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“But one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive; and the other would accept war rather than let it perish. And the war came.”

– Abraham Lincoln

NORTHERN VIRGINIA

1862

A piercing bugle blast preceded the sound of galloping horses by mere seconds. Captain Alexander Hunter tore his eyes away from the horse and rider he pursued and focused on the Federal cavalry unit now pursuing him.

Blast it. Tricked again.

This was not the first time the large black steed with its agile rider had been spotted in advance of a Union assault—but Hunter swore today would be the last. Signaling his men to scatter, he spurred his mount toward the forest where his foe had disappeared. His band of warriors took off in every direction, their escape aided by a roiling mass of dark-bellied clouds that launched their own assault. With the storm as an ally, Hunter knew the Federal cavalry would not sustain the chase. He didn’t worry about his men, who were familiar enough with the land to evade the enemy no matter the weather. He only cared to find the Yank who led him into the trap and see him punished.

Punished severely. 

Hunter lowered his hand to one of the revolvers at his hip. Damn that scoundrel. The timely arrival of Union reinforcements over the past few months could no longer be considered a mere coincidence. It was time for this cunning adversary to pay for the disruptions he’d caused.

Hunter guided his mare through the underbrush and around fallen trees, but entertained little hope of finding his antagonist. The rider had a habit of appearing, only to disappear into thin air. Even today when he’d thought the elusive character was within his grasp, Hunter had instead found himself in another trap. 

The distinctive sound of running water replaced the hushed patter of rain, pulling Hunter from his thoughts. “How about a drink, ol’ girl?” He urged his mare forward, leaning low over the saddle to avoid tree limbs, then jerked on the reins at the sight of a youth crouched on the opposite bank gulping water by the handful. Hunter’s gaze shifted to the horse hungrily grazing on green shoots at the water’s edge. Enormous and coal black, its chest glistened and frothed from being ridden hard.

Hunter reached for his revolver and blinked to make sure the fading daylight was not playing tricks on his vision. The scout was smaller and younger than he expected. He cocked his weapon and shouted across the fast-moving stream, “Don’t move!”

Startled, the youth stood and challenged him. “What do you want?” he asked, holding nothing but dripping water.

Hunter’s confusion intensified as he stared at his opponent. Dressed in an oversized coat, slouch hat pulled low, and baggy trousers, the boy looked harmless enough. Can this really be the Union scout I’ve been chasing?

One more glance at the horse answered his question. Few such horses existed in this part of the country, certainly none of such quality that had not already been confiscated by one or the other of the armies. This was no guiltless civilian. This was a Yankee. And a cunning one at that. 

“I think you know what I want. It appears we’ve spent the last week watching each other, and still have not been introduced.”

Hunter urged his mare down the bank to a sandbar, but hesitated. The creek was not wide, but the swift-running current and slippery rocks made fording here treacherous. 

“If I may offer you some advice, sir?” The youth stood calmly by the water’s edge. “This is not a safe place to cross. If you go right down there—” He pointed helpfully downstream, but Hunter, blinking in disbelief at his audacity, interrupted.

“Thank you for the suggestion,” Hunter replied, urging his horse forward into the ice-cold water. “But I’ll not go back without the scoundrel who’s been reporting my movements to the enemy.” 

Hunter attempted to keep his eye on the youth while guiding his mount through the maze of rocks in the streambed. About halfway across, he saw the boy bolt to his grazing horse and gather the reins. Reacting instinctively Hunter fired a shot, causing his mare to lose her footing and plunge to her knees. The panicked animal struggled a moment before bounding up with a great surge of strength, knocking him off balance. As he tried to regain control, the mare lunged again, this time unseating him and sending him sailing backward. Hunter felt himself falling, seemingly in slow motion, until there came a skull-cracking thud and a blinding flash of light. 

Then nothing.

* * *
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ANDREA EVANS WAITED breathlessly, fearing a trick, before leaping into the cold water. The Rebel floated face up, yet the red froth swirling around him made his injuries appear serious. She grabbed him beneath his arms and backed toward the bank, slipping, falling, spitting mouthfuls of water as she fought the current and struggled with the man’s weight. By the time she dragged him onto land, her legs trembled from exhaustion and her lungs screamed for air.

“Dammit, I told you not to cross there,” she groaned between teeth chattering from the cold. Leaning down to get a closer look at his injury, she shook her head. “Now what am I to do with you?”

Without warning the man’s eyes flew open, and his hands grabbed her arms like a pair of steel vises. “The question is, what am I to do with you?” He rolled her onto her back and straddled her, pinning her to the ground with the strength of an angry bull.

Andrea clenched her teeth and studied her dreaded foe. He did not speak; his eyes did the talking—and what they said drove through her like a ramrod. “I should have left you to drown,” she said, regretting her impulsive decision to rescue him.

“But lucky for me, you did not.”

As the soldier scrutinized her face, Andrea began to kick, push, and squirm beneath him in a violent but futile attempt to escape. Heaving with all her remaining strength, Andrea grimaced at the uselessness of the effort against his powerful arms. Resigned to her fate, she relaxed and looked up into eyes that now appeared glazed and unfocused. She felt his grip loosen, watched him blink and sway before groaning and collapsing to one side. Andrea remained on her back for only a moment, sucking in air and listening to the chaotic pounding of her heart. Then she rolled out of his grasp and stared at the unconscious form.

She knew this was the notorious Captain Hunter, a man the North feared as a calculating guerrilla leader and the South glorified as a knight. He was a legend for his ability to keep the Federal army on constant alert and in a continuous state of panic. His unorthodox methods of warfare left Union troops wondering when to expect him—and dreading what to expect.

Even unconscious he appeared a formidable image of strength and power, making Andrea fear that the muscular frame beside her would rebound with the force and vitality for which he was so well known. She crawled another arm’s length away, but not before catching a glimpse of the gash, still seeping blood. She closed her eyes to quell the chill of fear inching its way up her spine—not sure if it was from the fear that he might be dead or the fear that he might suddenly awake. Although death had surrounded her for months, she never anticipated actually being the cause of it.

A voice in the woods behind her jolted Andrea from her thoughts. She swore at herself for losing another opportunity to escape.

“The gunshot came from over here.” The voice was loud and carried a distinct Southern drawl. It was followed by lantern light reflecting off the leaves above, casting shadows on Andrea and her unconscious companion.

“Over here! I found the Cap’n’s horse,” another voice shouted.

Andrea held her breath. With no sign of her own horse, she slipped into the darkness, hoping the soldiers were too busy searching for their leader to hear.

“Over here! I found him!”

Light flooded an area not forty yards downstream and a dozen Rebels descended from the tree line. Andrea decided it was time to run, and run she did, cutting away from the bank and into the temporary safety of the trees. More concerned with speed now than caution, she sprinted through the woods, pushing blindly through the profuse underbrush into the awful blackness beyond.

It seemed the trees tried to stop her, reaching out with spear-like branches to snag her clothes and hold her tightly in their gasp. Long, prickly limbs appeared out of nowhere to tear at her clothes and lacerate her skin. She whimpered at their savagery, but fear of capture inspired her legs to move faster.

Pain seared through her when her ankle twisted on a fallen limb, and she dropped flat on her face—but only for a moment. She scrambled to her feet, or tried to anyway, half-crawling, half-running a few steps until a tangle of vines stopped her. Disengaging herself with frenzied urgency, Andrea ran again, but only a short distance more. She could go no farther, certain her lungs would burst from the exertion, or the pain in her ankle would cause her to collapse.

Andrea leaned against a tree, clenching the spasm in her side as she tried to gulp in air quietly. When a twig snapped, she froze. Just my imagination. She let her breath out slowly. Or maybe a fox or a deer. 

Standing still as the trees around her, Andrea grimaced as something warm trickled down her cheek and into her mouth. The metallic taste of blood gave her the urge to spit, but she swallowed instead when another noise came, closer still than the last. She held her breath and clutched a limb with shaking hands. Someone is coming. She listened to them shuffle through the underbrush, then stop. Andrea crouched and waited, her heart pounding like a locomotive in her ears. She reached into her boot for a derringer, but realized it was useless, soaked from her swim. Dammit. Her only other weapon, a Colt .44, was still on her saddle.

The words of Colonel Jonathan Jordan suddenly raced into her mind: War is no game.

Those were the last words he had spoken to her before she left with his dispatch two days earlier...with direct orders not to delay. Those were the same three words he spoke every time he saw her.

Andrea closed her eyes while fighting the hopelessness consuming her. When she opened them, the veil of clouds began to part, throwing a sharp beam of light through the dense canopy above. Andrea held her breath and peered around the tree, spotting the outline of the supposed predator. Her heart lurched at the sight of the four-legged creature, all but invisible in the darkness.

“Justus,” she whispered, as he took the remaining steps toward her.

Mounting her horse soundlessly, she did not take time to contemplate the close bond they shared or the significance of his name: Just us. She urged him forward and prayed they had time to escape the danger surrounding them.
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Chapter 2
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“Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away.”

– Abraham Lincoln

A POUNDING HEADACHE woke Hunter just after dawn. For a split second he believed he had foolishly indulged in some of his men’s bad whiskey before retiring the night before. But pressing his fingertips to the back of his head, he realized his mistake. A bump the size of a lead ball caused him to wince and swear simultaneously. 

Hunter took a deep breath and struggled to sit up, his skull throbbing in perfect tempo with his heart. He collapsed against the pillow and flung his arm across his eyes to escape the penetrating rays of the sun pouring in through an open window. Hazy images of the Yank he had chased drifted into his mind like clouds scudding across the sky. But when he tried to concentrate, they dispersed and dissolved into an unrecognizable haze. 

Falling back into a restless slumber, Hunter floated down a river of dreams. Water swirled around him, lulling him into a sleep from which he feared he might never rise and was powerless to stop. But as he drifted, hands reached for him and dragged him toward the bank. The water and the person seemed to be in a duel over his body, each pulling in opposite directions. After a long struggle, the current lost its battle and Hunter lay on the riverbank, safe from the water’s grip. He opened his eyes and reached up to touch the face of his rescuer leaning over him—

“Cap’n, you awake?” 

“Damn it, Malone!” The worried gaze of one of his men came into focus just inches from his face. He put his hand to his head as another wave of pounding pain ensued.

“I’m sorry, Cap’n. Jus’ checkin’ to make sure you was all right. Heard you groaning in your sleep.”

Hunter closed his eyes and tried to bring back the image that seemed close enough to touch seconds ago. His rescuer’s face was gone. Was he dreaming, or had someone pulled him from the water? If so, then who?

“How did I get here?”

“We brought you back by wagon.”

“Where did you find me?” Hunter grew impatient at his inability to remember the chain of events.

“Cap’n, like we told you last night, you was lying near the bank.”

Hunter shook his head, trying again to clear the cobwebs. “Any sign of anyone else?”

“Only one other set of footprints,” Malone answered. “And those of a horse. A big darn horse from the looks.”

A vague image began to form in Hunter’s mind, causing him to close his eyes and concentrate. He pictured the horse, ambling along the other side of the creek as it pulled up clumps of grass. It was a big horse, the black horse they had been chasing. Like the winged Pegasus, it flew into his memory just as it had appeared before him yesterday, soaring across the landscape as effortlessly as a gale of wind. Then it disappeared, replaced by the image of the youth standing startled by the water’s edge. “And what of the rider?” 

“Don’t know. None of us saw him once we scattered. We did find this, though.” Malone walked over to a nightstand and picked up a scrap of paper. “Could be the scout’s. We found it on the bank near where we found you.”

Hunter squinted at the piece of paper the private handed him, closing one eye so he would only see one image. After much concentration, the blurry words came into focus.

Headquarters Jordan’s Battalion

Guards, Pickets and Patrols: Pass the holder, Andrew Sinclair, at all places and at all times, with or without the countersign.

By order of Col. Jonathan P. Jordan

Officer Commanding

Hunter closed his eyes, then opened them and gazed out the window, trying to recall more details of the previous day’s encounter.

“Doc’s on his way from the Talbert’s.” Malone’s tone conveyed grave concern.

“I don’t need a blasted doctor,” Hunter snapped, easing himself to a sitting position. After resting on the edge of the bed for a moment, he stood and stared at Malone.

“I want that blasted scout caught if we have to walk through Yankee blood to the knees!” He waved a fist in the air and grimaced at the ensuing pain. “I want him in my hands if we have to hunt down every last mother’s son-of-them to find him! Do you hear me?”

There was no need to pose the final question. For one thing, Malone had already started backing out the door to fetch the doctor. For another, it would have been difficult to believe that anyone within a ten-mile radius had not heard his thunderous declaration.

Hunter stood in the middle of the room, swaying and cursing the enemy with every throb of his head, until a rousing revelation came to him. He once thought that he pursued a specter, so cleverly had the scout eluded him in the past. But now he knew he was dealing with someone of flesh and blood—a mere mortal that, to his own detriment, appeared to possess more compassion than common sense.

* * *
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MILES AWAY FROM HER ill-fated encounter with the Confederate officer, Andrea’s heart had still not stopped its violent thumping. She urged Justus on through the dark, knowing every hoof beat bore her closer to the place she’d called home since the age of fourteen. Her cousin Catherine lived not twenty miles away among the rolling hills and green meadows of northern Virginia. Familiar territory and friendly faces were not far away.

The pain in Andrea’s sprained ankle brought her back to the present, the swelled tissue seeming determined to burst its way out of her boot. She pulled Justus to a walk and removed her foot from the stirrup. I’m sure his head is hurting worse than my ankle.

Leaning down to pat Justus’ neck, she tried to ignore the grip of fear engulfing her. Hunter was a legend here. His name alone was enough to cause terror in the Federal ranks. His tactic of forcing the enemy to watch, wait, and wonder when he would strike strained their resources and their nerves more than an outright battle.

Andrea shivered, remembering the Rebel leader’s eyes and tight grip upon her. The cat-and-mouse game she had played the past few weeks was a dangerous, and perhaps a foolish, one. But she detested the Confederates’ stubborn pride, their unmitigated arrogance at having carried the war so far.

The sound of a train whistle floated across the night breeze, halting her reveries. Urging Justus forward off the trail, she rode to a large oak that stood like a guardian to a well-concealed ford. Andrea threw her leg over the saddle and dismounted with a suppressed groan when her weight landed on her ankle. She knew she would have to walk from here, the brush being too thick and the tree limbs too low to ride any farther.

“Come on, boy,” she said to Justus, leaning on him heavily while she hopped alongside. “Your turn to take it easy.” 

Andrea dreaded the short walk to the river, more so for the profusion of spider webs crisscrossing her path than the pain in her ankle. She shivered at the contact of the invisible threads. “I’d rather face an enemy battery than walk through these,” she muttered to herself as she clawed another strand from her face and fought her sense of unreasonable panic.

“Make that an enemy battery at close range,” she whimpered, slapping at the sticky traps more fretfully and stifling the scream that arose in her throat from her irrational fear. “An enemy battery at close range commanded by Captain Hunter,” she sobbed, fumbling to clear the way ahead of her while smacking at biting insects that had begun to light on every pore and scratch of her skin in a feeding frenzy.

Andrea at last heard water lapping at the riverbank. Hopping on one leg to the water’s edge, she paused to take in the sight of the majestic Potomac. When the moon peeked from behind a cloud, Andrea slid down the bank to a strip of gravel and gazed at her reflection.

Memories of her early years of pampered elegance caused Andrea to suppress a laugh. If only her father could see her now. But the mere thought of Charles Monroe made her smile disappear. She threw a rock into the water and watched the image disperse in waves. Yes, the aristocratic child of the South was gone. Sometimes she wondered if that child had ever really existed.

Andrea limped back to Justus and allowed him to take a quick drink, before splashing across and up the opposite bank. They had not traveled far before Andrea smelled the unmistakable odor of the encampment, and her lips curved into a smile. She took a deep breath. She was home. 

Not long after came the expected challenge. “Stop, rider! Who goes there?”

“A friend. A courier seeking Colonel Jonathan Jordan.”

“Dismount and proceed with the countersign.”

Andrea groaned at the thought of dismounting and reached into her pocket for her pass. She and Justus both jumped in surprise when a soldier, not attached to the voice up ahead, appeared from the shadows beside them.

“Boonie? Is that you, you dang fool Yankee?” Andrea recognized the man instantly, but continued to fumble in her coat for the pass.

“Sinclair?” he answered, calling her by the name she used in camp. “Colonel’s been snapping at the bit waiting fer word from you. Dang gum it, where ya been?”

“Got detoured.” Andrea continued riding while the sentry walked along beside. She had a sinking feeling in her stomach when she realized her pass was gone.

“You on picket duty?” She tried not to sound distressed as she searched through other pockets in the dark.

“Just got relieved. Heard a rider come splashing across the river like there weren’t no war, and thought it might be you,” the lanky soldier said.

The woods opened up into a large, sloping meadow that lay dotted with white tents and dying campfires. Andrea frowned at his cynical comment while taking in the scene of the sprawling camp. A few men lounged around a smoking pile of coals, likely those fresh off picket duty. But for the most part, the camp appeared silent and dark.

“Colonel told me to fetch him no matter what time you got in,” Boonie said. “Probably fixing to have you arrested for desertion.”

“Tattoo has sounded?” Andrea asked incredulously, not knowing the lateness of the hour.

“Yea, about two hours ago.” Boonie shook his head in exasperation.

The realization that it was now past midnight, combined with the excitement of her hairs-breadth escape, served to increase Andrea’s exhaustion. “Is it really necessary to wake—” She turned to Boonie, but he had already disappeared into the maze of tents.

Doggone it, Boonie. Why you always gotta follow orders so exact?

Andrea waited for the Colonel, and he finally appeared, looking disheveled and a bit annoyed at being awakened so late. He wore his coat, but his suspenders hung down below as if he had dressed quickly and not bothered with them.

“Sinclair. It’s late,” he barked, barely looking at her. “Come with me.”

Andrea winked at Boonie as she handed him her horse’s reins, then bravely attempted to follow the Colonel without limping. When she entered the tent behind him, he turned, threw his arms around her, and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank goodness, Andrea, you’re safe! We heard there was trouble near Mount Gilead.” He held her by the arms and took a step back. “And from the looks of you, you were in it. Are you all right?”

“Other than a few scratches and a sore ankle, I’m fine.” Andrea smiled to reassure him. “Much better off than Captain Hunter, I’m sure.”

Colonel Jordan had turned to light a second lamp, but at the mention of the Confederate captain’s name, he stopped and whirled back to face her. “You tangled with Hunter?”

“You could say ... we met.” Andrea hobbled over to the nearest chair and lowered herself into it. “Can you help me get this boot off?”

Colonel Jordan’s soft brown eyes appeared to change from concern to apprehension, and the tone of his voice became laced with alarm. “What’s wrong with your ankle?” He stared at the obvious swelling of her boot. 

Andrea watched his eyes flick up to her ripped pants and scan her torn and ragged coat. She knew, even without a mirror, that if she had escaped from a den of tigers, she could look no worse.

“If it was Hunter after you,” he said, raising his gaze to meet hers, “it appears like he darn near succeeded.”

“Now, J.J.,” Andrea said, making light of her injury by calling him the pet name only she and his wife were privy to. “You know ‘darn near’ doesn’t count in time of war.”

Andrea thought her comment was cause enough for a good laugh, but “J.J.” ignored it and knelt down to examine her ankle.

“Blazes, Andrea, how long has it been like this? We’re going to have to cut your boot off.”

Andrea gripped the side of the chair, her knuckles white, as the throbbing intensified. “It’s only a sprain,” she said through gritted teeth.

“And a ruined pair of boots.” Colonel Jordan did not bother to hide the sarcasm in his voice as the leather fell apart under his knife.

Andrea shrugged and drew in a sharp breath as she gazed at her cousin’s husband. Having lived with them for three years, Andrea considered J.J. more like a dear brother than a commanding officer. He was a man of courage and conviction, but she loved him even more for his remarkable gentleness—a trait she had never before witnessed in the male species. With striking good looks and warm, brown eyes, he had an easy-going manner that made everyone feel instantly at home. 

J.J.’s popularity among his men was legendary. If they could only see him when in the company of his wife, Andrea mused as she took a deep, exasperated breath. Sometimes the love J.J. and Catherine shared scared her. It seemed foolish to care for someone so much, to depend on someone so desperately. Her mother had married for money and power. The adoration and esteem Catherine bestowed upon J.J., and that he returned tenfold, confused her. 

“How does that feel?” He looked up, tearing Andrea from her thoughts.

“Much better.” She leaned back in the chair, resting her gaze on the ankle that had swelled to more than twice its normal size.

“Hopefully the swelling won’t get any worse,” he said as he wrapped a bandage around it. “I should have someone take a look at it in the morning—and this.” J.J. grabbed her arm and narrowed his eyes at one of the deeper gashes. “Now, tell me what happened.”

Andrea chewed the inside of her cheek, took a deep breath, and closed her eyes for a moment to gather her thoughts. J.J. must have seen how fatigued she was.

“Never mind. You must be famished and exhausted. Hunter is no doubt long gone by now. You can tell me in the morning.”

Andrea smiled. “More tired than hungry—or too tired to eat. I’m not sure which.”

“You can sleep here.” J.J. nodded toward his cot. “I’ll find quarters elsewhere.”

“No. I’ll sleep in my tent.” Andrea stood to leave, but her eyes never left the cot. Though small, it appeared considerably more comfortable than the ground.

“That’s an order.” J.J. blew out the lamp to end the conversation. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
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Chapter 3
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“That man will fight us every day and every hour till the end of the war.”

– General James Longstreet, speaking of General U.S. Grant

“RISE AND SHINE, SLEEPYHEAD.” J.J. opened the tent flap, allowing a stream of sunlight to gush in and fill every corner.

“Please tell me you didn’t sleep with one boot on,” he said, holding a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and a pair of shiny boots in the other.

Andrea blinked at the sudden brightness. “I guess I was more tired than I realized. It’s been awhile since I slept in a bed.”

J.J. winced. “I would hardly call that a bed.” He stared at his wife’s cousin sitting on the edge of his cot, elbows on her knees and face in her hands, trying to wipe away the sleep that remained. Her blonde hair lay tangled with twigs and leaves like the mane of a wild horse. Her pants were torn and muddy. The picture she presented was one of determination and a strong will, two traits equally at fault for leading her into frequent trouble.

“You must stop this.” He handed her the cup of coffee. “It’s getting too dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Andrea gave him a look that indicated she did not think he was being rational. “The Union is at stake—”

J.J. shook his head and put his hands up to stop her. She pushed his patience, and his nerves, to the limit. The decision to allow her into camp had been a source of much regret from the start. But in his defense, he had been given little choice. She had enlisted the aid of his wife to stand against him, and between them, they had worn him down.

With much reluctance he had allowed her to carry messages back and forth to Catherine, a distance of some fifteen miles. At the beginning of the war, the idea seemed harmless enough. He’d actually enjoyed the frequent communications from his wife. But that was back when everyone assumed the Confederacy would be defeated in a single battle, when the conflict’s duration was prophesied to be short, and the Union’s success was considered to be certain.

Although he could not recall the exact circumstances, somewhere along the line she had been asked to deliver a message to an outpost close by—then another and another. And now here she was, entrenched in a war that had no end in sight, her heart and soul enlisted in such a way it seemed impossible to remove her. Every officer in this part of the state knew of the kid called “Sinclair.” They knew of his familiarity with the countryside and the swiftness of his horse. And though they assumed he was too young to enlist, they heard he was fearless. 

What they don’t know is that “he” is a “she” who has more courage than sense.  And that it’s entirely up to me to keep her out of trouble.

“You were supposed to be back two days ago,” J.J. said, shaking his head. “I can’t allow this to continue.”

“I believe I was close to finding the headquarters.” Andrea took a sip of coffee and did not bother to specify whose headquarters. “I could not just leave.”

“You see?” J.J.’s voice grew loud. “I sent you to deliver dispatches to General Nelson. There was no mention of finding any headquarters in those orders.”

Andrea let out her breath in rude exasperation. “We need to match his cleverness and cunning—not stop.”

“You disobeyed my orders. I cannot allow insubordination in my ranks.”

“J.J.—”

“Don’t J.J. me. I’m your commanding officer.”

“Colonel Jordan,” she began again. “You cannot expect me to ride into enemy territory with my eyes closed. Hunter’s men cause chaos in our ranks, and every unit sent after him is destroyed.”

“That has nothing to do with you,” he snapped.

“But I ride alone. I have been able to move around his command unnoticed. I have given you valuable information about his movements, haven’t I?”

J.J. stared at her unblinking, knowing she was right. “That is not the question.”

“But if we found his headquarters we could stop—”

“You are a courier, at best. Not a spy. Not a scout.” J.J.’s temper flared. “Do you understand? You are to deliver dispatches, not gather intelligence on the enemy’s strength and movements.”

Andrea nodded, but defiance remained in her eyes when she turned away, making it obvious the furtive headquarters of Captain Hunter had become an obsession.

“Andrea, the man is satanically clever,” J.J. said, trying to reason with her. “He knows what we are doing—and even what we intend to do—yet no one can tell where he’ll be or when he’ll be there—”

“I can play his game.” She swung around to face him. “He operates unmolested, robbing with impunity, picking up supplies from our troops as he desires, and greeting and accepting invitations from citizens with the popularity of a king. If you would authorize it, I could find his headquarters.”

“Yes, that would work splendidly,” J.J. said sarcastically. “That is if Hunter didn’t capture you, which he probably would, and then decided to spare your life, which he probably wouldn’t.”

“You worry too much.”

J.J. studied the uncompromising look on her face and decided to change the subject. “How’s the ankle?”

“Much better.” Andrea sounded none too sincere as she limped over to the chair.

J.J. knelt down, took off the bandage, and checked the swelling. “It’s still swollen. You should try to stay off it. Why don’t you go visit Catherine and rest for a few days?”

Andrea nodded somewhat willingly in response to the suggestion, then sank deeper into the chair.

“Now, tell me about last night.” J.J. stood and crossed his arms.

After propping her foot on a chest, Andrea wrapped and re-wrapped the bandage in an obvious effort to stall for time. J.J. surmised she had planned to think her story through before being questioned. That plan, he concluded, had not been implemented and was now too late to enact.

When he began tapping his foot, she gazed up with a forced smile. “On my way to deliver your dispatch, I noticed a couple of Hunter’s men hanging around on the outskirts of town.” She stared out over her toes with an indifferent expression, but he could tell she was searching frantically for a way to continue.

“Go on,” he prodded.

“So then I ran into one of our patrols and told them they might want to take a look.” Andrea paused for a moment but did not meet his gaze. “I guess they pretty much scattered the riders.”

“You’re sure it was Hunter’s men you saw?”

Andrea shrugged and focused her attention on a single button on J.J.’s coat rather than his eyes. “Pretty sure.”

“But that’s not everything. How did you sprain your ankle?”

Andrea gulped. “Oh yes, my ankle. I, uh, sprained my ankle when . . .”

“Come on, Andrea, the truth.” J.J. continued to stare at her, focusing on every word and concentrating on any possible slip-ups.

“All right, that’s not quite the end of the story. Justus needed a drink and so did I, so we stopped along Swift Run. Unfortunately, Captain Hunter had the same idea.”

“You were that close when the Union patrol attacked?” His eyes grilled her, letting her know he had deduced the part of the story she had neglected to tell—that she had acted as a decoy to divert Hunter’s attention from the alerted patrol. “What did you do then?”

“Well, the good thing is, he was on one side of the stream and I was on the other. You know how Swift Run is ... it’s kind of ... well ... swift ...”

“Yes, I know how it is,” J.J. snapped, agitated at her ramblings. “What happened next?”

Andrea sighed. “Unluckily for him, but fortunately for me, his horse fell and he fell, and I was able to get away.”  Finishing the sentence, Andrea clapped her hands together and stood.

J.J. stared at her back, knowing he could probably find a shade of truth in her story. Yet he knew Andrea well enough to recognize she had a way of taking an acorn of fact and turning it into a great oak of fable. “You still have not told me how you sprained your ankle, Andrea. What are you hiding?”

“Blazes, why do you have to know me so well?” Andrea hobbled to the far side of the tent while biting one of her fingernails.

“You said the good news is he was on the other side of the creek and he fell off his horse,” J.J. started for her. “What, pray tell, is the bad news?”

“The bad news...” Andrea bit her lip. “The bad news is, I ... Well, he struck his head when he fell.”

“And?”

“And I thought he might drown.”

A long pause ensued before J.J. prompted her again. “And?”

“So I jumped into the water and dragged him out.”

Andrea mumbled the last part of the sentence, but J.J. heard her just the same. He threw back his head and laughed—until he saw the look on her face. Then his expression lost all hint of humor. “You are joking, right?”

“No, I’m not joking.” Andrea threw her hands up in exasperation. “He hit his head, and I thought I could at least get him out of the water. But by the time I did, his men were swarming around. They heard the gunshot I suppose—”

“Gunshot?” J.J.’s voice grew thunderous.

Andrea took an exasperated breath. “Well, yes. He fired a shot—”

“At you?”

She winced at the volume of his voice. “Yes, but no need for alarm. His aim was amiss.”

“It’s your logic that is amiss!” J.J. yelled. “There’s a war going on everywhere except between your ears! Do you think Captain Hunter would pull you out of the water?”

When she did not answer, J.J. took her by the arms and shook her. “War is not a game! How many times do I have to tell you that? War means fighting and fighting means killing.”

“There are better ways for a man to die than drowning in a blasted stream,” Andrea responded defiantly. “If he’d been bleeding to death on a battlefield, that would be different.”

“No, Andrea, it’s not different.” J.J. ran his hand through his hair in agitation. “This war doesn’t’ care how men die, or where they die, but what they died for. Brave men are taken every day by disease, by infection, by malnutrition. Is that fair?”

“But I don’t want to be an instrument of death,” she responded, her chin starting to quiver.

“Then you may as well stop putting yourself and others in danger!”

When Andrea turned away, he could not resist placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’m only telling you this because you’re like a sister to me,” he said tenderly, unable to stay angry. “You know that, don’t you?”

“Excuse me, sir.” An aide stuck his head inside. “Rider just came in.”

J.J. hurried outside to accept the dispatch, exchanged a few words with the courier, and then re-entered the tent.

“I’m afraid I may need a favor.” He read the message again and frowned, hating what he was about to ask.

Andrea tested her ankle gingerly. “Of course. Anything.”

“This,” he said holding up an envelope, “needs to be in Harmony as soon as possible. Since you’re heading in that direction to visit Catherine, I thought perhaps you could take it.”

Andrea nodded. “Of course.”

Walking over to his desk, J.J. began to write his orders. “I wouldn’t ask you, but there’s been some ... complications.” He continued writing until he heard Andrea clear her throat. He paused and raised his eyes. “Yes?”

“I’m just curious as to what kind of contact you need in Richmond.” She stared vacantly at the floor while stroking brambles out of her hair with her fingertips.

J.J. started to answer, then stopped when he realized she was not curious at all. She only wanted to confirm what she thought she had heard take place outside the tent a few moments earlier. He leaned forward over the desk. “You were eavesdropping?”

“I could not help but overhear.” Andrea shrugged.

J.J. stared at her intently, rubbing his bearded chin. “No. Impossible.” He waved his hand in the air. “Forget you heard it.” He bent back down over his paperwork.

“What do they need?” Andrea gazed up at him with bright, curious eyes.

J.J. put down his pen and sat back in his chair. “They need someone in the city ... someone who can keep their eyes open. A contact, nothing more.”

“I am perfect for the job.”

“No.” He stood and began pacing back and forth, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

“But I was schooled in Richmond. I know every inch of it.” Andrea put her hand on his arm. “I’m so grateful you and Catherine sent me there for a year. What better way to pay you back?”

J.J. frowned at her attempt to persuade him. “But you are reckless. And you would be by yourself behind enemy lines.”

“I can take care of myself. I always have.”

“Frankly, we had not thought of the possibility of using a woman.” He rubbed his chin again while looking her up and down. “You would have to act and look the part of a lady. You would have to be discreet. And frankly, I believe you are about as capable of either one as I would be at getting a camel through the eye of a needle.”

“Oh, I can act like a lady.” Andrea spoke confidently, but then looked down at her clothes. “But I’ll admit it would be hard to trade in this nice outfit for an impractical gown.”

J.J. gazed at her dirty, ripped clothing, and they both laughed. “And sweep every Confederate soldier who sees you off his feet, no doubt.” Her smile faded a moment, probably at the thought of being in such close proximity to Rebels, but then her eyes began to glow again. 

“You can trust me with such an enterprise,” Andrea said with conviction.

J.J. stared at the disheveled being before him with a frown. Somewhere, perhaps, amid the tousled hair, muddy face, and messy clothes was a refined young lady, one with the upbringing to fit in among the Southern aristocrats. She had, after all, been raised as one of them, and possessed all the inherent poise and deportment that noble breeding creates.

It seemed a crazy idea to consider sending her into the very heart of the Confederacy, away from all Union defenses. But on the other hand, she would be under another officer’s eyes, not gallivanting through the countryside like she did now. And Richmond had one other promising feature—no Hunter.

Andrea limped over and put her hands on J.J.’s arms. “Don’t hold yesterday against me. I can do this.”

“Yes, well, all this does bear bringing up one more thing.”

Andrea looked up sharply. “What do you mean?”

“It’s time to let someone else in on our little secret.”

J.J. waited a moment for his words to sink in, and it was not long before the green eyes turned turbulent again. “No! You can’t let someone else know who I am ... what I am!”

“Listen, Andrea. The colonel I have in mind is a great friend of mine. We went to West Point together. I’ve been debating telling him about you for a long time anyway—in case something should happen to me. And now I know it’s the right thing to do.”

When Andrea opened her mouth to argue, J.J. stopped her. “Listen, you can do it my way or you can go stay with Catherine for the rest of the war. I’ve had enough of this.” 

He watched Andrea bite the side of her cheek and nod as she accepted his ultimatum.

“Good.” J.J. gave her shoulder a brotherly squeeze in an effort to relieve the tension. “You’ll be delivering this dispatch to the officer I’m talking about—Colonel Daniel Delaney. I’ll include a letter of introduction with this message.”

He sat back down and began writing again. 

“What will I do with Justus?” Andrea stared into space as if already planning her trip.

“If you go, you can leave him with Catherine. He’ll be safe. Heaven knows no one in their right mind would try to ride him.”

She nodded in agreement.

“It’s better you leave him behind, anyway,” J.J. said, thinking of how the enemy must be on the lookout for such an animal now. “That horse stands out like soot on a snowdrift.”

“It sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.” Andrea tested her ankle again while holding onto the back of a chair.

“I’ve not made any decision yet.” J.J.’s voice grew stern. “I said I’ll consider it. I also need to discuss it with Colonel Delaney. He oversees any information coming out of Richmond.”

Andrea slipped on her jacket and appeared to ignore his last comment.

“I’ve explained everything here to Colonel Delaney.” He handed her the letter. “Give him my regards.”

“I will.” Andrea frowned, making it clear the thought of another officer knowing her identity was distasteful to her.

“And here,” he said, handing her another envelope. “This is for Catherine. Give her my regards as well.” J.J. was grateful Andrea ignored the way his voice cracked at the mere mention of his wife’s name.

“I won’t let you down, Colonel.”

“Good. Now give me a hug.” J.J. became all business again. “The boys will give you something to eat before you leave. I’ve got to ride out to the pickets, so I can’t see you off. Are you sure your ankle is all right and you got enough sleep?”

Andrea nodded. “Another cup of coffee and I’ll be wide awake. And thank you ... for everything.”

J.J. nodded, uncomfortable with saying goodbye. “We’ll talk about the Richmond proposal when you return. That is, if you’re sure you want to go through with it.” Andrea did not bother to respond with anything more than a look of resolute determination.

“Be careful, Andrea.” J.J. felt suddenly apprehensive about letting her go. “For all we know, Hunter’s men are between here and Harmony.”

Andrea shrugged carelessly but, again, did not answer.

He reached out for her arm and stopped her when they stepped outside the tent. “Sinclair—”

“Yes?” She looked up questioningly.

“War is no game. Don’t test the depth of the river with both feet. Understand?”

“I won’t, Colonel.” Andrea winked at him before turning and limping toward a group of his men standing around a fire. J.J. watched them greet each other with sound pats on the back.

“Sinclair, you crazy cuss,” he heard one of them say. “I dreamt I heard that beast of yours come thundering into camp, and land sakes, here you are. Just like a doggone bad omen!”

J.J. cringed at the none-to-delicate camp language she endured and shook his head. The men all adored her, protected her like she was their little brother—especially Private Boone. Yet they had no way of knowing anything about her. She kept her thoughts—or her past at least — to herself.

Heaven knows she didn’t even share her pain with him. Yet, from what he knew about the atrocities she had witnessed as the daughter of a slave owner, she carried enough of it around for all of them.

Watching her limp away with the group of raucous men toward a cook fire, J.J. wondered what would happen if they knew her true identity. What would they think if they discovered the spirited, affable Sinclair was really a fragile young lady carrying so much hurt inside she could barely feel anymore? What would they do if they found out the brave courier who rode in and out of camp was really so afraid of feeling emotion that she pretended to feel nothing at all?

If only she would find someone to sweep her off her feet, penetrate that icy fortress she had built to shield her soul from everything and everyone. J.J. sighed at the thought. Highly unlikely she would find such a person in the middle of a war. Perfectly implausible dressed like that.

Staring at the group while they bantered back and forth, J.J. said another silent prayer for her safety. Heaven knows she needed someone to look out for her. With nothing to live for and her country to die for, she needed protection from her own worst enemy.

Herself.
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Chapter 4
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“Why do men fight who were born to be brothers?”

– General James Longstreet

––––––––
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COLONEL DANIEL DELANEY leaned forward, arms crossed over the pommel of his saddle, waiting for his men to get into marching formation. Used to ride here, he thought, gazing out across the rolling hills. Used to hunt with the Denning brothers not twenty miles distant. Now we’re shooting at each other.

He jerked his head around at the sound of one of his men cursing and the shrill whinny of a nervous horse. On the heels of the audible disturbance came a blur of motion that whirled to a stop in front of him, causing his mount to take a hasty step backward.

“What is the meaning of this?” Delaney yelled to the intruder as he fought to bring his mare under control. “Who do you think you are?”

His gaze darted to the road, searching for the pickets who should have halted the rider. He realized they had been pulled and were already in formation, preparing for the march.

“I apologize, sir,” a soft, out-of-breath voice, answered. “Colonel Jordan sent me. I’m looking for Colonel Delaney.”

“You have found him,” he responded gruffly. “What is the communication?”

Delaney stared at the newcomer’s horse, unable to suppress his astonishment. It was a deep-chested brute with legs wide as tree trunks, and appeared to possess the power of a locomotive in its well-muscled body. With nostrils flaring and lathered top to bottom, the animal continued prancing, intent it seemed on preventing its hooves from coming in contact with Mother Earth. Delaney’s eyes drifted upward to the rider who sat casually astride the beast.

“My letter of introduction,” the youth said, handing over the document.

Delaney took the letter from the rider’s hand and scanned it, then lifted his gaze to watch the black horse occupy itself by doing pivots, first one way and then the other. He flicked his eyes up to the rider. “You—are—Sinclair?” Long and lean, the figure before him resembled a farm boy, the oversized clothes giving no sign of the femininity that, according to the letter, lay beneath.

“I am,” came the loud, somewhat defiant response.

Delaney blinked in obvious surprise but quickly erased all emotion from his face. “Pleased to meet you. You come highly recommended by a well-respected friend.”

“I bring some news.” The rider waited to get her horse under control before continuing. “I ran into some of Hunter’s men.” She nodded in the direction of the nearby train depot. “They seem to be planning some mischief.”

Delaney motioned over her shoulder for his bugler to signal the men, then turned his attention back to her. “You’re sure it was Hunter’s gang?” He frowned when the rider nodded in affirmation. 

“I dismounted in a glade of trees to tighten my girth, and overheard one of his scouts. They are planning to derail the train.”

“Then we need to hurry.” Clucking to his horse to move forward, Delaney grasped the rider’s hand. “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance. Can I impose on you to deliver a communication for me?”

He pulled a pad out of his coat and scribbled with a pencil. “I’ve spread myself rather thin.” He talked while writing. “I need to get word to General Mathis. He’s in Wheatland, not far from here.”

“That is south of here—”

“Yes.” Delaney glanced up at the tinge of fear he heard in her voice. “But not far. And he’s north of it.” He handed her the piece of paper.

“Sir, my pass ... I’m afraid I—”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Delaney started scribbling again. “Sinclair, right? Perhaps we can meet again under more pleasant circumstances.”

The rider hesitantly met his gaze. “Yes, perhaps.” She glanced at the pass he handed her with an expression that resembled relief, then gave the massive horse a light jab with her spurs and galloped away.

* * *
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NOT FAR AWAY SAT CAPTAIN Hunter, holding his steel-gray mare in check with one hand while she pranced and strained at the bit like an over-anxious racehorse.

Hunter smiled out of the corner of his mouth as he surveyed the damage his men had wreaked. Even he could not have envisioned a more thorough job of devastation in such a short amount of time by so few.

The railroad ties had been removed from a twenty-foot stretch, and the rails themselves had been crossed and bent around nearby trees after being heated over a fire. His gaze shifted to the curve in the tracks that would give the engineer little time to react when he noticed the destruction, and then to the downhill grade that would prevent the train from stopping even when he did. Hunter expected a bountiful yield from the harvest they were about to reap in rations, supplies—and greenbacks.

Hunter’s mare tossed her head and pawed the ground in obvious revolt at being restrained. Even without its daunting rider, the large-boned warhorse was an imposing animal. Appropriately named “Dixie,” she had a reputation for lunging and baring her teeth at the slightest provocation.

“Looks like we’re about ready, Captain.” A lieutenant with a cigar clasped between his teeth kept his distance from the unruly horse while talking to his superior. “Nothing to do but wait for the train.”

Hunter nodded but did not reply. The jovial group he gazed upon appeared more like a band of gleeful schoolboys than a force of ruthless warriors. They milled around the burning ties, laughing and slapping each other on the back as if attending a celebratory bonfire.

Yet Hunter knew, as did the enemy, they could fight as fearlessly as any set of men on earth. Though not one of them was a trained soldier, none had needed much schooling. A high sense of honor and love of country served as the driving principle for their service to the Confederacy, while the adventure and romance of serving with Hunter compelled them to fight like demons.

Hunter gave a silent signal and the group and their horses disappeared into a small grove of trees by the tracks. The men made themselves comfortable on the carpet of pine needles, though they remained ready for action with reins looped over their arms. Some laid down to grab a few minutes of sleep, while others sat around in groups talking in low tones. Hunter sank down under a tree at the edge of the gathering to nurse his aching head, but his eyes remained vigilant, scrutinizing everyone and everything.

What he saw before him was a gathering of some of his best, strange collection though it was. Ranging in maturity from boys of but fifteen summers to those well silvered over with the frost of age, the conglomeration proved he robbed proportionately from cradle to grave for his recruits—as well as from every segment of Virginia society and culture. Sprawled around him were store clerks and farmers, wealthy landowners and millers, a mingling of traits and lineage and social status that bore out equally on the battlefield. Dissimilar, yet united, Hunter mused. They all possess a common bond: the desire to defend their native soil.

And young or old, rich or poor, his followers had something else in common—they were too reckless and too wild for the discipline and monotony of the regular army. Hunter’s perilous style of warfare suited this group of men perfectly. The detached nature of his command and the mystical reputation of its commander added to the appeal of this outlaw band.

Truth be told, Hunter thought, these men would not know how to pitch a tent if they were handed one or how to execute a lateral oblique if they were ordered to. The only strategic movement they understood was “split up,” a command rarely ever ordered with more than a wave of his hand, because each man knew instinctively when to initiate the action. Their camp was the saddle, and their homeland was the battlefield. 

When not on active duty, this gallant band of men protected themselves by disappearing into the homes of Virginian families equally devoted to the cause of Southern independence. It was on the generosity of these families the cavaliers relied for meals, and as a result, kings were neither better fed nor more reverentially treated.

Hunter’s musings ended when the unwelcome bugle call of Union cavalry fell upon his ears. In fact, the sound of the approaching train and the sound of the approaching enemy reached the group at the same instant.

All eyes fell upon Hunter. After a loud curse, he gave the order to mount up. “Meet at Ebenezer,” he yelled as his men began to scatter.

Blazes, how did they know?  The image of a young, skinny kid skirted across his mind as he turned his mare south. Urging her faster, he damned the Yankees for stealing his chance to provide the ailing Confederate army with needed supplies, and for robbing his men of their just reward for service.

* * *
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A FEW HOURS LATER, Hunter leaned his shoulder into the door-jam of the church and studied his men. Some were occupied with writing letters to sweethearts while others were engaged with playing cards—but all displayed on their faces disappointment over the failed raid. The result of the disrupted foray was more serious than just the loss of spoils. The effect on morale could not be tolerated.

Turning over the day’s events in his mind, Hunter remembered something one of his scouts had reported to Lieutenant Carter. He walked around the side of the church with deadly purpose, scouring the yard until he found the face for which he searched.

“Twiggy, gotta minute?” Hunter paused to light his pipe.

“Why sure, Cap’n. What’s on yer mind?”

“That boy you saw today,” he paused, searching for the right words. “What’d he look like?”

“Like I told Lieutenant Carter, Cap’n, just looked like some farm boy,” he replied in a slow Southern drawl. “Figgered he was one of yer new recruits scouting the area. He told me as much.”

“Well, did you notice anything at all unusual about him?”

“Naw, not really.” Twiggy rubbed his whiskers, pondering the question.

Hunter let out a sign. “Thanks. That’s all I wanted to know.” He turned and started to walk away.

“Well, of course, thar was that haws.”

Hunter froze and felt the hair on the back of his neck begin to rise. “That horse?” He did not turn around. He did not need to. He knew what Twiggy was going to say next, and his hands clenched into tight fists.

“Yea.” The rebel scout spit and wiped his mouth with the back of a dirty coat sleeve. “Big black thing, it was. Prettiest darn piece of haws flesh I’ve seen fer quite awhile.”

Hunter let out an oath with the breath he did not even realize he’d been holding, then stomped away, not uttering another word until he reached Dixie. “Mount up!”

From all around the churchyard, loafing—and startled—Rebels leaped from where they rested. Spurs, belts and pistols clattered as they were hurriedly gathered. Bridles and saddles flew from tree limbs, bushes, and fence rails, as a few dozen men scrambled to follow the order without delay.

* * *
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AFTER DELIVERING THE dispatch, Andrea rode a short distance before coming to two conclusions: Justus needed a rest, and Catherine would have to wait a little while longer for her message from J.J.

Pulling her canteen from her saddle, she plopped down on a sun-warmed rock and mulled over the day’s events. She pushed from her thoughts the image of the Confederate scout she had encountered, and dwelled instead on the handsome figure of Colonel Delaney. Then she closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind of that vision as well. She did not have the time or the inclination to deliberate upon the officer’s good looks, nor how she felt about it.

Laying her head back on the rock, Andrea realized how physically exhausted she was. The few hours of sleep the night before had done little good, especially with the excitement and danger she had undergone today. The heat of the rock soaked into her like a warm embrace, and the low sun made her drowsy.

Maybe I’ll just close my eyes a few minutes, she thought, gazing at the terrain around her. She was on a small knoll, with a few trees shielding her from the vision of anyone coming across the fields below. If she needed cover, she had only to ride up the hill behind her where larger boulders offered protection. Who would find me here anyway?

Andrea awoke later sensing something was amiss. Finding Justus nearby, she began to tighten his girth when she heard a loud crack that sounded like a horse kicking a stall door. The peculiar sound was followed almost instantaneously by a strange thwack of something striking a rock near her.

Staring drowsily at the rock a moment, she shifted her gaze to a cloud of dust traveling like a fast-moving thunderhead down below. She continued to watch for a moment, too stunned to move. The approaching horsemen appeared to be riding in distinct columns of four. It cannot be Hunter, she thought. His men ride in a come-as-you-may order. 

Barely awake, she began contemplating the possibility that it was indeed Hunter’s men attempting to appear like a Union scouting party to confuse her. Another bullet whizzed by her head, convincing her that the possibility was, in all probability, a certainty.

Stay calm, she told herself as she scrambled and clawed her way over the rocks, dragging Justus behind her. With the help of a boulder she jumped on her horse’s back without bothering to tighten the saddle and headed up the hill full tilt. War is no game, Andrea. Those words replayed in her mind again as the image of J.J. appeared before her eyes.

Her saddle began to slip, her heart to pound. Not knowing where she was heading, Andrea slowed Justus down as the terrain became more difficult. Glancing back over her shoulder once, she saw the riders had started up the incline and were gaining on her. She tried to choke back her fear, but the litany of what she had done and should not have done continued to run through her mind. Had she not delivered that last dispatch she would be at Catherine’s by now. Had she not rested . . . Had she kept riding . . . Had she . . .  “Oh, blast it!”

A bugle blaring in front of her caused Andrea to lift her head in surprise. About twenty yards up the hill sat Colonel Delaney wearing a careless smile. Turning in his stirrups, he yelled a command to a small detachment of men before
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