
  
    


    
      
    
  


  
    


    [image: ]


  


  
    


    © 2012 by Tracie Peterson


    Published by Bethany House Publishers


    11400 Hampshire Avenue South


    Bloomington, Minnesota 55438


    www.bethanyhouse.com


    Bethany House Publishers is a division of


    Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan


    www.bakerpublishinggroup.com


    Ebook edition created 2012


    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any meansfor example, electronic, photocopy, recordingwithout the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.


    ISBN 978-1-4412-6999-7


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC.


    This is a work of historical reconstruction; the appearances of certain historical figures are therefore inevitable. All other characters, however, are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


    Scripture quotations are taken from the King James Version of the Bible.


    The internet addresses, email addresses, and phone numbers in this book are accurate at the time of publication. They are provided as a resource. Baker Publishing Group does not endorse them or vouch for their content or permanence.


    Cover design by Jennifer Parker.


    Cover photography © Hugh Beebower/Corbis.


    



    



    [image: ]


  


  
    


    To Ted and Marietta Terry


    for their unfailing support

    and witness for God.


    Thank you for your friendship.

  


  
    Contents


    Cover


    Title Page


    Copyright Page


    Dedication


    1


    2


    3


    4


    5


    6


    7


    8


    9


    10


    11


    12


    13


    14


    15


    16


    17


    18


    19


    20


    21


    22


    23


    24


    25


    26


    27


    28


    About the Author


    Books by Tracie Peterson


    Back Ads


    Back Cover

  


  
    

    1


    Texas

    October 1863


    Hannah Dandridge struggled to keep her voice even. “Father... has been taken... prisoner?” She lowered her voice and inclined her head forward. “Mr. Lockhart, why would the Yankee army take my father... a civilian... into custody?”


    The bearer of bad tidings dabbed his high forehead with a folded linen cloth, the unusual warmth of the day causing beads of sweat to form at the man’s receding hairline. “I do apologize, Miss Hannah. The information my man managed to obtain was reliable, but not as detailed as I would have liked.”


    “But there would be no reason to take Father prisoner.” She folded her hands and leaned back once again. “He’s a good man and a fine upstanding citizen.”


    “Beggin’ your pardon, Miss Hannah, but he’s a Confederate citizen, and Vicksburg has fallen to the Yankees. The Yankees control the whole of the Mississippi River and the travel upon it. Why, there are renegade bands of soldiers marauding throughout Louisiana and Texas.”


    It had been six weeks since Hannah’s father left their ranch in Texas to go to Mississippi. In that time she’d anxiously awaited word that he had reached her grandparents’ house in the war-torn town of Vicksburg.


    “But that makes no sense. He’s not a soldier and certainly not a threat to anyone. He’s only going there to see to my grandmother.” More likely, he had gone to bury his mother beside her husband and Hannah’s brother Benjamin, both of whom had died the previous June when the Yankees attacked Vicksburg. It had taken two months to get word to the Dandridges regarding the deaths of their loved ones. In that same letter they were told that Grandmother Dandridge was illmost probably dying. Hannah’s father had been beside himself.


    Hannah got to her feet and Lockhart did likewise. She walked to the large window, praying he would remain where he stood. She didn’t want to be fussed over. Raising the window, she prayed for a gentle breeze to ease the temperature. Any flow of air, however, was absent. She took note of her younger brother and sister playing in the courtyard. They seemed unbothered by the warmth of the day.


    Andy was eight and Marty just five. How could she tell them that their father might never return home? She turned back and looked at the man her father called partner. Their joint efforts in real estate and law had proven to be successful, despite the war. But Mr. Lockhart wanted to extend the partnershipto include Hannah. She gave a sigh. Lockhart wasn’t a bad fellow, and she supposed an old maid of twenty-four should be honored that any man would look at her with thoughts of marriage.


    “Miss Hannah...” Lockhart made his move and came to join her. “I hope you aren’t worrying about the future. You know that your father considered me an honorable man.”


    “Yes, Mr. Lockhart, I do realize that. I am certain you are most honorable.”


    He smiled and rubbed the back of his hand across his mustache. “Your father knewor rather, knowshow I feel about you. I will see to it that you and your family are provided for. You needn’t worry.”


    “Sir, I was hardly worried about myself.” Hannah wiped at a tear. “Father...” She knew if she said more she’d break down. “You must excuse me.” Hannah felt his gaze upon her even as she turned to walk away.


    “We must do whatever we can to help Father,” Hannah said, reaching the arched entry of the room. “But for now, say nothing to the children. I don’t want them to know what’s happened.” She paused at the hall and turned toward the open front door, hoping Mr. Lockhart would take the hint to leave.


    “Of course not.” He crossed the room in quick, precise steps. “Miss Hannah, given this news and trouble with the Comanche, I must insist that you move with the children to Cedar Springs. You can stay at my place. There is more than enough room, and with my servants, no one will consider it inappropriate. I will, in fact, take my residence to the hotel to further dissolve any rumors.”


    “Sir, that is completely unnecessary. I do not intend to leave the ranch. If your news is wrong, Father will return here or at the very least send word to me here. I will remain.”


    “You can hardly remain here on your own,” he protested. “The Comanche and Kiowa uprisings have left many a man dead.”


    “But most of those attacks have come to men out on the open range,” Hannah countered. She had no desire to leave the ranch for Mr. Lockhart’s house.


    “Miss Hannah, you have your siblings to consider, as well. It could prove fatal”


    Hannah held up her hand to halt his comments. They would never see eye to eye. He was twice her age and worried overmuch about everything. There would be no reasoning with him or hoping he might see things her way.


    “I have a great deal to tend to, Mr. Lockhart. I do hope you’ll excuse my bad manners and show yourself out. If you should want further refreshment before your ride back to Cedar Springs, please see Juanita. She’s just out the back door in the summer kitchen.”


    “Miss Hannah, I hope I didn’t offend you.”


    She turned and pasted on a smile. “Of course not. I appreciate that you have brought me the news. I do hope you will do your best to see Father returned to us. Perhaps we should inquire in Dallas. Since he has helped the Confederacy, perhaps they could arrange for my father’s release.”


    He bobbed his head, but his expression suggested he didn’t believe it would do any good. “I will see to everything,” he said. “I will not rest until we know what has happened. I give you my word.”


    “Thank you, sir.” Hannah curtsied. She could see that he wanted to say something more, so she hurried on. “I simply must get to my tasks.” Without waiting, Hannah broke with etiquette and scurried away. Her mother and grandmother would be deeply ashamed of her behavior, but Hannah couldn’t help it. Mr. Lockhart would only try to persuade her to leave the ranch.


    She made her way out the side door and across the yard to check on the laundry. Lines of clean sheets hung dry in the still air. To her surprise Pepita, Juanita and Berto’s youngest child, hurried across the yard with a basket on her head.


    “No, Miss Hannah. Mama send me to get them.”


    “That’s all right, Pepita. I’ll help you.” Hannah reached up to take one of the sheets from the line. She needed to keep busy, and she needed to think.


    The Barnett Ranch, as it was called, had been her home for less than a year. Hannah had come to Texas with her father and young siblings five years earlier, much to her dismay. She hadn’t wanted to leave her childhood home in Vicksburgthere she could be close to her grandparents and brother. There, she had friends and a life of ease. When her stepmother died giving birth to Marty, everything changed. After that, her father wanted only to leave Vicksburg and his memories. His jovial nature became more serious; he thought only of work and making money. Her beloved papa was only a shadow of his former self, and the man who had come to replace him seemed cold and unfeeling.


    Hannah’s brother Benjamin and their grandparents had tried to talk John Dandridge out of leavingespecially with two young children, one only an infant. Grandmother had offered to let the family remain with them while their father traveled west to grieve, but he would have none of that. His children were his responsibility. At seventeen, Benjamin stood his ground and told their father he wouldn’t leave Vicksburg. A terrible fight ensued... a fight that hadn’t been resolved before Benjamin lost his life defending Vicksburg.


    Hannah frowned at the memory of those days. In Vicksburg she had been nineteen and carefree, engaged to a wonderful young man, now long dead to the war. Unfortunately, the war hadn’t initially separated themher father had managed that on his own. When he went to Hannah’s fiancé and demanded the engagement be broken or extended indefinitely so that Hannah could care for her siblings, she was livid. She carefully rehearsed what she would say to her father for hours. When he finally arrived home, she marched to the barn, ready to declare her anger and refusal to be obedient to his wishes. Instead, she found her father bent over his horse’s neck, in tears. His pain was raw and heartbreaking.... It was the first and only time she’d seen him cry. He hadn’t even cried at the loss of his wife. It shook Hannah to the very core of her being.


    When he returned to the house, Hannah’s father told her how sorry he was that life could not have been better for her. It was as close to an apology for ruining her love life as Hannah would ever get. They departed Vicksburg the following week.


    An old friend of her father’s had welcomed them to Dallas when they’d first come west. Hannah had tried hard to have a positive spirit about the move. She busied herself with the children and tried to forget her anger and pain. They stayed for quite a while in Dallas, but it proved much too rowdy for her father’s taste. For hers, as well. To escape that boisterous town, they moved to Cedar Springs, some six or so miles away. This was where her father teamed up with Mr. Lockhart. The town offered a calm, stable environment for raising small children. Unfortunately for Hannah, it provided very little in the way of friendship.


    “Miss Hannah, he come back,” Pepita said, pointing to the walk. Herbert Lockhart was making his way toward them with determined strides.


    “Oh bother,” Hannah said, pushing aside her memories. She wadded up the sheet and stuffed it in the basket. “Have you forgotten something, Mr. Lockhart?” Hannah asked as she straightened to face the man.


    “Miss Hannah, I know this is sudden, but my intentions are only the best.” He pulled his hat off to reveal a balding head and bent to one knee. “Marry me. That will solve all of your problems. Marry me and I will see that you and your family never want for anything.”


    Pepita giggled and quickly ducked behind one of the sheets. Hannah wished she could do likewise.


    “Mr. Lockhart, you are indeed quite gallant. Please get up, however. I cannot consider your proposal while Father’s welfare is so uncertain.” She smiled, hoping it might ease the blow.


    Lockhart did rise, but he wasn’t about to give up. “Miss Hannah, I hold you a great affection. I know that you do not love me, but love will grow in time. I assure you of that. You have my word.”


    She looked at the would-be suitor. There was nothing wrong with himnothing that should keep her from loving him or at least accepting courtship in the hope that love would, as he said, grow in time. He was twice her age, but that wasn’t unusual in southern marriages. Why, Andy and Marty’s mother had been only a few years older than Hannah.


    Hannah gave a moment of serious consideration to his offer. Mr. Lockhart was a man of some means, although his appearance didn’t necessarily support that truth. His suit was ill fitting and out of date, and his teeth were not at all well cared for. However, those things could be overlookedif love existed. But she felt nothing for him... not even true friendship.


    “I am touched that you would honor me in this manner,” Hannah finally said, trying to let the man down gently. “But, Mr. Lockhart, I must decline, given the circumstances. I’m certain you understand.” Hannah didn’t even pause to give him time to respond. “And of course my brother and sister will need my devotion now more than ever. Now, as I said, I have a great deal to accomplish before the end of the day and you have a long ride. Let us say our farewells.”


    “But, Miss Hannah, you aren’t safe here. The Comanche are raiding all around us. Every day they move in closer. Since the forts have been closed and the soldiers have gone to fight the war, the Comanche feel they can reclaim that territory. You haven’t enough people here to even put up a good fight.”


    Ignoring the facts, Hannah turned away. “We knew the dangers when we came here, Mr. Lockhart. My father apparently considered the risk acceptable. After all, he brought his young children here.”


    “Believe me, I tried to talk him out of that, as well,” Mr. Lockhart replied. He stepped forward and put on his wide-brimmed straw hat. With his hands free he reached out to take hold of her arm.


    “Miss Hannah, if you won’t consider your own safety, think of your brother and sister. The Comanche are known for taking white children captive. Even if they didn’t attack and burn you out, they might sneak in here and steal the children.”


    Hannah had considered this before. It was the reason they were firm with the children about staying close to the house. Still, she wouldn’t allow Lockhart to dictate her decisions. She’d endured her father’s demands all these years because of her deep abiding love for him. She wasn’t about to let his partner, a man for whom she felt nothing, pick up the task in his absence. Hannah stared at Mr. Lockhart’s hand for a moment, then returned her gaze to his face.


    “Mr. Lockhart, we’ve already had this conversation. Now I must get back to my chores.” She pulled her arm away from his touch. “I will make sure that Berto knows about the Comanche and that the others are apprised, as well. I’m confident we can manage.” Hannah could see that Pepita was finishing up with the last of the sheets. “Come along, Pepita. We must get those ironed.”


    She helped the thirteen-year-old manage the overflowing basket by taking up one side while Pepita took the other. They made their way to the outdoor kitchen area, where irons were heating.


    “Señor Lockhart find you?” Juanita asked, looking out from the open back door of the house.


    “He did,” Hannah told her.


    “He wants Hannah to marry him,” Pepita said, unable to stop her giggles.


    Hannah rolled her eyes and maneuvered the basket to an awaiting table. “He also brought bad news.” She turned to meet Juanita’s questioning expression. “He said that word has come that Father might have been taken hostage by the Union.” Pepita’s laughter stopped in an awkward, abrupt manner that only served to impact the statement.


    “Es verdad?” Juanita’s dark eyes assessed Hannah for the answer.


    “I’m afraid it is true.” Hannah didn’t speak much Spanish, but she knew enough to recognize Juanita’s question. “He said that one of his people was able to get word to him that Father was taken by the soldierspossibly imprisoned.” She left it at that. She couldn’t bring herself to add the possibility of his demise.


    “What they want with him?” Juanita asked, moving to where she had several pots hanging over an open flame. She lifted the lid off of one and stirred the contents. “Will they keep him long?” It seemed to Hannah that Juanita tried to keep her questions casual, but there was a tangible current of concern lacing her tone all the same.


    “I don’t know. I don’t even know where he is. Mr. Lockhart is trying to find out, but right now we have very little information. Mr. Lockhart wanted us to move to town because of this and the Comanche threat. I told him no.”


    “And then he ask Hannah to marry him,” Pepita declared, only this time her tone was quite serious.


    “But I told him no,” Hannah said matter-of-factly. “I don’t know how he could even imagine I would consider such a thing with Father in danger.” She looked to the woman who’d been running the household since long before Hannah and her family had moved onto the ranch. The tiny Mexican woman had become a dear friend, and Hannah greatly appreciated her encouraging spirit.


    Juanita and her husband, Berto Montoya, had been hired by the Barnetts. Hannah didn’t know the previous owners except through the Montoyas and the other ranch hands. Apparently the man who’d purchased the ranch with his wife and sons had gone off to fight. Unfortunately, they were on the wrong side of the war as far as most Texans were concerned. Their ranch had been taken from them and given to her father as a reward for his help to the Confederate government. Although Hannah was never quite sure what that help had been.


    Jason Barnett had settled on the land some twelve years earlier, intent on building a large Texas cattle spread. He had managed a good start with two sons and a wife. Juanita said they were generous, loving people, and Hannah felt sad that they should have fought so hard to carve out their dream only to lose it. She’d said as much to her father, but he’d told her they were traitors. The men had gone to fight for the Yankees and deserved nothing but their disdain.


    “What will we do, Miss Hannah?” Juanita asked, replacing the lid atop the cook pot.


    Hannah shrugged. “I suppose this is one of those times we do nothing but wait.”


    “We can pray.” Juanita smiled. “God always listen to us pray.”


    Hannah found the woman’s thick accent endearing. Juanita was strong in her faith, too. That was something Hannah hadn’t experienced much since leaving her grandmother’s home in Vicksburg. Oh, there were plenty of churchgoing folks living in Cedar Springs, but Hannah’s father had never wanted her to spend time socializing, which was all he considered church good for.


    The sound of Andy and Marty drew Hannah’s attention. “Say nothing to the children,” she commanded. “I don’t want them to know until we are certain what has happened to Father.”


    “Of course,” Juanita said, looking to Pepita. “We say nada.”
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    There’s your proof,” a grizzled, menacing man told Herbert Lockhart. He pointed to several items on the desk. “I took ’em off him just like you said. Now pay me.”


    Lockhart considered the pieces for a moment. A gold pocket watch and chain, a leather wallet, and a small daguerreotype framed behind glass. He picked up the watch and noted the inscribed initials. Just as quickly he cast it aside. Next he examined the photo of John Dandridge’s pretty wife. She was dead, and it was a real pity. The woman was quite attractive. Not as beautiful as Hannah Dandridge, but very pleasing to the eye. Looking through the wallet, he found nothing of interest and very little money. “Where’s his cash?”


    The man threw him a smile. “Well, I had to pay to get him buried. Couldn’t very well just leave his body out there to rot on the road.”


    “No, I suppose not.” Herbert returned the wallet. He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a small bag. He tossed it to the man, noting the chinking sound of coin. “There you are, just as we agreed.”


    Sneering a smile, the man pocketed the money without bothering to count it. “I’ll get right to that other job you wanted me to do. Should have some results by tomorrow.”


    “See that we do,” Lockhart said, closing his desk drawer. “And remember... not a word about any of this to anyone.”


    The man tipped his filthy hat. “I ain’t the talkative type.” He left the office without another word.


    Lockhart frowned at the reminders on his desk. With a swoop of his arm, he dumped them into another drawer and slammed it shutas if he could shut out the truth, as well. He’d just paid a man for ending the life of John Dandridge. Leaning back in his leather chair, Lockhart wrestled only a momenta very brief momentwith his guilt. It had to be done. Dandridge was in the way.


    “In the way of progress,” Lockhart murmured. He smiled to himself and got up from the desk. He wasn’t exactly sure when he would tell Hannah Dandridge about her father’s death. He would have to plan it carefully to work to his best advantage. No doubt there would come a time when all hope seemed lost and that things couldn’t possibly get any worse, and then... they would. He would tell Hannah how her father had been killed by Union soldiers, and how he had personally arranged for a proper burial.


    Frowning, he realized he hadn’t asked Jesse Carter where he’d buried the old man. Well, he’d get the information next time. There wouldn’t be any need to rush the declaration to Hannah. Lockhart crossed the room to a locked cabinet and pulled keys from his pocket. He quickly retrieved a stack of papers and took them back to his desk.


    Herbert smiled as he glanced over each of the deeds. This was his future. The real estate business was slow due to the war, but there were benefits even in this. The area around them continued to be depleted of people. Folks were moving outat least temporarilyfor safer, more populated areas of the state. Some had even left the state all together, wanting no part of the war, and that was just fine by Lockhart. Added to this, the Comanche had scared off or killed a good number of folks on the open frontier. He had used this to his advantage, paying pennies on the dollar for land that was worth a great deal more. Of course, it wasn’t worth much in wartime, and that was what he counted on folks understanding. He also counted on their fearstheir ridiculous, unfounded fears. Texas was definitely no place for those fools.
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    “C-A-T,” Marty said, holding up her slate. “That’s cat.”


    “Very good,” Hannah praised, looking to her brother. “And what about you?”


    “I can spell ranch and longhorn. Wanna hear?”


    She smiled. “I do. Can you write them out, as well?”


    He nodded with great enthusiasm and went to work. “R-A-N...” He paused and looked up. “That spells ran.” Looking back, down he continued. “C-H. Ranch.”


    “Very good. And longhorn?”


    Hannah watched as he quickly managed the letters. “L-O-N-G, that spells long, and H-O-R-N spells horn. Longhorn.”


    “And what kind of a word is longhorn, Andy? Do you remember what I told you?”


    He frowned and thought for a moment. “A confounded word.”


    She shook her head with a smile. “Not confounded, although longhorns are often exactly that. No it’s a compound word. You made one larger word by compounding two smaller words together.”


    “I did it with ranch, too. You got ran and ch.”


    “Yes, but ch isn’t a word. It’s a sound made by two letters. See the difference?”


    Andy’s brow knit together as his frown deepened. “But ran is a word.”


    “It is indeed. However, let me show you another compounding of two words to make a larger one.” Hannah took his slate and wrote out bunkhouse. “There, do you know what that spells?”


    Andy looked at the word and attempted to sound it out. Finally he shrugged and gave up. Hannah pointed to the first four letters. “This word is bunk.” She drew a line between the two words. “And this one is house.”


    “Bunkhouse,” he declared proudly.


    “That’s right. Each word can stand by itself. The letters c and h cannot stand by themselves. It has no meaning.”


    Marty grew bored with this nonsense. “I want to draw pictures now.”


    Paper was a precious commodity, but Hannah had saved a few pieces of brown paper from her purchases at the mercantile. “I think that would be a good idea. Why don’t you draw pictures of the words you know how to spell? You could draw a dog, a cat, a bird, and a cow.”


    “And a bunny,” Marty added. “That’s my biggest word.”


    Hannah laughed. “Indeed it is.” She got up and went to retrieve the paper.


    This was Marty’s first year to participate in regular studies. The year before, Hannah had worked with her sister on letters of the alphabet and numbers, but it was usually related to her cross-stitch work. Marty’s short attention span made it difficult for her to sit for very long at a time, so Hannah always tried to limit the child’s activities. It seemed if she kept Marty occupied with a variety of things, the child did better.


    Andy, on the other hand, would sit and pour over books for as long as Hannah would allow. He constantly looked for words he recognized and passages he could read. Perhaps one day, he would attend a university and do something important with his life. Not that ranching wasn’t important, but Hannah saw how very hard the men worked to keep the animals and land. It wasn’t a job she wished for her brother. Her family had always been educated, and she wanted to carry that tradition forward with her brother.


    Seeing that Marty was engrossed with her next activity, Hannah went back to Andy and pointed to his reader. “Why don’t you spend time reading the next story while I check your arithmetic sums.”


    The boy nodded with a big smile. His hair, so blond it was nearly white, bobbed down over one eye. Hannah noted the length and realized they would soon have to rectify that. She could trim his hair as well as anyone, but the last time it had been cut, Andy had asked to go to the barbershop in Cedar Springs. He wanted a man to cut his hair just like his father did. Maybe she could plan a trip to town for the days to come. She could see if there was any more word on Father.


    Hannah frowned and turned away from the children. How could she ever hope to explain to Andy and Marty what had happened to their father? Andy went out of his way to try and please this man who hardly seemed to notice him. Despite that, he was Father’s biggest fan. To lose him at this age would be horribly difficult. And then there was little Marty.


    Hannah turned back to observe the five-year-old. Marty, too, sported blond hair, although hers wasn’t quite as light as Andrew’s was. She wore it in braids that framed her round cherub face. Marty was a handful, with a penchant for telling tall tales and misbehaving. Because their father was so often busy, the discipline had fallen on Hannah’s shoulders. Of course, so, too, had the nurturing and loving. She couldn’t have loved either child more than if they’d been her own.


    Marty seemed to sense Hannah watching her and looked up. “I drawed a boy in there, too, ’cause I can spell boy. B-O-Y.”


    “Not drawed, Marty. The word is drew. You drew a boy.” Hannah stepped closer to look at the artwork. “You are doing very nicely with your animals, Miss Marty.”


    “This one is a cow. She was gonna be a cat first, but I made her too big.” She looked at the picture as though assessing a famous work of art. “I think she’s a good cow. See... here’s her others.”


    “Udders,” Hannah corrected casually. She smiled at the strange animal. “Yes, she’s a fine cow.”


    She went back to checking Andy’s sums and heaved a sigh when her mind refused to stay focused.


    Where are you, Papa? Why aren’t you here with us?


    What would she do if he never returned? How would she care for her siblings? The last few years of her life had been centered around Andy and Marty. She had been responsible for all of their needs. She’d been the one to find a wet nurse for Marty before leaving Vicksburg, although the young woman had only stayed a few months before becoming so homesick that Hannah insisted on sending her back. One of the Texas women had helped Hannah by nursing Marty for a while, but it was donkey milk that had actually saved the day. When the nursing mother went dry and cow’s milk proved too rich for Marty, Hannah tried to feed the baby with canned milk. Marty didn’t fare well and grew ill. An old Mexican woman in Dallas heard of the situation and came to Hannah with the solution. At first Hannah thought the woman was joking, but she was desperate to try anything... anddid.


    The woman assured her that donkey milk was most like a mother’s breast milk, and within days, Marty began to thrive. Luckily, as Marty grew older she also managed a tolerance for cow’s milk. Hannah experimented by diluting the rich milk with water and finally found a solution that worked. It was a good thing, too, because the old woman and her donkeys moved away not long afterward. Hannah had always seen the old woman as a godsendmaybe even an angel in disguise. Either way, she had saved Marty’s life and Hannah would never forget it.


    “I’m hungry,” Andy said, looking up from the book. “Is it time to eatyet?”


    Hannah checked the clock. “In about ten minutes we can stop and then you can wash up for lunch.”


    “Me too?” Marty asked.


    Laughing, Hannah nodded. “Of course, silly girl. Then this afternoon you are going to work on your sewing stitches.”


    Marty clapped her hands together. “I like to sew. I’m gonna make you a dress.”


    “Maybe one day, but for now you’re going to work on your handkerchiefs.” Hannah saw Andy fidget and strain to see the clock. “Oh, all right. We’ll stop now and see what Juanita has fixed for our lunch.”


    “I hope she made burritos.” Andy quickly closed the reader and jumped up to see for himself if this might be the case. “I can eat two whole ones by myself.” He patted his stomach and headed for the door.


    “I can eat three,” Marty declared.


    Hannah waggled her finger at the child. “You know that’s not true, Marty. You are exaggerating. You cannot eat three burritos, now, can you?”


    Marty hung her head for only a moment. “No, but I want to.”


    “Well, that isn’t the same. There are a great many things that I want to do, but I cannot do them.”


    Perking up, Marty lifted her head. “Like what?”


    Hannah felt stumped. “Well... there are a lot of things. Like... riding. I wish I had time for a nice horseback ride. Or sailing in a boat. I remember when I was a little girl we sometimes went for rides on the river. It was greatfun.”


    “I want to go on the river, too.”


    Putting her arm around the child, Hannah guided her to the door. “Perhaps one day we shall all sail the river again.”
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    That evening, Hannah yawned and turned the lamp up in order to see her stitching a little better. She was trying to get some special things made for Christmas presents. There would be new doll clothes for Marty’s baby doll as well as a matching dress for Marty, and shirts for Andy. Andy wanted his own horse, though. If only Father... A heaviness clung tight to her heart. If Papa was still missing by Christmas, or worse yet, dead... “If he’s dead, I don’t know what we’ll do.”


    She bit her lower lip and cast a glance at the loft stairs. The children were probably asleep, but she didn’t want to take a chance they might overhear her. Hannah tried hard not to fret about the matter, but there were horrible stories about the prison camps for soldiers. If they put Father in such a place, he might not be able to survive the brutal treatment.


    Stop borrowing trouble, she told herself. Even Mr. Lockhart doesn’t know for sure what happened. But something deep inside her told Hannah things were not good. She didn’t know if it was some sort of special intuition or perhaps even God trying to ready her for the worst of news, but she had felt this way only a few times before... and each time someone had died.


    Her mind whirled as the weight of responsibility draped over her like a heavy mantle. There was some money to run their affairs, that much she knew. Father had hidden a small amount of gold under the floorboard in his bedroom. It wasn’t all that much, he’d told her, but in case a need arose that couldn’t be managed with the household account she’d be set. She’d given it little thought because the household funds had appeared quite sufficient. Although, Hannah had to admit, she’d never figured to head into November dependent on those monies to sustain them. She knew there was a reserve in the bank, as well. Her father had told her how to draw on the account if for any reason he was delayed. Well, now he’d been.


    “But surely that’s all,” she murmured. Surely he was simply delayed.


    She tried to imagine him sitting before a Union commander, explaining that his mother lay dying in Vicksburg. Who could not understand the purity of that motive? He had not gone east to fight or raise havoc against the Northern aggressors. He was merely trying to come to the aid of his mother. What decent man would do otherwise?


    She suppressed another yawn and closed her eyes for a moment. The evening had cooled off nicely and Hannah relished the slight chill in the air. She hadn’t even bothered to light a fire in the hearth, nor would she. There were plenty of blankets should they get cold in the night.


    In the silence she tried to pray, but the words stuck in her throat. God had been her lifeline when Hannah had been certain she’d drown in sorrow. And now, alone in the stillness of the evening, Hannah thought of the father she’d adored as a girl... and the shell of a man he became in the wake of loss.


    Father God, I don’t mean to be such a ninny. I honor you and I honor my father. I want to be a godly woman, but I don’t understand any of this. Why did my father bother to bring us here instead of leaving us with our grandparents? It seems to me we only caused him more sorrowmore reminders of what was lost. I know that it’s to our benefit that we are here instead of in Vicksburgespecially now. But I don’t understand the road my life has taken.


    She sighed and shook her head. I want to do whatever it is you have for me to do, but I also want something moresomething infinitely more personal. Is that selfish of me, God? Is it wrong to want a love of my owna home of my own? Guilt washed over her. She’d gone right into praying for herself and hadn’t even thought of her father’s situation.


    “O God, I don’t know what has happened.” She glanced at the stairs again and fell silent.


    Please deliver Father to us, Lord, she prayed. Keep him safe, and God, please let Father come back a happier man. Maybe this experience could help him realize what he has and that life is good. Maybe he could find joy in it again. Then we could be happy, too.


    Was that too selfish of a request to pray? Did God listen to self-serving prayers?

  


  
    

    3


    Pablo came running through the house, panting. The normally sedate, even shy fifteen-year-old was afire with excitement, yelling for his mother and Hannah.


    Juanita looked up from where she was helping Hannah learn to weave a basket and addressed him sharply in Spanish. He rattled off an answer that Hannah couldn’t begin to keep up with.


    Juanita turned to her. “There’s trouble.”


    “Comanche,” Pablo said. “JD and Thomas saw them. Papa told me to come tell you. Everybody is supposed to stay in the house and close up the windows.”


    Hannah felt a shiver go up her spine. “I’ll get the children.” She pushed aside the basket and jumped to her feet. Nearly tripping over her long brown skirt, Hannah barely righted herself before hurrying off to find Marty and Andy.


    She climbed up the ladder and found her sister playing with her doll in the loft. It was a good place for her, Hannah decided. “Marty, you need to stay up here for the time. There might be trouble.”


    The little girl came to the ladder and looked down. “Injuns?”


    Her comment surprised Hannah. “Don’t call them that, but yes, there are problems with the Indians. I need to go find Andy, so you stay here. Promise me you’ll stay there.”


    “I could shoot a gun,” Marty declared.


    “No. You need to stay put. It’s much too dangerous and I need to know that you are safe. Stay right there. Promise me.”


    Marty’s tone betrayed her disappointment. “I promise, Hannah.”


    Hannah stared up into the innocent expression. The child was full of brave notions but had no idea what they were truly up against. Back in Vicksburg they wouldn’t have had to worry about Indian attacks. Of course, if they’d remained in Mississippi, they might all be dead from the siege and battle that had killed so many others.


    Hannah pushed those thoughts aside. She needed to find her brother. “Andy?” she called out, but there was no answer.


    It didn’t take long to ascertain he wasn’t in the house, and Hannah realized she hadn’t seen him in some time. Why hadn’t she kept better track of him?


    “Juanita, I’m going to the barn to see if Andy is there,” Hannah told her as she headed for the back door. “Marty is in the loft playing.”


    “Go quickly,” Juanita encouraged. Pepita worked with her mother to secure a wooden bar across the shuttered window. “Berto will help you.”


    Hannah nodded and made her way from the house. The skies were turning dusky. It would be dark before much longer. Where was her brother?


    “Andy?”


    Berto appeared, rifle in hand, from around the corner of the barn. “What are you doing here?”


    “I can’t find Andy,” Hannah replied. “Have you seen him?”


    The man frowned. “No.” He glanced around. “I get my brother and we search for him.”


    “What of the Comanche? Were they close by?”


    Berto nodded. “Close enough. Thomas and JD saw them about five miles away and rode back fast to tell us. There were about six Comanche warriors.”


    Hannah swallowed hard and touched Berto’s arm. “Please find Andy.”


    He left without another word, and Hannah turned to survey the grounds around her. The area between the house and barn was mostly hard-packed ground with little grass. The women kept a large vegetable garden to the far side of the yard and had even planted a few flowers and herbs along the front of the otherwise unadorned house. Beyond this, there were pens for the horses, a coop for chickens, the outhouse, the bunkhouse, and the small house where the Montoyas lived. In other words, plenty of places for a young boy to hide.


    “Andy? Are you out here?” she called. She scanned the horizon beyond the house.


    About a half mile away, there was a river lined with brush and trees. A little farther the land was cut with rocky ravines. What if he’d fallen down one of those? Hannah knew Andy loved to frequent the area. He was always asking Hannah to take them there to explore. She thought to go investigate, but Berto and Diego came running full speed from around the back of the house.


    Berto took hold of Hannah and motioned wildly. “Get in the house. The Comanche are coming.”


    “But we haven’t found Andy yet. We have to find my brother!” She heard the fear in her voice, and it startled her. This wasn’t just a game. The light was fading and the Comanche were closing in. Six warriors could wreak havoc on a tiny homestead. Larger numbers than theirs had faced small bands of Comanche and been wiped out.


    “Berto, he must be close by. Maybe he went to the river,” Hannah suggested. “I can go see.”


    “No. You go to the house, Miss Hannah. We will look for him if we can. Go now before it is too late. You and Juanitaget the rifles.”


    Hannah froze. They never armed the women unless the threat was grave. She waited only a second more before heading back inside, calling for her brother the entire way. “Andy! Andy, please don’t hide from us! Come to the house right nowthere’s danger!”


    She paused at the door to the house. How could she seek shelter knowing the eight-year-old was still out there somewhere? Glancing skyward, she prayed as she’d never prayed before. Surely God would protect her brother. He was just a child, after all. Hannah pushed aside thoughts that other children had been lost at the hands of the savageswhy should she imagine Andy to be any safer?


    “God, please help us.”


    “You find him?” Juanita asked, coming to her side.


    Hannah turned, tears in her eyes. “No. Berto and Diego are looking for him.... They saidtheywe’re supposed to get the rifles.”


    Juanita nodded, her dark eyes fixed on the horizon. “Sí. I get them.”


    [image: ]



    William Barnett rubbed his right leg and grimaced. Sometimes the pain was so great, he wanted nothing more than to give up and die. His father and brother were deadso why not him? Why had he been left behinda cripple?


    For months now he’d been recovering from the wound given him in battle. He probably should have lost the leg. The ball that hit him in the thigh had gone clear through, splintering a bit of bone on the way. The surgeon had overlooked Will’s situation at first, but Will’s own men had ministered enough care to ward off gangrene. The wound festered for some time, but little by little the leg healed and the bone reknit. Of course, it left William with a limp and a great deal of pain that the doctor told him would probably follow him throughout life.


    Closing his eyes, William tried to forget the sights and sounds that continued to haunt him. War had not been his choosing, but rather his father’s and brother’s. William wanted only to remain behind and care for the family ranch, but his father determined they would go and support the Unionas a family. Berto and the hands could manage the ranch. After all, it wasn’t as if they could send cattle to market. The borders had been closed and the South was quickly depleting of supplies and money.


    His father believed the defense of the Union was every man’s responsibility. It wasn’t a war about slaves or individual ways of lifeit was about preserving what had been so fiercely won not even a hundred years earlier. Americatheir country, their United Statesdeserved faithful protection.


    William frowned. The war had taken his father and brother, and Texas had taken his mother. There was nothing left now, except a piece of land they had all once loved.


    He was headed back to that land now. William knew he was nearly there; he should arrive just after dark at his current pace.


    It hadn’t been easy. After being wounded, William had been transported upriver to a Union hospital. It was there that he had done most of his recovering. It had taken weeks to heal enough to get back up on his feet, and even longer to feel capable of heading home. And then there was the war itselfas a former Union soldier crossing the lines to head south, he’d been at the mercy of both sides. That was why he’d done most of his traveling at night, sticking to the shadows. He’d followed the rivers, staying close to the shorelines and trees to avoid being seen. He’d learned as a boy to live off the land, but that had been prior to his injuries. Trying to hunt or fish with his lame leg hadn’t been easy.


    He’d wisely cut across Indian Territory for the last part of the journey. It seemed odd that the risk he faced with the Kiowa and Comanche should be less than that from white soldiers, but so far he’d managed quite well. The farther west and south he went the safer he felt. He wasn’t sorry to leave the war behind and could only hope it wouldn’t follow him to Texas.


    Easing up to look over the edge of the rocks, William felt a sense of peace at the empty landscape to the east. He was nearly home. This ravine made an adequate hiding place in which he could stay out of sight and rest until darkness could cloak him. Hopefully, he’d make it back to the ranch in time for supper.


    He smiled at the thought of Juanita’s cooking. She made the finest spicy pork and rice. Her tortillas and frijoles were the best to be had. William had longed for such meals since leaving Texas. He’d missed the ranch and the people who’d acted as family to him over the last twelve years.


    Picking up his few things, William struggled to his feet and moved on. The river wasn’t wide or deep, but it afforded him water and pointed the way home. That alone was worth everything. William longed so much for the comforts of home. The war and its sufferings had been his existence for so long now. It seemed to have lasted a lifetime, instead of just years. Things would be different now, he promised himself. He would put the war behind him and forget the horrors he’d experienced.


    His fervent hope was that the war would soon end. Gettysburg and Vicksburg had caused even the staunchest Southern supporter to reassess the war, but then a win at Chickamauga had encouraged their dreams of winning yet again. And so the cycle of destruction continued.... But it had to end soon. It just had to.


    Winding through the narrow cracks and crannies, William thought of his life and what he would do now. He could imagine his mother telling him to pray, but prayer seemed almost foreign to him now. If God cared, He certainly had a strange way of showing it. For all of his life, or at least a good portion of it, William had trusted that God was good and that He cared for His children. William’s mother had always believed it to be true and her stalwart faith had sustained her younger son. Now, after living through her death and the ravages of war, William knew he could no longer rely on his mother’s faith.


    A noise up ahead caught William’s attention. Familiarity with the land had caused him to let down his guard. Crouching low, William leaned heavily on his left leg and balanced himself against a rock as he brought up his rifle.


    “Come on now,” William heard a child say. “Don’t be afraid.” And then he heard the unrelenting distress of a longhorn.


    He edged forward and flattened himself on the ground. Creeping closer, William could see a small towheaded boy working to free a young steer from where it was caught in the brush. The animal was more than a little agitated, and William feared the boy could be harmed.


    “You shouldn’t have come out here,” the boy chided the beast.


    William smiled at the comment. The little guy was certainly determined. William decided to lend a hand and started to straighten when another sound above them caught his attention. He pressed back against the rock and waited. He saw the legs of the horse before catching sight of the rider: a Comanche warrior. And from the looks of him he wasn’t full grownmaybe no more than sixteen.


    It was easy to see that the Comanche had spotted the little boy. He moved his horse closer to the edge of the ravine and pulled back on his bow. William quietly maneuvered his rifle to take aim. He didn’t want to have to kill the young warrior, but he couldn’t allow him to take the life of the child.


    Before he could pull back the hammer, however, something spooked the horse. William rose up just enough to see the boy glance overhead. His eyes widened in fear. William thought to rush to the child, but everything seemed to happen at once. The pony reared and bucked wildly, sending the young Comanche off the back and over the ravine. Crashing to the bottom below, the boy lay motionlesshis left arm bent under him at an awkward angle.


    William stood, but not before the blond-headed boy moved away from the steer and went to the unconscious warrior’s side.


    Squatting down, the boy shook the shoulder of the silent figure. William kept his rifle on the warrior. He’d seen Indians play dead before. The boy hadn’t noticed William.


    “Hey, you hurt?” He shook the Comanche again.


    Coming up behind the boy, William tried not to startle the child. “Looks like we’re in a bit of a predicament.”


    The boy turned and jumped to his feet. “Who are you?”


    William smiled. “William Barnett. Who are you?”


    “Andy Dandridge. Are you the Barnett that used to own our ranch?”


    Used to? William’s brows knit, but he didn’t pose the question on his mind. “Look, his people are going to be looking for him. We’d best get out of here.”


    “But we can’t leave him. He’s hurt.”


    William searched the top of the ridge for the Indian’s horse, but it was gone. He knelt down and pressed his fingers to the Comanche’s neck. He could feel a steady pulse, but Andy was rightthe Indian was hurt.


    “Do you know how to handle a gun?” William asked.


    “Sure. I’ve been learnin’ to shoot real good.”


    William leaned the rifle against a rock and reached for his pistol. “This thing has quite a kick,” he said, handing the boy a long-barreled Colt. “You stand backover there. Keep the gun aimed at him. I’ll see what I can do.”


    Andy didn’t argue. He took the pistol and backed away, seeming to understand the importance of his job. William gently turned the warrior on his back. There was a large knot forming on the Comanche’s forehead.


    William checked the boy over, but he didn’t so much as moan. The left arm appeared to be broken, but besides minor cuts and the blow to the head, William saw no other evidence of injury. Now the question was what to do with the patient.


    “Did you say you’re living at the Barnett Ranch?” William asked Andy.


    The boy nodded. “We moved there. I can show you the way.”


    “Thanks, but I know the way.” William stood and motioned Andy to his side. “I need to scout the area and see if there are other Comanche out there.” He pointed to the unconscious Indian. “He’s dressed to raid, so he’s probably part of a larger group.”


    “I gotta get to the house then,” Andy said, his expression taking on a panicked look. “I wasn’t supposed to come down here this far, but I lost track, and then I heard the steer.”


    William had nearly forgotten the animal. He looked back to see the steer was still entangled. It could wait. Right now the most important thing was to get this child back to his family. The family that had apparently taken up residence on his ranch.


    “Stay here. I’ll be back in a minute.” He took the rifle and crawled up the ravine. It wasn’t exactly the homecoming he’d figured on, but at least he would sleep under his own roof tonight. At least he hoped so.
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