outfit his cavalry unit. He took two dozen of the finest Thoroughbreds in the state to war.”

“Didn’t your parents object?” Jared pushed.

“My mother died when I was a little girl.”

“And your father?”

After a long pause, she said, “My father left Rosewood when the war started. He wasn’t home to object.”

Jared noted the careful wording, giving no hint of the side John had taken or of how she felt about John’s decision.

She suggested, “Wouldn’t it be wise to continue now?”

Jared silently agreed and pulled his gelding onto the path, intending to take the lead. “The farther east we go, the less chance we’ll run into a patrol.”

“You said that before, that east was a wise choice.”

“I wouldn’t want to be on my way south.” Jared waved his hand toward the mountains. “That’s General William Tecumseh Sherman out there. He led one hundred thousand men out of Tennessee with enough provisions and firepower to turn a Confederate quartermaster green as a lizard. If you were Sherman, where would you lead your army?”

“Isn’t he after the arsenal at Adairsville?”

Jared scoffed. “The arsenal is a bonus. He’s after a richer prize. And remember the mortar? He’ll follow the rail line.”

“Richer,” Emily echoed, then her eyes widened. “Atlanta!”

“And beyond, if no one sticks a sizeable force in the way to stop him.”

She tilted her head. “Our army has beaten him back before. Surely they can do so again.” Her eyes narrowed. “And surely they could use your help. Shouldn’t you be with your company?”

She’d come very close to suggesting that he’d deserted. The insult hurt.

“I assure you, Miss Gardner, that I am on my way to report to my commander. Now, how much farther to Canton?”

If she believed him, she gave no indication.

“Depending on how quickly we get out of the woods, I would say three, maybe four hours.”
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Chapter Three
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Emily shifted the reins from right hand to left. She peered up through the overhead canopy of leaves. The sun’s position confirmed her stomach’s grumble.

On the narrow path in front of her rode Lieutenant Randall, plodding along at a walk, as seemingly equally unconcerned about the Yankees behind them and her home ahead of them.

“Lieutenant? Do you think we might ride a bit faster?”

His answer drifted back. “No.”

She waited for an explanation. None came. “When I said three or four hours to Canton, sir, I meant at a faster pace.”

“Then it’ll take us a little longer.”

Emily fought her temper. “You may not be in a hurry, but I would like to reach Rosewood before dark.”

“The path is too narrow and the brush too thick to push the horses any faster. Besides, if we ride at a prudent pace, Miss Gardner, you might get home in one piece.”

The reprimand stung. Admittedly, she’d spurted from Adairsville a little fast, but Emily knew her limits and Rusty’s abilities.

She countered, “If you will recall, you ordered me to move. So I moved.”

“Move? Yes. Bolt down an unfamiliar path as if the devil were at your heels? No.”

“He was,” she mumbled. “You were right behind me the whole time.”

“What was that, Miss Gardner?”

Her stomach growled again. A bodily function nagged for relief. If she could convince him to stop, maybe she could find a way to get ahead of the devil and leave him behind.

“I said, I’m hungry. Could we stop for a bite to eat?”

He turned in the saddle. Emily forced a cheerful smile. He smiled back, with that knowing expression she’d seen before. He couldn’t have read her thoughts, could he?

He halted, positioning his gelding to block their path. As she slid from Rusty’s back, she looked for a way to pull Rusty through the brush to get around the gelding. Impossible.

She took the piece of jerky Randall offered, tore off a piece and chewed furiously to soften the tough beef. She accepted water from his canteen, though she cleaned the spout on her sleeve before drinking.

“Ready to leave?” he asked.

“Not yet.” A blush warmed her cheeks. “I need to... I need privacy.”

“Go ahead. Just don’t go far.”

Chin elevated, Emily turned on her heel and marched into the woods. She attended to necessities, then scouted the area. There had to be a way to get around that insufferable soldier.

As she rounded a tree, she looked down, and stopped, horrified at the carnage. She heard herself scream. A boy, not more than fifteen, lay at her feet—a mound of shredded clothing, ripped-open belly, and blood. So much blood! His chest rose, slightly. Still alive!

“Emily!”

In a quivering squeak she managed to call, “Over here, Lieutenant. Please hurry.”

“What the hell—”

Startled by his voice just behind her, she spun. A Colt revolver in his hand, Randall was staring down at the boy.

“He needs a doctor,” she said. “There’s one in Canton. I’ll fetch him.”

Jared grabbed her arm as she started to dart past. “Forget it. The kid will probably die before you can get back with a doctor.”

“Only if I ride at a pace you think prudent,” she snorted, jerking her arm away.

“At the reckless pace you ride, you won’t make it into town! I’ve got one grave to dig already. Would you like a grave of your own, or should I throw you in on top of the kid?”

Emily blanched. “You’re depraved!”

“I’ve been called worse.”

Her bottom lip quivered. “We have to do something,” she said hoarsely. “We can’t just let him lay there and...”

She flinched when Randall put his hand on her shoulder, but his touch was gentle, comforting.

On a sigh, he said, “The word is die, Emily. We can’t prevent it, but we can make him comfortable, stay with him till the end.” He nodded southward. “If my hearing doesn’t deceive me, there’s a stream close. Let’s take the horses down there and then we’ll see what we can do for the kid.”

As they walked toward the horses, she accepted the inevitable. Randall was right. The boy had lost too much blood from a ghastly gunshot wound. Being a soldier, Randall would know about deadly wounds.

She asked quietly, “You’ve seen wounds like this before, haven’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, shoving the Colt into his pack. “Too many times, in too many places. And stomach wounds...well, they’re probably the worst. Men die slow.”

Randall picked a path through the woods to the stream. After they removed saddles and packs, he handed over his canteen and a towel.

“Why don’t you clean the kid up a bit? Just don’t touch the wound, or he’ll start bleeding again.”

Emily hurried back to the boy. Kneeling beside him, averting her eyes from the gaping hole in his belly, she washed his face. From under the dirt and splattered blood, she uncovered a smattering of freckles across his nose. She finger-combed sandy-brown hair, then unbuttoned the top button of his flannel shirt.

Only then did she wonder how he’d been wounded.

She glanced furtively around her, but only saw Randall coming toward her, carrying a blanket and a white tin. 

“Lieutenant, could the Yankees have passed through here? Whoever shot this boy could still be in the area.”

Randall put down the tin before tossing a thin wool blanket over the victim. He pointed to an old flintlock lying in the brush. “I’d bet the wound is self-inflicted.”

“Self-inflicted? A hunting accident perhaps? Then maybe someone will come looking for him. If he was out hunting, he can’t be far from home.”

“Maybe,” he said, but she heard his doubt. “More likely he heard about the fighting and was on his way to enlist.”

“He’s too young.”

Randall nodded. “They’re all the South has left to recruit, the young ones. Call me if he starts to wake up.”

She almost asked him where he was going, until she saw him pick up the camp shovel. An hour later, he returned, sweating, bits of red clay clinging to his white shirt and gray trousers.

“The kid stirred at all?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Probably best if he doesn’t wake up. If he dies while he’s unconscious, he won’t feel the pain.”

Randall had voiced her own thoughts, but if the boy didn’t wake, they wouldn’t learn his name or find out how to notify his family.

“Must we bury him?” she blurted. “Couldn’t we take him into Canton?”

He stared at her, then said, “Depends.” He tilted his head. “Looks like you need a break, too. Why don’t you gather firewood, in case we have to camp here tonight?”

For the rest of the afternoon, they took turns keeping vigil over the boy and going about their separate chores. Near dusk, as she feared would happen, the boy stirred while she kept watch. Emily grasped his hand, knowing his pain would be unbearable. The boy groaned, loud and long.

Randall suddenly appeared, flipped open the tin and pulled out a small packet of white powder.

“What is that
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