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          JUNE 25, 1865, ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI

        

      

    

    
      "Be sensible, Amanda, the war has only just ended. Conditions in the South are absolutely appalling. Your brother, Stephen, would never allow it. What can you possibly be thinking?"

      All her aunt Lenore's dire warnings engulfed her as Amanda Spenser slowly stepped down from the carriage into the chaos of the St. Louis waterfront.

      "Good Lord! What have we come to?"

      Her aunt's trusted maid, Mary Wilson, stepped down beside her. Wide-eyed, she clutched the crucifix about her neck as she had the last five days since they'd left New York.

      The docks along the St. Louis riverfront were a tangled mass of cargo, wagons, and sweating dock workers. Sleek packets from the West Indies rode the water at deep anchor, like large, graceful birds at rest. Shallow draft sternwheelers were moored beside steam-powered ferries and tugs. Flatboats bobbed like fat, squat women. Roustabouts cut intimidating paths through arguing crewmen, hawkers, and passengers.

      The late-morning air was ripe with a mixture of scents and odors. It was unbearably warm, a different heat that was like a live thing, blanketing everything with smothering humidity. Amanda had already arrived at the conclusion that her heavy silk gowns and traveling clothes were ill-suited to the hot, damp climate.

      The jacket to her gray silk traveling suit was badly wrinkled, the shirtwaist underneath clinging to her skin, as perspiration slipped down between her breasts to pool at her waist.

      She blew back stray wisps of pale gold hair that dampened across her forehead and waved into soft disarray. Her cheeks were flushed and her brilliant aquamarine eyes stared in disbelief at the confusion of screeching, colorful parrots and equally loud, screeching vendors.

      They sold everything from boiled crayfish, fresh fruit, and aromatic coffee, to spices and bundles of flowers. It all congealed with the steam from boiler-driven engines and the heat, to thicken in the throat and sting the eyes. A woman's cackling laughter followed a stream of explosive curses.

      It was worse than their journey south by train, when for days they were jostled aboard one train after another, after leaving Grand Central Depot. They quickly learned the trains ran sporadically at best, and were overcrowded at worst.

      Amanda had heard rumors of the conditions in the South, but nothing prepared her for the battle-scarred landscape, cannons left where they mired down in muddied river bottoms, burned-out supply wagons, and still—two months after it was all over—there was an occasional carcass of a dead horse or mule. And always, at every station, each water stop, there were the soldiers.

      There were masses of them in blue uniforms being sent north to their homes and families. Occasionally there were those in the tattered Confederate gray, but they were few, for they couldn't afford the fare. Instead, they crowded the towns and roads, hobbling alone, riding in wagons and carts, or astride a horse. Unarmed, defeated, they were simply trying to survive on the road home. And always there was the resentment and bitterness in their eyes.

      Aunt Lenore was right. The conditions were appalling. Everywhere she looked there were homeless men, women, and children on the move, leaving burned-out homes in hopes of finding someplace else. Only there was no other place. The entire South was in ruins.

      Coming here so soon after the war wasn't sensible or wise, and undoubtedly not safe. Amanda knew that, just as she knew her brother wouldn't have approved of her coming here. But like so many others in this senseless war, Stephen Spenser—first in his class at West Point, captain in the Union Army—had not returned. He was buried in a nameless grave beside some remote battlefield in Virginia.

      The pain of grief was sharp as she thought of Stephen. He had been both mother and father to her after their parents died. He'd soothed her fears over countless scraped knees and childhood injustices. And he promised he'd never leave her. But as she knew so well from the loss of their parents, life was fragile and uncertain. Now Stephen was gone, too, and no amount of tears or anger could bring him back.

      Perhaps it was because of Stephen that she had made her decision to accept Lacey's offer. Dear Lacey, southern through and through, from her sultry accent to her magnolia-pale complexion that she guarded from the sun with a vengeance.

      They had been as close as sisters for six years, through the trying years at Van der Poole's school, through all the schemes they could get themselves into, and all the trouble they could possibly escape. They were fifteen when the war started and Lacey's father insisted she return immediately to Baton Rouge.

      Amanda remained at Van der Poole's, while Lacey finished her education in England. But through all the years in between, in spite of a war, blockades, and all the righteous political passions, they somehow had remained friends. Then their letters to each other became infrequent. At one point she didn't hear from Lacey for almost an entire year only to learn she had already returned from England.

      Lacey's last letter arrived three weeks after the surrender was signed, and read simply:

      I wish you were here, Andy. I need you so. Lacey.

      Amanda made her decision first and thought of the consequences later. There were still restrictions on travel. It was impossible for Lacey to visit her in the North. Therefore there was only one logical conclusion. She would go to Baton Rouge. It took quite a bit of finagling to make the arrangements. She had to ask a special favor of a classmate of Stephen's from the Point. Strings were pulled, special permission obtained, and she was on her way.

      Lacey was to accompany her father upriver as far as Louisville. He had business there, and they would be stopping briefly in St. Louis before returning to Baton Rouge. Amanda was to join them in St. Louis for the remainder of the trip downriver to Baton Rouge.

      A telegram was waiting for Andy at her hotel when she arrived in St. Louis. Lacey and August Kittridge would meet her this morning at pier eleven. But at the moment that seemed impossible, as she and Mary pushed their way through the mass of pressing, jostling bodies.

      Transportation in the South had practically come to a standstill during the war. Now that travel had resumed on the river, every port, each dock was filled with anxious travelers desperate to reach another destination. It was worse than anything she could have imagined.

      Andy gasped as a hand slipped intimately down her backside and gave her a light pat. She whirled around, several well-chosen words on the tip of her tongue, but the culprit had already disappeared into the crowd.

      "I saw the fella, Miss Andy. And don't you worry none."

      Mary nodded sharply as she wedged her way through to her. "I gave 'im a good poke with me umbrella in a right critical spot. He won't be takin' liberties with another lady real soon."

      Amanda's cheeks flamed at Mary's obvious meaning, but it was apparent that with the woman along, she had little to fear. She grabbed Mary's wrist and pulled her from harm's way as a roustabout pushed past them, precariously juggling a large crate on his broad shoulders.

      They squeezed past barrels, hogsheads, and countless cartons. Clumps of bananas from the West Indies vied for space with kegs of Irish whiskey. Good Lord, Andy thought, as she struggled to hold on to both Mary and her own valise, how on earth would she ever find Lacey in all this confusion?

      She stretched onto her toes trying to see the names of the ships moored at the dock. Lacey had mentioned they would be traveling on the Iron Queen, but there must have been at least a dozen sternwheelers in various stages of loading or unloading tied up at the docks.

      The names painted in bold block letters read like the class roll at Miss Van der Poole's school—the Francis K., the Lettie Jeanne, the Lady M. Andy's gaze fastened on one nearby, the Delta Queen. And beside her, the River Queen.

      A feeling of utter helplessness washed over her. How was she ever going to find the Iron Queen in all this confusion?

      "Well, I declare! If it isn't just the most ravaging, beautiful creature I ever saw!"

      The words stopped Andy in her tracks. It couldn't be!

      She smothered a giggle. There was only one person in all the world who could absolutely murder the English language to such perfection.

      "Ravaging creature?" Andy choked with merriment as she spun around to find Lacey Kittridge contemplating her with something that could only be described as smugness. "Don't you mean ravishing?"

      "Well, of course. That's exactly what I said." Lacey waved an impatient hand through the air. Then she stood back, hands folded demurely in front of her and gave Andy a thorough inspection.

      "Just look at you. Daddy always did say you would be a late bloomer. I should be pea-green with envy." Her mouth was turned into a pretty pout.

      Andy bit back laughter, as she vividly recalled how Lacey was always so poised, so graceful, while she was gawky at best, "with oodles of promise," as Lacey would always promise.

      Talking to Lacey was like trying to keep up with a locomotive at full speed. A frown shaded Andy's soft eyes. "Is it really that bad?" ·

      Lacey tilted her lovely head. "Things are almost worse now that the war is over. There are shortages of everythin', boats are delayed. They have only just begun repairs on the railroad. A lot of the river ports were either burned or shelled when the Yanks rode south. And travelin' alone? Daddy won't even let me go into Baton Rouge without one of the servants along for protection. The town is filled with riffraff. Mercy sakes, I just can't believe Stephen let the two of you come all this way by yourselves." Then her smile brightened as she cast a searching glance around both Andy and Mary. "That is, of course, unless Stephen came with you and he's tryin' to play some sort of trick on me. That would be just like him, hidin' and savin' the surprise to the last moment."

      Lacey turned to Mary. "Is he still as handsome as ever?  Her dark eyes twinkled merrily. "I am a loyal southerner, of course, but I could forgive Stephen almost anything, even bein' a blue-belly Yank."

      She looked at Andy expectantly. "Well? Did he come with you? Tell me! Oh, that would make everythin' just perfect! I mean, after all, if we have to have Yankees in Baton Rouge, it might as well be Stephen." She glanced from one to the other expectantly.

      Andy bit at her lower lip as tears threatened. She struggled to find the right words, but they all seemed to catch in her throat.

      Lacey seemed to sense what it was that was so difficult.

      Her hand flew to her lips as all color drained from her face. "Dear Lord!" she breathed, her voice trembling with dread. "Please say it isn't so! Not Stephen!" Her eyes flooded with tears.

      "It happened at a place called Morgan's Landing in Virginia, two days after the war ended," Andy whispered.

      Lacey seemed to visibly crumble before her. Andy's arm went around her trembling shoulders just as her legs threatened to go out from under her. "We've got to get her aboard the Iron Queen," she said.

      Mary nodded. "If only Mr. Kittridge were here."

      Andy looked up at Mary as she shifted Lacey's head to her shoulder. "We can't wait. We'll go aboard now."

      With one of them on either side of Lacey, they crossed the last few paces to the lowered gangway connecting the sternwheeler to the docks.

      "Hold it right there!"

      Andy looked up in surprise at the soldier in the imposing blue uniform who blocked the gangway.

      "We need to get Miss Kittridge aboard,” she explained, then turned to assist Lacey.

      "I'm afraid that's not possible, miss."

      Andy looked up in surprise. The man obviously didn't understand. She smiled as she began to explain.

      "Miss Kittridge is not feeling well. She's had a very bad shock. We're simply taking her to her stateroom. Now if you'll please stand aside."

      He thrust out a stocky arm to prevent them from boarding.

      "I'll need to see papers, miss." The words snapped out from thick lips pinched into a bulldog expression beneath the dark-blue billed cap.

      "Papers? What are you talking about? We're passengers aboard this ship." Patience was fast giving way as Lacey moaned softly against Andy's shoulder.

      "That may be, miss, but I still have to see passage documents." His mouth snapped shut.

      She tried once more as politely as possible under the circumstances. "Sergeant, I don't know anything about official documents. We are passengers on this ship and we are going aboard."

      "Andy, please..." Lacey implored softly. "All passengers have official boarding passes. The military requires them for travel."

      "What seems to be the problem, Sergeant?"

      Andy looked up as the cool, officious voice cut through the stifling waterfront heat. The officer in the brilliant blue uniform slowly strode toward them, the gold braid epaulettes of the Union uniform winking in the midday sun.

      Her eyes fastened on the twin rows of embossed buttons, then came up slowly to the blunt, clean-shaven chin, high-planed cheeks, and hooded, cool eyes. Beneath the sweep of the brimmed hat with the gold braid tassel, his hair was almost jet black. The mouth was expressionless, with precise military emotion. In other words, none at all.

      "I explained it was necessary to see their boarding passes."

      The sergeant's straightforward stare never wavered as he repeated his instructions.

      Andy felt the captain's icy appraisal. "I'm Captain Durant. The sergeant is acting on my orders. Official papers are required by all passengers."

      She wanted to scream. Most of all, she wanted to strike that smug, official expression right off both their faces.

      By-the-book soldiers, her brother called them. Long on orders, short on judgment. They were so full of themselves and their sense of duty, nothing else mattered. And they always did everything by the book. The book, of course, being the military handbook of rules and regulations.

      It was obvious to everyone that Lacey was not well, yet the captain seemed to take some sort of detached pleasure in carrying out his orders. It was there in the efficient energy of his movements, the flawless line of the crisp uniform. She'd seen countless men like him at Stephen's graduation from West Point. Everything about Captain Durant bespoke New England, university education, and an impeccable family background that practically guaranteed an officer his commission.

      The blue of his uniform set him dramatically apart from everyone else on the docks in this southern city, and he used it to full advantage. It was a sense of power. Some men respected it and used it judiciously. The contemptuous way he looked at them suggested he knew or cared little about either.

      "Andy, please don't make trouble. I have the papers in my reticule." Lacey weakly handed the drawstring bag to her friend.

      Andy quickly found the papers and handed them to Captain Durant. He slowly read through them. Then that hooded gaze came up, regarding her from beneath the brimmed military hat with an expression that was subtly changed.

      "You're from the North." There was surprise in his voice.

      Andy frowned slightly. "Yes, New York."

      The captain touched his gloved hand up to the brim of his immaculate hat. "My sincerest apologies, Miss Spenser. I assumed...”

      So that was it! He had assumed she was a southerner. That explained the barely concealed hostility. But now that he knew she was from the North, everything was changed.

      She started to say exactly what she thought of his conduct and his attitude, but Lacey gave her a warning look.

      Captain Durant handed the papers back to her. "You should keep these with you at all times," he suggested in a remarkably congenial tone. "Unfortunately, things are very difficult in the South right now. I'm sure you understand."

      "I'll try to remember, Captain,” Andy answered coolly.

      "Now, if you don't mind, I would like to take Miss Kittridge to her cabin."

      "Of course. I'll escort you aboard."

      Andy stiffened. "That won't be necessary. Miss Wilson and I can manage very well."

      "Nevertheless, I will accompany you.” The authority was unmistakable. "I wouldn't want it to be said an officer refused to help a lady."

      A scathing reply was on the tip of her tongue, but she felt the faint warning pressure of Lacey's weak fingers.

      "Allow me," the captain insisted.

      Before Andy could object, he stepped in front of her, carefully lifting Lacey into his arms.

      "It will be a much safer journey this way,” he explained, carrying Lacey across the length of the gangway.

      When Lacey was carefully deposited in her stateroom, Andy turned to bid the captain goodbye.

      "Thank you for your assistance.” With cool dismissal she refused to meet his gaze. What she really wanted was to slap that expression of cool superiority right off the captain's handsome face. But he wasn't about to be so easily put off.

      "I knew a fellow officer named Spenser from New York. We were cadets together at West Point,” he suggested.

      Andy replied stiffly. "My brother Stephen was at the Point.”

      "And he's not with you?"

      He might have been a handsome man if not for the coldness behind his eyes, a coldness that seemed to reach his very soul. Now it was carefully hidden away behind that perfect facade.

      "No," she answered simply. "Now, if you don't mind…”

      He smiled as he tipped his hat. "We will be seeing more of each other, Miss Spenser. I'm making the return trip with you as far as Baton Rouge. If there is anything you should need…” He seized her hand where she gripped the latch to the door.

      "I would feel honored if you would call me Chandler. After all, I am acquainted with your brother."

      Andy pulled her fingers from his as she practically choked on her words. "You've been more than kind.”

      

      She stood on the upper deck of the Iron Queen. It was late morning and Lacey still hadn't come up on deck yet. She smiled to herself. Some things never changed.

      Something else that hadn't changed was Lacey's father. August Kittridge was the same. He was a tall, robust man with a florid face and a boisterous enthusiasm for everything. His coppery hair and mutton-chop whiskers had once rivaled Lacey's hair for brilliance, but had lightened with faint streaks of gray. He never sat still very long, constantly leaping up and running off to greet some long-lost friend. He seemed to know everyone aboard the Iron Queen.

      He had a keen sense of humor, making jokes about Yankees and Confederates alike. But behind the boisterous humor was a keen sense of judgment and a sharp business sense. He was a successful businessman before the war, and his business had survived. He would be successful again, for he was a good judge of character—even when it came to his daughter, whom he adored. He indulged her, spoiled her, and knew her as well as he knew himself, for they were like two peas in a pod.

      Years before, he had considered Andy his ‘other daughter.’ That hadn't changed. Within minutes of being reunited, he made her feel as if she had somehow come home and Andy knew she had made the right decision to come south.

      They had left St. Louis four days ago, arriving in Natchez just after dawn that morning. She had seen Captain Durant often, more often than seemed necessary, but she was polite for Lacey's sake. Andy still didn't understand her fear of him. Lacey never had a cowardly bone in her body. She was always the bold one, willing to take a risk, or flaunt convention. But Lacey had changed. She had become cautious.

      Andy was grateful Captain Durant was needed ashore this morning. After the first two days, she'd run out of polite pleasantries to exchange, and she hated playing the part of the hypocrite. Now she enjoyed her solitude and the balmy, late-morning breeze that came in off the river. She watched as disembarking passengers went ashore, and roustabouts, stripped to their waists in the pressing heat, loaded and unloaded cargo.

      The last crates were carried aboard and the final call went out for passengers to board. The riverboat's bell sounded a series of double rings and a whistle blew overhead. When they docked earlier, the twin smokestacks trailed lazy streamers of dying smoke. The huge, steam-driven paddle wheel slowed, reversed, then stopped altogether as mooring lines were thrown ashore. Now those stacks were like twin dragons that had awakened.

      Clouds of billowing black smoke churned from each stack as furnaces were fed n the engine rooms and steam built up. They would soon be under way. The following morning they would arrive in Baton Rouge.

      Andy turned toward Lacey's cabin, determined she had slept long enough. But voices from the dock below caught her attention. The sergeant stood at his post at the end of the gangway. One by one, he checked remaining passengers aboard and asked for their boarding passes.

      An older couple was passed through with only a brief nod from the sergeant. He didn't even bother to inspect their papers. The last passengers were two men. Andy watched as the sergeant barred their entry.

      "Let me see your papers," he ordered gruffly.

      The words drifted up to her on the warm, humid air, and Andy felt her own irritation rise. She watched the exchange intently.

      The first man, taller by several inches, handed him the papers. There was something defiant in the gesture—a moment's hesitation as he extended the papers, yet refused to release them immediately when the sergeant reached for them.

      Andy held her breath. It was almost imperceptible, but she sensed it—like a silent challenge, or threat.

      Dangerous. That described the man, and a frisson of fear mixed with excitement tingled across her skin.

      She couldn't see him clearly, only the lower part of his face beneath the wide brim of his hat. But there was a stubborn angle to his chin, obscured by the closely cropped, rich brown beard. Andy was certain if she could see his eyes, she would see the defiance reflected there as well.

      His stance suggested an almost animal wariness, as if he could either lean back and engage in casual conversation or spring forward with powerful energy. She saw it in the deceptively relaxed set of his shoulders beneath the dusty, worn, black frock coat. The faded gray pants were snugged over lean, muscular thighs, and tapered down just over his knees to disappear into the tops of scuffed black boots.

      Was it possible he was a Confederate soldier? She'd seen a great deal of tattered gray uniforms since arriving in the South—the torn and faded remnants of a defeated army. Nothing about this man so much as hinted at defeat. Quite the opposite, Andy concluded. This was a man who wouldn't know the meaning of the word—and wouldn't accept it under any terms. And that made everything else about him all the more fascinating.

      Andy leaned over the railing, almost hoping he would look up so that she could see his face clearly—and more importantly, his eyes. They would be cool, she decided. Possibly blue or gray, but capable in a single glance of chilling straight through a person...

      Again that tingling sensation ran through her, and Andy's hands tightened on the railing until her knuckles turned white.
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      "Captain Durant?" The sergeant called for his superior officer.

      Every muscle in Coleton James's body tensed at the sound of that name, the name of a man he knew but had never met, until today.

      The sergeant turned to the captain. Coleton's hand eased down toward the service revolver hidden under his coat. From behind, he felt Rafael Kelly's restraining hand.

      "Easy, my friend." Rafe warned, the words faintly accented with Spanish. "We knew the Union Army would take these precautions. Do not be foolish and give yourself away."

      "Of all the people it had to be Durant,” Coleton muttered under his breath, as the man turned to his commanding officer.

      "Ah, but you have the advantage, amigo," Rafe whispered discreetly, "for in all the time he chased the infamous Gray Fox, never once did he come face-to-face with his quarry. And now, thanks to this bumbling, worthless excuse for a sergeant, you have the advantage. Of course, that furry face of yours helps as well." He chuckled softly as he lightly ran his fingers over his smooth-shaven chin.

      He went on, enjoying himself at his friend's expense. "It is my good fortune Captain Durant did not swear a blood oath to see me hang. I don't much care for the heavy beard you must wear as a disguise. It is too hot in my native Mexico. I pitied you on our visit there."

      "Your sister didn't seem to object to my appearance," Coleton shot back at him, knowing the remark would hit home. Rafael Kelly was passionate about few things in life, but the virtue of his beautiful sixteen-year-old sister was one of them.

      "Ah, my friend, I will not let you make me angry. If I didn't trust you, I would not have fought by your side for General Lee these past four years.”

      "You fought because you were paid to fight, and paid very well."

      "That was true enough for the first two years. The Confederate gold was plentiful then. But in the end, we both know it was my abiding love for you—a man I consider as my brother—that kept me at your side when General Lee had only the worthless Confederate bonds and empty promises of French gold. I liked your General Lee very much, but I have never cared much for the French. They have a habit of breaking their promises."

      Rafe's dark eyes danced at his enjoyment of their current predicament. "Even now, if this does not go well, I will be more than happy to kill both Durant and his fat, stupid sergeant for you."

      "You would do that?" Coleton rocked back on his boot heels, easing the tension of the wait while the soldier showed their papers to Durant—papers that were forged and dearly paid for.

      Rafe shrugged good-naturedly as he took a long, thin cigar from his inside coat pocket and lit it. "Of course. It is the least I can do for a man who has intervened with fate and saved my life on at least two occasions."

      "Three,” Coleton corrected, his eyes never leaving Durant.

      "The last time does not count, because you were the cause of the trouble with that cowboy down in Texas." He made a clucking sound with his teeth.

      "That was because I stopped him from shooting you in the back as you headed upstairs with his woman."

      Rafe shrugged. "Two times? Three? What does it matter? The point is I am willing to overlook certain things, as long as you stay away from Victoria. For that I would kill you.” He grinned wide at the last statement.

      Coleton stared up the gangway at the man who had pursued him for four long years and had, until now, failed in his attempt.

      "How many men do you suppose Durant has aboard that riverboat?"

      Rafe shrugged. "I've spotted at least a dozen. There are undoubtedly many more ashore, as we've seen these past few weeks since leaving Mexico."

      "This is just like that night we stole the battle plans for the Wilderness campaign right out from under Durant's nose. There were a lot of soldiers that night.”

      "The odds were a thousand to one," Galeton reminded him. "And we were almost caught." He still carried the scars from a bullet he hadn't dodged quickly enough.

      Coleton weighed the alternatives. They could simply leave, even though he knew there was little possibility Durant would suspect who they were.

      Amnesty was granted to all officers who'd served the Confederacy when the surrender was signed at Appomattox Courthouse—that is, to everyone except the Gray Fox and his men, who had escaped to Mexico along with hundreds of other southerners who refused to accept the surrender. They'd lived with Rafe's family, at their rancho just across the border from Texas. But now he had to come back, no matter how great the risk, for he was about to lose the one thing in this world that still meant something to him.

      Durant checked and rechecked the papers. Coleton thought of the gold they'd paid for those papers and vowed to cut a certain man's throat if this didn't work. Then Durant looked up and slowly walked toward them. He nodded; his gaze hooded and his expression completely unreadable. He might have been about to ask for a cigarette or order them hanged.

      "You're from California."

      Coleton nodded once, his gaze boring right through Durant. Before he could answer or so much as acknowledge Durant's statement, Rafe pushed past him, placing himself between them.

      "My family has a rancho in Los Angeles. We are cattlemen."

      "This says your name is Kelly." Durant looked skeptically at the papers.

      Rafe grinned wide. "My father is Irish."

      "And you, sir?" Durant directed his question at Coleton.

      "Kelly,” he said simply, while every muscle in his body tensed. "James Kelly."

      "We are cousins. Our fathers were brothers," Rafe offered by way of explanation. Only Coleton saw through his easy manner to the dark intensity that glowed in his black eyes.

      "You are a long way from California," Durant observed, as he continued scanning the official papers.

      "The war is over, señor," Rafe went on to explain. "Now is the time for rebuilding. There will be a need of cattle in the South."

      "Yes," Durant answered thoughtfully, "we could've used more of your cattle in the last months of the war. I don't care if I never eat another chicken."

      Coleton's fingers tightened. He remembered the faces of the haggard Confederate troops those last weeks before Appomattox. Beaten, without horses, most without weapons, half-starved because there was no food after the Union Army swept through and confiscated everything in sight; more dead than alive, they'd rallied behind General Lee, and to a man, they were willing to go right on fighting. He ached when he thought what a few chickens would have meant to those men. And he wanted to kill Durant for it.

      Rafe saw the cold fury that glittered in Coleton's eyes, and knew what he was thinking. But his smile for Durant only deepened.

      "So perhaps we may be able to do business with the Union Army as well. Perhaps directly with you, Capitan." His voice was smooth as silk with all it implied. "That is, of course, if everything is in order."

      Durant's head came up and he looked at both men intently, as if weighing some inner thought. For several long moments Coleton waited, almost hoping Durant did suspect they were lying. It would give him a great deal of satisfaction to kill the man who'd dogged him for the better part of two years.

      From the top deck of the Iron Queen, Andy watched the exchange. Fascinated, she saw what Durant couldn't see—the subtle interplay between the two men trying to board the riverboat, the careful maneuver as the shorter man interceded to speak with Durant, the clenching and unclenching of the taller man's fists as if he struggled with some great emotion that could only be anger.

      For just a moment the breeze seemed to die in the morning heat, there was a lull in the noise from the docks, and she found herself holding her breath.

      "Very well, Sergeant. You may let these passengers board." With that same military efficiency, Durant handed the papers back to Rafe and nodded curtly.

      "Good day, gentlemen. I hope you have a profitable stay in the South."

      With that, he slipped his military gloves on and stepped down onto the dock to speak with one of the men loading cargo.

      Without understanding the reason for it, Andy was relieved as she watched the two men board the Iron Queen. She slowly released the breath she'd been holding.

      They were directly below now, just stepping up onto the lower deck when the taller man stopped and looked up. For the first time she saw him full in the face.

      Without knowing how, Andy had been certain his eyes would be light... blue, maybe gray, and piercingly cold, like the man himself, hinting at danger.

      She'd expected it, even anticipated it. She had studied art in school and knew how to watch people. By watching him, she understood in those brief moments that here was a man who had his secrets, who walked and carried himself as if he expected danger, might even welcome it. The eyes of a man like that would be cold, unreadable, and as impenetrable as stone.

      She sensed all of that even though he was too far away for her to be certain, and she was convinced his eyes would be gray—intense, cold, ruthless. But she saw something else as well, something unexpected and almost frightening. For in that brief moment as he stood looking up at her, Andy was certain she had looked into the past.

      Coleton saw her leaning against the rail of the upper deck. She was silhouetted against the brilliant white heat of a midday sky. The wind caught at her bound hair, freeing pale tendrils to dance on the air like spun gold, and for just a moment Coleton remembered another afternoon so many years ago, when a beautiful young woman had stood waiting for him. Durant was forgotten. The war was forgotten. There was just this moment, caught in time—part of the past, yet so real.

      The memory was so strong, the resemblance so profound, that for a moment he almost believed it was her.

      "Sunny?"

      She couldn't have heard anything. It was only the whisper of the wind. Yet Andy was certain she had heard something or perhaps sensed it—a name. It was so brief, it might never have happened, yet so intense, Andy was certain it had. Instinctively, she stepped back from the railing, and in spite of the summer heat she was cold, unbearably cold, as if something… or someone had touched her soul.
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        * * *

      

      Andy had all but forgotten the incident in the days that followed their trip downriver. She saw nothing more of the gray-eyed man, and almost believed she had imagined that brief encounter.

      It was early morning and cool. Streamers of night mist lingered on the water. They moved like silent spirits toward the distant shore and wrapped around water oaks and bald cypress trees that lined the water's edge. Shrouds of Spanish moss dripped from branches and made them look like so many old women who clutched their shawls about sagging shoulders as they gathered along the banks of the river.

      It was an odd illusion that sprung from her artist's mind as Andy watched from the deck of the Iron Queen. Her fingers itched to take up paper and charcoal pencil and sketch her impressions so that she would have them to put on canvas later. Then it occurred to her she truly wanted to paint for the first time in months.

      Her art was always the one thing that gave her solace, like a healing balm as she expressed emotions, thoughts, impressions on canvas. Monsieur Perrot, the instructor at Van der Poole's school, encouraged her talent. But recently she had little desire to paint, especially after Stephen died.

      Now she found herself wishing she had thought to keep the small case packed with paints, pencils, paper, and canvas with her. It would take too much time to retrieve it from the bottom of her trunk. They would be past this point in the river before she could return, and the light would be changed. Instead, she committed the images to memory while she waited for Lacey.

      She'd slipped a message under Lacey's cabin door earlier. From experience she knew there was absolutely no point trying to wake Lacey before she was ready. As Andy knew all too well, she had a nasty disposition if she didn't get enough sleep, and would make everyone suffer dreadfully for it.

      Andy looked up. Would wonders never cease? Lacey Kittridge was up and about, and it was only a little after nine o'clock in the morning. This certainly had to be a momentous occasion.

      "Don't say it." Lacey held up a delicate gloved hand as she approached. "Daddy already lectured me about bein' so late. I swear, Andy, no one in their right mind gets up as early as you do. It's absolutely disgustin'. But that's not the reason I'm so late. I ran into that man." Her eyes widened meaningfully.

      Andy was again reminded of a train at full throttle. "What man?"

      "What man, indeed!" Lacey gave her a narrow look. "Why, just about the most excitin' thing on two legs, and with the most unsettling dark eyes I ever saw. And the way he looks at a woman… Lord, I swear I come undone every time I see him!"

      Lacey flipped open her fan and proceeded to cool herself in spite of the chill that still clung to the morning air.

      "Whom are you talking about?"

      "Who? Why, that dark, handsome man who came aboard in Natchez." Lacey snapped her fan shut and thrust the tip at Andy for emphasis. "Which, I might add, you couldn't be bothered to tell me about at the time.”

      Andy knew exactly whom she meant. "I simply forgot," she murmured softly. "I didn't think it was important."

      "Not important!" Lacey was aghast. "Good heavens, Andy, you simply must re-examine your priorities!”

      "Such as?" Andy quipped, with a faint quirk of a smile.

      Lacey pretended to glare at her. "You simply have no appreciation of the situation. I turned down an English viscount because he was too old. Then, when I arrived home, I found every available man was either my daddy's age or still in short pants. Let me tell you, the pickin's are mighty slim.”

      Andy could only shake her head. She remembered how coy and flirtatious Lacey was when they were younger. "It's not like you to make a fool of yourself over a man. You usually have them all falling at your feet.”

      "Yes," Lacey agreed, "but times bein' what they are, a young lady has to adjust her thinkin'. What difference does it make, so long as the results are the same?"

      Andy pretended to be shocked, although nothing Lacey did or said had ever shocked her. "Why, Lacey Kittridge, whatever happened to all that refined Southern breeding and good manners?"

      Lacey gave her a smug, elegant smile. "They're still there. I've simply changed my way of goin' about gettin' what I want. The trick is to take the initiative, but make the man think he's the one in control."

      Andy leaned against the rail and smiled as she turned her face toward the sun's warming rays. "And I suppose you've already made the first move."

      All of Lacey's aloofness and composure evaporated in an instant, and she became the giggling girl Andy remembered so well.

      “Of course.” She grabbed Andy's arm with an air of conspiracy.

      "I overheard him talkin' with that friend of his, the tall one?" Lacey babbled on beside her.

      "His name is Kelly. Although for the life of me, I can't imagine where he got a name like that with those dark eyes and black hair. It must be Irish, but I swear he looks like he could be Spanish. And he's devilish handsome, and when he smiles... Oh, Andy! He looked right at me. And well, he has just the most scandalous smile, like he knows what a person is thinkin'.”

      "He probably knew exactly what you were thinking," Andy pointed out, fighting back a smile. "And you should be ashamed for eavesdropping."

      "He didn’t suspect a thing." Lacey replied, immediately indignant. "And I was not eavesdropping. I just happened to turn around and there he was. Besides...” She looked off across the water with an air of detachment, "I was enjoyin' the scenery and the early-mornin' air."

      Andy practically choked at that one. Lacey hated mornings—she made no pretense about it, and avoided them at all costs... until now.

      "You've never been up this early since we attended school together. And then you were positively awful," Andy reminded her.

      Lacey sniffed indignantly. "Well, as I said, times bein' what they are, a girl has to rearrange her priorities."

      Andy shook her head. She only half listened to Lacey chatter on about Mr. Kelly as she watched the distant shoreline pass by. She already knew exactly how she would paint it if she had her paints and a canvas. Then Lacey caught her attention once more.

      "I went to your cabin first. You have a note from Captain Durant,” Lacey said, giving Andy a meaningful look. "Andy, you mustn't antagonize him. He's left you countless messages and you haven't answered one of them.”

      "I'm not trying to antagonize him.” Andy threw bits of bread crust she'd saved from breakfast to the water birds that dipped and careened above the boat.

      "What he did at the docks in St. Louis was unforgivable." She cast another crust into the gentle breeze and watched two birds dive for it.

      "I'm ignoring him," she announced simply.

      Lacey leaned on the railing beside her. "Perhaps in your eyes it was unforgivable, but you had better get used to it, Andy. I tried to explain things are bad down here. Feelin's run deep since the war. Southerners hate the Yanks and the Yanks hate southerners. But we have to get along, even if we don't like it. Either that or go right on fightin' the war."

      "Peaceful coexistence?" Andy suggested.

      "Most of the time." Lacey went on to explain. "After all, Louisiana has been under Yankee control since the second year of the war. But every once in a while, the Yanks seem to enjoy stirrin' things up. They're in control of the government and they take advantage of that."

      "Thievin' Yankee carpetbaggers and politicians?" Amusement tipped Andy's lips as she recalled Lacey's exact description.

      Her friend looked a little chagrined. "I know everyone isn't that way. Daddy always says you can't judge a book by its cover. Maybe he's right, but I swear sometimes it feels like we're all sittin' right on top of a powder keg, just waitin' for someone to light the fuse. And there are some people you just can't afford to offend.”

      "People like Captain Durant?" Andy concluded thoughtfully.

      "He's powerful, Andy. General Sheridan is in charge of the military occupation for all of Louisiana. Chandler Durant is his right-hand man. They are the law in Louisiana, and for God knows how long. They have the power to do just about anything."

      "And you're frightened of him,"

      "Yes, I am. Oh, Andy, so many innocent people have been made to suffer. Every politician, judge, anyone in any official capacity before the war, has been treated like a criminal. Sometimes the military comes in the middle of the night and takes people away, sayin' they're part of spy activities. Homes are confiscated, people lose everythin', their belongings thrown out in the street. Some go to jail," her voice dropped, "or get hanged. Lord, Andy! People are just tryin' to survive! All I'm sayin' is, be careful."

      "And you're afraid Captain Durant might be offended and take it out on you."

      "It's not me I'm worried about. It's Daddy. All his warehouses and boats operate under special license from the new provisional government. The war all but ruined him. Now he's put everything he has into building the company back up again. But that doesn't matter one whit to men like Chandler Durant. They don't need a reason to close down somebody's business. It was hard on him during the war. It would just about kill him if he lost everything now."

      "I see," Andy murmured softly. "Of course my being in Baton Rouge might work to your advantage, too. After all, Captain Durant wouldn't dare insult the hosts of a northern lady."

      "Oh Andy, don't he so flippant. He can be dangerous."

      "By the book," Andy murmured thoughtfully, then smiled as she covered Lacey's hand with her own.

      "I'll be careful," she promised.

      They stood, each lost in their own thoughts as the river slipped by. A persistent sun tried to penetrate the veil of mist on the water. The huge paddle wheels churned rhythmically, the water sighing before it was cast back into the river.

      Further downriver, charred pilings protruded from the water. Blackened timbers were all that remained of a boat landing that had been burned to the water line. Water oaks and cypress cluttered the water's edge. They thinned, then broke in uneven clusters, clinging to the shore. The mist broke, rolled away, and Andy caught sight of the winding strip of road running parallel to the river. Beyond, unkempt grass swayed in the morning breeze like a green satin banner, then converged on a wide lawn that spread up the gently sloping hill.

      One stately column appeared briefly through the mist. Then there were six, ten, twelve columns before they were once more blocked from view by the lane of trees that lined the road.

      Andy leaned far over the deck railing and strained for a better view. Neatly lined groves and a long row of buildings spread along the base of the hill to the south, then open fields beyond as far as the eye could see. To the north and east, heavily wooded forests were belted in dark green.

      The trees ended as the road turned off into a wide avenue that swept up the hill, and the house she'd only barely glimpsed before now came into full view.

      Andy gasped. She had never seen anything like it. Those dozen columns supported the facade of the house and sweeping second-story balconies. Double porticoes spread to either side, then broke and extended back into huge wings. There wasn't one main entrance but two, she saw, as the driveway completed a wide circle before the house. Two sets of steps were positioned one at each end of the wide front veranda.

      "It's beautiful,” she breathed, completely awed by the very size of the house. "It must have at least fifty rooms!"

      "Sixty-two, not counting the main ballroom," Lacey provided, with a mixed sense of pride. "It's called Ombre Rose."

      "Ombre Rose,” Andy whispered, enthralled by the beauty of the name as well as the house. "It's magnificent."

      "That it is,” Lacey agreed. "But then, that's what Patrick James intended.”

      Andy was enchanted. She'd seen countless elegant homes and fine mansions in New York. Some of her friends lived in them. But none could compare with Ombre Rose. It had a sprawling, peaceful serenity that hinted at wealth, pride, and enduring strength.

      "There is no other like it. The architect came all the way from France to design it. Then he burned the plans so no one could copy it. It was once the finest plantation in this part of the state."

      Andy was staring intently at the house in the distance.

      "Once? What do you mean?"

      Lacey nodded sadly. "Before the war. The family's gone now. No one lives there anymore."

      As the grand house slowly disappeared behind the thick cover of trees at the water's edge, she went on to explain, "Mr. James tried to hold everything together. It was once one of the largest sugarcane plantations in Louisiana, but most of the workers took off during the war, and it just got to be too much. He had a bad heart and just wore himself out tryin' to work the fields with the handful of people who stayed on. His widow, Marilee, lives in Baton Rouge. She only went back once after he died."  There was coolness of disapproval in Lacey's voice.

      "That was when she took it upon herself to open Ombre Rose to the Yanks. The Union Army had their headquarters there for a long time. They burned every other large plantation right to the ground, if you get my meanin'. But Marilee lived right up there in that house with all those Yankee officers. I'm certain she was the perfect hostess." Her words were bitter.

      Lacey's meaning was all too clear. She obviously believed Marilee James had struck some sort of bargain to save her home.

      "But why doesn't she live there?" I would, Andy thought.

      "She always hated the place." Lacey spat out disgustedly. "Everyone always said it was because Mr. James had it built for his first wife. He never really got over her death."

      It was all so sad. "Weren't there any children?"

      "There was a son from the first marriage. He was almost as old as Marilee. They didn't get along,” Lacey explained. "Later on, he went off to school in England. He came back just after the war started and joined up with the Confederacy. He never came back. Now Marilee can finally be rid of the place." Lacey's voice was filled with disgust as she looked out across the water at Ombre Rose.

      "It's to be auctioned off. Marilee claims she can't afford the taxes. Between you. and me, I think she has plenty of money. The Yanks were very generous with her for lettin' them stay at Ombre Rose. Even with the war on and everybody starvin' to death, Marilee wore gowns from Paris and entertained her guests with the finest wine. She was always drivin' about in a fine, shiny carriage with a matched team of horses, when everything else on four legs was confiscated by the Yanks. Now it looks like she'll make a pretty penny off Ombre Rose. Mr. James would never sell it. It's just too bad his son didn't come back from the war. He'd never let her sell the place. Now some filthy carpetbagger will probably buy it." She looked at Andy. "I'm sorry, it's just hard sometimes. But I just can't bear the thought of people like that at Ombre Rose."

      "I understand," Andy whispered, as she stared out over the water. The Iron Queen completed a slow, wide arc around the bend in the river, and she caught one last glimpse of that distant hillside through the crowning treetops at the riverbank. Her hands grasped the wooden railing until the skin stretched white across taut knuckles. It was like a perfect white pearl set in the green velvet of the distant hillside —remote, abandoned, and breathtakingly beautiful. Some emotion pulled at her.

      Ombre Rose. The name whispered to her on the breath of the wind, and she knew she had to see it again.

      Coleton James and Rafe Kelly stood at the railing at the stern of the Iron Queen as the riverboat slowly rounded the bend in the river. The shoreline was only a hundred yards away. With Durant and his men aboard, they agreed it would be wiser to go ashore now rather than to continue on to Baton Rouge. They had spent the night avoiding another confrontation with Durant. Now the riverboat approached the eastern shore of the Mississippi River.

      He knew the river—the swim would be easy enough with the current slowed by shallow sandbars. The rolling mist on the water would shield them. But more important, he wanted to see Ombre Rose. There were so many memories, but the strongest was of a morning just like this.

      Images drifted back to him—fragments, like bits and pieces of a torn picture scattered on the wind. He remembered the mist that shrouded the land and wrapped about the trees...

      The cold gray dawn spilled into the glade. Shadows lengthened and separated as they stood shoulder to shoulder. The mist swirled around their legs like a live thing. The silver light gleamed dully off equally silver barrels of identical pistols.

      Slowly the paces were counted off. One, two, three... eight, nine, then ten. At the count of twenty, they slowly turned to face one another. For a brief moment he stared into the face of the man whose pistol was aimed at his heart. He saw the beads of fear that glistened across the man’s forehead, sensed the sickening copper taste of fear in him, and saw the end of the barrel wave unsteadily.

      "No, please! Colton!"

      Sunny.

      She broke free and ran across the open glade as it erupted with the roar of gunfire... ran into his arms. He caught her as she fell. She clung to him as he slowly lowered her to the damp ground.

      "Coleton? You’re safe?" she whispered softly as her fingers twisted in the front of his shirt.

      He gently held her. "I'm safe."

      She smiled faintly. "I was so afraid. I couldn’t bear for anything to happen to you."

      Then her breath caught in her throat and her blue-green eyes widened. "Coleton?”

      His hand at her back filled with blood.

      “Tell me again. Please say it."

      She was cold now, so very cold. He held her tight against him.

      "I love you." His voice ached in his throat. Not this, he thought. Please God, not this.

      "I'll always love you. I promise."

      She touched his lips. "Forever?"

      "Forever. I swear it."

      Forever.

      Coleton's hands closed tightly over the railing. The memory was so vivid, so real he could almost feel her skin beneath his fingers. Then he pushed the memory back even farther, and reached inside his coat for a cheroot. The flame was unsteady. Finally the tip glowed and the smoke curled back to sting at his eyes.

      The morning breeze whispered over gently swirling eddies in the water, churning lazy whitecaps, sighing like whispered promises.

      He'd promised her forever—a promise stolen from them in one blinding moment at dawn.

      He had believed in forever once. He didn't believe any longer. Forever was a lie.

      Coleton flicked the cigarette into the water. When he turned to Rafe his voice was hard, his face expressionless. “It’s time."

      They both climbed over the side, slipped silently into the water, and kicked away from the stern of the riverboat. With determined strokes, Coleton swam for shore.
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      Andy's first week in Baton Rouge was hectic. Twice she tried to persuade Lacey to take her out to Ombre Rose, but something always seemed to interfere. Lacey had arranged an endless round of teas and social gatherings to introduce her to family friends in Baton Rouge.

      She was amazed that even in the aftermath of war, with everything in such short supply, the polite functions of Southern society went on as before. The simplest ritual seemed to give the ladies of Baton Rouge something to look forward to, a bright moment in an otherwise bleak existence. Of course, their reception of a Yankee in their midst was met with cool disdain. Lacey ignored them and plowed straight ahead. Andy couldn't decide whether the dour matrons failed to intimidate her, or whether Lacey was determined to intimidate them by openly flaunting a Yankee guest.

      Andy had become the center of controversy, almost embarrassingly so, but she could hardly refuse to attend a barbeque or a small soiree. Lacey would have been devastated, and it would only have fueled the contempt that everyone seemed to feel toward the "snooty, thievin' Yankees," as everyone north of the Mason-Dixon line was referred to. So, she acquiesced out of consideration to her friendship with Lacey.

      And then there was Captain Chandler Durant. He had called on her twice since he arrived back in Baton Rouge four days ago, and was most persistent in a way that made Andy feel uneasy. He seemed to assume that she should fall willingly at his feet merely because they were both from the North and he had attended West Point with her brother. His air of superiority made her uneasy, and she had forced Lacey to make an excuse for her on both occasions. She had no doubts he would call again. But she wasn't concerned with Captain Durant or Lacey's exhausting social schedule' this morning. She was determined to go to Ombre Rose if she had to sneak out to do it, which at the moment was precisely what she was doing.

      The first shafts of gray light fell weakly to the floor as Andy slipped from the bed. It was deliciously cool this time of morning. Even the humidity didn't seem so oppressive, and a faint breeze gently lifted the faded damask curtains at her window.

      She caught her breath as a floorboard creaked underfoot. She stopped and listened for any sound that someone might have heard her, but there were just the normal sounds of the house this early in the morning.

      Down the hallway, she could hear August Kittridge humming to himself. She knew it would be at least a half hour before he walked past her door on his way to breakfast. The room next to hers was silent, of course. There was no amount of bribery or threat that could have driven Lacey from her bed at this hour. It suited Andy's plan perfectly, for if her friend were awake and knew what she was up to, there would be no end to her objections.

      She had learned which of the other floorboards creaked and carefully tiptoed around them, stepping across an especially disagreeable one to the wardrobe. The shadows were heavy in the room, but she decided against turning up the bedside lantern. She didn't want Mary or Cassie to know she was up.

      She shivered as she pushed her nightgown down over her hips and stepped out of the pool of delicate lace. Opening the bottom drawer of the wardrobe she pulled out silk underdrawers and a lace-trimmed camisole. She slipped into the undergarments, tying the satin ribbon over her breasts. Searching all the way to the back of the wardrobe she found the package she'd hastily hidden. She winced as the stiff paper wrapper crinkled loudly in the stillness of the room.

      "A lady must never go out unescorted,” she whispered aloud, and a slow smile tipped the corners of her mouth as she held the contents of the package aloft for inspection—blue cambric shirt, sturdy denim pants, and a black felt hat.

      She had convinced Cassie to purchase the small-sized, man's clothes for her on a trip to market a few days earlier. They were a necessary disguise, for a lady could hardly leave the house in a day gown, hat, and silk stockings at that hour of the morning.

      Andy giggled as excitement swept through her. "And a lady is not about to go out,” she announced to her reflection in the full-length cheval mirror beside the wardrobe. The shirt fell to her knees, the sleeves dangling at least eight inches below her fingertips, but that was of little concern. She would simply roll up the sleeves and tuck the tails into the pants. But that presented an entirely different problem. The pants were more than big, they were huge!

      Buttoning the shirt, Andy pushed up the sleeves and stepped into the pants. Good Lord, she could almost fit into one leg! And even with the thickness of the shirt tucked in, they still fell to the floor at her feet. Andy hitched them up and looked around for something to use as a belt.

      She groaned. All her belts were either attached to dresses or wouldn't fit around the extra fullness of the denim gathered in at the waist. Her gaze fastened resourcefully on the braided satin tie that bound the curtains back from the window.

      When she was dressed, Andy studied her reflection once more. All signs of her feminine figure were hidden beneath the padded excess of shirt and pants. In fact, she resembled a lumpy, overweight boy. Shirtsleeves were rolled back to her wrists, the collar was discreetly buttoned. The only issue was the green satin tie at her waist, but there was nothing to be done for that. Then her gaze fell to her feet. For the time being, she would simply wear her riding boots. They were the most practical thing she owned.

      Andy gathered her long hair at the nape of her neck and twisted it into a thick coil, tucking it under the black hat. It dipped down low across her eyes, making it impossible to see anything unless she tipped her head back and looked down her nose. She shoved it back on her forehead and checked the ornate clock that sat atop the rosewood chest of drawers. There was still ten minutes before August Kittridge went downstairs. She seized the canvas and paints, wrapped in a neat bundle, took a deep breath, and opened the door. All clear. She stepped out into the hallway.

      Getting downstairs without being seen was easier than she expected. She heard the distinctive clinking of silverware in the dining room as the maid, Cassie, set the table. Mamalu, the large black woman who ruled the kitchen, was busy cooking breakfast. She couldn't understand what she was saying, but by the rise and fall of her voice Andy suspected she was lecturing Tallman. He was the Kittridge's driver, butler, and all-around handyman. He always ate early, then went out to harness the mare to the carriage while August Kittridge ate his breakfast.

      Her hand was on the parlor door when Cassie's voice stopped her. "What you doin' in here, boy?"

      Andy swallowed convulsively, keeping her head low, the brim of the hat almost at her chin. What now?

      "I told you to take dem things on 'round to the kitchen."  Cassie clucked her tongue. “You know you ain't supposed to come in through the front door. Now get!"

      Andy smothered a giggle. Her costume had worked. She ducked her head as she ran for the kitchen. "Yes, ma'am,” she said, lowering her voice as she altered her course and shot past Mamalu and Tallman in the kitchen.

      Mamalu was standing beside the small breakfast table, hard in the middle of a lecture directed at Tallman. She paused once, midsentence, finger waving in the air to give Andy a strange look, only to launch back into her tirade. He couldn’t have escaped the kitchen if his life depended on it.

      It was only when she reached the yard that separated the house from the carriage shed that Andy saw the boy disappearing around the corner of the house toward the street. He was dressed in a blue cambric work shirt and dusty denim pants. His feet were bare. The only thing missing was a black felt hat as he clamored aboard the wagon making early morning deliveries.

      Andy didn't question divine providence, she simply kept on going until she reached the shed. The carriage stood outside, the mare already harnessed, waiting to take August Kittridge to his office down at the waterfront. An ancient gelding was in the stall farthest to the back.

      It was obvious he hadn't been ridden in some time. He shied at her first attempts to saddle him, then merely blew out disgustedly when she persisted. Lacey had mentioned how difficult it had been to keep horses during the last two years of the war. A quick thought flashed as she wondered how the gelding and mare had avoided confiscation by the Confederate Army.

      In the pale light of the yard after she finished saddling the gelding, she understood. The Confederacy had probably come to the same conclusion as she had. Poor Lucky didn't look as if he'd go more than a hundred paces without dropping. He must be as old as the hills, his back swayed dangerously, and bones stuck out in every direction. She wondered if the animal's name had some significance for the horse itself or the person trying to ride him. Still, Tallman said he was reliable and surefooted.

      Andy sighed. "I wonder how long ago that was." She would have to take Tallman's word for it.

      There were two entrances to the yard, one off the front drive that cut in from the main street, and another smaller one at the back of the property, turning into an alley that lined the houses at the back. Andy chose the back gate and sent Lucky along at a pace she fervently prayed wouldn't strain the poor animal. Riding to the end of the alley, she cut across the adjacent street, keeping her hat low to conceal her face as she passed a carriage.

      She'd casually asked Tallman the day before which was the river road. Cutting down one tree-lined street, then turning onto another, she easily found the river road at the edge of town. The sun was a golden ball in the pale sky as she sent the gelding drumming down the road to Ombre Rose.

      The plantation was about three miles past the edge of town. She considered cutting off the road where she would be less likely to draw attention. The trees were thick past the edge of town and would provide cover, but she decided against it. Lacey had mentioned the interconnecting bayous that wound in and around Baton Rouge, places where a person could wander for days and never come out.

      "Come on, Lucky old boy. We'll just stick to the main road."

      She urged the gelding on at a faster pace, excitement surging through her. At last she was going to see Ombre Rose. With any luck she might even be able to get in a couple hours of painting and still be back before Lacey made her first appearance in time for lunch.

      There was hardly anyone on the road this early in the morning. She passed a farmer and his family on their way into town. Bundles of golden sugarcane stalks were stacked high in the back of the open wagon. She ducked her head, shielding her face beneath the brim of the hat.

      The farmer nodded back, but kept his gaze trained on the road ahead, obviously uninterested in what he assumed to be a boy on horseback.

      Several hundred yards off to her left through the trees at the water's edge, she could see the morning sun shimmering on the brown water of the Mississippi. To her right the forest had thinned, giving way to clumps of oak and spreading cypress. She'd been riding almost an hour when she noticed a long break in the trees up ahead. She rounded a bend in the road and drew the gelding to a bone-jarring stop. He snorted his displeasure, but Andy never heard it as she stared at the wide field of overgrown grass that swayed gently in the morning breeze, fanning back from the road and sweeping lazily up the gentle incline of the hill to Ombre Rose.

      A wide road paved in brick cut through the overgrown grass. The sun was warm, wrapping the magnificent house in a soft morning haze. Her breath caught in her throat. It was even more beautiful than she had first thought. Slowly, Andy guided the gelding up the road, his hooves making clopping sounds on the red paving stones.

      As the road climbed that slight incline, Andy could see the roofline of stables in the distance behind the house. They stood empty, individual stalls gaping open as if they only waited for their Thoroughbred occupants to return from an early-morning ride. Lacey had mentioned some of the finest race horses were once bred here at Ombre Rose. But that was before the war. Now, they were all gone.

      Beyond the stables and exercise paddock were other low buildings and an enclosed yard.

      "The kennels," she whispered, almost before she thought of it. And beyond were orchards.

      Peach and pecan trees…

      She remembered running barefoot through the groves, the moist, rich earth pushing up through her toes...

      "Of course they would have had dogs," she assured herself, but why was she so certain about the orchards? How could she possibly know anything about that?

      Andy ignored her wandering imagination as she let the gelding set a slower pace. It took almost ten minutes to travel the road to the main house, and in that time, Andy realized there was far more to Ombre Rose than she'd seen from the river.

      Unkempt fields spread to the north like a rusty brown carpet. A dark belt of green forest bordered to the east. What she originally thought was one continuous long building parallel to the fields was actually a row of small cottages. There was a small yard in front of each, the grass overgrown there as well. One yard was fenced, the gate hanging at a crooked angle. A dried and broken skeleton was all that remained of a tree in another. The cottages stood empty and silent.

      The workers and their families lived there. The thought seemed to leap from nowhere.

      And they were paid for their labor, not slaves.

      "Mr. James didn't hold with a person ownin' another," Andy whispered out loud. The unusual cadence in her voice startling her.

      "Good heavens," she laughed, a little uneasily, "this place certainly works on the imagination, doesn't it, Lucky." She patted the gelding's neck reassuringly, laughing at her mood as much as the soft drawl that had seeped into her voice.

      It did set her imagination whirling. With her artist's eye, she could imagine what life might have been like once at Ombre Rose. She could almost hear the nickering of horses from the pasture that bordered the carriage road, voices calling out across the wide lawns, the wild barking of the dogs as visitors arrived.

      It required little effort to see ladies in their elegant hooped skirts strolling along the wide verandas, and smell the dusky hickory smoke from the barbeque that mingled with the intoxicating sweetness of star jasmine from the gardens.

      It was like the games she'd played as a child, where she had imagined herself stepping into another place and time she'd read or heard about. “Make-believe” it was called, long before the war, when Ombre Rose was alive with people and laughter.

      The laughter echoed back and it was her own laughter. Stunned, Andy blinked back the vivid scene. How could she possibly know what it had been like? And what the devil was a barbeque anyway?

      Slowly the images receded, leaving only the grand, breathtaking house before her. And it was truly magnificent. If it was possible, Ombre Rose was even more beautiful than when she first saw it from the deck of the Iron Queen.

      "Greek and Italian architecture," she murmured to herself
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