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For Jason,


Who never stops believing in me.


One
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“No man has a good enough memory to be a successfulliar.”

Abraham Lincoln

Rosswood Plantation

Jefferson County, Mississippi

February 4, 1865

Let the dead bury the dead. Annabelle Ross forced the spade another few inches into the ground, then paused a moment to wipe the sweat from her brow with a dirty sleeve. Dead, indeed. Her arms were numb from digging, and her back and legs were starting to cramp. A heart hardened against the grisly task beat rapidly with exertion underneath what had once been the gown of a privileged heiress. But that was before the war, her father’s death and…. Well, it didn’t matter now anyway.

She hadn’t had time for anything other than the soldiers from both North and South who at one time or another had filled her home to overflowing. Annabelle slammed the spade into the earth, her fingers so numb from the cold she hardly noticed the forming blisters. She gave these men the best she could—a too-shallow grave and a few parting words. She recorded every name, should their families ever come to look for them. Until then, Annabelle had no choice but to share her land with the dead.

“Miss Belle, you done enough diggin’ today.”

Annabelle looked up from the hard ground and into a face that looked as tired as she felt. The waning light of another long day cast shadows on Peggy’s dusky skin and made her look older than she should. Peggy lowered the rear legs of the makeshift cart to the ground, giving a soft grunt as she finally released the weight. Annabelle mustered a smile she hoped would soothe away some of the worry lines creasing Peggy’s brow.

“I know. But I didn’t think we could stand to leave him out another day.”

Peggy pressed her lips together but said nothing. She was less fond of leaving dead men in the house than she was of Annabelle digging. Annabelle reached down and grabbed one of the worn boots and gave the body a tug. He felt twice as heavy as when they’d loaded him into the cart. “Help me get him in.”

Peggy hesitated, and Annabelle wondered if this would be the time she refused, but, as usual, Peggy clamped her jaw tight and grabbed the other boot. They heaved and struggled until the body fell from the cart, scraped over the rough earth, and finally landed in the hole with an unceremonious thud just as the sun began to dip below the trees. Annabelle resisted the urge to place her dirty fingers under her nose in a futile effort to hold off the stench.

Peggy sighed. “It’s a right shame we ain’t got no preacher for them. You sure burying them here is a good idea?”

Annabelle pinched the bridge of her nose and let out a weary sigh. “Peggy, you’ve asked me that question a dozen times, and a dozen times I’ve given you the same answer.”

“Still don’t like it.”

Annabelle nearly agreed, but she knew that would only give Peggy more footing to try to wear down her resolve. “Come on. It’s getting dark. We need to get him covered. Lord willing, he will be the last soldier we lay to rest at Rosswood.”

“Humph. You said that ’bout the last two.”

Annabelle threw a scoop of dirt on the body and ignored her. Peggy grunted and grabbed the other shovel. By the time they patted down the mound and tossed on a few rocks in a scant attempt to keep the coyotes at bay, darkness had descended and blanketed Rosswood in a shroud of shadows.

“I got some water on the stove so we can get you a good bath tonight.”

Annabelle looped her hand through Peggy’s arm as they trudged back to the house. “No, I don’t want you carrying all that water up the stairs again. It’s too much trouble. I’ll just wash from the basin.”

They walked across dry ground that had once sprouted fields of cotton that had made Annabelle imagine what a thick covering of snow might have looked like where Momma had grown up in New York. She’d told Annabelle stories of snow that had fallen so heavy it had blanketed the ground like a quilt instead of huddling in icy patches as it did here, clinging to the shady places and crunching beneath her too-worn boots.

“Now you know your uncle might be here any day,” Peggy said, interrupting her recollections of Momma. “Won’t do for him to see you lookin’ like a field hand and not a lady.”

Annabelle drew in a long breath of air that smelled like soggy earth and the faint aroma of death from which she could never truly escape. “He’s not my uncle,” she mumbled. Peggy didn’t respond.

It was bad enough she’d had to live under Grandfather’s rule. She didn’t welcome Andrew’s. She clenched her hands at her side. “What does he expect to find here? Rosswood spent two years as a hospital and now as a makeshift haven for the wounded they left behind. Our people have long since run off, and war has stripped us all of what we once were. This place is a wretched waste. What will it matter if I look like a field hand? I work like one.”

Peggy’s fingers squeezed her own and she knew she’d let fatigue tinge her words with bitterness. Still, Peggy did not chide her because they both knew her words rang true.

“Forgive me, Peggy. You’re right,” Annabelle said, her shoulders slumping as they neared the house. “I should look presentable, even for him. Though I know Father would have preferred his own brother looking after Rosswood until I wed. Not Andrew.”

Peggy nodded, her scarf-wrapped head bobbing in the darkness. “Ain’t no doubt of that. But since he ain’t responded to your letter, I don’t see how you’re gonna be able to count on him to come instead of Andrew.”

If only Father hadn’t died.

Annabelle huffed and turned the subject back to the original topic. “I still won’t have you lugging all that water up the stairs. We’ll move the tub into the kitchen. I can bathe by the hearth while you cook.”

They stepped onto the back porch and Peggy lifted a lamp from the hook on the post, producing a match from her apron and birthing a tiny flame. Soon the flame filled the chimney with a warm glow, and a shiver that hadn’t been caused by the chill ran down Annabelle’s spine. She’d grown too afraid of the shadows. The flickering light danced across Peggy’s face, illuminating worry lines that seemed to grow deeper with each passing day. Finally, Peggy nodded. “I guess I don’t see no harm in it. Ain’t like no one’s gonna notice.”

Grandfather had retired hours ago. He’d started staying in his chamber more and sleeping longer. Annabelle suspected he did it to hide how rapidly the sickness was getting worse. Or at least try to hide it until his son made it to Rosswood. And Grandfather would be the only one who would care if Annabelle bathed in the kitchen.

They turned from the dark house and again descended the steps, two of which had begun to sag. Only two soldiers remained within, and she’d already seen to their supper and bandages. Surely they would not need her again tonight. Guilt tugged at her anyway, and she paused.

Peggy turned. “What’s wrong?”

“I better check on them once more. I’ve been out of the house for a good while. What if something happened again?”

Peggy’s brows drew together. “You’ve done enough. You gonna run yourself into the grave.”

“Do you think you can get the tub set by yourself?”

Peggy tilted her head. “Child, who you think toted that thing up and down them stairs all those years? I think I can get it into the kitchen.”

You used to have help, Annabelle thought. But why bother saying it? “Thank you. I’ll be along in a few moments.” She turned to find another lamp, wondering if it would have any oil.

“I got a bad feeling about that one,” Peggy said to her back. “Won’t be long before we’re draggin’ him through the yard, too.”

Annabelle cringed. She knew little by way of nursing, only what she had observed when the house was used as a hospital, but she prided herself on having learned enough to care for the few who had been left behind. She refused to lose another one. She looked over her shoulder. “I only want to be sure Lieutenant Monroe’s fever has not returned again. I won’t be long.”

Peggy dipped her chin and lifted her lamp. “Here. Take this ’un. I can get to the kitchen without it.”

Annabelle hesitated, but realizing that arguing would only delay the comfort of warm water to her tired muscles, she consented and took the lamp. She unlatched the rear door and stepped into the house as quietly as she could, careful to avoid any planks she knew would protest her weight with a groan. She passed Grandfather’s door and underneath the archway, turning to her left and into what had once been her father’s library.

She turned down the flame until it barely glowed in the chimney and raised it to the open doorway. Two forms lay draped in thin blankets on the floor. A soft snore drifted from one of the forms, but neither moved. Relief spread through her. They both appeared to be resting comfortably. Neither thrashed about nor mumbled in his sleep, as each had often enough done when the fever raged. The officers hadn’t thought these men would survive their wounds and had, thus, left five Confederate soldiers with her when they finally abandoned the hospital. Three died. Two remained. If she did not care for them, who would?

She stepped silently onto the rug and across to one of the pallets on the floor. The flickering light revealed the unshaven face of a man about the age her father would have been, had he not found his death in battle. The man’s chest rose and fell evenly. Perhaps the fever had finally broken and he would no longer mumble strange, disconnected words in his sleep. She slipped in between the two pallets positioned so the men’s feet pointed to the glowing embers. Annabelle prayed spring would soon arrive and give way to warmer nights, lessening the amount of logs she’d need to chop.

She lowered herself to her knees between the two forms, telling herself that having only one petticoat was a good thing, since it gave her easier movement. Annabelle peered into the face of Private Jack Hanson, who seemed nearly docile in his sleep. He’d lost his right arm at the shoulder and his right foot. She’d been there helping the nurses hold him down when the surgeon had sawed them off, listening to a string of words that would have infuriated her father, had he been alive to hear them spoken in her presence.

Annabelle lifted the light and checked the bandage around the stump on his arm, pleased to see it no longer seeped. She should check the one on his foot, but that would require removing his covering and—

A hand suddenly closed around her wrist, and she drew a sharp breath.

“Shhhhh,” Edward Monroe hissed before the scream dislodged from her throat. He dropped his hand. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

She snatched her gaze from where it had rested at Jack’s feet and whirled around to level it on Lieutenant Monroe’s face. He offered a lopsided grin as his only apology for frightening her. She glared at him. “Are you mad? You could have made me drop the lamp,” she whispered between clenched teeth.

He pulled himself to a sitting position and regarded her for too long. She was much too tired to indulge him in one of his long-winded conversations, so she thought to withdraw before her silence gave him the encouragement to continue.

“I know you took it from him.”

Her heart lurched. Impossible. She narrowed her eyes, wondering if he could see the truth in them in the low light. “I don’t know what you mean.”

He regarded her with the same disappointed look her father might have given her over another poorly done page from the arithmetic primer all those years ago.

“It’s of grave importance,” he said in a strained whisper.

She settled back onto her heels and regarded him. “What is?”

He shook his head. “It was entrusted to us. I must leave here and get it to….” His voice trailed off, and she caught herself leaning forward in anticipation.

She rose and straightened her skirt. “If it were yours, then you would have it.”

His eyes darkened. “You don’t know what you’re fooling with, girl.”

Annabelle turned on her heel to leave, but he grabbed a fistful of her skirt. She looked down at him, just now noticing the sweat beading on his head. Perhaps fever hadn’t fully left him, and she’d not been able to stop the festering in his leg after all. He drew a long breath and blew it out slowly, stirring the hair that hung damp across his forehead.

“Are you loyal to the cause?”

Annabelle’s heart rate accelerated. She’d done everything to conceal her true feelings, hadn’t she? “Of course I am. Why would you even ask such a thing?”

He frowned. “I’ve seen many a lady with a notion that she can conduct her own thinking, even when it goes against the men of her country.”

Annabelle bristled. Why, of all the…. She ground her teeth. She wouldn’t learn anything if she snapped at him. “My father died resisting the Northern Aggression, sir. You would do well not to accuse me of disrespecting his memory.” She looked down at his hand still holding fast to her dress. “Unhand me, Lieutenant Monroe.”

He released her, slumping back onto his pallet. “It must get to him. I fear it’s our only hope now.”

“Must get to whom?”

His eyelids fell. “Not for you to know,” he mumbled.

Annabelle leaned forward, but he had slipped into a fitful sleep, his eyes darting around behind their lids. She slipped out of the room and down the hall, not daring to breathe until she reached the safety of the rear porch. Once the door latched behind her, she let herself fall into the only remaining chair.

With trembling fingers, she slid her hand into her skirt pocket and touched the folded paper she’d removed from the jacket of the man she’d buried only a short time earlier. Thinking it would be a message to a loved one, she’d planned on trying to find where to send it when she found a spare moment to do so. Now, she feared what she held was something entirely different.

She pulled the slip of paper free and carefully exposed the strange message to the dying flame that could no longer hold the shadows at bay.


Two
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“War is indeed cruel. But the South will hold out while there is a manleft.”

John H. Surratt

The tree just two inches from Matthew’s head suddenly exploded. Bits of bark rained down on his hair and sent him ducking for cover. He rolled across the soaked ground, adding more mud to his already caked uniform, and crouched behind the oak that had saved his skull. Blood pounded in his ears, his racing heart thrumming to the familiar tune of battle. Matthew leveled his rifle at the unseen enemy as the ragged remainder of his company scrambled for cover, and disjointed orders fell on men too disoriented after being roused from their sleep to comprehend them.

“Blasted Yanks! They’ve found us again,” George shouted in Matthew’s ear.

Matthew didn’t glance back at his older brother. That Yank Grierson had spent all winter raiding from Memphis to Vicksburg, and it was no surprise he’d found their floundering company here in Jefferson County. General Forrest had ordered a few of his men farther south, but still the Yanks followed on their heels.

A flash of blue darted through trees just touched with the clean light of early dawn, and Matthew followed it for only a few seconds before pulling the trigger. The rifle gave its familiar jolt and shoved his shoulder back. An instant later, the man fell to the ground. Once, such a thing had churned his gut. Now, he knew better than to think of the enemy as a man. He swung around to look at George through the lingering smoke. “Got one.”

George grinned. “Who would have thought my carefree little brother would have become such a marksman?” He pulled his pistol up and fired across Matthew’s shoulder, making Matthew’s ears ring and muffling his brother’s voice. “I just saved you a bullet in the back of the head. You can thank me later.”

Matthew dropped the rifle’s stock on the ground, pulled a cartridge from his satchel, ripped it open with his teeth, and dumped the black powder down the upturned barrel. “Then we’re halfway to even, since I saved your hide twice in Tupelo.” He dropped the Miniè ball down into the barrel. The smoke of a hundred guns drifted on the air, burning his lungs and giving the barely birthed morning an unnatural fog.

With practiced ease, Matthew dropped the ramrod down the barrel and had it back in place before George could respond to his prodding. He cocked the hammer back just in time to see a half-dozen men in blue charge through the woods and into the center of their camp. Where were the perimeter guards? A blast of lead volleyed toward them, and he heard George let out a cry of rage.

Matthew fired his rifle into the belly of a man with a bayonet just as the Yank had appeared to his right and thrust the shiny blade wildly at Matthew’s face. He jumped to his feet and swung his head around to find George. Where had he gone?

Blasted man. Matthew had to keep George alive to give Father someone other than himself to pass Westerly on to. Lord knew Father would loathe leaving it to his youngest son, who’d done nothing to prepare for running 4,000 acres of cotton and tobacco. If any of it survived.

There!

Matthew slid down beside George, who grinned as if he didn’t know anything about Matthew’s struggle to keep his only remaining brother alive, and once more threw himself into the fray. The hum of bullets continued, hurtling fragments that made them shrink and cower in a way that ground against Matthew’s nature. Having always been the largest man in any crowd, he was not accustomed to cowering before anyone. A bullet wound had since tempered his pride, and he now shrank away from whizzing bees of death.

He and George dove behind a prostrate tree about fifteen inches in diameter, finding scant security from the hail of iron as he drew long breaths. Despite the cold of early February, he had already begun to sweat in his wool uniform. Matthew cast a worried glance at George and saw his own fear reflected in his brother’s eyes.

The balls beat a merciless rhythm into the outer surface of the felled log, thudding viciously as they sank in. A few flew off and rammed into a variety of other objects, thankfully none of which were their skin. Yet.

Matthew clenched his rifle. “Looks pretty bad this time, brother.”

George nodded. “If I don’t make it, don’t forget your promise.”

Matthew gripped his arm. “Don’t say things like that. We’ll get out of this the same as we have the rest of these scraps.”

George grinned. “Yeah, sure we will.”

Voices cried out as other soldiers dove to the Daniels brothers’ scant sanctuary. Someone yelled between a string of curses that the fire was getting too heavy. Next to Matthew, a boy peeked his head just above the log, and before Matthew could pull the lad down, a bullet lodged in the center of his forehead. He fell limp in Matthew’s arms, his blood spilling down his face and onto Matthew’s uniform.

The familiar metallic smell was something he would never get used to. Matthew squeezed his eyes shut, but the image of the boy’s bloody face remained.

He gently released the body to the ground and hoped that the boy had enjoyed a decent life somewhere before the inferno of war had added his soul to the ranks of youth too tender to be exposed to such horrors. Matthew let out a bellow of rage against another young life lost and turned his fury on the devils in blue who had robbed him of nearly everything he held dear.

Somewhere to the rear, an officer ordered the charge, and despite what was certain death, they responded to the shouts that demanded them forward. Matthew sprang to his feet, his war cry still on his lips, and allowed the surge of battle fever to spread like warm liquid through his veins.

He held on to it, needing it to push him to do what must be done. He would pray for the stains it left behind later. For now, he would need that fever to make him forget the peril thundering toward him. George at his side, they dashed forward, vigorously plying their weapons and stopping only to prime the pan and ram the load down. With practiced precision Matthew loaded, fired, and loaded again, stepping forward to dole out death as if he were the reaper. The Blues filled his vision, adding more to their numbers, and sent a feeling of dread snaking down his spine.

Behind him, someone raised the yell, and they pushed harder into the onslaught. Men grunted, and he knew many fell, but he no longer paused to look down. Matthew had long since learned there was nothing he could do to help them, and the time for mourning had to come after the battle, were he to live through it.

“Run them plumb-center!” George yelled as he unsheathed his salvaged cavalry sword and sent it slicing through blue fabric and flesh and bringing a man down.

They threw themselves behind whatever trees were near, darting in and out from their cover and moving ever forward. Time lost its meaning, and Matthew did not know how long his men held against the never-ceasing tide of blue uniforms.

“Watch out!” George screamed and slammed into Matthew, sending them both tumbling toward the sodden earth. They hit the ground, and the breath left Matthew’s lungs.

They’d pushed the Yanks back and had now reached a clearing. But then the fleeing men stopped and began to sweep around. George cursed. No longer in the relative safety of trees, and finding that they would not live long in their current position, the brothers made a dash to a low hollow some twenty paces ahead rather than turn their backs to the Yanks forming up to meet them on open ground.

They dove into the hollow and narrowly escaped the volley of bullets that passed over their heads. Breathing hard, Matthew gripped George’s sleeve and prayed that the tiny hill would give him cover just long enough to break a hole through the oncoming line. He looked behind them to see the rest of their brothers in arms coming to a halt and delivering an answering volley. He and George were now caught in the crossfire.

George pulled on his sleeve. “Come on, we’ve got to retreat!”

No sooner had he said the words than the bugle blast sounded, signaling their company to fall back. Scrambling backward, they had no choice but to give their back to their enemy and run for the cover they had abandoned. Men shouted, volleys blasted, and Matthew wondered if they would survive the impossible journey. He leapt over fallen bodies, their blood painting the dead grass in strokes of crimson.

He’d often wondered how he’d stayed alive this long, given how they’d been on the run from Federals since their latest failure in Tupelo back in July. Matthew had begun to feel both relief and dread that the war would soon find its end. Now, as he heaved in a lungful of smoke-filled air heavy with the scents of the dying, he knew today they would likely find their deaths. George stumbled, and Matthew grabbed him, keeping him on his feet as they desperately ran for the trees.

Suddenly an eruption of pain seared through his calf, and Matthew’s leg dropped out from under him. He crashed to the ground, his hands instinctively grasping at the spurting blood that covered his fingers. George dropped down next to him. “Go! Crawl on to the trees. I’ll hold these Yanks off!”

Without waiting for a reply, George rose and plowed into the soldiers closing in on them. Matthew gave a grunt and hefted himself forward on one knee and his forearms, each movement bringing searing pain that threatened to blacken his vision. Forcing himself to stay focused, he turned, propped himself up, and began to level his rifle. He searched the fray for his brother, but George was nowhere to be seen. Panic gripped his chest. Matthew swung the rifle back and forth, not wanting to release his bullet until he could find his brother.

Matthew screamed, using the stock of the rifle to push himself to his feet. His knee buckled.

“George!” Matthew bellowed, forcing his leg to hold his weight.

A hand grasped his shoulder. “Got to make it out, Daniels! Come on, or you’ll be dead!”

Matthew swung his gaze into the green eyes of David O’Malley, a man with whom he’d often shared stories of card games and beautiful women over a fire and army slop. He shook his head and wrenched his shoulder free. “George is still out there!”

His vision began to swim, and he cursed himself for his weakness. He would not surrender to the darkness tugging at him and leave his brother to his death! Matthew shook his head, trying to force the blackness from the edges of his eyes.

“No!” he screamed, leveling his rifle and firing it into a Yank not fifty paces away.

He swayed again, his single leg not obeying his command to hold his body upright. A hand once more gripped him, holding him up as his body sagged.

“You’re losing too much blood, Daniels!”

Matthew tried to pull free but could not. The Yanks were nearly on them now. Where was George?

O’Malley screamed in his ear. “He surrendered!”

Matthew allowed himself to be tugged away and stumbled into the cover of the trees.

What did O’Malley say? It made no sense. The rain of bullets slowed, only a few pocking the trees.

The men in the field began to whoop. Matthew ground his teeth.

“Come on! We’ve lost. Your brother surrendered, and they already captured him! Be glad he’s alive.”

Matthew swayed. Captured? No! He had to save him, bring him back. Matthew pushed off a tree and took a step toward the clearing, but his leg buckled with a searing pain that dropped him to the ground and threatened to plunge him into darkness.

O’Malley’s voice was near, though his face swam somewhere too far away. “They pulled him back through the line. There’s no way you’re going to make it to him, especially with the way that leg is bleeding.”

Matthew ground his teeth. “I have to try!”

O’Malley looped his arm around Matthew and pulled him to his feet. “Too late. He’s their prisoner now.”

Matthew struggled forward, despair nearly robbing him of breath. The Union had long since quit the prisoner exchange, and there was little hope his brother would make it out of a prison camp alive. Prisoner was the same as dead. He dropped to his knees. Why move forward now?

O’Malley sank down next to him and put his face close to Matthew’s ear. “I’ll pull you out of here alive, big fellow. And if you’re willing to help me, I’ll let you in on a little secret that just might get your brother back.”

Matthew’s vision clouded. “Whatever it takes.” Then the dreaded darkness robbed him of consciousness.


Three
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“Watch and wait must be our motto for thepresent.”

John H. Surratt

Annabelle watched Peggy stir the pot on the stove and tried to remember what it’d been like to have sweet pastries and biscuits in the morning instead of stew, which they now ate at nearly every meal. Not that she would complain. At least they had food. Peggy had an uncanny way of bringing forth vegetation from the earth, no matter nature’s resistance.

“What you thinking about so hard over there?” Peggy asked, dropping another slice of sweet potato into the pot from the end of her knife.

“Oh, nothing.”

“Hmm. I figured you was worrying yourself silly over that letter that came in yesterday.”

Annabelle had, in fact, been curious when Grandfather had snatched it from her fingers before she could open it. She shrugged. “Just a letter from Andrew. Nothing to be too worried about.”

“Right odd he was wanting to try and read it hisself without asking you to do it. He knows his eyes ain’t what they used to be.”

Annabelle peeled the dry skin from an onion. “I suppose he was just excited.”

“Hmm. I ain’t seen that old man get excited ’bout nothing unless it suits his own purpose.”

Annabelle laughed. “What purpose could he possibly have?”

Peggy lifted her shoulders and stirred her pot, disinclined to speak further.

“Besides,” Annabelle said, “I have other things to worry about.” Thinking now would be a good time to mention the strange scrap of paper, she pulled it from her pocket. “I found this on that soldier we buried yesterday.”

Peggy took her time wiping her hands on her apron before turning around to look at the paper Annabelle held outstretched. “What you showing that to me for? You know I can’t read.”

Annabelle lifted a brow and gave the message a shake. “Well, I can’t read it either. Here, look at it.”

Peggy took the paper and held it close to her face, studying it. “Don’t know what all these things mean, but they sure don’t look like no words.”

“Exactly. I think it’s some kind of code.” She lowered her voice, though there was no one around to overhear. “What if it’s one of those spy notes?”

Peggy put her hand to her hip. “Now, don’t you go letting that mind of yours run wild again. It probably ain’t nothing.”

“But, what else could it be?”

“Probably just somebody scribbling when he ain’t got nothing else to do whilst he’s holed up here.”

“I don’t give anyone paper and ink. I write all their letters for them.”

“Maybe your grandfather gave it to him.”

She gave Peggy an incredulous look.

Peggy waved her arms around. “All right, that probably ain’t it. I just don’t think it’s nothing to worry over. You got enough to handle without worrying ’bout some scrap of paper.”

“Perhaps. But, Lieutenant Monroe said….” She let her voice trail off.

Peggy crossed her arms over her chest. “You been talking to that man again? I told you he ain’t quite right. I don’t like him.”

“He’s just been run down with the fever.”

Peggy placed her hands on Annabelle’s shoulders and leaned close. “You leave that poor man be, and don’t go listening to any of that fool stuff out of his mouth.”

Annabelle sighed. There would be no point arguing. “Very well. But I do think it’s strange.”

“Men do plenty strange things. Why fret over it?”

“I suppose you’re right.” She brushed her skirts and crossed to the cupboard to fetch Grandfather’s bowl. “I better hurry and get him breakfast before he gets sore again.”

Peggy nodded and ladled two hefty scoops into the bowl. Annabelle glanced in the pot. Already half gone. She could make do with yesterday’s bread. Peggy had lost too much weight lately because she’d tried to give Annabelle the best portions.

She pulled on her shawl, held the warm bowl in both hands, and set out into the piercing wind. She found Grandfather at his usual spot at the dining table, sitting in the one chair the Federals had allowed them to keep. They’d agreed not to burn Rosswood since Annabelle had allowed them to run a hospital here, but they’d still relieved the house of most of their belongings and nearly all of the furniture. After they left, she’d let the Confederates use it as a hospital as well. She still wasn’t certain they wouldn’t have made off with her things as well, had there been anything of value left.

She stepped through the door, keeping her eyes lowered, and placed the bowl in front of Grandfather. She’d taken two steps backward when the increased rasp in his voice caught her off guard. He was getting much worse, and very quickly. His rapidly declining health seemed to make his moods even worse.

“Come, dear. Stay a moment, and we shall talk.”

She kept herself from lifting an eyebrow. A term of endearment? He’d given up on the pretense of kindness when he’d taken over the plantation.

“Yes, sir.”

She stepped back to the table, keeping her gaze focused on the smooth, polished wood her father had brought from Natchez. The familiar ache flared in her chest. If only he had survived, then perhaps things would not be as bleak.

“I have good news for you, girl.”

Annabelle inclined her head. “Truly, Grandfather? What news?”

A smile spread slowly across his face, revealing a full set of yellowed teeth. “I have decided it is time you wed.”

Her heart pounded. Heaven help her, but she’d begun to hope that Grandfather would pass on and she would be able to run Rosswood in peace until… Her thoughts tumbled to a halt and she frowned. Why would he be eager to find her a husband? It was her father’s will to give Rosswood to her upon her marriage. Until then, it was under Grandfather’s control. Why would he now be looking to give that up? He’d chomped at the bit to be plantation master since he’d first set foot on their soil.

“That’s not the look of excitement I’d expect from a plain girl without options. I would think you’d be quite pleased I was able to secure you a suitable match.”

Annabelle squared her shoulders. “Surely now is not the time for you to have to worry with wedding preparations.”

He narrowed his eyes, and that cold stare that often made her shrink away threatened to do so now. But she could not cower. This was too important. She didn’t need to be shackled to a man. Father had promised her she would be able to marry for love.

“You think I don’t know what’s going on in that vapid little head of yours? Foolish girl, I know what you’re scheming.”

She swallowed hard. “I’m not sure what you’re implying.”

“You’re just waiting on me to die.”

She gasped. “Why would you say such a thing? Have I not taken good care of you…?” She trailed off, realizing her mistake too late.

He slammed his fist on the table, rattling his breakfast and causing her to jump. “You have taken care of me? Who came to this place and saved you from the Yanks?”

She lowered her eyes. “You did, Grandfather.”

A fit of coughing overcame him, and he leaned back in his chair, trying to catch his breath. Annabelle remained where she stood, knowing any attempt to console him would only end in another tongue-lashing. Three weeks now he’d been having these fits, and this one was by far the worst she’d seen.

When the fit finally subsided, she filled a glass from the pitcher of tepid water on the sideboard and set it in front of him without a word. When he drained it, he set the empty glass down with a thud. “I know you think this place belongs to you, but I tell you it does not. Women do not own property.”

Annabelle wrung her hands. She had to speak up this time. “My father left a will. Rosswood was to go to me upon his death. According to his wishes, I’m the owner,” she said softly.

“No,” he hissed. “It’s under my trust until you are wed, then it goes to your husband. That is what the will states. It doesn’t belong to you.”

“Well, actually, the court said it was under Uncle Michael’s trust—”

He slammed his fist down again, and she jumped, her words dying on her tongue. “And since he’s away with the army, it falls to the next living male relative. Which is me. Heavens, child, you’re a dense one. We’ve been over this!”

Grandfather fell quiet. There would be no point arguing about this again. Father had said he couldn’t leave it to her for fear the courts wouldn’t allow it. But his intention had been clear. The plantation was hers. She could choose a husband, and they would run Rosswood together. That had even been the plan before the war. When Annabelle wed, she would be given Rosswood, and Father would take up residence in the town home in Natchez. He’d even lined up a couple of young men he’d thought would be both favorable to her and suited to help her run the plantation. But now he was gone, and she was left to the whims of any male relative who could cast his authority over her.

The nervous flutter in Annabelle’s heart continued to grow until it blossomed into a seething anger. She finally risked a glance up at him—the one she called Grandfather, though they shared no blood.

He sat there studying her, stroking his thinning beard. “I left my home and came here so this place wouldn’t be taken. I’ve held this land for you, made sure you were not soiled and your home burned. And still, all I get from you is a look of contempt?”

Annabelle distrusted the compassion lacing his words, despite how much she yearned for his favor. “I do thank you for that.”

He nodded. “If I hadn’t been here, you would’ve lost this land to the Yanks and likely your virtue as well. What would have become of you then?”

“I don’t know.”

“This is why women are unfit for anything other than child-rearing. Trust me, my dear. It’s what makes a woman fulfilled. A lady isn’t meant to deal with the business of plantations.” His words were gentler than any she’d heard from him in nearly a year. Still, they made her bristle.

“If there’s any business left to handle,” Annabelle said under her breath, despite her determination not to antagonize him further. He heard her anyway. His eyes might be failing, but his hearing was still sharp. When would she remember to hold her tongue?

The muscles in his jaw worked, but he plastered a honeyed smile back on his face. “You’ll need a suitable man to rebuild this plantation and restore it to what your father intended, and I fear I’ll not be able to do that for you for much longer. You want your father’s legacy to remain strong, don’t you?”

She purposely kept her features smooth. “Yes.”

A strange triumphant look filled his faded eyes. “I’ve decided you’ll marry my son upon his return.”

Annabelle blinked repeatedly. Surely she misheard him. “You… want me to marry my uncle?” Who is nearly twice my age and is as handsome as an old goat?

Grandfather frowned. “Don’t sound so disgusted. He’s smart as a whip and will do well with his own plantation. Besides, he’s only your uncle by marriage. It’s not as if you share blood. Yes, you see, this is the best choice. I’ll not have to fear leaving you on your own, should I not recover from this lung sickness.”

Annabelle stared at him, her mouth too dry to speak. Andrew. Her stepmother’s brother, whom she had met only once and immediately disliked. Grandfather intended to marry her off to his son in order to secure the cur a sizable plantation. Annabelle’s father’s second wife had come from a poor family, though Father hadn’t cared when he’d married her. Sarah’s father, however, had always had gold in his eyes. She chided herself. Why hadn’t she seen this coming? Of course this would be why Andrew was coming.

She bristled. “You don’t need to worry about me. I shall marry whom I choose, just as my mother did. I will find a good man to help me care for my Father’s land, as were his intentions. There’s no need for you to secure a marriage for me.”

His hand found her cheek before she could react. The smack sent her head sideways and she instinctively reached up to cover the throbbing. She stared at him with wide eyes. How had he moved so fast?

Grandfather sank back down in his chair. “Why did you have to go and make me do that? You know I don’t like striking you.”

Annabelle could only stare at him. It had been months since the last time. She knew better than to provoke him.

“Why must you be so disrespectful? After all I’ve done for you.” He shook his head. Another fit of coughing took hold, and Annabelle could not look on him with pity, nor did she fetch him another glass of water.

He wiped the moisture from his eyes and leveled his stare on her. Her defiance had not gone unnoticed. “Don’t be a fool, child. You’ll marry Andrew when he arrives later this week.”

Annabelle gasped. “This week? How is that possible?”

“They’ve granted a short furlough while his regiment is near enough to Rosswood.”

Annabelle swallowed the bile rising in her throat. “What regiment?”

“Why?” He frowned, suspicion lighting his eyes.

“A wife is to pray over her husband’s safety, is she not? I would pray for his regiment.”

He paused so long she thought he might not answer. Finally, he drummed his fingers on the table and then pointed at her. “He’s in company K. That’s all you need to know.”

She nodded. “And my other uncle? Perhaps I should add him to my prayers as well.”

Grandfather smirked, her attempt to beguile proven futile. “Michael’s joined up with the Army of Northern Virginia. He’ll be of no use to you.”

She pressed her lips together. At least he’d given her something. Not that it really mattered. She’d sent two letters to Uncle Michael after Father’s death, and neither had been answered. What good would sending a third do? Even if he got it, by the time he did, Andrew would already be here.

“You’ll marry Andrew, and, Lord willing, he’ll secure a babe within you by week’s end.” He smiled. “And I’ll be able to die knowing I’ve secured the future of this plantation. Now be gone with you.” He waved his hand at her and looked down at his bowl.

Annabelle dashed from the room and found her way back out to the kitchen despite the tears blurring her vision. She burst through the door with a heaving chest, causing Peggy to yelp and drop her spoon.

“Miss Belle! What happened?” She rushed over and wrapped Annabelle in a hug, squeezing her tight. Annabelle dissolved into tears while Peggy stroked her back, the familiar comfort bringing her only a small measure of peace. When Momma had died, Peggy had become the mother she’d needed. Father had thought a new wife would give Annabelle a proper raising, and though Sarah had tried to be her friend and was a good woman, all these years it had always been Peggy she’d clung to. The relationship was yet another thing Grandfather hated about her.

“Oh, Peggy. What am I going to do?” She sank down onto a scarred ladder-back chair and put her head in her hands.

Peggy patted her shoulder. “He chide you ’bout the food again? I’m gonna march right in there myself and tell him he ain’t getting no honey and biscuits ’cause I ain’t got none! He should be glad he gets something in that greedy belly at all.”

Annabelle stared at her in disbelief.

Peggy huffed. “I will. You just watch me….” Her eyes widened. “Did he hit you?”

Annabelle said nothing.

Peggy spun on her heel and headed to the door.

“He’s going to make me marry my uncle,” Annabelle said, choking on the last word and freezing Peggy in her tracks. She turned slowly and regarded Annabelle incredulously.

“That there is incest, and ain’t something to ask of no Christian.”

“He’s my uncle only by marriage, not blood.”

Peggy crouched down beside her. “Oh, baby girl. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what we can do, but don’t you worry, we gonna think of something.”

Annabelle put a hand to her heart and nodded. She would find a way. Whatever it took, she would not be used as a pawn in Grandfather’s greed.


Four
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“The North by superior strength may subdue for the time; but they will never conquer the descendants of theCavaliers.”

John H. Surratt

The ground underneath him swayed and jostled, and Matthew wondered if he’d spent too long at a card table letting a serving girl talk him into too much whiskey. He groaned and tried to turn on his side, the throbbing in his head threatening to relieve his stomach of its contents. When would he ever learn to…? But no, he was at war. He’d not spent yesterday in a tavern but at battle.

His eyes flew open, and he found himself piled in the back of a wagon with a half-dozen other bleeding and moaning soldiers. The events of the skirmish formed in his memory, and he bolted upright, pushing an unconscious man off his arm. His fingers wedged through the press of bodies and found the pain radiating through his calf. Someone had cleaned and wrapped it, and from what he could tell, it didn’t look to be seeping. There was hope enough in that.

Matthew twisted and hailed the buckboard driver. “Hey, Private!”

The gangly youth turned to look at him with a grin. “Mornin’, Cap.”

“Stop and let me off.”

The private turned his focus ahead and spoke over his shoulder. “Can’t do that. I’ve been ordered to haul the wounded to our next camp.”

“We’re moving again?”

The boy nodded. “We lost a lot of men back there. I was told there’s another company camped in Jefferson County that’s better off than we are. We’re to join up with them. Word is they’ve got a doctor, too.”

Matthew sighed and shifted, receiving a glare from the man who had to pull his foot free from Matthew’s weight. “It’s far too crowded in here. I need to get out.”

The boy shook his head. “Sorry, sir. I have orders to get us there as quick as possible, and we don’t got time to wait on lame men hobbling.”

Matthew clenched his teeth and regarded the men marching behind them. He hated riding in a wagon while they trudged along on sore feet. Many had bandaged arms, heads, and other various parts that were not required for walking. He swept his gaze over their haggard faces and wondered if he would ever again be the same man who’d joined this foolish campaign with such gusto. War had not brought glory. It had only brought misery.

His attention landed on David O’Malley, who met him with a steady stare and then gave a slow nod. Matthew owed the man a debt of gratitude for pulling him to safety. Otherwise, he would probably be waking up a Yankee prisoner, if he woke up at all. David lifted his eyebrows, the unspoken question passing between them. The muscles in Matthew’s jaw worked. He gave another nod. He’d not forgotten. Whatever O’Malley had planned, if it would get George back, Matthew would do what he must.

They traveled along uneven roads for the remainder of the day, the wagon jolting wounds and causing men to groan. He hated sitting among the injured, too pathetic to walk on his own two legs. When they finally came to a halt, Matthew was in such a sour mood that one look at his face sent everyone who thought to address him turning a different direction. They endured the tedious task of roll call and then continued to the medical tent where the rancid scent of old blood and unwashed bodies greeted them.

Matthew resisted the urge to push past a man with a broken leg, knowing his foul mood and impatience were not this poor fellow’s fault. When the men at the rear of the wagon finally unloaded, Matthew lurched off the buckboard. When his feet hit the ground, pain shot through his calf, but he ignored it and began shuffling off in the direction opposite the medical tent.

“Captain Daniels!”

Matthew drew a long breath and let it out slowly through his nose. Private Jones, the boy who’d driven him like an invalid all day, jogged around to stand in front of him. “Pardon, sir, but all the wounded are to report to the surgeon.”

Matthew glared down at him. “I don’t require medical attention.”

The youth didn’t waver. “Sorry, sir. Them’s the orders.”

Matthew ground his teeth and turned on his good heel, trying his best to walk without a limp, though his traitorous leg disobeyed his every intention. He walked through the flap of the medical tent and waited his turn.

When the surgeon finally made it to him, he lifted Matthew’s leg without greeting and inspected the wound. “Looks like it made a clean shot, no shrapnel or pellets that I can see. Should heal up nicely,” the doctor said, pushing his spectacles up on his nose. “Stay off it as much as you can, and as long as the gangrene doesn’t set in, you should be fine.”

He rose from his squatted position and turned to another patient before Matthew could respond. Where would he go now? He looked around, but everyone seemed much too busy to take notice of him. He slipped out the front of the tent and nearly ran directly into Lieutenant Colonel Hood.

Hood looked up at him with surprise. “Where are you going, Captain? Aren’t you listed among the wounded?”

“Yes, sir, but the doc said to just take it light on the leg for a while. It was a clean shot and shouldn’t give me much trouble.”

“Very good. We’re in need of men on perimeter patrol. Good place for a man who needs to sit still for a while but can still be useful. Report to the rear of the encampment.”

Matthew gave a crisp salute. “Yes, sir.” At least he would remain on duty. He made his way slowly through the lines of tents, thankful that their ragtag company had found another of Forrest’s regiments to join forces with. Most of the army had moved up into Tennessee or had gone east to Alabama to hold off the Feds, and few remained deep within Mississippi.

The more he walked, the more the leg began to protest. He’d made it almost to the post command when he heard his name called from off to his left.

“Over here, Daniels.”

O’Malley hurried to his side and grasped his elbow. “There’s a creek right down here. How about you and I go refill our canteens?”

Matthew followed him a short distance into the tree cover, refusing O’Malley’s offer to shoulder part of Matthew’s weight. O’Malley knelt beside a small, muddy stream and busied himself unscrewing his canteen. Matthew was unsure what he should do, since he was not carrying his canteen. Besides, he was afraid to put himself in a squatted position, lest he find himself stuck in it. But his leg was throbbing, and he knew water was not the only reason for this particular location. He put his back to a young pine and allowed himself to slide down to the earth with a soft grunt.

“Do you want to get your brother back?” O’Malley said over his shoulder.

Matthew picked some of the dried blood from around his nails. “You know they haven’t been exchanging prisoners. Unless you plan on helping me break him out, I don’t know what you think you’re going to do about it.”

“You are too narrow in your thinking, my friend.”

Matthew’s brows drew together. “What do you have in mind?”

“I have friends, connections. There’s a group of us—a secret organization, if you will—that has plans. Big plans.” He studied Matthew, as if deciding if he should continue. Matthew lifted his brows to encourage him along. O’Malley narrowed his lids. “Do you want to be a part of something big? Something that will change the tide of this war and put your name in history?”

“I only want my brother back.”

“To get your brother back, you need leverage.”

“And you have that kind of leverage?”

“We will.”

“And why help me?”

“Frankly, because we could use someone like you. A man of your size can come in handy. I’m taking a big risk including you on this, Daniels. Don’t let me down. You won’t need to do much, and in exchange I will be sure your brother is among the first released.”

Matthew eyed him cautiously. What could it hurt to hear him out? “I’m listening.”

O’Malley glanced around and lowered his voice. “I know how to get your brother back,” he whispered. “All we have to do is abduct their president.”


Five
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“She had better keep out of any of his wild schemes; they are barely practical, and he who undertakes them mustperish.”

John H. Surratt

Annabelle carried two bowls of collards and two slices of cornbread on a wooden platter into the library. Despite Grandfather’s grumbling about her continuing to feed the abandoned soldiers, he hadn’t yet kicked them out of the house.

She swished into the room, her patched skirt skimming floorboards that needed to be swept and stirring up little bits of dust. Both soldiers were awake and seemed to be in a fair mood. A deck of worn playing cards was strewn between them on the floor. Jack held several fanned out in his only hand, and Annabelle wondered how he could even play with such a disadvantage.

“I bet Miss Ross could even beat you,” Monroe taunted as Annabelle stepped closer to their game.

Jack frowned. “Women don’t play cards.”

Monroe rolled his eyes. “Precisely.”

Jack Hanson was a gentle man, though not quick-witted. Annabelle smiled down at him. “Don’t pay him any mind, Private Hanson.”

“I told you to call me Jack, Miss Ross.”

She inclined her head. “So you have. Now, here, I’ve brought you fellows some supper.”

They sat cross-legged on the floor and accepted her paltry offerings with nods of gratitude. She sank down on her knees beside them and arranged her skirts slowly. She tried to assess the stump at the end of Jack’s leg without him noticing, keeping her eyes low as if she were studying her dress. The bandage still seemed to be clean, despite how much he’d been moving about lately. That probably meant it was nearly scarred over. That was good, because she had little medical experience and even fewer fresh supplies. If it got bad, there would be nothing she could really do for him. Beyond feeding them, changing a few dressings, and keeping them as comfortable as she could, she wasn’t really much of a nurse.

She glanced up to see that both men stared at her, curiosity crinkling Jack’s brow and suspicion lighting Monroe’s.

“So….” she said. “Do you think anyone will be returning to collect you and return you to your units anytime soon?”

Monroe shoveled in a spoonful of greens, chewed them slowly, and swallowed before speaking. “No, ma’am. I wouldn’t reckon they would. I think it’s more likely that we will have to return on our own.”

“You plan on heading out?” Jack asked.

Monroe nodded. “My fever has broken, and it isn’t right to continue to take advantage of Miss Ross’s hospitality. It’s my duty to return to the army as soon as I am able. I’ll find the nearest battalion and present my papers there.”

Jack shrugged. “I was hoping to go home.”

Monroe looked at him as though he were soft in the head. He opened his mouth, but Annabelle interrupted before he could cause any damage. “I’m certain you would be granted an honorable medical discharge, Private Hanson. Wouldn’t you agree, Lieutenant Monroe?”

Monroe caught her eye and then nodded. “Oh, yes, of course you would. No dishonor in medical discharge. You’ve done your duty well, soldier.”

Private Hanson gave her a grin that quickly faltered. “Do you think you could send a letter to my ma for me? I don’t reckon I’ll make it back to the Delta on my own. Some of my kin are going to have to come get me.”

She nearly reached out to pat his arm but thought better of it. “Of course I will. And you can stay as long as you need.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll make it up to you somehow, I promise.” He finished the last of his meal, scraping the juices from the bowl with the crumbling cornbread, and then hefted himself up onto his crutch. “If you will excuse me, I need to head out back.”

Annabelle rose to her feet. “Here, let me help you.”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am. I can do it. I don’t need a lady to escort me to do such business.” His face turned red.

Annabelle caught herself. Did he not know that she had assisted with changing men’s soiled clothing when they were too weak to leave their beds? She opened her mouth to protest, but she could tell his wounded pride required she let him be. “Oh, of course. Forgive me.”

He shot her a lopsided smile and hobbled toward the door. She watched him make his way out and then turned to see Monroe studying her.

“I’ll need that paper now, Miss Ross.”

She lifted her chin slightly and squared her shoulders. “I’m prepared to trade you for it.”

“What do I possibly have that you would require?”

“A uniform.”

A look of surprise washed over his angular face, followed by confusion. “What would a woman want with my uniform?”

She scooted closer to him than was proper, her words coming out in a rushed whisper. “I need your help. I have to find my uncle. He’s in the Northern Virginia army.” Monroe frowned, and she knew a rejection formed on his pursing lips. She hurried on before he had a chance to stop her. “Please, it’s imperative I reach my uncle immediately. I’ve sent two letters and have heard nothing. I know you soldiers must have a better, faster way to communicate than by the regular post. All I ask is that you find a way for me to contact my uncle. I will handle the rest on my own.”

“The rest?”

“That’s not of your concern.”

“Why is it so important that you find him?”

Annabelle stared at him.

Monroe crossed his arms and settled his frame against the wall near the hearth, putting distance between them. “Then we don’t
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can be accessed as Alt-159.



Certain Windows 3.1 printer drivers do not output characters  which  are

"unused"  by the base Windows character sets (such as the 'ct' ligature)

unless the "Output TrueType fonts as graphics" box  is  checked  in  the

printer driver.  This problem may or may not occur under Windows 95, but

I can't say for certain.



JSL Ancient and JSL Ancient Italic are copyright (c) 1997 by Jeffrey  S.

Lee.   Permission  is  granted  to freely distribute them, provided that

they are distributed unaltered, both the roman and italic  versions  are

distributed  together, and they are accompanied by this text file.  They

may not be included in any commercial package without  prior  permission

from  the  author.   These  fonts  are "emailware"; if you like them and

decide to use them, please send me email at the address listed below.  I

will  not  charge  you  any  money  or send you annoying email spam; I'm

simply interested in who's using it, and I'd be  happy  to  receive  any

comments you might have about the fonts.



                                           Jeff Lee

                                           http://www.gate.net/~shipbrk/

                                           shipbrk@gate.net
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