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        Happy 82nd birthday…
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        North Mississippi

        April 26, 1865

      

      

      

      The scent of burnt leather lingered in the pile of ashes that was once one of the grandest indigo estates on the Mississippi River.

      My solid white mare, named Horsefly, snorted and kicked up one foot in obvious protest at standing in the center of what was once Brandt Plantation.

      Absently reaching into the pocket of my oversized ragged gray wool pants, I pulled out a carrot I’d found on the side of the road and held it out while she nuzzled it out of my hand.

      It had been a damp spring and already little blue daisies sprang up from the moist soil surrounding the house.

      In another time and place, a ship floating in a sea of blue.

      But now there was nothing.

      A light gust of wind tousled my shoulder-length hair. The feel of hair against my cheek felt strange after four years of short, chopped hair.

      Squatting down, I picked up an oval metal frame and flashed back to another time. My mother sitting here on a sofa, her hands deftly plying an embroidery needle. This charred metal frame was all that was left of the chair cushions she had so painstakingly crafted.

      I halfway expected to see my father’s pipe lying nearby.

      It was how they spent their evenings.

      She embroidered and he smoked his pipe.

      The two of them never tired of each other’s company. It had kept them together until the end.

      And now, they lay side by side in the family graveyard just over the little hill, just out of sight of the house, but with a view of the Mississippi.

      A view for those who took the time to pay their respects as I had done earlier.

      The war had charred my heart, leaving me barren of tears, faced even with the graves of my parents and my younger sister.

      Especially faced with their graves. Instead of sadness, my heart burned with anger.

      Anger at the futility of the last four years.

      Years that had stolen the lives of those who fought and those who stayed behind.

      And fought we had.

      We had fought like banshees, frightening many a Yankee to death with the dreaded Rebel yell.

      A sound that even now sent a shiver down my spine.

      I had never uttered a sound. Not in four years.

      For all anyone knew, I was mute.

      It was the safest way to pull off living among southern soldiers who would die to save a woman’s honor.

      Instead, I had fought for my own honor. And the honor of my little sister and my parents.

      But it had all been for naught.

      The very ones I fought to protect lay dead and buried.

      Many would stay here and rebuild. Continue fighting a war that would never end.

      Surrender did not mean the war had ended.

      Yet the tired and weary southerners, soldiers and civilians alike, couldn’t face any more.

      So they took the surrender and ran it up the flagpole of hope.

      Only those of us who had no fight left in us could see the futility of pretending it was over.

      There was nothing left here. Not for me.

      Nothing left of my family’s land.

      Someone else could pay the taxes on it and call it home.

      I had no use for it.

      Nothing left of the south for me.

      The southern states were no better off than the ashes of this grand two-story house with dozens of wide wooden columns, painted white, and stairways as wide as most people’s living rooms.

      I dropped the embroidery frame back into the ashes. It belonged here. Not with me.

      I would take nothing with me. Not even my last name.

      From here on out, I would be Keira White. White for my mother’s maiden name.

      Taking Horsefly’s reins, I led her out of the ashes and the two of us shook off the ashes of the house I had grown up in. And along with the ashes, we shook off the past.

      There was no past left.

      There was barely a present.

      There was only the future.

      A future that had yet to be defined.

      Standing among the blue daisies, I put my foot in the ragged stirrup and hauled myself up on Horsefly’s back.

      Then I turned west.

      The west was the only untarnished direction left in this country.

      I had read enough dime novels by authors whose names I didn’t even remember, over the past four years that I knew.

      The west was the only place left.

      It held promise of a new beginning. A new life.

      The future of this country.

      And I, Keira White, would shore up the last vestiges of my energies and be a part of it.

      Turning my back to all that had been, all that had made me into the person I had become, I nudged Horsefly forward.

      We had a boat to catch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            PAUL HURST

          

        

      

    

    
      The murky Mississippi River churned below, its dark waters concealing God only knew what hells.

      I leaned against the railing to catch a breath of fresh air between the smell of stale churning water and the overwhelming scent of unwashed men.

      Despite the bright sunshine, I could barely see the bank on either side of the river. The Mississippi River was that wide.

      Despite my best intentions, I had only been a soldier for a short time.

      Instead, I had been a prisoner and was now a war veteran.

      Freedom.

      If one could call being packed like sardines on ship designed to carry five times fewer people than were now crowded aboard this ship called the Sultana.

      But I’d been hustled aboard, lured by the promise of freedom.

      The war was over. The surrender signed, sealed, and delivered. Our President shot and killed.

      But my goal had been survival.

      And I had survived, despite all the odds stacked against me.

      Captured during the First Battle of Bull Run or the First Battle of Manassas, as the southerners called it, I had seen little of the actual war.

      As a major in the northern army, I’d been a prize capture. The dubious distinction of being the first enemy officer captured in the war.

      Well, someone had to be first.

      As a result of being down here for four years, I had seen quite a bit of the south. Granted, not on my terms, but still…

      And I had gotten to know quite a few southerners.

      Some would say I had become a southern sympathizer.

      But they could say whatever they wanted.

      I was on my way home now.

      All I had to do was to survive this ship ride on these flooded waters of the Mississippi.

      I wasn’t from here. I was from Boston. So I didn’t pretend to know a whole heck of a lot about steamboats.

      I did, however, have enough common sense to know that this boat was about as overloaded as a boat could get.

      Even having grown up in a crowded city, I’d never seen so many people crowded into one small area.

      Most of them were prisoners, veterans now, like me.

      There were also some regular passengers, including a handful of ladies. How they ended up on a ship full of prisoners like this, I could only imagine.

      Southern women, too, with their belled out skirts and proper bonnets. The southern women were the prettiest. From what I’d seen, it was the southern women and the northern men who got the looks.

      If that secret had gotten out, the southerners would have been fighting to keep the northerners from stealing all their women.

      That, of course, was one of those thoughts I kept to myself.

      I kept most of my thoughts to myself. Being a prisoner had been like walking along the edge of a cliff, knowing that one misstep and I’d fall over the edge into sure death.

      A lot had happened in the four years since I’d been captured.

      I’d managed to maintain regular correspondence with my family back in Boston. I had to give the southerners that.

      Their hospitality lived up to its reputation, even with prisoners.

      They read everything, of course, to make sure there were no secrets spilled, but my correspondence was legitimate.

      “Man overboard!” A man not far from me yelled out.

      A melee erupted, with people jostling to get near the railing to see.

      I was already at the railing and I had to hold on tightly to keep from being pushed away.

      “He’s long gone.”

      “Can’t survive these waters.”

      “Couldn’t get him up anyways.”

      As the crowd moved away a bit, I looked down to see for myself.

      And there was indeed a man overboard.

      Except…

      It wasn’t a man at all.

      The girl was wearing faded breeches in a nondescript color, like most of the men on the boat. But she had shoulder-length hair and her fear-stricken features were soft and smooth.

      She was holding onto a towline, looking down.

      Somehow, she’d fallen, grabbed hold of the rope, and then slid this way. She was right below me. That’s why the men hadn’t see her.

      “Don’t look down,” I called out. “Look up. At me.”

      Even from here I could see her arms trembling.

      Women didn’t have the strength to hold themselves by the arms like men did.

      “Hold on,” I said. “I’m coming down for you.”

      Tossing off my tattered jacket, I heaved myself over the railing and lowered myself as far as I could go.

      Then I stretched out my hand toward her.

      I was as low as I could possibly go.

      But I was still a good six inches away from being close enough to grab her arm.

      I could hear men talking on the deck above me, but I tuned them out.

      Every cell in my body was focused on saving this girl from falling into the river.

      We were in the middle of the river, moving at a clipping speed and she would never survive.

      She was looking down again.

      “Look at me,” I said in my most commanding tone.

      Her gaze jerked up.

      “Take my hand.”

      She looked at my hand, but shook her head.

      The rope was wobbling now. The damn thing would probably pull loose at any moment.

      “Now,” I said. “Don’t think about it. Just take your right hand and hold it up. I’ll catch you.”

      Her fingers moved ever so slightly.

      She looked up at me, with tears in her eyes.

      “I can’t,” she said.

      “You have no choice. It’s either me or death. And trust me, I’m the better choice.”

      She closed her eyes, sending tears down her cheeks.

      The damn boat was moving more quickly.

      How could that idiot captain not realize the danger he put us all in? Besides the river being swollen, we were loaded so far over capacity, it was incomprehensible.

      “Now,” I said, sternly as a father would speak to a child. “Give me your hand.”
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      The rope cut into my hands and my arms trembled with the effort of holding myself up.

      Thank God I had the strength in arms that I did. I only had that from holding up a rifle. Thankfully no one had ever seemed to notice that I set it down in between shots. And if they did notice, they attributed that momentary need to rest on my being a young lad, not on me being a female.

      My feet hung inches from the churning muddy water, the hem of my pants damp from the spray.

      I couldn’t hold on much longer.

      “Take my hand.”

      I looked up at the man holding on to the rail with one hand, his other hand stretched just inches from my head.

      I wanted to take his hand. I did.

      But I couldn’t hold myself with one hand. If I let go of the rope with my right hand, I was going into the water.

      My muscles quivered.

      I was going into the water anyway.

      “Okay,” I said, though I wasn’t sure if he could hear me over the chattering of my teeth.

      My jaw clinched, I closed my eyes, and let go of the rope.

      I died a little bit in that moment.

      But I grabbed hold of him with my right hand.

      This was worse than what I had experienced in any battle.

      But he grasped my hand firmly in his and pulled me up.

      My feet found a footing on one of the rails as he pulled me up and I wrapped myself around him as he pulled me up.

      Finally, even with him, I wrapped both arms around him and held on tightly. I hadn’t meant to, but I looked down at the muddy water racing past.

      My breathing came in rapid gasps and I couldn’t hear over the ringing in my ears.

      “Take a minute,” he said against my cheek.

      I did. I closed my eyes and sent up a prayer of gratitude that my life had been spared.

      Saved by this kind stranger.

      As the seconds stretched into a minute, I heard men on the deck above calling out to this stranger.

      A rope landed against my shoulder.

      The man tied it under my arms.

      “Hold on to this,” he said. “They’re going to pull you up.”

      My hands were still burning from holding the rope earlier, but I nodded.

      I’d become so used to not speaking in the presence of soldiers for fear of being called on being a female, that staying silent was as natural as breathing.

      He kept a hold on me until I was firmly dragged onto the crowded deck of the ship.

      “It’s a woman.”

      “What the hell.”

      I tuned out their words, allowing them to lead me to the steps leading up to the second floor of the ship.

      I sat and looked around.

      There were so many people.

      It was then that I realized I hadn’t seen the face of the man who’d risked his life to save me.

      I lowered my head onto my chin.

      The worst of it was I’d lost my hat.
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      The men left me to pull myself back up to the deck.

      I didn’t blame them. It was natural that they wanted to help a damsel in distress rather the man who’d jumped overboard to save her.

      With my feet firmly on the deck, I realized that my shirt was damp with the spray of water from the river.

      The girl was easy enough to find. She was sitting on one of the metal steps leading to the second floor of the ship. Surrounded by men.

      Someone brought her a blanket and draped it around her shoulders.

      I made my way toward her through the crowd, finally making my way to the front of the crowd.

      “That’s him,” someone said.

      “He’s the one who saved her.”

      All eyes were on me now.

      “Step back,” I said. “give her some air.”

      The men edged back, but not without some grumbles.

      I put one hand on the railing to steady myself and looked at her.

      How did such a girl as this find herself overboard on the side of the ship, hanging onto a rope?

      She blinked and looked up, her gaze locking onto mine.

      Good God.

      She was absolutely stunning.

      Even dressed in men’s pants and a white shirt that was obviously too big for her, and hair so short it barely brushed her shoulders, she was beautiful.

      Ignoring the other men around us, I sat down next to her.

      Her eyes wide, she looked at me before her gaze darted away.

      That brief connection, though, was enough for me to see that she had incredibly clear green eyes. They were as green as any verdant foliage from a spring day after a rain.

      “How did that happen?” I asked.

      “I ‘um…” She cleared her throat.

      Surely she hadn’t jumped. A beautiful girl like her should have far too bright a future ahead of her to jump overboard.

      But I quickly discarded that notion. She’d been hanging on for dear life.

      Not the behavior of someone who was trying to jump to her death.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You can tell me.”

      “The men…” Biting her lip, she looked around. “It was my fault. I got too close to the rail.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She pulled the blanket closer and her gaze darted back to mine, then away again.

      She self-consciously tucked a strand of hair behind an ear.

      “It was so crowded,” she said. “I shouldn’t have leaned over against the rail.”

      “Someone knocked you over the railing?”

      She looked at me with alarm.

      “No. I was standing too close. And it was crowded.”

      “That’s no excuse,” I said. But it was futile. Even if she knew who had knocked her overboard, the wasn’t going to tell me. She blamed herself.

      I had to let it go.

      “My name’s Paul Hurst,” I said.

      She looked at me then. Really looked at me.

      “You’re a soldier?” she asked.

      “That was my intent,” I said. “So yes. And no.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked. “How can you be a soldier and not be a soldier?”

      I took a deep breath.

      I was newly released from a Confederate prison.

      I had no script planned about what I was going to tell people.

      No plan. No direction.

      They had put us on this boat and we had obeyed.

      None of us had a clue about what was next.

      Then there was a crash. Louder than any clap of thunder.

      And the whole ship shook and listed to the right.

      We’d hit something.

      Everything went into slow motion.

      I instinctively put my arms around the girl.

      I still didn’t know her name.
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      The evening sun was down. Falling behind the trees like a rock.

      Without the sun’s warmth, the air cooled quickly.

      And the water was cold.

      I was tired. So tired.

      My eyes drifted closed. I needed to sleep. Just for a minute.

      “Wake up.”

      It was the soldier Paul. The one who’d saved my life.

      After we’d slid from the deck into the water, he hadn’t let go of me.

      He’d brought me back to the surface of the dark, murky water. Where God only knew what lay below.

      I couldn’t swim. If he hadn’t been there, I would have died.

      That was twice he’d saved me from a watery death.

      But the danger wasn’t over.

      We drifted together, on opposite sides of a wooden barrel.

      His hands were wrapped around my elbows.

      “You can sleep later,” he said. “But first we have to get out of this river.”

      I couldn’t think about being in the river.

      I had to think about something else.

      The river was dangerous. Snakes. Alligators.

      But I hadn’t fought four years alongside men in an inane war and survived, only to fall prey to the darkness of the Mississippi River.

      I pulled myself up higher on the barrel, digging my nails into the sodden wood.

      “Good girl,” Paul said.

      “Are we near the shore?” I asked.

      The flames from what was left of the ship had drifted south, a distant and fading beacon on the water, leaving us in darkness.

      “We can only hope.”

      The clouds shifted, revealing a faint light of a quarter moon.

      It was just enough to reveal nothing but water in all directions. We were no more near the shore than we were the moon itself.

      Something floated near enough to bump into my back. I couldn’t see what it was.

      If only a full moon had been out tonight.

      If only I hadn’t gotten on this boat.

      If only…

      I had so many if onlys swirling in my head right now.

      But there was a bright spot in all of it.

      Paul.

      The soldier who had saved my life.

      He knew I was a girl, so I didn’t have to stay mute to keep my identity hidden.

      “My name is Keira,” I said.

      If I was going to die in this river, I at least wanted someone to know my name.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Keira,” Paul said.

      I could see no more than his vague outline, but I felt the warmth of his voice.

      For a split second, we could have been in another time and place. A time before the war.

      I could have been in a parlor holding a dance card instead of holding onto a barrel to keep from sinking into the bottomless hell of the river.

      Piano music in the background instead of the distant howl of a wolf.

      Paul’s strength on my arms was the only thing keeping me afloat now.

      The only thing keeping me alive.

      “So Keira,” he said. “How on earth did you find yourself on the Sultana?”

      “I…” My teeth were chattering. “I was heading to St. Louis. To go west.”

      “West? You had travel companions then?”

      “No,” I said. “No one left.”

      He didn’t say anything for a minute.

      “You were going to travel west by yourself?”

      “Yes,” I said. I didn’t feel like talking. And I hadn’t told anyone where I was headed. I wasn’t ready to talk about it.

      Besides I was so sleepy.

      Maybe if I could sleep for just a minute.

      “Look at me,” Paul said, sternly.

      I blinked and looked in his direction, but the moon was hidden behind the clouds again and I couldn’t see him, no matter how much I strained my eyes in the darkness.

      But he was there. I could feel his hands on my arms.

      “Keira,” he said. “We’ve got to fight against the current.

      I nodded. Even though I knew he couldn’t see me, I just nodded.

      We had to survive.

      Just a little bit longer.
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      “You’re lucky you survived. A lot of people didn’t.”

      “It’s hard to feel lucky right now,” I said, holding an unconscious Keira in my lap.

      Dawn was breaking and all the debris in the river looked surreal. There was splintered wood and bodies. And pieces of bodies.

      Maybe Keira was lucky she didn’t have to see the carnage.

      After unsuccessfully fighting the current for what seemed forever, Keira and I were on a raft. Rescued by a local man.

      “My name’s Fogelman,” the boy, barely old enough to shave, said.

      She was still breathing and right now that was all that mattered.

      Her clothes, like mine, were plastered against her skin. Boy’s pants and a white button-down shirt.

      “The river’s flooded right now,” Fogelman said, seeming to need to fill the silence. “Making it hard to get people out of the water.”

      “I can only imagine,” I said. But right now, I wasn’t concerned with anyone else. All I wanted to do was to get Keira out of the river and into a warm, dry place.

      I’d gather wood and start a fire if I had to.

      Fortunately Fogelman was adept at steering the raft and getting it to the river bank.

      As soon as it hit land, I stood up, Keira in my arms. Not an easy accomplishment.

      “Whoa,” Fogelman said, holding the raft as steady as he could.

      My legs nearly buckled when I stepped onto the bank.

      Fogelman took off his hand and scratched his head.

      “She don’t look so good,” he said.

      I held her closer against my chest and cupped her cheek with my hand. I felt an odd proprietary sense toward her.

      “Any place nearby where I can take her?” I asked. “Someplace warm?”

      “Our cabin’s right up yonder.” He turned and pointed north. “About half a mile. My ma’s there now. She’ll know what to do.”

      “Thank you,” I said and took off in the direction he pointed.

      I had no idea where I was going, other than a general direction, but I felt like I had to move. To get away from this river from hell.

      I personally hadn’t seen any snakes or alligators during my time in the south, but I considered myself lucky and didn’t care to start now.

      As far as that part of the experience went, Fogelman was right. We had been lucky.

      The trail was hardly marked, but I followed footprints.

      It had been a busy day for the Mississippi River bank.

      Keira wasn’t heavy, but I was exhausted.

      Tired to the bone, actually.

      I’d been strong for her throughout the explosion and the time in the river.

      And I was going to be strong enough to get her to Fogelman’s cabin.

      If it was the last thing I did.
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