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Chapter One

 


 


August 1864: Texas-Arkansas border

 


“Take a good look out there, son. That’s what
killed nearly five thousand of our men yesterday morning,” the
sergeant said, spitting his tobacco out and squinting from the
rising sun.

Lieutenant Jesse Coleman adjusted the
spyglass and propped himself on his elbows. The air rushed from his
lungs as he licked his lips, wiped his spyglass, and shifted on the
grass. He watched the vision of a woman near the creek bed. He
couldn’t take his eyes from her. Although he should, it just wasn’t
going to happen. He’d never seen a naked woman before. Not like
this one. This woman was a mullato, the best parts of each, he
decided. Her skin was almost a golden brown. As though God himself
had baked her bronze. Her hips were round and full and firm
looking, her legs long and thin, her waist tiny, her bosom
titillating as though seeking a kiss from the sun. The only things
marring that perfect body were the huge whip marks on her back,
about ten of them. Cut to the quick at one time. The very thought
of the beautiful creature enduring such pain made Jesse want to
protect her from all harm. She intrigued him in the most basic way,
but there was something more than the physical that made him watch
her. Gazing upon her excited him more than he could say.

She drew a breath and his mouth fell open as
his tongue seemed to lick the air. Throwing back her head, the
woman let her long hair fall against her back and hips. Her breasts
hardened and grew as she inhaled the glorious day. He’d never seen
hair that long on a Negress. She basked in the pre-dawn of morning.
The warmth of sunrise kissed her skin. He wasn’t sure he could
stand much more of her torture. His muscles tensed, relaxed and
tensed again. A man could endure many things, but seeing a
beautiful woman and not being able to touch her was
excruciating.

The long fringe of her lashes cast shadows on
her glowing cheeks.

As a gentleman he shouldn’t stare at her so,
obviously she didn’t realize anyone was about so early in the
morning. Pre-dawn and the dew still dampened the grass. However, he
couldn’t put the spyglass down. No man could! Her beauty was God
given, and not to appreciate it would be a sin.

Her long, dark hair dangled about her
shoulders and back, and she tossed it to the side to brush it. Her
hair wasn’t too curly, but hung more in a long wavy mass. Black and
sleek and shiny. Her face was sweet, innocent almost, her wide eyes
like almonds, her mouth full like a ripe peach, her nose straight,
flaring just a bit. He licked his lips. With each stroke of the
brush her full breasts jiggled, creating an ache in Jesse that was
sure to cause marching problems later. He dropped his chin to the
ground and groaned.

“Dear God, I should know better,” he scolded
himself.

“She’s a sight, ain’t she?” The sergeant
laughed.

“If she’s so dangerous, why hasn’t she been
captured?”

“You want to arrest her?” the sergeant asked
with a chuckle. “That’d be like killin’ the prettiest doe in the
forest, wouldn’t it?”

“You got a point, but she’s out there, this
close. I don’t understand.”

“We can see her right, but you put a troop
out to catch her, she’d be gone before you could gather them
together. She’s sure footed and knows these hills like no other.
They’ve tried to get her a couple of times.”

“Just seems wrong not to try,” Jesse
muttered, still unable to put the spyglass down.

“Don’t you fret about that. I’m sure the
general’s got some ideas. That’s why he’s here.”

“Sergeant, how come you know so much about
everybody’s business?”

“It’s a gift son, it’s a gift.” The sergeant
chuckled.

Jesse’s loins jerked every time she moved,
despite his efforts to control himself. He thought he’d schooled
himself long ago when it came to beautiful women. He was no untried
youth. He’d had a few before. Yet, the beauty before him defied his
imagination. “Perfectly created for man,” he mumbled to himself.
“Maybe I’m dreaming.”

His attention centered fully on her once
more. Focusing the lens so he could get an even closer look, he
rubbed the grass between his fingers, closing his eyes, imagining
it was her skin he touched. But the grass had no soft curves or
silky textures. His hands itched to hold her firm, rounded hips, to
pull them gently against him so she would know what she did to
him. Her breasts were crowned with dark purple areolas that
tipped high, begging a man’s attention. His attention. His tongue
could almost taste the sweetness there.

But as she fully turned about, his gaze
lowered to the exquisite dark curly hair at the juncture of her
thighs. Beautiful to the point of perfection. His hands itched to
delve into the dark delights.

He wished she’d put her clothes on, since the
sergeant was watching her, too, and yet he didn’t. He didn’t want
to mar the view with clothing. A nubile sprite in the perfect
environment, she made an outstanding picture. So at home and in
tune with nature, she moved about gracefully. Her body almost
floated over the grass as she walked. So feminine. Moisture still
beaded on her skin and rolled to the tips of her breast where it
dripped silently to the ground. Jesse’s tongue reached out as if to
catch it. He’d never seen such beautiful breasts before—not
sagging, full and round, designed to fit a man’s hands.

He waited for her to dress. Instead, she sat
on a rock near the creek and hung her unclad feet in the creek,
unaware at how her breasts dangled with every splash, her nipples
quite pronounced and puckering from the cool spray. His mouth
watered. What would it be like to touch his lips to them? To lick
the drips from her breast would be heaven itself. Jesse’s breathing
grew labored. It was a miserable happiness. Self-indulgent, greedy,
hungry, he thirsted for her.

She was a nymph, a goddess; she couldn’t
possibly be real.

He put the spyglass down, denying himself the
pleasure it gave. He’d been too long without a woman. It was
torture to walk away from her. The thought of never seeing her
again disturbed him. She mesmerized him. Captivated him.

But the reality of the sergeant’s words hit
him. She was the enemy.

“She’s something, ain’t she?”

“Yes, sir, but how could she be the
cause?”

“She’s a spy for the Federals, that’s how.
She told them where we’d be. She’s the Black Widow.”

“Black Widow?” Jesse repeated slowly.

“That’s what we call her. Best spy this side
of the Mississippi.”

“How do you know?” Jesse wished he could
defend her, yet wondered if she enthralled every other man the same
way she affected him.

“She’s known all over the South.” The
sergeant stared at Jesse with a big grin. “Don’t go fallin’ for
her. She’s poison, son. And it’s her looks that identifies her.
Prettiest Negro woman I’ve ever seen. You could almost ferget she’s
a Negress. If the captain knew she was out there, he’d have us
tryin’ to arrest her. But to tell the truth, I cain’t imagine doin’
somethin’ like that to someone that beautiful.”

“Unbelievable!” Jesse sighed heavily. “I
wouldn’t want to be the one to arrest her, that’s for sure.”

He put away the spyglass and slid out of
sight. Getting to his feet, he marched toward his battalion with
some difficulty. No matter where he went from there, no matter how
long he lived, he’d always hold that vision in his heart. The image
of an ideal woman. And yet, flawed when she held the fate of so
many in her beautiful little hands.

She wasn’t real. He’d convinced himself of
that. She was simply too perfect to be real.

Still, he thought about the woman, too much.
He thought how she might feel against him. How her beautiful, full
body might comfort him. Then he shrugged it away and moved on.
At least it was all right to dream.

“Lieutenant Coleman?” Major Hawkins
called.

“Yes, sir,” Jesse responded, trying to put
away the memory and ease his body into a more relaxed state.

“General Beauregard wants to speak with you,
sir.” The major was a thin, little man with a mustache bigger than
himself. He never spoke with the enlisted men unless it was
important. He eyed Jesse up and down for a minute then motioned him
along.

“With me?” Jesse asked, surprised that a
general would call him out. Had he done something wrong? He
mentally went over the past few days and couldn’t think of a thing
that might have gotten him into trouble. Their task hadn’t been an
easy one, but it had been simple. Bury the dead. How could anyone
get into trouble on burial detail?

“Yes, sir. Where is he?”

“Follow me, son.” The major shook his head
and smiled.

“Something funny, sir?” Jesse felt at a
disadvantage; Major Hawkins rarely laughed or smiled.

“You’ll see.” The major chuckled as he opened
the general’s tent and waited for Jesse to enter.

“Sir, Lieutenant Coleman reporting, sir.”
Jesse stared at the general as he saluted.

The general turned around to look him up and
down. A smile lurked in the depths of his beady eyes. “Yes, Major,
I see what you mean.”

Jesse glanced from one to the other, puzzled.
The tent was scattered with maps and paperwork. The general wasn’t
neat, but he was a superior officer. He didn’t have to be.

“That will be all, Major.” The general
glanced at Jesse again. Major Hawkins shot Jesse another smile,
saluted and left.

“Sit down, Lieutenant. You’ve had burial
detail for the last couple of days, haven’t you, young man?”

“Yes, sir.” Jesse hoped he wouldn’t see any
more of that for a while.

The general nodded. “An unpleasant duty, very
unpleasant. But you’ll be glad to know that your next duty will
make up for that and much more. We’ve had some big casualties here
in Arkansas, as you’ve seen.”

“Yes, sir,” Jesse responded.

“There are many reasons for our losses. Some
of it has to do with John Brown of Kansas. He’s stirring up trouble
everywhere he goes, and the headstrong off Missouri. The Federals
have done a job on our troops. They have all but taken the northern
part of the state. They’ve had plenty of help, too. As a result, we
must hold the southern half. So far Texas has held them off from
the borders. Their cotton going to Mexico and other countries riles
the Federals something awful. The North needs that cotton. They
want Texas so bad they’ve gathered a campaign together to try and
take her. They want the cotton, the shipping yards, and control.
All but Galveston Bay has been secured, and that is only a time
element there. But in the meantime, Arkansas has taken a beating.
We’ve lost men we can’t afford to lose. Men from many states have
died on this soil.”

The general wasn’t telling him anything new.
It had spread through camp how Arkansas had practically been taken
over by the Federals. He’d helped bury them; he’d seen it
firsthand. All the men were restless at this point. A victory sure
would help.

But Jesse knew there was something the
general was trying to hint at, so he remained silent and
attentive.

“In short we must not let the southern half
of the state be dominated by Federals, no matter the cost. The Red
River Campaign must be stopped and pushed back. There is a big
movement planned. They call it the Red River Valley war. At all
costs we must save Texas from being overrun. Texas offers not only
the cotton, but the shipping means for the north if they get a hold
of it.” The general cleared his throat and began looking at his
maps. “Arkansas must hold what we have left. We cannot under any
circumstances lose the rest of this state. If we do we might as
well consider the war lost on this side of the Mississippi.”

“Yes, sir.”

“But there are some elements to our fight
that some are not aware of. One of the elements is a woman. A
beautiful woman called The Black Widow.”

“Yes, sir. I’ve heard of her.” Jesse cleared
his throat remembering the vision at the creek and the sergeant’s
words.

“Do you know anything about her?” The general
looked curious.

“No, sir, I mean, I was told about her not in
detail, but that she was a spy.”

“That’s the truth. She is a spy for the Union
forces and somehow she always seems to know where we are going and
what we are doing and informs on us. At least in this neck of the
woods. If we can stop her, we can stop some of the casualties.
Naturally, that’s not to say there haven’t been mistakes made by
some of our leading generals, but we’ve got to push them back.”

“Yes, sir,” Jesse stirred restlessly in the
wooden chair, wondering where the conversation was going. “But
exactly how are you plannin’ to stop her, sir?”

“This is where you come in, Lieutenant.” The
general smiled coyly.

“Beggin’ your pardon, sir. I don’t
understand.” Jesse stirred restlessly.

“Of course you don’t. But you will. You see,
you are gonna be our spy, and you are going to intercept her
and hopefully bring her to trial.”

“I’m what, sir?” Jesse gulped and jumped to
attention, sure he hadn’t heard the general correctly. “You want me
to spy, sir?”

“That’s right.” He glanced up with a chuckle.
“Not an entirely unpleasant experience, I assure you, if you’ve
seen The Black Widow.”

“I’ve gotten a glimpse,” Jesse answered, but
mulling over what the general expected of him, he was still
puzzled.

The general moved about the tent restlessly,
his hands behind his back.

Jesse would have paced and argued, too, had
he had any preparation. But of course this was a general and
arguing the point could prove to his disadvantage. If the order
came down from such a rank, the plan was already in force and he
could do nothing but go along. The last thing he wanted on earth
was to harm the beautiful creature at the creek.

“But why me, sir?”

“You were chosen for two reasons, son. You
are known for keeping your mouth shut, a trait not many carry these
days, and you’re quite possibly the best-looking man in our troops.
You see, we officers took a vote, and you won, hands down.” The
general laughed as though it were some kind of private joke.

“You’re kidding, right, sir?”

“Not at all.” The general stared at him with
puzzlement.

“But a spy, sir? I’ve never done that kind of
work. I’m in the infantry,” Jesse added as though the general
didn’t know where he belonged.

“I’m well aware of that. It doesn’t take an
expert to romance a woman, Lieutenant. And I would presume in your
position that that would be the best and easiest way to handle the
situation.” The general replied. “Of course if you can figure out
another way, fine. She is holed up here.” He pointed to a place on
the map of northern Arkansas with a long stick. Jesse stood and
studied the map. He’d been about the area many times as a picket
and skirmisher. It was full of thickets and hard to move through.
“You’re job will be to gain her confidence and try to bring her
in.”

“But, sir….”

“You see, this is about the last thing she’ll
be expecting. With her out of commission, it will be one less
hassle to deal with.”

“What will happen to her if I do manage to
somehow bring her in?”

“She’ll be imprisoned until trial. What
happens next depends on how it goes. The courts are easier on a
woman in the south who is working for the North. Usually, that is.”
The general smiled at him.

Jesse had never refused an order, and he
reckoned he wouldn’t be refusing this one, but he certainly didn’t
want to obey it. He came to fight, not romance a woman. Besides,
she was more experienced than he at espionage. How could he
outsmart her?

“Wouldn’t Captain Barnett be a better choice
than I, sir?” Jesse offered. “If I’m not mistaken, he’s from this
area, and he outranks me, too.”

“Barnett is a married man. We couldn’t ask
him to do such a thing.” The general shook his head. “I’m afraid
you are the most appropriate pick among the troops. Handsome,
tight-lipped, and honest. How could she not fall for you?”

“You think she’s gonna fall in love with me?”
Jesse almost laughed at such a presumption.

“Of course, if you play your cards right. We
figure you might need to be wounded. You know, to play on her
sympathy. If you succeed, you will get a promotion for your fine
work. Being a woman, naturally she’ll nurse you back to health, and
that’s where you pour on the charm and entice her. Once you have
her trust and vulnerability, she should be easy to take.”

“Wounded? But, sir….” The idea sounded crazy
to Jesse. He’d become an expert rifleman. He had handled guns since
he was a kid. He had even moved up in rank to lieutenant, but
spying didn’t appeal to him, and he wanted more than anything to
refuse the position.

“Lieutenant, there is an officer’s commission
waiting for you if you succeed. Understand?”

“Yes, sir. I guess I do. But wounded?
Romancing a woman?” Jesse wished he could get out of the assignment
but the adamant way his commander talked, he couldn’t object much
more without a problem.

“It’s a perfect cover. She’s a woman. She’ll
have to take you in. You’ll be given further orders as we near her
campgrounds. She’s a squatter on an old farm property and works
from there. At least this is the information we have at the moment.
But she moves from time to time so you will have to get word to us.
All this will be explained later. Just relax. In four days, you
will meet the Black Widow. We can’t anticipate how long it will
take you to gain her trust, but we aren’t that worried about the
time as you will keep her busy until you arrest her anyway.”

“Does she have a name?” Jesse asked. “I mean
a real name?”

“You’ll have to ask her.” The general smiled.
“Don’t worry, son. I have all the confidence in the world that you
can handle this.”

Jesse wasn’t convinced. “Excuse me, sir, but
I don’t even have a girlfriend.”

“That’s even better. No jealousy to worry
over. You are perfect for the job. Now that I’ve met you, I am
certain of it. Just perfect. Don’t look so discouraged. Most men
would jump at the chance to romance her and bring her in. She’s
very beautiful.”

“Well, of course sir, but….”

The general smiled confidently. “It’s much
easier to get involved when you’re not already involved,
Lieutenant. I almost envy you. She’s so lovely.”

Jesse tried to relax, but he already didn’t
like his assignment.

“Despite your reluctance, I like your style,
Lieutenant. You are perfect for the job. Yes, sir, you’ll do just
fine.”

Jesse walked out of the tent in a daze. How
had it happened? How had he managed to get an assignment with the
most beautiful woman in the world, and how was he supposed to bring
her in? It didn’t make sense. How could he do something like that?
How could he hurt her so?

 


***

 


“Maggie, we better get out of here. They’ll
be comin’ back to bury their dead. I told you before, we got just a
few minutes after they quit firin’ to get this done,” Old Crazy
Harry muttered as he scrambled through another dead soldier’s
clothes. The old black man looked up then continued to rummage
through each pocket. When he dug out some money, he bit into it and
found it real. He stuck it in his coat. Pulling a watch out, he put
that in his pocket, too. Then he glanced at Maggie again.

“I done showed you everything I knowed about
robbin’ the dead, and was happy to do it fer ya, but you done lost
your mind, girl.” Harry shook his head at her. “I told you, you
can’t get involved with any of these men. They are all soldiers,
rebels in fact.”

“Harry, I don’t think this one is dead.” She
eyed the slight movement of the wounded man’s chest.

“Girl, what you thinkin’? You better get your
head on straight because they gonna be movin’ this way any time
now. I’m outta here. You wanna stay, you’ll be caught, ‘cause I
ain’t hangin’ around fer it. You’re gonna have to get out of here,
too.”

“I hear ya, only, Harry, he’s still
breathing,” Maggie cried out as she stared down at the rebel lying
in the tall weeds. His shirt had been ripped open by a bullet.
Powder marks blackened his skin near his bleeding shoulder wound.
Her first thought was that he'd been killed at close range, then
she thought she saw him draw breath. She stared at the massive,
bulging muscles. When he moaned, she squatted to feel his heart,
her hand caressing his big chest as ripples of awareness shot
through her. Awareness that both shocked and pleased her. She
smiled. Her reactions startled even her.

She’d lost her mind. The routine was simple.
Wait until the army was gone, then go through the pockets of the
dead to take anything of use or worth selling. It never amounted to
much, but it helped keep her alive. No one had ever caught them.
Old Crazy Harry had been the only friend she had on the mountain, a
crafty thief who had survived through the war so far. But even he
was skeptical of helping a dying reb. Maggie couldn’t take her eyes
from this soldier, young and handsome, and not dead.

The soldier’s eyes opened to slits and he
looked at her. “Are you an angel?” he managed to mutter.

Maggie nearly laughed. “No honey, I’m no
angel.” Her hand remained on his chest. His heartbeat quickened for
a moment.

“I’m getting’ out of here and if you know
what’s best, so will you,” Old Crazy Harry told her. “This was just
a bunch of skirmishers. The rebs will be out to bury their own. We
gotta move.”

Grateful for his knowledge and craft of
stealing from the dead, Maggie easily forgave Crazy Harry for not
wanting to linger. At his age he couldn’t afford to get caught.
He’d probably die in jail.

“He’s alive. What if no one shows up for him,
or worse still, the federals get to him first. We can't just leave
him here…can we?” Maggie protested. “I need help. He’s too big. I
can’t lift him alone. You got to help me, Harry.”

“Lawdy, Miss Maggie, you done lost your mind.
If he’s alive, let them take care of him.” Harry stuffed his
pockets and moved quickly to the next soldier as he spoke.
“Besides, the Federals catch him in your place, they’ll have you
for supper.”

“Help me get him up there, please,” she
pleaded. Her eyes filled with unshed tears as she tried to pick the
soldier up herself.

Old Crazy Harry stared at the man, then at
her. The big man didn’t budge despite her determined efforts.
“They’ll kick you out of that place. You been livin’ around here
nigh on to two years now. Wasn’t for the Federals, you’d have been
hauled off by the Confederates to jail and you knows it. Everything
is going fine, and you want to mess it up with this man. You gonna
ruin it all for a reb? A white man at that.”

“It ain’t like that, Harry, but I can’t leave
him to die!”

“Damnation girl, I’m not blind. I know what’s
goin’ on.” Old Crazy Harry shook his head and bent to carry the man
to her cabin just so she’d hush up, she reckoned. “I want no part
of this.”

The soldier squirmed and fought in delirium,
so she hit him on the head with the butt of her gun.

Harry stared at her in disbelief. “You tryin’
to kill him? That don’t make no sense. I ain’t never gonna do this
again, you hear me, girl? Never.”

“Just help me get him to my place is all I
ask. We gotta hurry, you said.” She checked the stranger, and he
moaned softly, but did not open his eyes.

“I must be crazy, too! Look, you send him on
his way once you heal him. You hear? Or you are gonna have some
trouble, girl. I knew somethin’ like this would happen sooner or
later. You stuck up here on a mountain, by yourself, with no
family. You was bound to latch on to someone in all this time, but
why didn’t you get yourself a black man?”

Maggie put her hands on her hips and stared
at Harry. “Well, there ain't many black men fightin' for the South,
not like the Yankees got.”

“I done seen it in your eyes. You got eyes
for this one.” Harry grunted.

“I just want to help him. But thanks, Harry,
and you keep quiet you hear?” she warned him.

“I don’t want no trouble. I didn’t see
nothin’,” Harry exclaimed as he toted the soldier to her cabin in
the woods. “No, sir, I didn’t see nothin’.”

“Thanks, Harry, I owe you,” she whispered as
the big black man hauled the soldier into her shack.

He laid him on her bed and looked at her.
“It’s your neck. I warned you. But, I reckon everyone is entitled
to some companionship. A body gets lonely in these hills.”

“I don’t.” She stopped. She didn’t rightly
know why she needed to save the wounded man. “I can’t help it,
Harry. There’s somethin’ about him….”

“You’re crazier than me. Yes, sir, you are.”
Harry moved to the door. “I didn’t see nothin’.”

She winked, and he was gone. Harry could get
through the woods faster than anyone. He’d be fine despite the
number of Confederate troops swarming the area lately. She’d
learned long ago to hide out when the Confederates came up the
mountain then come home when they left. She had a special old cave
she would hide out in when they got too close. No one knew about
the cave except an ornery old bear, and Maggie knew when he was
about by the droppings outside.

Alone in the cabin with the soldier, she
stared at him in disbelief. Handsome as sin, and probably twice as
much trouble, but something inside her turned to mush just looking
at him.

Was it some kind of magic or something?
Whatever caused it, Lord, she was attracted to him. That had never
happened to her. Maybe she was loco. He was a well-built man,
towering several inches above her, with lots of thick black hair
and tanned skin.

She washed his wound and examined it. She'd
have to remove the bullet if she wanted him to heal, but her hands
trembled too much to do it without hurting him. Just having him
here was enough of a problem. Maybe if she waited, she wouldn't
have to get the bullet out. She'd wait, at least till she could
steady herself. For now, she covered him with a blanket, and went
about her regular routine of making stew and cleaning what she
could of her cabin, but her eyes kept straying to the man on the
bed. If the Federals caught her, she’d be in a world of trouble.
But they seldom came to her cabin any longer. They depended on her
getting word to them. If she didn’t, they’d be after her.

Harry was right. She shouldn’t have brought
the wounded rebel to her place.

As nightfall came, the man began to shake and
shiver, almost violently. Maggie stared at him long and hard,
uncertain what to do. She didn’t want him dying on her. She’d seen
her mama comfort her husband by getting into bed with him, stark
naked, and holding him. Could she dare?

She moved closer and watched him. His whole
body shook. Sweat peppered his face. Fear ran down her spine. He
couldn’t die. Not now. She had to warm him. Her supply of wood had
run low, but she couldn’t make it much warmer without breaking out
in a sweat herself. It was still very warm outside. Moving the
blanket up around him and tucking it in, she frowned when he still
shivered.

His eyes opened briefly. They were a deep
blue, compelling.

She stared at him for a long time. Fear and
the desire to keep him alive drove her. She needed this man, not as
a man, but as someone who could fill the loneliness in her heart.
Missing her mama, missing her family, she had been alone far too
long. Why did this one man pull at her heart strings like no other?
Maybe it wasn’t right. He was white after all, but the feelings he
stirred told her differently. How could he stir feelings inside her
like this? Was it some kind of black magic?

There was no answer for why she chose him to
latch on to, but she sensed he craved solace, too. She unbuttoned
her dress and let it slide to the floor. She watched him to make
sure he wasn’t looking at her. Staring at him, she moved the covers
off him and inched herself into the bed so that she lay next to
him. She’d never done anything so bold in her life, but somehow
this didn’t seem the time for judging her actions. He needed her
body for warmth; she needed him for comfort that she had lacked for
so long.

“God, I don’t want him to die!” she cried
aloud. “Please don’t let him die.”

He moaned, and his lips brushed her shoulder.
A spark darted to the most womanly part of her. Warmth stole over
her. Goose bumps covered her from the imagined kiss. Instinctively,
she slowly slid her body over him, careful to only lean against his
left side, resting her head under his chin; she hugged him to her.
She lay very still, for a moment, then ran her hands up and down
his body. She unbuttoned his uniform as it was abrasive to her
skin. Realizing his shirt had to be agitating him, she removed it.
Feeling the slick heat of his chest, she held him to her.

“Don’t die. I’m here for you, and you for me.
That is enough. You’ll never know I did this. It’s just, I can’t
explain it, I’m just…so lonely.”

Gradually, he stopped shaking as their shared
heat enveloped them. She relaxed against him and studied his lips.
Nice lips, full but not too full. The urge to touch hers to his was
too much, and she kissed him. As his breathing became almost normal
again, holding him to her, warming him with her body, she began to
relax and to feel. Her breasts tingled when she moved against him.
More sparks went through her. She settled closer, seeking a comfort
she couldn’t name. The soldier brought a human element into her
life that had never been there before. Her lips crept over his
body, slowly at first, then almost in a frenzy, marveling at how
taut his muscles were, how smooth. She kissed him down to his belt
buckle where a line of hair began, and then stopped. She liked
kissing him very much.

“I’m sorry. I have no right, but you feel so
good, and you make me feel things I’ve never felt before,” she
muttered. Sliding up his body, Maggie braced her arms on either
side of his broad shoulders, her lips hovered above his. She
couldn’t stop herself. She had to feel those lips on hers once
more, and she kissed him with a heat she didn’t understand. She
imagined what it might be like if he kissed her back.

When she woke the next morning, she rose up
and saw him still sleeping. She kissed his lips again, enjoying the
sensation it evoked. His response made her tingle all over. Her
hands splayed against him and moved over him in total wonder. When
her fingertips touched his nipple, she sighed heavily. It became
erect and hardened beneath her touch. Butterflies fluttered through
her, as though her touch had done that. She marveled at it. She put
her lips to the small nub and drew against it. Kissing a man was
new to her, but she liked it. Ashamed of her wanton feelings, she
got up and dressed and went about her chores, but her heart was
still with the soldier lying in her bed. Through the night she had
somehow grown attached to him beyond ordinary feeling. Distracting
herself, she tended her stew. As the day grew, she tried to feed
him, but it didn’t work. He slept peacefully though, and
contentment filled her that she had met his needs, and her own.

She felt herself flush when she thought of
how she’d touched and kissed him, and wondered what it might be
like if he were awake. Kissing him once more, she smiled. “At least
you’re alive.”

She touched his cheek, so soft with stubble
already growing back. “I don’t understand myself, or why I brought
you here. I don’t know why I kissed you, but I’m very glad I did. I
think I’m in love with you, and I’ve only met you. How can that be?
Is it my loneliness that drives me toward you? I never slept with a
man before. Not like that, skin against skin. But now, I’ve got to
do the decent thing and get you well and send you on your way. I
can never let you know what happened between us.” She glanced at
him, touching him tenderly. “We gave each other what we needed,
that’s all it was.”

She’d helped many soldiers as they lay dying,
bandaged them, gave them water, even patched a few up and sent them
on their way, but she’d never brought one home with her. Never
slept with them or touched and kissed them as she had him. Perhaps
he was an angel. For her heart had reached out to him with
almost a blackened despair.

“I had you if only for a little while, and
you’ll probably never know how much it meant to me to be as close
as we just were, to have someone to love. Thank you.” She raised
her eyes. “And thank you, God, for the moments. Amen.”


Chapter Two

 


 


Jesse opened his eyes and slowly took in the
run-down condition of the place, the cracks in the roof, and the
dirt floor. The dim light didn’t do much to make it look homey. The
well-worn bed he rested on creaked as he moved, and his body seemed
to sink into the mattress. Beyond where he lay, a plain, wooden
table, a wood stove in the center of the room, not much else.
Despite such meager furnishings, no words could describe the vision
of a woman stirring a pot above the fireplace. Angel or seductress,
he wasn’t sure. He sniffed, and she turned around.

His heart gave a quick lurch. It was her! Two
things ran in his mind as he got a glimpse of her—deadly and
provocative.

“Well, you’re still alive.” She smiled
stiffly as she looked at him from across the room.

She was small and fine boned, with hair
enough for three women. She wore a tattered dress that barely
covered the essentials, so thin it left little to Jesse’s
imagination. One curvy, gorgeous leg peeked out from the slit in
her skirt. She didn’t bother trying to hide it though. She acted as
though she wasn’t even aware of her own beauty. Nor did she cover
the dark shadows of her nipples that pushed hard against the dress
and left nothing to the imagination.

She was so young and beautiful and almost
shy.

Jesse’s eyes focused on the leg first, and he
felt himself grow warm. Dear God, he’d found the Black Widow, the
most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He’d have known that body
anywhere. Being trapped in a secluded cabin, deep in the forest and
hills of Arkansas with a woman that defied imagination could be a
living hell. He shifted restlessly on the bed. He’d barely opened
his eyes, and he wanted her already. That would never do. He had to
harden himself against her. His shoulder and arm ached but he
ignored the pain. He had to take her in.

“Where am I?” The pounding in his head made
him grab it. He didn’t remember hitting his head. He remembered the
ambush, loading his gun, and shooting himself, but that was it.

“Your safe for the time being,” she answered,
coming closer, eyeing him from under a veil of thick, curly dark
lashes.

“What happened?” He started to get up. His
shoulder shot pains through his chest. He grunted and lay back
down.

“You were wounded, Lieutenant. I found you in
the woods not far from here.” She checked his head for a fever with
the back of her hand. When she leaned over, ample cleavage tested
the strength of her tattered dress, and Jesse cleared his throat.
How was he supposed to control his body when hers called out to him
every time she moved? Sinfully provocative and yet somehow
innocent, she played with his mind.

“I don’t remember hurting my head.” He
reached up to feel the knot.

“I did that, I’m afraid. Sorry, but you were
a little delirious and fighting me as I tried to help you. So I
knocked you out. I couldn’t handle a flailing man and help him,
too.” She still did not look into his eyes.

“How did you get me here? I mean, you’re a
small woman. I’m over six foot.”

“Does it matter? I got you here, didn’t I?”
She smiled and relaxed her hand on her hip.

He glanced at his boots and saw the tips had
a hole rubbed nearly through them. He'd pulled them off a dead
Federal only last month. “I need to get back with my company.” He
tried in vain once more to get up. He couldn’t gain an advantage
over the woman while lying in bed. He needed to think clearly, be
on the watch. He had a job to do, despite the pain in his shoulder,
and his own attraction to her.

“All in good time, Lieutenant,” she cooed,
giving him the benefit of another smile and pushing him down again.
Her voice was soft as a whisper and very close. “You’re seriously
wounded and need to rest. I don’t think you’re going anywhere for a
while. You’ve lost too much blood.”

He turned his head away, trying not to look
at her. He couldn’t stop himself. She was too beautiful to ignore.
He tried to think rationally about capturing her and taking her in,
but every time she moved, she distracted those thoughts. Arresting
her was the last thing he wanted to do.

He lay there on the bed and almost chuckled
aloud from the irony of it all. He was with the most dangerous
woman in the South, and he wanted her. How stupid could he get? He
had a mission and no matter what, he had to remember it.

“Who…who are you?” He stared at the ceiling,
which he could actually see through.

“They call me Maggie…and you?”

“Jesse. The name’s Jesse Coleman.”

“Well, Jesse, we’ll see about getting you
back to your camp when you’re healed. For now, I should take care
of your wounds.” She came closer. “I’m sure your head hurts. I had
to whack you good.”

“What did you whack me with?”

“The butt of my gun.” When he lifted an
eyebrow at the thought of the little woman carrying a weapon, she
glared. “Yes, I carry a gun. I’m a woman in a forest full of
soldiers, Federals and rebels. I’m alone here and not about to be
defenseless.” She satisfied his unasked questions. “I know how to
use it, too, so don’t get any wild ideas, Lieutenant.”

Jesse studied the way she stared at him. “How
did you know I was a lieutenant? Most women wouldn’t know that
right off.”

“I’ve been around a military fort before. I
recognize the insignia.” She came to stand over him, her breasts
heavy at his face. His breath hitched. If he lifted himself just a
bit, he could wrap his hands around her breasts, and they would be
handfuls, he gauged.

“You’re sure a skeptical one, aren’t you?”
Her smile teased him.

Up close, she was much younger than she
appeared.

“Well, I guess I should thank you, except for
the blow to the head. I appreciate the hospitality, but I need to
get back to my unit. Are you in a habit of rescuing wounded
soldiers?” He didn’t even glance at her. He couldn’t concentrate on
what he wanted to say if he could see her innocent face and
distracting curves. She stood way too close.

“Only handsome ones.” She laughed. “I’ve had
to doctor a few. I’m practically in a war zone here. It’s either
help them or leave them to die.” Her voice sounded almost sad, as
though what she did affected her deeply.

He didn’t want to, but he had to look at her
to see if she was serious, even then, he wasn’t sure. Her lips were
so beautiful, full, and captivating, tempting. He smiled but she
moved away, a soft blush tinting her cheeks.

“Looks like this place needs a few repairs.”
He nodded to the ceiling.

“Shore does, but I’m used to it. I’ve been
here nigh on to a couple of years, well not here, but around about.
This is a roof over my head, for now.” She shrugged. “Cain’t be too
picky these days. Besides, I’m no carpenter.”

“Where’s your husband?” He studied her
intently, holding his breath for her answer.

“I don’t have one. I’m a squatter.” She
watched his face for reaction. “Most folks in this area are. The
real homesteaders moved off mostly when the soldiers came.”

Jesse tried not to give her the satisfaction
of knowing he was relieved. However, her admission that she was a
squatter surprised him. “Most squatters don’t admit it.”

“Lieutenant, there’s a war on. Many people
have had their homes burned, or destroyed. There are a lot of
squatters. People gotta live. Are you hungry?”

“Yeah, a little.”

Watching her move, he disliked the way his
body responded to her swaying hips. The dress bounced with her
walk. It wasn’t an intentional thing she did. He’d watched her
intently at the creek that morning. Her hips had captured his full
attention, such womanly curves. She filled his thoughts. His mind
fought the attraction.

“I got a stew on. If you can sit up, I’ll
feed you.” She went to the fire and stirred the stew in the pot.
“It ain’t the best. I don’t have a real garden or anything, so I
make do, but it will nourish you.”

He smelled it, and his belly growled. She
looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. He tried to sit up and
finally managed with a groan.

She turned to watch him. “I dug the bullet
out of your shoulder two days ago. It was a clean wound. How’d you
manage to get yourself so close to the barrel of a gun? Looks like
someone just walked right up and shot you.”

“I don’t remember. All I remember is hitting
the ground.”

“The Federals were through a few days ago. I
didn’t hear any skirmish, and yet there were several with you.
You’re a strong one. You showed signs of losing a lot of blood. You
were quite pale when I found you and there was blood everywhere.
I’m surprised you can get up and move around so quickly.” She
studied him a moment.

She was obviously as curious about him as he
was her. “Forgive me, for being so skeptical, miss, but you seem
very adept at fixing a wound, carrying a soldier, even identifying
my rank. That puzzles me.” He tried a smile again. “It strikes me a
bit odd that a woman would know so much.”

She glanced away. “Better watch out,
Lieutenant. I might be dangerous. Maybe I’m some kind of spy? Is
that what you’re thinking?”

Honesty was always the best. “Well, yes, it’s
possible.” She came closer with the bowl of stew. His mouth began
to water. “And you can cook, too!” He laughed.

She stared a long moment. “Can you manage or
do you want me to feed you?” She pursed her lips.

He relaxed a bit. “I could do it, but it
would be more fun if you did. Besides, I don’t want to redo the
damage you managed to clean up.”

She nodded and sat beside him on the bed, her
hip next to his. He inhaled her scent and closed his eyes, enjoying
it. The woman had few frills to her life, yet she smelled of
lilacs.

She stirred the stew and blew on it to cool,
then gave him a spoonful. He took it, his eyes meeting hers. She
was even lovelier up close, and her youth seemed an odd combination
with spying. The woman was barely full-grown, barely past eighteen
by the look of her. How did a woman so young, so beautiful, get to
be a spy?

Her hair fell over her shoulders and down her
back in waves. His fingers itched to touch it. It shone like black
silk, cascading about her, not hidden in a scarf like many Negro
women, but flowing and untamed. As she offered him a bite, her
mouth fell open. Mesmerized, he stared long and hard trying to
temper his urges. He reminded himself that she was a spy, a very
dangerous one.

“Lieutenant, we won’t get much down you if
you keep staring.”

“Sorry, I been at war too long, lost my
manners. It’s just, I haven’t seen a woman like you before.” He
meant that.

“Like me?” she questioned, her brows knitting
in a mock frown. “What do you mean…like me? I’m no different than
any other.”

“Your color. You don’t look like any black
I’ve ever seen…and I’ve been around a few. You’re golden, not
black, and your hair is so lovely, and….” His hands itched to
stroke her wavy hair.

“And you better eat.” She chuckled, her eyes
darting to his.

When he didn’t say anything, she shrugged as
though considering telling him something. “I’m part black and part
white.”

It was an honest answer, and Jesse wondered
how many honest answers he’d get from her. So far he was doing
pretty well. “The best parts of each I guess,” he said before
thinking.

She smiled as her long curly lashes veiled
her thoughts from him. “Are you flirting with me, Lieutenant?”

“No, ma’am, that’s just fact.” He cleared his
throat and continued to stare.

“In this old dress, with no shoes, I don’t
see how you say such a thing. I have nothing nice…like most women.
I live in a shack. I wear tattered clothes that are so old if you
touch them they might fall apart.” She laughed, her voice sounding
lyrical.

Her dress falling apart brought a mental
picture that had his body responding. “You can’t hide beauty,
ma’am.”

She stared into his eyes and studied him
openly for a moment. “Perhaps you’re the spy. Do you flirt so with
all women?”

“No…just you!” He laughed.

She obviously liked his response. She turned
away, and then back to him. “I’m from Louisiana. My mother was a
mulatto, the plantation owner’s favorite. Mama’s husband wasn’t my
father.

“I was brought up under a curtain of shame
but educated nonetheless. That’s the way it’s done there. Although
from my present position, no one would guess it. If a white
plantation owner creates a mulatto, he sends them off to school in
another area to be educated so that if he’s found out, he has taken
the precaution to educate his own children. Of course his white
wife usually pretends to be blind or doesn’t care about his extra
activities. As long as it is not discussed or brought up in public,
everything is fine. It’s a privilege not afforded most slaves, so
I’m thankful for that.”

“What are you doin’ in Arkansas, then?”

“I escaped the plantation.”

“How long ago did you run away?” He marveled
at her openness and honesty, and studied her face as she gave so
much of herself away.

“A little over two years ago.”

“D-did they hurt you or something?” he asked
hoping she’d tell him about the whip marks on her back.

“Hurt me? Where are you from? Of course they
hurt me. You just don’t know. The owner raped my mother repeatedly.
She was young and beautiful, quite desirable. He couldn’t keep his
hands off of her, despite the fact that he had a wife and children
of his own. I’m the result of that glorious union. His wife knew
what went on. She ignored it. But once in a while I’d see her look
at me, and the hurt in her eyes seemed to condemn me. He’d come in
the middle of the night and take my mother, in front of me, rutting
her like a pig. At first she fought him, and then one day she just
quit and lay quietly. Eventually, his wife grew sick and he took my
mother to his bed. She became the wife’s handmaiden. But the wife
knew, and I think that’s why she eventually died. When my mother
grew older and I grew up, I tried to run away. For that they beat
me with a whip. Ungrateful, my father called me. I didn’t
plan on sticking around and taking my mother’s place. He as good as
killed her in the end. I saw my chance, and I took it. And I’ve
never regretted it.” Her words slurred with unshed tears.

“Did you escape by yourself with no
help?”

“My mother’s husband, the one that should
have been my father, helped me get away. They killed him during the
escape. I never got to thank him. I’ll always love him for that.”
She bit her bottom lip and her eyes took on a faraway look as she
spoke.

“This is an intolerable thing…I meant no
offense in asking. I’m sorry for your loss. To think such pigs
exist.” Taking her hand in his, he rubbed it absently,
sensuously.

She stared at his actions, and then slowly
pulled her hand away. “Here, look at me and you’ll see.” She opened
her dress and let the back down for his gaze. She lifted her hair
slowly away. Huge whip marks that had cut to the bone marred the
perfection of her golden skin. He touched one. She jumped. He
kissed one, she shivered.

She spun around and her dress lowered, her
breast almost bared to him. Her innocence seemed out of place, but
it shone in her eyes. She didn’t realize the temptress in her.

Jesse drew a breath. His eyes fastened on her
dark nipples that peeped above the drooping bodice as she moved;
his mouth watered. He wanted her, and if she paid attention, she’d
know it.

She blushed as he studied her. Hurriedly, she
fastened her dress and let her hair down once more. Obviously
uncomfortable, she stepped away and lowered her head.

“Why did you kiss the marks?” she asked, not
looking directly at him.

“My mother…she always said a kiss made it
better.” Jesse felt her pain, but he clenched his jaw to keep from
revealing too much of himself. “I’m sorry. I don’t blame you for
running. And I’m sorry I stare at you. It probably makes you
uncomfortable. It’s just that you’re so young, so innocent-like,
beautiful and shy.”

Her breath hitched, and her golden skin
turned almost pink. “White men don’t talk that way to women like
me, unless they—” She stopped, peeking at him from beneath veiled
lashes. She pressed her lips together. “Maybe you should feed
yourself now.” She stood and walked away from him.

He wondered at that. Why, if she was such a
seductress, didn’t she stay close? She had him where she wanted
him. Why did she back off? Why did she blush when she caught him
staring? Why did she unbutton her dress and show him her scars in
the first place? The act had not been intentionally seductive, but
a childlike gesture of trust.

Nothing added up.

This woman had been a victim, her and her
family, and to witness her mother being raped? He hadn’t expected
anyone like her, a poor, mistreated creature and lovelier than any
woman had a right to be.

When he finished his meal, she took the bowl.
He reached to touch her hand again. “I’m sorry you were hurt so
badly, truly, and thank you for taking care of me. I appreciate
your kindness.”

She shook her head as if she didn’t quite
believe his words. Unshed tears hovered in her eyes. Was
gratefulness such a rare thing in her life? Surely as one of the
best spies for the North, she had the gratitude of the
Federals.

She hurried away. “You should rest.” She
cleaned the dishes and wiped her hands on her skirt.

When she moved about, her leg peeped out from
her skirt. As she leaned on one hip to stir the stew once more, his
groin tightened. Even the way she stood was provocative, and yet
she was unaware. He couldn’t stop looking any more than she could
stop being herself, a tempting little lady, and she didn’t even
know it. Or did she? Perhaps her charms lay in feigned innocence,
enticing without being brazen about it. He was certainly
tempted.

“There are no other beds here. Where will you
sleep?” He glanced about the room.

“On the floor.” She pretended to be busy.

He stared at the roof a long time. One bed,
two people, and a libido that seemed to scream at him every time
she shifted toward him. How was he going to sleep?

Before she blew out the candle, she made a
pallet on the floor with old blankets. She carried the lamp to her
bed and glanced over at him. “Goodnight,” she called.

“Goodnight.” He looked at her and their eyes
met for a long moment before she blew the flame out. Her eyes
reflected so many things, all at once, sadness, fear. But, when she
came close, he’d seen a spark in her eyes. Like a frightened
animal.

A restless night and a nasty storm didn’t
help. Water trickled from the roof holes, and her bed had to be
soaked. He got up off the cot, wincing from the pain and walked
toward her.

Quickly she stirred, and as he lifted her off
the floor, she pointed a gun at his face. “What do you think you
are doing?” The huskiness in her voice had him nearly
stumbling.

“Getting you out of the rain,” he answered
her softly, his eyes going to hers.

“Put me down. I’ll move my bed. You’ll break
open your wounds. Don’t you have any idea how to take care of
yourself?” Her voice filled with concern for him.

“A lady shouldn’t sleep on the floor while
the man takes the bed.”

“I can manage.” She lowered the gun.

He smiled. “So can I.” Grazing her forehead
with a kiss, he laid her on the bed. His heavy sigh spoke
volumes.

Taking the dry blanket, he put it closer to
the fire and away from the holey roof. He lay down and closed his
eyes.

“Lieutenant?” she rasped through the
darkness.

“Yes?”

“You’re a very nice man.” Deliberately she
turned away from him.

“Get some sleep.” Dreams of her floated
through his mind. He closed his eyes to shut her out. She didn’t
leave. His wound was painful and he sincerely wished he had a sip
of whiskey.

 


***

 


The next day, he awoke to frying bacon. He
licked his lips as he tried to sit up. He glanced at his shoulder.
Blood oozed onto the bandage once more.

“Bacon?” He sat up, jolted by a sharp
pain.

“Salt pork, but if you cut it real thin and
fry it, it tastes a lot like bacon.” She raised her voice in
exasperation. “Cain’t get no coffee, cain’t get no bacon. Got a
couple of chickens though. We can have eggs.” She smiled at him,
obviously letting down her guard.

Her smile was so open, so real, as though he
could almost trust her. The sergeant had said don’t fall for the
Black Widow. Why had he been given such a mission?

The morning sunlight streamed over her,
outlining her entire body through the thin dress. He liked her.
She’d had a rough time of it, and yet she’d had the guts to escape.
She must have known the hazards. He wanted to know so much more
about her. This woman lived with danger, and yet to look at her,
one wouldn’t know it.

“How’s the shoulder?” Red stained the
bandages. She frowned. “I should have cauterized it. I hate doing
that, but in this case I will have to. After we eat, I’ll take care
of it. You’ve lost too much blood. You’re pale again.”

“Well, I’d gladly let you take care of it if
I had a little whiskey.” He laughed.

“Just some rotgut, but that would work.” She
frowned at the old bottle on the counter.

“I’ll be fine.”

“You do want to go back, don’t you?” Her eyes
sparkled at him. “To your troops? Looks like I’ll have to take care
of it.”

“Yeah, sure.” His eyes strayed to hers. “I
guess you’re right. In a while…okay? Right now, I’m hungry.” He
winked.

“Do you feel like sitting at the table?” She
put two tin pans on the table along with the food she’d
prepared.

Reaching for the chair, he winced with the
sharp pain it caused. His wound continued to nag him despite her
attention. Good looking, good cook. The Black Widow had many
talents, it would seem. Maggie. He had to remember to call
her that. One slip could be fatal. Still, a woman like Maggie being
the Black Widow didn’t seem possible.

As they ate, he watched her. Even her eating
habits were well mannered. She looked so clean and fresh, and he
could have sworn he smelled lilacs. How could a woman smell that
sweet with no tub to bathe in, no luxuries? A woman who lived in
basic squalor smelled like a flower. Did she bathe in the creeks
and rub flowers all over herself? He pictured that in his mind and
woke the sleeping tiger within himself.

She smiled and blushed again when she caught
him staring. Her pink cheeks enticed him to touch her. His fingers
grazed her cheek. So soft…her skin felt soft and smooth, and she
leaned her head against his hand for a second like a kitten soaking
up his endearment.

“You’ve been very kind.” His voice went husky
as he stared into the golden embers of her eyes.

“Anyone would have done it.” She moved away
from his touch, took his empty dishes. She glanced at them and
laughed. “You were hungry.”


Chapter Three

 


 


After she cleaned the dishes she turned to
him. “We’ll fix that shoulder now.” She handed him a bottle of
homemade liquor. It was cloudy, so obviously, it had been sitting
there a while. “Drink some.”

He took it and tasted it. It wasn’t that
good, but he shrugged. “Okay.”

“Can you hold your liquor?”

“Better than most, yes. Although, I don’t
indulge in it often.”

“Well, drink till you think you had enough
because this is gonna hurt some. You’re a big man. You could end up
hurting me if I don’t get you knocked out.”

“You’re very kind to take care of me.” He
watched her. She stayed almost on the other side of the room. Did
he scare her? It never occurred to him that she might be afraid. He
stood up and followed her to the counter. She whirled, and he was
right behind her. She gasped, her eyes wide.

He touched her cheek lightly. “Don’t be
afraid. I’m not a mean drunk.”

“I’m not.” Her breathing sounded ragged as he
stared into her eyes. She licked her lips. His gaze followed the
action. “Only—only of the way you make me feel when you stare at me
like that.”

“And how do I make you feel?” he asked,
moving closer. He took another drink this time a bigger swig. He
needed to pass out quickly because he wanted her badly, sore arm
and all.

She glanced at the bottle then back to him,
and her eyes softened. Her eyes dropped. “On fire.” Her words
slipped out in a low purr as she admitted her feelings with a
shyness that surprised him. Her long lashes veiled her thoughts.
Her cheeks tinted pink.

He sucked in a breath at her admission, and
then reached to feel a wave of her silky hair. She didn’t move,
simply trembled.

“You’re a beautiful woman. Maybe you should
be afraid of me because I want to take liberties I haven’t been
invited to do. Would it be all right if I kiss you? Because I
sure want to.”

She stared as though considering the idea,
and suddenly her lips parted, an invitation. “It would be…very all
right….” Her eyes followed the movement of his mouth and she
gasped.

Moving closer, he smelled the lilac. He
lowered his head. She stretched on tiptoe, straining toward him.
Taking her into his arms, he touched his lips tentatively to hers.
Pillows. His mind reached for something to describe the
incredible softness of her lips. He kissed her again. Emotions
swirled, hands moved, lips claimed and reclaimed. She literally
melted into his arms, her tongue meeting his halfway as they
waltzed to silent music. As he pulled away, she looked up at him
helplessly.

“You better lie down. I’m going to fix that
wound now.” Her voice had dropped, low and throaty.

His vision hazed, his head hurt, and he fell
against the bed.

 


***

 


When he came around enough to know where he
was, what had happened, his wound had begun healing, and the pain
had subsided some.

She handed him a cup of sweet potato peel
coffee. He sipped it, recognizing it, his gaze fastening on her
above the rim of the cup. He loved her eyes, almond shaped and
seductive. He’d dreamed he kissed her and it was heaven. Looking at
her as she sat on the side of the bed with one leg sticking out,
barefoot and in that excuse for a dress, he grew warm with urges he
shouldn’t contemplate. How could he keep reminding himself who she
was if she tempted him beyond reason?

Had he imagined the kiss between them, or was
it a dream?

“Feeling better?”

“Yes, I do, thanks. How long was I out?”

“Three days.”

He tried to pull himself up, startled that he
had slept that long. “Three days. I think I need to get up and
stretch my legs. I’ve been lying here too long. I’m stiff.” His
gaze slid over her.

“As long as you feel up to it, that’s fine.
For a while there I wasn’t sure I’d done the job right. You slept
so long, but from the looks of the wound, you needed it. You’re
healing well. It looks much better today. Some of the redness is
gone. You’ll be able to return to your camp soon.”

Her words sounded like a lonely echo, and he
stared at her. He massaged the shoulder below the wound. “It feels
much better. A little sore, but much better.”

Her defenses seemed to be subsiding. He
watched her as she moved about the room. He watched the lovely sway
of her hips as she went about putting their cups away. The hunger a
man feels when a beautiful woman passes by claimed him.

“Are you hungry?” She went to the fireplace
and stirred something in the pot. A strange tension loomed between
them that hadn’t been there before, an awareness of each other.

“A little,” he admitted. Coming to stand
beside her, he looked into the pot. The same stew, and he grimaced.
That first day it had been good, but for how long could she eat the
same thing, and with such little nourishment? “You ever catch
rabbit or squirrel?”

Pride and humiliation mingled on her face as
her cheeks crimsoned. She whipped about, not realizing how close he
was; her hair brushed his face. “I used to have some traps, but
they wore out.”

“Give me a day or so to rest this shoulder,
and I’ll make you a couple of traps.” He volunteered undeterred by
her pride.

“Why would you do that?” Her breathlessness
surprised him as she stared into his eyes.

“Because…” His glance raked her, all of her,
and he cleared his throat. “You need them. Besides, I feel I should
pay you or something for fixing my shoulder.”

She moved away, restlessly. “I need no
payment. But the traps would be nice.” Her voice was soft, melodic
in the morning silence as she stirred the stew once more.

“I thought I’d take a walk. Would you go with
me? I don’t know my way about this area, yet.”

She locked gazes with him, and nodded. “All
right. I never thought about anyone getting lost in these woods. I
know them so well.”

“Don’t you ever feel unsafe here, caught up
in a war you didn’t start?”

“I’ve been in a war since I was born.”

He took her hand, and they went outside. She
seemed aware of their hands though, and a little uncomfortable, as
they walked out into the woods among the pines. A few wild flowers
grew haphazardly on the ground. The sun went behind a cloud and the
forest grew darker.

“You’re takin’ a chance, walkin’ in the
daylight around here. The woods are full of Federals. If they
spotted you, you’d be dead. You gotta know that.”

Her warning made him pause. “Maggie, what are
you doing stuck on a mountaintop in Arkansas? What’s going to
happen to you?”

She glanced at him and frowned, obviously
alarmed by his concern. “I hadn’t thought much about it. I guess
I’ll just stay here till I can figure out where I should go.”

“Is there nowhere you can go?” He
looked into her smoldering eyes.

She stopped abruptly, tears behind her
lashes. “What do you care? You’re a white man, a rebel. Why would
you care where I go, what I do?”

Caught in an emotional struggle, he sighed.
“You nursed me back to health. You obviously care deeply about
people, and I think you are a very nice person. I hate to see you
stranded in some little shack that is barely standing on its own,
is all. I should worry about you living here.”

“Well, don’t. I’m a slave. Have you
forgotten, a runaway slave? I can’t pick or chose my home for my
own. I have no money, no way of doing better.” She shook her head
as if refusing to deliberately induce his sympathy. “You’re a white
man. You wouldn’t understand, but we need to leave it like
that.”

“How much would it cost to buy your
freedom?”

“Lord, I don’t know. My master would rather
see me dead than paid for.” She almost laughed.

He placed his hands on her shoulders and
stared down into her somber face, wishing he could light a smile
there. Wishing there was some way to protect her. “Look, I got a
place in Texas. It isn’t much, but it’s better than this. You could
go there, at least until I’m done with this war.”

She moved out of his arms and started back
toward the cabin, trudging through the tall grasses, her skirt
hiked so she didn’t stumble.

“Dammit!” He caught her to him and whirled
her around to look into her face. “Honey, I care about you.” The
endearment rolled off his tongue before he realized he spoke it,
but the soft spot in his heart said he meant it.

“Well, don’t!” she snapped. “I did what I had
to do, that’s all,” she sputtered, her tears falling freely.
Confusion crossed her lovely features. “Don’t worry about me. I
know how to survive. Besides, you’ve only known me a short while.
You can’t possibly care about me.”

“Can’t I? Look at yourself. You’re barefoot,
your house leaks, you have barely enough to keep you alive, Maggie.
This isn’t living. It’s existing. You deserve better than
this.”

“How would you know? You don’t know anything
about me.”

The air stood still between them. Awareness
drew them into each other’s arms. His heart banged in his chest as
he stared at her. The fact that he liked her shocked him, and at
that moment, he wanted her, too. It hit him like a hammer to the
head. He wanted the Black Widow.

Her sad eyes hit him, and he melted.

“I’m part black…where am I going to go?”

“You’re also part white.”

He smiled and touched her cheek gently with
the back of his hand. She rubbed her face against his fingers, and
he drew her to him. His lips grazed the top of her head. He heard
her draw breath. Slowly, he picked her up off the ground and held
her high in his arms. Her hair splayed against her shoulders, her
dress strained against her breasts.

“You’ll bust that wound open.”

“It’s worth the risk.”

She relaxed a bit.

He brought her down, slow and easy, feeling
her curves against him as he did so. Then their lips met in a storm
of emotions unspoken. His kisses were feather light at first, going
over the delicate bridge of her nose, up across her eyelids, over
her cheek and finally, at last to the softness of her lips. Her
mouth opened to him, like a flower reaching for sudden sunlight.
Eager, warm, soft….

He picked her up in his arms again and
carried her toward the house, their kiss never breaking. He kicked
the door open with his boot and carried her inside. As he set her
down in the middle of the room, he met her hot gaze. “Maggie.”

He groaned. Breaking away from her took too
much effort. She was his at that moment. She stood so still,
staring as if wanting him as badly as he wanted her, and the
knowledge of it made him swell with pride. The look in her eyes
mixed with surprise and white-hot desire. Her defenses were down,
laid bare.

Heat curled between them like a soft sheet.
He slowly reached for her again and took her back into his arms.
Her head went back as he trailed demanding, wet kisses down her
neck to her shoulder. Her hair splayed almost to the floor, and he
ran his fingers gently through the strands, relishing the silk of
it. “A man could die happy in your arms.” His lips moved to the
shell of her ear. “Tell me if you don’t want this. I still know how
to be a gentleman. Problem is, with you, I don’t want to be.”

“Oh God…I should stop you. You know I
should,” she cried out, shaking her head, but then her gaze dropped
to his lips and she looked lost. “You don’t fight fair. I want this
as much as you. I can’t hide what I feel. I truly wish I could. You
know I want you to touch me…I see it in your eyes. It’s not in me
to lie. From the first moment I saw you, I wanted you. It’s not
right for a black woman to seek out a white man. It’s not right.”
She shook her head and tried to turn away, her expression turned to
shame.

Jesse moved her chin with the tip of his
finger. “There are no rights or wrongs today,” he whispered. His
lips feathered over hers.

“That’s why I brought you here.” She barely
managed an admission between hot kisses. “I’ve never brought anyone
here but you. I guess I went a little crazy. I couldn’t
leave you there.”

He smiled at her admission.

“You’re a white man, a rebel; I should have
left you alone. If I had any sense, I would have, but I gotta
admit, something pulled at my heart as I looked down at you.”

“I remember asking if you were an angel.” He
kissed the tip of her nose, and then her eyelids.

“When I brought you home, I….” She paused as
his lips moved to her ear, and he blew softly. “I couldn’t help
myself. I touched and kissed you as I bandaged you. I even slept
against you, trying to drive out the chills in your body for one,
and heat into mine for another. Forgive me. I took an advantage I
had no right to take. You and I, we’re a mistake. You’re a white
man, I’m not white.”

Despite her protests, he tipped her chin up
once more and their lips met in an explosion of sensations. Her
confession drove him crazy to have her.

She pulled away. “But I so wanted to feel
you…I never felt like that before. Out of control. I never thought
a white man would capture my heart.”

He held her face in his hands, his thumb
caressing her cheek. “You think your color has anything at all to
do with the way I feel about you? Do you think your color
would matter? Now, or any other time or place?” He picked her up in
his arms and carried her triumphantly to the bed. Her head fell
back, her breasts titled toward him He kissed the golden mounds
above her dress straining for release. Soft, warm lips fastened to
his when he lifted his head and he heard a smothered groan. His
hands traveled, caressing her all the way to the end of her dress.
Their breathing seemed loud and labored. Spanning her tiny waist,
he shifted upward. Her breast puckered at his soft touch, instantly
reacting to each caress. Gently, he circled her nipples one at a
time through the thin material with his thumb. She groaned
aloud.

She looked at him with raw, smoldering
desire. “You seem to know how to touch me. I’ve never felt this way
before, so instantly attracted. So helpless. I’m on fire for
you…only you. And I can’t do anything to stop the feelings growing
in me when I look at you. I want to stop them…but I can’t.”

Her face mirrored her desire as he stared
down into her lovely eyes once more.

She pushed him away, but not for long. She
trembled. Slowly, she began to unbutton the dress. Her hesitancy
sought his trust.

He watched each button open until the dress
slid to the floor. He stared at her. The heat of her gaze drew him
closer. She was naked and breathtaking. He gasped aloud. “My God,
you are so beautiful, Maggie…you offer me so much.”

She climbed into the bed and spread the sheet
and blanket away from her so he could look. Her gesture flamed with
open invitation. He feasted on her golden body. All of her. From
the beautiful waves of hair to the golden tips of her toes. As she
waited for him, she turned on her side, her breasts squeezing
together, her hips rounding like mountains against the tiny waist.
Her hips drew him as he rolled her to her stomach and kissed her
all over, fascinated by the silky smooth skin she presented him.
She moaned the pleasure of his touch, drawing shaky breaths as his
lips explored each generous curve. His fingers outlined her,
stopping at the crevice of her backside. Stilling his fingers
there, he paused as she drew breath.

“You tempt me to madness.”

She grew breathlessly quiet.

He undid his clothes and let them fall beside
hers. Then he rejoined her on the bed. He gazed at her in wonder.
How could he want her so badly knowing who she was? No answers
came, no answers needed. He didn’t search for any. They wanted each
other. That was enough, and the thrill that it was mutual drove him
near insanity.

He glanced at her arching breasts as she lay
flat against the bed once more. Her nipples were not black, but
purple and puckered as he came closer. His hands glided smoothly
over her, feeling the textures of her, touching and appreciating
her immediate response. As her body pouted for him, he dipped to
take a nipple into his mouth. One at a time, he savored them.
Wetting them with his tongue, then swirling about the nipples,
first one then the other, making sure he gave them both ample
attention as she writhed beneath him. He slowly massaged the
tightened nubs with his tongue heating them. Her breasts spilled
from his hand as he tried to grasp them both in one hand. He buried
his nose in her cleavage as he held each side together. He couldn’t
believe how beautiful they were, so young and yet so fully
developed. He could look at them all day, so perfect, so pouting,
so wanting. His tongue circled the nipples again. She moaned aloud
and wiggled in his arms. The dark purple of her areolas beckoned
him for more.

“Tell me if you like what I’m doing. I want
to know if you like my touches.”
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