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      North and South. Enemies and Lovers. 

      

      Caught up in the war weary home front strife of the Civil War, southerner Leah struggles to protect not only her home, but her aging grandmother.

      

      In the aftermath of a bloody Civil War battle, Jackson makes a promise to his dying friend. He must journey through dangerous territory to fulfill that promise to a stranger.

      

      While fulfilling his promise to his friend, Jackson’s life changed forever. And Leah finds more inner strength than she ever expected.

      

      An enchanting and spellbinding historical romance set against the backdrop of the American Civil War. 
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        April 1864

      

      

      Another calf was born yesterday. Leah stayed up all night helping the unfortunate cow get through a breech birth. The cow was give out, so Leah cleaned up the calf and fed it herself. The way Leah took to the task, you'd never know she was born and bred in town.

      Leah does anything I need her to do and, as you can imagine, those things have gotten to be more and more as my eyesight continues to diminish. The doctor says there’s nothing that can be done. I know I’ve told you that before, but I’m still trying to wrap my head around the knowledge that I’ll be blind within what the doctor says will be only a few more months. Even now, the world is getting hazy and this is probably the last letter I’ll be able to pen for myself.

      Leah has promised to write my letters for me, so I’ll still be able to write you. She’s a God-send. I truly don’t know what I would do without her.

      We don’t get much news these days, but I did hear that General Richard Taylor is on his way toward us here in Pleasant Hill. I don’t know if you’re with that regiment or not, but if you are, I hope you’ll be safe and I hope that maybe you can come home sooner than later. Will this war ever end?

      I think of you every day and I hope that you are staying safe. I hope to see you soon.

      Love always,

      Grandma Maria Hudson

      

      Jackson Holcomb refolded the letter and balanced it on his thighs. The camp was quiet now - the only sounds were from the cooks preparing breakfast. The morning air filled with dew, a balm to the scorched land. The evening battle had been the worst Jackson had seen. His eyes hurt from lack of sleep and from the burn of gunpowder.

      The men weren't speaking. There was an occasional moan from the med tent and some movement in and out. The men they carried out hadn’t made it. In the last hour alone, Jackson had counted six men carried out.

      It had been a bloody battle indeed.

      The wind picked up - heralding what was sure to be an April shower. Perhaps it will wash away the smell of death.

      Jackson picked up the haversack lying on the ground next to him. It belonged to Stephen Hudson - his friend and fellow soldier. They had marched from Alexandria, Louisiana to Tennessee and back again to Louisiana in the space of three years. Side by side. They had stood together in battle. Slept side by side night after night.

      Three years of constant companionship.

      There was little they hadn’t known about each other. In fact, Stephen knew more about him than any of the other soldiers combined. Stephen had known that Jackson was from Ville Platte, Louisiana. His family never owned a slave, but he’d be damned if he’d let a bunch of Yankees tell him what he could and could not do. Jackson’s blood stirred just at the very thought of it.

      Stephen had known that Jackson’s father was killed at the battle of Bull Run. They’d bonded over that. Jackson’s father had been killed at the same battle. No one really understood the seriousness of the war until after that battle. No more picnics on the battleground held to watch the war.

      Stephen had known that Jackson had studied at West Point, but had given up his education when the war started. He would follow Robert E. Lee anywhere. Prior to the war, Jackson had worked with his father who was an attorney and it had been their plan to be Holcomb and Holcomb, Attorneys at Law. Now that would never come to pass. Jackson mourned that way of life destroyed by the war. Jackson had never known his mother. She had died in childbirth with Jackson. He carried a vague sense of guilt with him about that, probably an unconscious vibe from his father, who, to his credit, never once indicated that he blamed Jackson for his wife’s death. In fact, Jackson reflected, his father had always treated him with utmost kindness.

      It was more than just their history though, that they knew about each other. Stephen had known that Jackson liked to get up and watch the sunrise. That was his favorite part of the day. He had known that Jackson often used that early morning time to stare at the picture of the girl he had left back home - the girl he had planned to marry. He knew that Jackson couldn’t remember what she looked like without the picture to remind him. He knew that they hadn’t spoken since the war began and had never exchanged a letter. They knew not whether or not the other lived or died.

      Jackson placed a hand over his heart where he had kept the picture. It was gone now, soaked with blood.

      Jackson knew that Stephen had never been betrothed, but was sweet on one of the laundresses that followed the army around.

      Jackson knew that Stephen received a letter every month from his grandmother and he carried every one of them with him in his haversack, tied together with a blue ribbon. Stephen had openly shared those letters with Jackson - Maria Hudson had a way with words that brought the way of life back home to life. Through those letters, Jackson had learned that not only had Stephen’s father died at the Battle of Bull Run, but his grandfather had succumbed to illness at the Siege of Vicksburg. Stephen’s mother had died when Stephen was ten.

      Stephen’s family had three servants - two to help with the cotton and one to help out inside. Even though Stephen’s father had signed the papers giving them their freedom when the war broke out, they had all three chosen to stay on with the family.

      The servant who worked in the house passed away two years ago, but the two men were still there, working in the fields, tending what livestock was still there.

      He also knew that Stephen had a younger sister named Leah who had been away at boarding school when the war began, but had returned to live with her grandmother when the school closed. Maria had mourned the loss of her son and anxiously awaited the return of her grandson.

      Jackson scrubbed his face with his hands and studied the darkening sky. There was one thing he didn’t know.

      He didn’t know how he was going to tell Maria and Leah that Stephen had been shot and killed yesterday at the Battle of Pleasant Hill.

      His instinct was to ignore the whole thing and walk away. But he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t just walk away.

      He had made a promise.
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      Leah Hudson cranked the lever to pull a bucket of water from the well as she watched the clouds darkening in the west. Wind whipped her long hair into her eyes. She turned into the wind and allowed it to clear her vision, sweeping her hair out of her eyes. The smell of rain was in the air. She welcomed it. Since last evening when the sounds of cannon fire had filled the air, the smell of gunpowder had lingered. Gunpowder and something else she wouldn’t allow herself to think about.

      She’d had an uneasy feeling since yesterday - an edginess that she couldn’t shake.

      Taking the bucket with her, she went back inside and locked the door behind her.

      “Leah?” Grandma Maria called from the parlor.

      “It’s me, Grandma,” Leah said, sighing. The last few months had been heart-wrenching. Grandma had progressively become less and less able to see. She described it to Leah as though she was looking through the bottom of a jar. Everything was distorted. Leah had sent for the doctor after Grandma could no longer see well enough to read. The doctor had said there was nothing he could do. Sometimes older people lose their eyesight.

      Grandma still got around quite well, Leah reminded herself. It was just the letters.

      Grandma’s favorite pass-time was to write letters to the soldiers. She wrote to Leah’s brother, Stephen, but she also wrote to other soldiers that she knew from church.

      It was no longer safe for them to go to church, but Grandma kept a list of those soldiers she knew from town. Leah often wondered if any of them actually received the letters. How many times had she had to bite her tongue? You’re wasting your time, Grandma.

      “What are you doing, Dear?” Grandma asked, coming from the parlor.

      “Just washing up from breakfast.”

      “Do you want me to help?”

      “No, Grandma. I’ve got it.” She poured water into the kettle and put it on the stovetop to heat. While the water heated, she cut up potatoes to prepare a soup for tonight’s meal.

      The rain started lightly, then the thunder rumbled in the distance. It sounded a lot like the cannon fire from the battle last night.

      Where are you, Stephen? The words were always there.

      It had been three years since she had seen her older brother. Three years since her father, brother, and grandfather had donned Confederate gray and marched off to join the southern army. First, word had come that their father had been killed at the Battle of Bull Run. Then last year, her grandfather had succumbed to illness during the Siege at Vicksburg.

      And still no word from Stephen. She sent up a silent word of prayer that he was safe.

      Leah scrubbed the plates from breakfast and dried them as the rain came in torrents.

      Hopefully to wash away the smells of battle.
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      By mid-afternoon, the rain had moved out, leaving the air fresh. Jackson watched the house for over an hour, but there was no movement.

      Right now he would rather be in the midst of battle than faced with the task at hand. I can’t do it.

      But somehow he knew he would.

      Stephen had underestimated the size of his home. It was no mansion, but it was no cottage either, as his friend had described it. It was a white two-story house with a front porch as large as Jackson’s bedroom back home. Two rocking chairs sat side by side, but it was otherwise unadorned.

      It was the war, he thought. The war discounted all things unnecessary - leaving only the bare bones.

      As he approached the front porch stairs, a svelte black man approached and hovered nearby, watching.

      Jackson nodded in his direction. The servant moved forward and leaned against the porch, but allowed him to reach the door. I suppose my uniform is the right color.

      Jackson breathed in deeply. Held his hand up to knock on the door, but pulled it back. Lowered his head. Then taking a deep breath, rapped quickly on the door.

      Perhaps they aren’t here. A little surge of hope shot through him. He turned away.

      The door opened behind him. His hopes dashed, he turned around and his breath caught in his throat.

      Stephen had been a handsome man. That knowledge should have provided him with forewarning.

      “Are you lost?” She asked. The voice of an angel.

      Jackson stared into the very same blue eyes of his friend. I’ll think about that later.  Black hair framed the most beautiful face he had ever seen.

      “Do I know you?” She asked, a small smile playing about her lips. Luscious pink lips.

      Jackson wavered. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to turn and walk away.

      “Leah,” he murmured.

      The smile faded from her lips and she glanced behind him. Saw the servant hovering behind him now. Stood her ground. She doesn't know me.

      “How do you know my name?” She asked, her eyes full of suspicion now.

      “I apologize,” Jackson said. “I don’t mean to frighten you.”

      “Who is it?” A woman called from the back of the house.

      “It’s alright, Grandma. Just someone looking for directions.”

      Leah stepped over the threshold and pulled the door behind her. “Who are you?” She asked. “You seem to have the advantage.”

      “I apologize. My name is Jackson Holcomb.”

      “Private?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, Private Jackson Holcomb, how may I assist you?”

      

      Jackson shifted and her eyes lit on the haversack over his right shoulder. Stephen’s haversack. He’d forgotten about the embroidered initials on the shoulder strap.

      Her gaze lifted to his. Recognition merged with knowledge. Her expression questioned.

      There was nothing he could say. He shook his head slightly.

      She swayed. Then the most beautiful angel fainted into his arms.

      Before he knew what had happened, his arms were full of her. He cradled her close to him, putting his arms beneath her knees and picking her up. She was light as a feather. Nudging the door open, he carried her inside.

      “Oh dear. What’s happened?” The woman he knew to be Grandma Maria Hudson got up from the settee and came towards them.

      “I’m afraid she’s fainted,” Jackson said.

      “Here. Put her on the settee.”

      Jackson lowered her gently onto the settee and swept her hair from her face. “Do you have a wet cloth?” he asked.

      “I’ll get one,” Grandma said, turning.

      Jackson knelt on the floor and adjusted her feet hidden by mounds of pale green cotton. He located a small pillow which he gently placed beneath her head.

      Grandma returned with a cool, damp cloth. Jackson ran it along her pale cheeks, across her forehead. Dark lashes lay against her soft skin.

      Something shifted in his heart and he knew in that moment that he was lost, but in not the way she indicated. His heart was lost to her.

      And he had brought her the most awful news of her life. Not only had the war claimed the life of her grandfather and her father, but that of her brother as well.

      “Is she going to be alright?” Grandma asked.

      Jackson turned to the other woman straining to see them. And now he had to tell this woman that her grandson had died in his arms.

      There was no God when such grief had to be bestowed upon such pure, heavenly creatures.

      “Yes,” he answered. “She’ll come around in a moment.”

      “I’ve only known her to faint one other time…” Grandma’s voice drifted in mid-thought.

      She studied him. He wasn’t sure how well she could see at this point. But he had a feeling she could see well enough.

      “You’re a soldier,” she stated.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “You’ve come to give us news of Stephen,” she said, lowering herself to the chair.

      Such tragedy that these women expected the worst. Such tragedy that they were correct.

      “Yes ma’am,” he said, again.

      “He won’t be coming home,” she said, sitting back in the chair and closing her eyes.

      Jackson wasn’t sure what to say, “I’m sorry,” he said simply, resuming his ministrations of the cool cloth against Leah’s skin.

      She stirred.

      He sat back on his heels and her eyes fluttered open.

      Perhaps I made the wrong choice in coming here. Even as the thought crossed his mind, he knew that it had not been a choice. It had been a promise.

      Leah’s facial expression shifted from confusion to memory to sadness. Slowly she sat up. Shifted her gaze to her grandmother. “Grandma?” she said, alarm evident in her voice. She stood up to go to her grandmother. Her balance unsteady. Jackson automatically reached out to take her arm to steady her.

      She sat on the arm of her grandmother’s chair. Maria opened her eyes, took her granddaughter’s hands. He watched as the two women clung to each other.

      “Is it true?” Grandma asked Leah.

      Leah turned and looked at Jackson, her eyes filled with unshed tears.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here like this.”

      Leah shook her head. “On the contrary. “You were very kind to come to us. And brave,” she added.

      “I should go,” he said.

      “No,” Leah said, standing up. “Please don’t go. Please tell us what you know.”

      Jackson stood up, removed his hat as an afterthought, and glanced toward the front door.

      “Please,” she said, nodding toward the settee. “Sit.”

      Jackson glanced down at his uniform, still dirty from battle. He would have changed clothes, but he had nothing else to wear. He’d washed the blood off, but it had left a stain. He should not have come here with Stephen’s blood on his uniform. “I don’t dare,” he said.

      Leah shifted into action. “I’ll get you something else to change into. You can clean up while I make you something to eat. You must be starved.”

      She left in a whirlwind, leaving him with Grandma.

      “Tell me your name,” she said.

      “Jackson Holcomb.”

      “Did you know my grandson well?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “You fought together, then?”

      “For three years.”

      “He never wrote,” she murmured.

      “He wanted to,” Jackson said. “He read all your letters - over and over.”

      Her face brightened - even if just a little.

      “He kept them,” Jackson said, pulling the haversack from his shoulder.

      “You read them,” she said.

      “He read some of them to me,” He said. I read every one of them – over and over.

      Leah rescued him then, coming back into the room with a stack of folded clothing in her hands. “I’ll show you where to wash up,” she said, “and you can wear these. They were Stephen’s. You look to be about the same size.”

      “You’re most kind,” he said, then turned back to Grandma. “Will you excuse me?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Maria said. “We’ll talk later.”

      Leah led him down into the hallway and up the stairs.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry to come here like this. To intrude.”

      “If you hadn’t come, how would we have known?” she asked, leading him into a bedroom with clean water in a basin on a washstand. “You can come back downstairs when you’ve cleaned up and changed,” she said. “I’ll make you something to eat.”

      “Thank you.”

      She closed the door behind her. Had this been Stephen’s room? Without the war, he could have come here with his friend. Met his family. Fell in love with Stephen’s sister and, perhaps, if he hadn’t brought her such bad news, she could have fallen in love with him, too. And they could have spent a life together.

      He shook his head. The war had addled his mind.

      He took his pistol from his belt and, looking around, tucked the gun beneath the pillow on the bed. Using a cloth next to the basin, he wiped the blood and grime from his skin, then put on the clothes that had belonged to his best friend - brown cotton pants and a white cotton button-down shirt. A perfect fit.

      I’m sorry, my friend. I wish you were here with me.
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      “Let me do that,” Leah said, when Grandma picked up a knife to begin cutting potatoes to put into the soup.

      “I’ve been cutting potatoes for seventy years before your father was even a thought.”

      “I don’t want you to cut yourself.”

      “I can see well enough. Anyway, I do it mostly by feel.”

      Leah took a deep breath. It was a balancing act - knowing when to help Grandma and knowing when to let her do things for herself.

      Right now they both needed something to keep their hands busy.

      “I knew something was wrong,” Grandma said. “He didn’t write.”

      He had three years to write. But Leah kept her thoughts to herself. Stephen had been older than she. He had left for West Point when she was only thirteen. Even when he was at West Point, he hadn’t been one to write. One letter. Only one to the family letting them know he had arrived safely.

      He had joined the war with only a telegram. Why had he kept his distance from them?

      “He never was one to write,” Leah pointed out as she stoked the fire in the stove. The water began to boil.

      “No,” Grandma mused. “Stephen preferred outdoor things to paper and ink.”

      Leah stirred cornmeal, salt, water, milk, and butter together in a bowl and poured the mixture into a pan which she slid onto the shelf in the stove. While she had the stove door open, she added a couple of sticks of wood.

      Standing up, she wiped her hands on her apron and turned. Her breath caught in her throat. She wasn’t sure whether it was seeing the man standing in the doorway wearing her brother’s clothes or if it was the man himself.

      “The clothes fit you well,” she said, a lifetime of breeding overcoming any visceral reaction she may have had.

      “Your brother and I were about the same size,” he said.

      “Come,” she said, gesturing to a chair at the little kitchen table. “Sit. It’ll be a little while before the food will be ready, but I can offer you some water.”

      “Thank you,” Jackson said, pulling a chair from the kitchen table and sitting down next to Maria.

      Leah poured water into a glass and put it in front of him. “How did you get away?” she asked.

      “I was due leave,” he said.

      “Were you nearby? We heard cannons last night.”

      “Yes,” he answered, drinking the water in one gulp, avoiding her gaze. Leah refilled his glass.

      “You were in the battle,” Maria insisted.

      “I was.”

      He doesn’t want to talk about it. “Where are you from?” Leah asked.

      “I’m from Ville Platte.”

      “I’ve not heard of it.”

      “It’s a small town a good bit south of here.”

      “I see. Do you have family there?”

      “No,” he said, drinking again.

      “Oh,” Leah said. Years of breeding notwithstanding, this man was being difficult to converse with.

      Perhaps this was awkward for him as well.

      Maria finished cutting the potatoes and Leah added them to the water on the stovetop.

      As she began peeling an onion, her eyes began to burn. By the time she had it halfway peeled, her eyes were tearing.

      Jackson stood up, went to stand next to her. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “It’s the onion,” she said, setting down the knife and wiping her eyes on her apron.

      “Let me,” he said, taking the onion from her hands.

      “I never can do this,” she said, sitting in the chair Jackson had vacated. He finished peeling the onion and begin to cut it.

      The burning in her eyes from the onion seemed to open a floodgate. She got up and went to stand at the window, her back to them. Grandma excused herself and left the room.

      The tears flowed freely now. Stephen, why did you disappear? Why did you have to die?  Leah lifted her apron and covered her face. The pain overwhelmed her and her knees began to tremble.

      Then Jackson was there, putting his arms around her. She allowed him to hold her. She buried her face against his chest.

      And sobbed.

      

      This was not the onion. Jackson held her tightly to him. Let the deep, heart-wrenching sobs overcome her. His own tears silently dropped onto the top of her head. She held onto him as though holding on for life itself.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I’m so sorry. Shhhh.”

      He kissed her hair. Held her close.

      As her sobs began to slow, she raised her head. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He pressed his lips against her forehead. Held them there. Just please stop crying.

      “Please forgive me,” she said, between sobs.

      “Whatever is there to forgive?” He put a hand behind her head and cradled her face against his chest. “Whatever you need,” he said. “Anything you need. Just tell me.”

      “I should check on Grandma,” she said, but didn’t move.

      “Yes,” he said, holding her tighter.

      She pulled back a little, but he brought her close again. “I can’t,” she said. “We shouldn’t"

      “You’re right,” he agreed. “You don’t know me.”

      “You don’t know me either.”

      Maria’s letters came back to him, flooding him with images. “I know,” he said, against her hair, close to her ear. “that you’ll stay up all night to tend a calf whose mother isn’t able to. I know that you like the smell of honeysuckle in the spring and when you were a child, you liked to taste it. I know that you speak French. You’re an excellent swordsman, and you can play the piano.”

      “And I know that I’ve frightened you because you’re holding your breathe.”

      Leah sucked in her breath. Lifted her eyes to his.

      If Stephen had told him that his sister was as beautiful as he was handsome, he would have deserted years ago and found his way here.

      “You’re right,” she said. “I know nothing about you.”

      “Will you allow me the opportunity to remedy that?” he asked.

      She pulled away and he let her go this time. She turned back to the window. “You bring news of my brother’s death and yet you speak to me as though we’ve met at a social. As though nothing is wrong.”

      “I apologize,” he said, his voice hoarse even to his own ears. “I’ll go now.”

      He got as far as the door to the kitchen.

      “No, she said. “You can’t leave. Grandma will want to talk to you.”

      He turned back.

      “And besides,” she added, the hint of a smile at the corner of her lips. “I’m making cornbread and soup.”

      He grinned. “Cornbread and soup it is then,” he said.

      “Oh no! Cornbread!” she said, picking up her skirts.

      “I’ll get it,” he said, reaching the kitchen with her at his heels. Taking a cloth, he opened the door and pulled out the pan of cornbread. “Perfect,” he said.

      “Thank you,” she said, checking the pot of boiling water.

      “I should go to Grandma,” Leah said.

      “Go. I’ll get this.”

      She nodded.

      “You want these potatoes in the soup? And the onions?”

      “Yes, I’ll be right back.”

      Jackson put the potatoes and onions in the boiling water and stirred it.

      What I am stirring with Leah?

      She’d seemed so fragile and lost. She was right. It wasn’t a social occasion. Doubtless, there were things that needed to be done around the house.

      He remembered seeing the servant outside. How much did he do?

      Grandma and Leah had been going it alone for three years.

      I don’t want to go back. The thought surprised him.

      Jackson had been in the army since Louisiana called to arms. He’d never even taken leave. General Taylor hadn’t questioned him when he’d asked for leave to inform Stephen’s family of his death.

      Take all the time you need, General Taylor had said.

      They were marching today.

      Without him.

      They won’t miss me.

      He shook his head. He’d help out here a few days - maybe a few weeks, depending on what was needed - or wanted, then he’d find his brigade.

      He stirred the soup. Looked around for something else to add. Tomatoes would be nice. When Leah came back, he’d ask her if they had any tomatoes.

      With nothing to do at the moment, he went over to the window and looked out over the land. There was a grove of trees a few yards out from the house. Not safe. Too many places for people to hide.

      Watch out for her, Stephen had said. Promise me you’ll take care of her.

      There had been Yankees everywhere. Out of nowhere. But they were winning. He only knew because there were more Yankees on the ground than Confederates.

      They had them on the run. Side by side. He and Stephen had fought side by side in so many skirmishes. They were a team.

      A cannonball landed in front of them, sending them backwards. The Yankees had all the machines and the advantage. Jackson landed on the ground, but Stephen managed to stay standing. Jackson had dirt in his eyes and gunpowder in his lungs.

      The Yankees were beating them now. They needed to move. I have to get up. Help me up, he’d said, but wasn’t sure if it was out loud or just words in his head.

      Stephen held his hand out to him. Jackson took it.

      Then it happened.

      Stephen’s hand went limp and he stood like a statue. Staring ahead. Staring at nothing.

      Then he fell like a tree. Fell into Jackson’s lap.

      Jackson knew Stephen had been hit. He’d seen enough soldiers get hit to recognize the look.

      How bad was it? Sometimes it was hard to tell.

      Where was he hit?

      Where are you hit?

      Stephen didn’t answer. Just stared at his friend.

      Jackson shook him.  Where are you hit?

      When Stephen didn’t answer, Jackson knew it was too late. His friend was gone.

      But Stephen spoke. Take care of my sister. Promise me you’ll watch out for her.

      When Jackson didn’t answer, Stephen had grasped his hand. Grasped his hand with the strength granted only to dying men. Promise me you’ll take care of Leah.

      “I will,” Jackson had answered. “I promise.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Leah asked.

      Jackson jumped, jarred back to the present, and wiped the beads of sweat from his brow before turning.

      “No one,” He answered automatically, turning around to face the angel that he had been charged with guarding.

      My friend has no idea what hell he’s condemned me to.

      How was he going to protect her from others?

      How can I protect her when I’m the one she needs protecting from?

      

      “They’re all gone,” Grandma said. “My husband, my son, and my grandson. All the men.”

      “I know,” Leah said, putting her arms around her grandmother. “It’s the stupid war.”

      “War is what men do best,” Grandma said, blowing her nose on a handkerchief. “They knew they were risking their lives.”

      “And they just had to go anyway,” Leah said, the familiar heat rising on her cheeks. “What are we supposed to do now?”

      “We keep going. It’s all we can do.”

      “It’s what we’ve been doing for three years. It’s been hard.”

      Grandma’s chin wavered a little, her eyes watery, but she kept her head high. “If we’ve managed this long, we’ll manage longer. It’s what women do. We’re the strong ones, you know.”

      Leah took a deep breath. She had to be strong for Grandma.

      “I’m just sorry I’m not going to be much help.”

      “What do you mean? You’ve always done so much.”

      “With my eyesight gone, you’ll be taking care of me, too. I’m sorry about that. You don’t need the added hardship.”

      “Taking care of you will never be a hardship.”

      “You’re kind,” Grandma said. “But you need to know that it won’t be easy.”

      “We’ll make it,” Leah said. “We’ll make it just like we’ve been doing. We have Silas and Leroy to help out, too.”

      They sat in the back parlor where Grandma kept her small desk and writing materials. The room had been her husband’s study. Now it was a library/sitting area for the women.  A knock at the back door interrupted them.

      “There’s Silas now,” Leah said, going to step outside.

      “Miss Leah,” The tall, black man held his hat in his hand, his head lowered.

      “What is it Silas?”

      “Some soldiers stopped by.”

      “Stephen’s friend, Jackson, is here.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Stephen was killed at the Battle of Pleasant Hill.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. Saying it out loud made it more real.

      “I’m sorry, Miss,” Silas lifted his eyes. “Mr. Stephen was a good man.”

      “Yes, he was. I want to thank you for staying on to help us out.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he shifted from one foot to the other, his eyes down again.

      “What is it, Silas?”

      “We talked to the soldiers, Leroy and me.”

      “There were others?”

      “Yes ma’am. They stopped by this morning. They said they needed our help.”

      “Did you help them? What did they need?”

      “They want us to go help them fight the war,” he said.

      “You can’t go,” Leah said. Could they?

      “I’m sorry, Miss Leah, but they said they needed free men to help fight the war against the Yankees.”

      “You want to fight?”

      “Yes ma’am. We want to do our part. It ain’t right - them Yankees coming down here telling us what we can and can’t do.”

      “No, it’s not right. But… we need you here.”

      “I know, Miss, but we’re free and all. Mistress Maria said so herself.”

      Leah bit her bottom lip. This is not good. “I’ll get Grandma,” she said.

      Leah called Grandma to come outside with her.

      “Good morning, Silas,” Maria said. “Is there a problem?”

      “No ma’am.”

      “Silas and Leroy want to join the army,” Leah said.

      “You want to go fight?” Maria asked.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “You know you could be killed.”

      “We know, ma’am.”

      “Very well,” Maria said. “Take care of yourselves.”

      “Yes ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.” Silas backed away, and hurried away to join Leroy who waited for him around the corner of the back porch.

      Leah watched them slap each other on the back, grinning from ear to ear.

      “I hate to see them go,” she murmured, back inside now.

      “It happened later than I expected,” Grandma said, sitting at her desk and straightening her letters. “They’re free men. At least they’re going to fight alongside our boys instead of against them.”

      “A lot of slaves went to fight for the north,” Leah mused.

      “Most of them did,” Grandma said, running a hand along the stack of letters she had gotten from soldiers - none of them from her own grandson.

      “Oh, Grandma,” Leah said, going to kneel next to her grandmother. “What are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to survive. Just like we’ve been doing since this war begin.”

      “They’re fighting right outside our door.”

      “They’re exhausted and hungry. It can’t go on much longer.”

      “Even now,” Leah said, nodding toward the front of the house. “The war has invaded our home. Soldiers inside and slaves leaving to join the army.”

      “Times change, Dear. We just have to change with them.”

      Such a positive way of thinking. And from someone losing her sight!

      “You’ll want to talk to Jackson,” Leah said.

      Grandma nodded. “I expect he’ll stay awhile.”

      “Why do you say that?” Leah asked, the heat climbing her cheeks. I hope you’re right. I don’t want him to leave.

      Grandma shrugged. “He looks like he could use a break from the war.”

      “I’m sure he could. I need to wash his uniform…” I need to wash my brother’s blood from his clothes. A host of emotions were elicited from that one thought.  Anger that Stephen had been the one to die while Jackson survived. Anger that Jackson was here now, acting as though it were normal. Intense loss that she would never see her brother again. And a tingle of excitement that Jackson was a handsome virile soldier in her home - willing to hold her while she grieved.

      She pushed the last feelings aside and tagged them as inappropriate. Nonetheless, she would treat him with kindness as she would any other guest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Leah found her unexpected guest still in the kitchen. He stood in front of the stove stirring the pot of soup she had left, practically forgotten, boiling on the stove. She watched as he brought a spoonful to his lips, blew on it, and sipped before stirring again.

      Even out of uniform, he presented a fine figure - tall and slim, with raven black hair that curled a bit at his collar. It had obviously been several days since he had shaven.

      His demeanor was calm and… content. He appeared to have made himself at home in their kitchen. He had filled the woodbox next to the stove with narrow sticks of wood. He had cut the cornbread and stacked it neatly on a plate on the little kitchen table where she and Grandma ate their meals. There was no need to drag everything into the dining room just for the two of them.

      She was suddenly glad that she kept the floor swept and everything spotless. In fact, it was just this morning that she had washed the dishes and put them tidily away.

      Her heart was tripping a little faster than normal.

      He must have seen her out of the corner of his eye. He set down the spoon and turned to face her. “I hope you’re hungry,” he said, his smile a little guilty.

      “Yes,” she breathed, then cleared her throat. “It smells delightful,” she added, a little less breathily.

      “I found some canned tomatoes and added them to the soup,” he told her. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” she said. “I’ve never known a man to make his way around the kitchen.”

      “Is that so?” he said. “It’s been my experience that if a man wants to eat, he should be willing to cook something.”

      She laughed. “You must be from another planet.”

      He returned her smile. “Perhaps I’m just ahead of my time,” he said.

      “So it seems.”

      “How’s your grandmother?” he asked.

      “Better than I thought,” she said, going to sit at the table and taking a pinch of cornbread. “It’s almost like she expected it to happen and she’s content with it,” she said, before putting a pinch in her mouth.

      “I suppose with age comes acceptance.”

      “I guess,” she said, chewing thoughtfully. “You and Stephen were close.”

      “For three years we marched and fought side by side.”

      “You didn’t know each other before the war.”

      “No…”

      “How did you become such good friends?”

      “Sometimes you just know you’re going to get along with someone.”

      “An instant connection.”

      “Yes,” he agreed.

      We’re not talking about you and my brother anymore.”

      “Why didn’t he write?” she blurted. It was the question that she had been struggling with all along.

      He stirred the soup, seemed to consider his response. “I guess he had his reasons.”

      “Like what?” she persisted.

      He shrugged

      “Grandma wrote him every month and she never once got a letter back. Other soldiers wrote her back, so I know there was paper.”

      He laughed. “There was paper.”

      “And ink.”

      “I think this is about ready.”

      “So there was no reason why he couldn’t write back.”

      “I know he read every word she wrote. More than once. Sometimes he read them to me. Or let me read them.”

      “So much for privacy.”

      “I was the only one.”

      “He trusted you.”

      “We trusted each other with our lives.”

      He sat down in the chair next to her. Stretched his legs out.

      Now that his eyes were level with hers, she was mesmerized.

      His eyes were locked onto hers. They seemed to see inside her soul.

      She looked away. Caught her breath.

      She glanced back, but he was still focused on her.

      I’m in over my head.

      She looked down now, her heart racing.

      Grandma came into the room. Leah breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Something smells lovely,” Grandma said.

      Leah looked back at Jackson. He winked at her.

      Her skin heated.

      “Leah made soup, Mrs. Hudson,” he said.

      “Actually-” Leah began, but Grandma jumped in.

      “Leah is a talented cook. She actually has many talents.”

      “Grandma, please.”

      “I’d like to hear all about them,” Jackson said.

      “Certainly. Over supper. Leah, Dear, why don’t you get some bowls.”

      “It’s already done,” Jackson said, nodding to the three bowls neatly stacked on the stove.

      “We can eat, then,” Leah said. Anything to distract the conversation away from her.

      Jackson filled their bowls and held the chair while Grandma sat.

      Leah watched him closely. Jackson Holcomb was no ordinary man. Ordinary men didn’t cook and hold chairs for older women. And give credit for it all to someone else.

      She would have to ask Stephen about him…

      Suddenly her appetite crashed. A tear spilled over from her eyes, but she closed them and breathed in deeply.  Not now. Later. I’ll deal with it later.

      “Tell us about your family,” Leah said.

      Jackson had been watching her closely as well. He allowed the conversation to shift from her to him.

      “I grew up near Ville Platte. Unfortunately, my mother died in childbirth with me. I was their only child and my father never remarried.”

      “That’s tragic,” Grandma said.

      “I never knew anything different.”

      “You were close to your father,” Grandma stated.

      “We were very close. My father was an attorney and I was to go in with him. We would have been Holcomb and Holcomb.”

      “But the war,” Leah said, the word bitter on her tongue.

      “Yes, the war. It’s left no family unscathed, it seemed. My father fell at the Battle of Bull Run.”

      Leah gasped. “As did my father.”

      “Yes, I know. Perhaps that’s another thing Stephen and I bonded over.”

      “You have no family left,” Grandma said.

      “Some distant cousins, but no one to speak of.”

      “How sad,” Leah said. And all I have left now is Grandma.

      “You’re fortunate that you have each other.”

      “We are,” Grandma said. “Leah has been a Godsend since she came to live with me.”

      “That’s right,” Jackson said. “You were at the boarding school in Natchitoches.”

      “Indeed,” Leah said, glancing at Grandma. “You seem to know details of my life, in and out.”

      Jackson grinned. “I know quite a bit, don’t I? I apologize.”

      “Somehow I don’t think you are sorry.”

      “You have time to get to know Jackson, as well, Leah,” Grandma said. “I think it was an honor that Stephen had someone he could share with.”

      “I’m glad he had you there for him,” Leah said.

      “The honor was mine.”

      Loud rapping on the front door interrupted their conversation. Leah jumped. Jackson shot out of his chair. “Stay here,” he said and disappeared into the hallway.

      Leah swallowed. The knocking came again, louder. “I should see who it is,” she said, but didn’t move.

      “Maybe it’s best if Jackson did that,” Grandma said.

      “Where did he go?”

      Her gaze landing on the haversack lying on the kitchen floor - Stephen’s things.

      Suddenly queasy, she floated back into the chair.

      He stole the letters. He stole them and read them in order to come here and worm his way into their homes.

      But to what end? We have no money, she argued with herself.

      Perhaps to kill them and keep the house.

      Perhaps for some other nefarious intent she couldn't even fathom.

      They had to protect themselves.

      Taking Grandma’s hand, she pulled the older woman toward the hallway.

      “Open the door. We’re United States Calvary Officers.” The soldiers knocked again.

      “Yankees!” Leah breathed.

      They stood in the hallway, frozen, for what seemed like minutes, but in reality was only seconds.

      “We have to let them in,” Leah said, “They’ll break the door down.”

      “We should hide,” Grandma said.

      “They’ll still break the door down and do whatever to the house.” Steeling herself, she called out, “Coming.”

      “Oh, Leah, now they know we’re in here.”

      “They know anyway. You should hide.”

      “Not a chance. I’m not leaving you.”

      Jackson bounded down the stairs, pistol in hand. “Is there someplace you can hide?” He whispered.

      Leah exchanged a look with Grandma.

      “You have a hiding place,” Jackson said.

      “They already know we’re here,” Leah said. “And we never hide from the soldiers. They’ve always been respectful.”

      “Times are hard now,” Jackson said. “Let me take care of it.”

      He turned and began to approach the front door. The hairs on the back of Leah’s neck tingled. “Wait,” she said.

      He stopped and turned back. The knocking came again. “Ma’am. Open the door or we’ll break it down.”

      “Just a minute!” she cried, exasperation evident in her voice.

      Leah went to Jackson, put her hand on his arm. “You can’t let them know you’re here. They’ll capture you.”

      “I’m on leave. I have a paper.”

      “Surely you don’t think Yankees will honor a piece of paper written by a Confederate officer. They’ll take you to prison.”

      He seemed to consider. The ticking of the grandfather clock standing in the parlor echoed down the hall.

      “What do you suggest?” he asked.

      “We have a hidden room.”

      “As most people do.”

      “You’ll stay there until they leave.”

      He breathed out, exasperation evident. “Very well,” he conceded. “If you’re right and they do capture me, I’ll be of no help to you. I’ll hide, but if they try to harm you, you scream, and I’ll be on them.”

      “Fair enough,” she said. “Grandma can hide with you.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” Grandma said, standing behind Leah. “You would be even more at risk.”

      “Very well. I can’t fight you both,” Leah said, “Come,” she tugged on Jackson’s sleeve, pulling him a few feet down the hallway. “Here,” she said, nodding to where they had just been standing.

      “We were standing on it?” Jackson asked.

      “Where better to hide than in plain view?”

      She bent down and rolled up the wool rug revealing… flooring.

      “Do you have a knife?” she asked.

      “Get one from the kitchen,” Grandma said, “Hurry.”

      Jackson was back in seconds. “Right here. Pry this board up.” Leah pointed to a nail in the floor boards.”

      “How do you remember this?” He asked as he shoved the knife into the groove.

      “It’s ten grooves over and parallel to that painting,” she nodded toward the painting of an older gentleman. “My grandfather” she said. “He built this.”

      “A man with good foresight,” Jackson said. Using the point of the knife, he was able to lift the board. A whole panel, about four feet by four feet came loose. “Nice,” Jackson said, putting the panel aside.

      “Hurry,” Leah said, glancing toward the front door. She could hear footsteps impatiently tramping on the front porch.

      Jackson dropped into the hole beneath the floor. It was just high enough he had to duck before she replaced the panel and rolled the rug back over it.

      “Time’s up,” The Yankee soldier called from the door.

      Grandma reached the door before Leah. Together, they stood there and opened the door to the soldiers in blue.

      “You’re bold, Sir, to demand that we open our door at this late hour,” Grandma said.

      The soldier appeared a little surprised at her indignation.

      “I apologize, Ma’am. I tend to forget your delicate Southern customs.”

      The Yankee soldier was tall - a big man, but not heavyset. He wore a beard, hence, his expression was difficult to read. Half a dozen soldiers stood at various distances behind him, the closest only a couple of feet behind. They were cleanly dressed and well-armed.

      They have sturdy shoes and clean clothes - uniforms one and all, to wear, Leah thought, while our boys are practically barefoot in threadbare clothing, some not even in uniforms.

      “What can I do for you?” Grandma asked. “You’re welcome to the well water.” She nodded toward the well.

      “If you don’t mind, ma’am, I’d like to come inside to discuss something else entirely with you.”

      “Don’t let them inside,” Leah hissed.

      “It’s alright,” Grandma said, “We must treat our guests with utmost respect.” She stepped back, and Leah had no choice but to follow suit. “Wipe your feet,” Grandma told him.

      Leah hid a smile as the Yankee soldier stopped at the threshold to kick the dirt from his shoes using the carpet-covered boot scraper sitting next to the door.

      Leah closed the door behind him, keeping her expression blank as she glanced at the other soldiers. Grandma led him past the stairs and down the hall.

      Leah’s eyes widened as she stopped so that the soldier stood directly on top of Jackson’s hiding place.

      “What is it you would like discuss with us?” she asked, holding her chin high as she addressed the enemy soldier.

      “I’ll get right to the point so you can go back to what you were doing,” he said.

      “We received word that a confederate soldier may have come by here. Have you seen any Southern soldiers?” He asked as he peered into the kitchen.

      Three soup bowls!  Leah swallowed a panicked gasp.

      “You’re the first visitors we’ve had,” she insisted.

      “Then you won’t mind if I take a look around.”

      “We have nothing to hide. But make it quick. I need my rest.”

      “Of course,” he said, going straight for the kitchen. Leah and Grandma followed.

      This is not good. He’s going to know.

      “Who else is here?” he asked.

      “Just myself and my granddaughter.”

      “Then why do you have three soup bowls set out here on the table?”

      Grandma gazed at the man curiously. “That’s none of your concern,” she said.

      “I mean no disrespect, Madam, but I believe it is.”

      Grandma heaved a sigh. “Since my husband was at the Battle of Gettsyburg, I set a place for him at the evening meal. In his honor.”

      “Indeed?” The soldier appeared skeptical. “Then who ate the soup?”

      Leah lowered her head. “I’m afraid I did. I do hate to see food go to waste when it’s so very hard to come by these days. And after working outside all day, since our servants have run off, I was famished. In fact, I’m exhausted. It would be considerate of you to leave now so that we may retire.”

      The soldier stood silent - looking at Leah now, all his attention focused on her.

      “Where is your husband?” he asked.

      “I am unmarried.”

      “You’re a beautiful young lady. I hardly see how you weren’t snatched up already.”

      “It’s a bit difficult to be snatched up when all the men are at war.”

      “Hmm,” he stroked his beard as his eyes slowly searched the room. “I don’t buy it. Three plates and three cups, but I’ll let it go for the moment.”

      “What is this?” he asked, reaching the corner of the room in three long strides and snatching up Stephen’s haversack.

      “Give me that!” Leah cried, rushing toward him, but he held it out of her reach.

      He lifted the lid, pulled out a stack of letters wrapped in a blue ribbon. “Stephen Hudson,” he read with interest.

      “Where is Stephen Hudson?”

      “Dead,” Leah said, through her teeth, holding out her hand.

      “Your husband?” he asked, ignoring her hand.

      “My brother. Killed by your kind.”

      He replaced the letters, handed the haversack to her. “How did you come by this?”

      “It was delivered to us by one of his friends,” Grandma said, sitting down at the kitchen table.

      “But you said no soldiers had come this way,” he pointed out, looking from grandmother to granddaughter.

      “It was left at the doorstep,” Leah said, clutching the haversack to her. “Now, if you would be so kind as to leave.

      After another visual sweep of the kitchen, he turned on his heel and left the room. He went through each of the other five rooms downstairs, while Leah waited in the hallway.

      “Satisfied?” Leah asked. “Please go now.”

      He glanced toward the top of the staircase.

      “You need to leave my home. Now,” she said.

      “But I haven’t finished my search.”

      “There is obviously no one here. And you are invading our privacy.”

      “I’m authorized to search each and every home at my discretion.”

      “Authorized? Authorized by whom?”

      “By orders of war.”

      “This is not a war zone. This is our home. And you are an invader. I will ask you again. Leave.”

      “After I’ve checked upstairs.”

      Violated. That was the best way to describe this feeling, Leah thought. This man, whom they had let into their home in order to avoid having him break down their door was violating them.

      He’ll find no one here. “When you’ve finished ravaging our home and invading our lives, you can let yourself out.” She turned and, with her head high walked away.

      Anger swirled through her veins. There was nothing she could do stop this man was searching every corner of their home looking for someone.

      Thank heavens they had hidden Jackson. They would have dragged him off. Just as she had suspected.

      She went back to the kitchen and laid the haversack on the table.

      “Is he gone?” Grandma asked.

      She shook her head. “No. He’s searching upstairs.”

      “We should go with him.” She said, but neither of them moved.

      “I couldn’t stop him.”

      “He’ll leave soon enough.”

      “Not soon enough,” she said, gathering up the dishes to begin cleaning up.

      Jackson crouched in the dark hole. They had walked directly on the floor above him. He had made out every word as they stood above him, but once they walked away, he could hear only muffled voices

      He gripped the gun in his hand, ready to leap out of hiding at the least hint that Leah or Grandma was in danger.

      Protect my sister. His friend’s dying words echoed in his head.  I can’t protect her if I’m captured. The words played over and over in his mind.

      Protect my sister.

      I can’t protect her if I’m captured.

      His blood rushed through his ears as he heard the soldier walk up the stairs. He knew it was the soldier. Much too heavy to be one of the women.

      He would find the bloody uniform.

      What would he do once he had clear evidence that a confederate soldier had been in the house?

      The soldier bounded down the stairs much more quickly than he gone up. The floor creaked when he walked past.

      Jackson gripped the gun handle. Fought the urge to make sure it was loaded. Any sound could give him away.

      The conversation moved more quickly now. Louder. But he couldn’t make out the words.

      Jackson breathed very deeply. I will protect them, my friend.

      Crouched there in the dark, waiting for the Yankee soldier to leave, Jackson reflected on the conversation from earlier.

      Why hadn’t Stephen written? Jackson would have given his right arm to have had someone to write to. Someone waiting at home. Someone who cared to know what he was doing.

      And Stephen never once picked up a pen to write a note home. Why?

      It was obvious that his sister and grandmother loved him and cared about him.

      Finally, the soldier left. The front door slammed definitively.

      The house was quiet now.

      Wait. Jackson commanded himself.

      This was a good sign that the soldier had left them.

      Silence. The grandfather clock tolled the hour. Seven o’clock.

      Had he taken them with him? If the soldier had captured Leah, there would be hell to pay indeed.

      “Jackson,” Leah whispered. “Come out.”

      Jackson pressed against the board and stood up. Leah crouched on the floor, waiting for him, her brow furrowed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had to make sure they rode off. I’ve closed all the curtains, so it should be safe.”

      “They found my uniform,” he said.

      “Yes and the haversack and the three bowls at the table.”

      “Damn.”

      “How did you explain it?”

      Leah chuckled. “Grandma told him she sets a place for her dead husband every night.”

      “Ha. She’s a sly one. What about the haversack?”

      “I said someone dropped it off at the door. Didn’t know who.”

      “Did he believe you?”

      She shrugged. “I think he was willing to go along until he went upstairs.”

      “And found the bloody uniform.”

      She nodded.

      “What did you tell him?”

      “I told him it was with the haversack.”

      “Seems plausible.”

      “I thought so. Told him I didn’t have a good explanation. Perhaps he could provide one.”

      “Ha. He knows something is amiss.”

      “I’m sure he does. But had no right to invade our home.

      She was beautiful with the flush of anger pinkening her cheeks. He hoisted himself out of the hole. “That’s a nice hiding area,” he commented.

      “I’m sure you couldn’t tell due to the darkness, but we have enough provisions in there for at least two weeks.”

      “You never know when you might need it,” he said. “Is Grandma alright?”

      “She’s better than I am,” Leah said, running a hand through her hair, shoving her long hair back from her face letting it tumble down her back.

      They went back to the kitchen where Grandma sat at the table and sat with her.

      “They’ll being watching the house now,” he said.

      Leah nodded. “It won’t be safe for you to leave… or even to go outside.”

      “I’m going to bed now,” Grandma said. “I’m give-out.”

      “Are you alright, Grandma?” Leah asked.

      “Just tired,” the older woman stood up and slowly made her way across the kitchen.

      “It’s been a bad day,” Leah said.

      “Let me help you upstairs,” Jackson said, going to her side.

      “Thank you, but I sleep across the hall now, downstairs. My knees are too old to climb up and down.”

      “I’ll walk you to your room then,” Jackson said, holding out his arm. She put her hand on his arm.

      As he escorted the older woman across the hall, again he wondered, how could his friend have deserted his family?

      Why hadn’t he wanted to see them in the days before the battle when they were so close by?

      His loss is my gain. Jackson shook off the unkind thought. His friend had died. Doubtless, he had his reasons. Whatever they were, he carried them with him to his grave.

      “Sit for a moment,” Grandma said as they entered her room. “Tell me why you’re here.”

      

      Leah dried the dishes and listened to their voices drifting across the hall. It was good that Grandma had someone to talk to besides her. Especially someone who knew her grandson.

      A sound outside startled her. She froze and listened, but decided it must have been the wind.

      Despite the circumstances, she was grateful that Jackson was there with them. Even if he was the reason the Yankees had come to their door.

      She studied the haversack. Perhaps Stephen still lived. She shook off the thought. It was wishful thinking.

      Had Jackson stolen Stephen’s bag in order to place himself in their home? Was he a war criminal being sought after by the soldiers? Is that why they had followed him to their door?

      Whatever the reason, she admitted to herself, as the sound of his voice intermingled with that of her grandmother’s drifting across the hallway, she liked him and whatever he had done she would not sentence him to being captured by Yankee soldiers.

      She could think of no reason for Jackson to
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