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        Manassas, Virginia

        1861

      

      

      Some things were better left alone.

      But Doctor Charlie Winters had never been conventional.

      The daughter of physician, she’d been tending others since she could walk.

      Or so it seemed.

      She shoved the hair out of her eyes with the back of her wrist and took a second to stretch her back.

      Anytime she stopped working, the stench of rotting flesh became overwhelming. When she was focused on pulling a bullet out of someone’s flesh or sawing off a man’s leg, she didn’t have the mental energy to notice the smell.

      And when she did, the heat didn’t help.

      She turned her attention back to the man lying on a cot in front of her. He was just a boy really. Not more than seventeen.

      How did he even get into the army to begin with?

      It was dark now and she had to lift a lantern to examine his face.

      “Take this one out back,” she said to her assistant, Frederick. “Put him with the others.”

      Frederick knew what she meant. Out back was where they put the ones who weren’t going to make it.

      There would be a hundred others.

      “Yes ma’am,” Frederick said, motioning over another young soldier who was helping them in the medical tent.

      She cut her eyes at Frederick, but he just shrugged and said “sorry.”

      She’d asked him not to call her ma’am, but Frederick was a southerner and treating a lady with such respect was in his blood.

      It was a struggle, but it could only get better. Already, the men seemed to be getting used to her in her role as the physician.

      She wore her hair pulled back, but so did the nurse. And she’d been mistaken for a nurse more times than she could count.

      “Miss,” a soldier called. “Can I get some water?”

      “Of course,” she said, but every hand was busy. Every hand but hers.

      She poured fresh water into a tin cup and helped the man sit up enough to drink it.

      “You’re an angel,” he said.

      “I know,” she said and the man smiled.

      Beneath the dirt and grime, he was a handsome man. His eyes were as blue as the sky on a clear summer day.

      “You’re the doctor, aren’t you?” the man asked.

      “Yes,” she said, pleased and a bit startled that he knew that. It was rare when someone knew that she was a doctor before she told them.

      She sat down on a box next to his cot and checked the bandage on his arm. It still looked as good as it had when she’d pulled out a bullet and wrapped his arm an hour or so ago. He’d been unconscious at the time, but still his injury was minor compared to so many of the other men.

      “I have to move on,” she said.

      “I know.” But he took her hand and held it. “You look like you could use a moment to breathe.”

      It wouldn’t hurt to sit with him for just a minute. This day had been one of the longest she’d ever endured and no doubt it had been even longer for the soldiers.

      Unfortunately, for her it was nowhere near being over. She’d be up through the night. No one had expected casualties today. Everyone thought the Rebels would send the Yankees running in fear.

      And from what she’d heard, they’d done a pretty good job. Along with the yell that the southerners used to strike fear in the hearts of the enemy.

      They were calling it the Rebel Yell. It was what she called men on a hunting trip.

      Like a bunch of rabid rabbits.

      But no one had counted on this number of men down.

      No doubt it was the same on the northern side.

      Brother against brother.

      A fight that made absolutely no sense.

      But Charlie was Alabama born and bred. No matter what her personal beliefs were, she supported her state. And now her country. The Confederate States of America.

      Who ever would have thought they would go through with it?

      But here they were.

      And just in time, Charlie had her newly minted medical degree. Today was trial by fire.

      She’d done things today that she’d never done in medical school. Like cutting a limb off a live, breathing man. She didn’t let herself think about it. She just concentrated on doing her job.

      “Doc,” Frederick called from across the room. “Another wagon of injured just came in.”

      She tugged gently on her hand, but the soldier held on tight. Like he was never going to let her go. And his gaze held hers captive.

      “I have to…” She swallowed thickly.

      “Go,” he finished for her.

      She nodded. “Yes.” And this time she firmly pulled her hand from his.

      “Take care of yourself,” he said. “my lovely fairy angel.”

      She smiled to herself. Weren’t a fairy and an angel the same thing?

      Still feeling the pressure of his hand on hers, she moved to the next wounded soldier.

      But his words echoed in her head.

      My lovely fairy angel.
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      Martinique LaFleur let his heavy eyelids close.

      He was surrounded by chaos. Men moaned in pain. A soldier, no more than a boy, cried softly. When the boy finished crying, he’d be a man.

      Today’s battle had been more than anyone expected.

      Mon Dieu. There had been civilians come to have a picnic and watch the battle. And not just civilians, but wealthy congressmen and their families.

      A picnic.

      The whole idea was just ludicrous.

      So many men, north and south, had lost their lives in a battle that was supposed to be entertainment.

      Martinique wasn’t a soldier.

      He was a peaceful man who was merely following his country.

      He could have easily bought his way out of the war.

      His family had a fortune.

      But Martinique didn’t care about money. In fact, it weighed heavy on his shoulders.

      He wanted to be an ordinary man free to live a peaceful, uncomplicated life.

      Not to spend his life figuring out how to juggle his family’s wealth.

      That was his father’s life.

      Truth be known, his father had enemies.

      Enemies he’d garnered in the name of business. Ironically, he had acquired enemies while protecting the fortune he’d gotten from his father before him.

      Martinique wanted no part of it.

      If he let himself admit it, he knew that enlisting in the army had been his way of escaping the way of life that had been chosen for him even before he was born.

      The army had automatically slapped a rank on him. Just because of his name. There was no escaping his family’s legacy.

      Lieutenant colonel.

      He didn’t want to be an officer.

      He didn’t want that kind of responsibility.

      Martinique’s idea of how to spend his days was relaxing on his veranda with a good book and a bourbon.

      Maybe take a ride on one of his horses.

      He’d lost his horse today. In the melee, his horse had run off. The thoroughbred horse hadn’t been trained for battle.

      The horse was like Martinique.

      A gentle, peaceful horse who’d gotten away from the battle.

      He’d disappeared.

      Martinique opened his eyes and watched Doctor Charlie Winters as she wrapped a bandage around a man’s head.

      She had a gentle touch. One more suited to needlepoint than sawing men’s bones.

      Ironically, she was suited to the gentle life he’d left.

      In another world, he’d think about courting her with an intent toward marriage.

      But here he was. A soldier who’d taken a bullet in the first battle of a war that could last at least a month, maybe even two.

      And Dr. Winters—Charlie— was digging bullets out of men’s flesh.

      They were living in strange times.

      If he could just disappear like his horse had done.

      Martinique closed his eyes again.

      He needed to sleep.

      But he couldn’t let go of the idea that had taken root in his mind.

      He was wearing a plain white shirt and gray pants. His coat had been stripped away before he’d been brought in to the medical tent.

      No one here knew who he was. No one knew his rank.

      He was just another soldier who’d taken a bullet to the arm.
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        Somewhere on the plains

        1865

      

      

      Charlie stared at the mountains ahead of her.

      She’d been staring at them for days and they didn’t seem to be getting any closer.

      They said it wouldn’t be much longer.

      They also said that once they got into the mountains, they would have cool air again.

      Charlie had forgotten what cool air felt like.

      She’d lay awake at night, staring into the darkness of her wagon and try to imagine what it felt like to not be hot.

      She’d given up.

      It was an exercise in futility.

      And she had enough to think about.

      Somewhere during the four years of war, she’d become even more unconventional. A thing she hadn’t thought possible.

      She wore men’s pants and rode astride.

      It was the only way she could make this journey.

      Other women either walked or rode in their wagons. And they wore dresses.

      Charlie had given up on wearing dresses sometime back in late 1861.

      It hadn’t fixed everything. Injured soldiers had continued to see her as a nurse about half the time.

      But wearing pants kept her from being encumbered by skirts. It was hard to move among wounded, bleeding men while wearing a dress.

      And the men knew she was a good physician.

      They even called her one of the good ones because she was one of the few physicians who didn’t take what she considered the easy way out. Cutting off a man’s limb was easy. Finding a way to help him heal took more time and effort.

      After that first day at the Battle of Manassas—the day that had lasted a year—she’d vowed never to cut off another man’s limb unless there was no other way to save his life.

      The reputation served her well and she left the army with honors. The only woman to receive such honors.

      But when the war was over, she had nothing to return to.

      She’d been a brand new physician when the war started, so she had no practice to return to.

      And no family to speak of.

      So she was a woman on her own.

      She’d been sitting at a boarding house breakfast table in Natchez, Mississippi when she’d seen the advertisement in the morning newspaper.

      Physician needed.

      Small, but growing peaceful community.

      Whiskey Springs, Colorado Territory

      Apply to Doctor Alexander Avery

      It had taken a lot of asking around and not a few letters, but she’d located the little community in the heart of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado Territory. Not even a dot on the map.

      Small community.

      Peaceful community.

      Cold weather.

      It sounded perfect.

      She’d written a letter and addressed it to Alexander Avery.

      But then on her way to the post office, she realized that if she left posthaste, she would arrive in Whiskey Springs at the same time her letter did.

      It seemed like a waste of time to send the letter. Then wait for a reply. Then travel to the town.

      She could cut the time by at least two thirds, increasing her chances exponentially of being hired for the position.

      So she’d secured herself a place on the next wagon train west, bought herself a new saddle for her trusty horse named Shadow Flax, a wagon, and a wagonload of supplies.

      Many of her supplies were medical supplies. She figured if she was going to live in a growing community, she needed to bring something to the table.

      It would be hard to turn away someone who brought their own medical supplies with them.

      She’d learned this during the war when the south had fallen to its knees. She’d been more than grateful for any supplies anyone could supply.

      Staying up writing letters to anyone who donated anything, expressing her heart-felted gratitude and indebtedness.

      She’d never been so happy to see a vial of morphine as she had been outside the Confederate battlefields.

      Lost in her thoughts, she skipped over a cow patty just in time.

      The signal came shortly thereafter to stop for the night.

      Another night on the endless plains.

      Another hot night.
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      Martinique LaFleur signed his name to the hotel register in Boulder City, Colorado Territory.

      He dipped the quill into the ink well and signed his name with a flourish.

      His new name. Martin Larson.

      The flourish was new, too. He didn’t need anyone inadvertently recognizing his signature and putting two and two together.

      “Where can I get some paper and ink?” he asked, handing the quill back to the desk clerk.

      The man nodded toward the street.

      “The best place is the general store,” he said. “they have everything you could possibly want, Mr. Larson.”

      Martin Larson had been born back in 1861 after the Battle of Manassas.

      The war hadn’t even been out of the shoot when he’d taken advantage of circumstances out of his control.

      Hundreds had lost their lives. Martin had been shot in the arm and his horse had run off.

      He’d lost more than his horse that day. He’d lost his way of life.

      He still missed that horse—a beautiful dapple gray.

      The difference, though, was that he’d willingly lost his way of life.

      He’d rewritten his whole past.

      Well, he’d kept a few things.

      Like his family.

      His father had been killed shortly after that fateful battle. And his sister had gone missing, presumed to have also been killed.

      Her name was Savannah LaFleur. Or in his newly invented world, Savannah Larson.

      Martin had not only taken on a new name and a new personal past, he’d taken on a new career.

      He was Martin Larson, pulp writer.

      He could spin a yarn in no time flat.

      He’d write two stories a week—most weeks— and send them to New York.

      He didn’t have any problem making up stories in his head. And it turned out there was a market that could keep up with him.

      It wasn’t for the money.

      Hell, he’d given up his way of life to get away from the trappings of money. No. He did it because he loved it.

      But a man needed something productive to do.

      All those years of reading had prepared him for the life of a professional storyteller.

      It had started out innocently enough.

      He’d needed some basic money just for survival.

      So he dashed off a story and turned it in the local newspaper back in St. Louis.

      The editor had shown him a penny dreadful.

      “Ever read any of these?” he’d asked.

      Turned out Martin hadn’t. His father had only bought the “good books.” The leather-bound ones with long boring paragraphs.

      Two days later, Martin had devoured a stack of penny dreadfuls and Martin Larson, the writer, had been born.

      It was the perfect job for him.

      He spent most of his time exploring and learning.

      Then he’d go back to whatever room he was renting and sit down with a stack of paper.

      When he’d gone west, a whole new world had opened up.

      And Martin had so many stories, it was impossible to keep up with the stories in his own head.

      So he kept writing. And the money kept pouring in.

      “Going to the circus?” the innkeeper asked.

      Martin smiled.

      Of course he was going.

      A circus held the promise of countless new stories.
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      Boulder City was rough and wild.

      It was the closest thing to civilization that Charlie had seen in months.

      And she loved it.

      Nobody seemed to mind that she walked around the streets wearing pants instead of a dress, if they even noticed.

      She took a room at a boardinghouse and decided that she’d stay here and rest up a bit before heading the rest of the way to Whiskey Springs.

      Besides, she’d either used up or given away most all of her supplies during the months it had taken them to cross the plains.

      She needed a few days to figure out what to do with her wagon. Either sell it or replenish it.

      “You just missed the circus,” the innkeeper said.

      “Oh,” she said, forcing a smile. “That’s unfortunate.”

      Charlie had more energy than most anyone she knew, but coming out of those months traveling across the plains made her want to curl up somewhere and sleep a few days. Maybe even a week.

      She sat on the bed with the lacy yellow bedspread and held the advertisement in her hands. It was frayed around the edges.

      It seemed like forever ago when she’d first seen it and made the decision to come out here for the job.

      Sometimes she almost forgot why she was out here.

      But all she had to do was re-read the little yellowed, stained slip of paper and the excitement came rushing back.

      She was so close.

      Whiskey Springs was only a half day’s ride away.

      But she had no one’s schedule to keep other than her own.

      No general telling her where they were marching next.

      No wagon master telling her when they were going to stop for the night.

      The sense of freedom she felt was almost overwhelming.

      She tucked the paper back in her valise and stretched out on the bed.

      It wasn’t hot here. And it wasn’t cold.

      Back home in Alabama the days were still warm for the most part.

      But here it was actually winter.

      December, to be exact.

      A man dragged a tree along the ground behind him, an ax over his other arm.

      A boy, not more than eight-years-old trotted along beside him, his younger sister in tow.

      A Christmas tree.

      Charlie had all but forgotten about it being Christmas time.

      It wasn’t surprising that she’d forgotten about Christmas. There hadn’t been much celebrating during the war, and even before that, with her father being a physician, Christmas often meant spending the day making the rounds on those who were ill.

      Her father always said that sick people came first.

      And he was right.

      Those who were ill depending on them. It was a lot of why she’d become a doctor.

      Not just because she came from a family of doctors, but because she found it meaningful to make a different in someone else’s life.

      To bring that look of joy to someone’s face when she was able to assure them that their loved one was going to get better.

      She leaned closer to the window glass.

      She had a perfect view of the mountains from her window.

      The mountain peaks were white. Just white.

      But there was no snow here in Boulder City. Not just yet.

      They said the snow was late this year.

      And after all this time, the mountains were right there. Almost close enough to reach out and touch.

      But they would have to wait.

      She stretched out on the bed and let her thoughts wander.

      They took a worn path back to the man who’s arm she’d pulled a bullet out of and wrapped with a bandage.

      She’d seen so many soldiers she barely remembered any of them.

      She remembered that one, though.

      Maybe because he was one of her first patients.

      But she hadn’t gotten his name.

      Since that time, the first thing she always did was to ask each man for his name.

      It had inadvertently given her a reputation for also being a caring physician.

      When she’d gone back the next day to find him, he was gone.

      She smiled as she recalled his words.

      Words no one else had even spoken to her.

      My lovely fairy angel.
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      Charlie pulled the blanket over her head and indulged in a moment of fantasy.

      A fantasy where she got enough sleep and no one woke her in the middle of the night to set a broken leg or dig a bullet out of someone’s flesh.

      She hadn’t told the innkeeper that she was a doctor.

      So there was no reason why anyone would be pounding on the door to her room.

      It was pitch dark, so she hadn’t been asleep nearly long enough.

      She’d been looking forward to actually sleeping through a sunrise for the first time in forever.

      Delusional.

      That’s what she was.

      Somebody must have told him that she was a physician.

      But no one knew she was here. Not anyone who would be looking for her personally. No family. No friends.

      She’d gotten used to people wanting her for her medical skills a long time ago.

      She groaned and tossed off the blanket.

      She grabbed a shawl and, longing for slippers, padded over to the door and, taking a deep breath, opened it.

      She sighed when she saw the man standing there. She recognized the pleading look in his eyes.

      “Who’s hurt?” she asked.

      The man, a young man, not more than early-twenties, looked a bit perplexed.

      “No one’s hurt,” he said, pulling his hat from his head. “It’s my wife. She’s having a baby.”

      “A bab—” There had been one baby born on the wagon train, but somehow, Charlie hadn’t known about it until after it was over.

      So she hadn’t delivered a baby. Ever.

      She was a soldier’s doctor. And soldiers didn’t have babies.

      The shock must have shown all over her face.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said, a quick glance over his shoulder, then back to her room number. “The innkeeper said you were a doctor. He must have given me the wrong room number.”

      “No,” Charlie held out a hand. “I am. I’m Doctor Winters. I was just asleep.” She put a hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn. “In a real bed.”

      “Oh,” the man said. “I’m not thinking. I forgot it was the middle of the night.”

      But he didn’t turn away. He just stood there picking up one foot, then the other. He was obviously torn.

      “Just give me a minute,” Charlie said, reaching out a hand toward him. “I’ll get dressed and go with you.”

      She closed the door and quickly got dressed.

      She had no clean clothes, but that barely bothered her anymore.

      Maybe that was overstating it. It wasn’t that she wasn’t bothered by not having anything clean to wear, it was more likely that she’d gotten used to it over the past few years.

      It was just she’d allowed herself to start imagining what it would be like to start cleaning up again. She’d even been thinking about wearing a dress again.

      She had two dresses in the bottom of her trunk.

      As she tied her boots, she shook her head at herself.

      She had two dresses.

      Two clean dresses.

      Yet here she was, putting on her dusty travel clothes.

      Such was the way of a soldier doctor.
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      Martin sat in his room at the Boulder City inn, scribbling frantically, trying to get in a few more words before the candle sputtered out.

      Already, the flame was flickering, barely holding on in a pool of wax.

      He took a quick bite of cheese and washed it down with a swallow of water, while stretching his ink-stained fingers.

      He was in the home stretch of this week’s novel. The threads were coming together and just like every time, he was astounded how it happened.

      Writing a novel was like riding a wild horse. He just hung on for dear life and somehow it all came together at the end.

      He could feel the pieces fitting together now and he couldn’t write down the words fast enough.

      There were voices coming from outside the room across the hall.

      He picked up his pocket watch and held it up next to the wavering flame.

      Mon Dieu.

      It was three o’clock in the morning.

      He heard a man’s voice. Sounded like someone looking for a doctor.

      For his wife who was having a baby.

      Then he heard a woman’s voice and the door closed.

      Martin went back to writing.

      A few minutes later, the door opened again and he heard soft footsteps echoing down the hall.

      Where would a woman be going this time of night?

      Telling himself it was none of his concern, he kept writing.

      But suddenly he knew how to end his novel.

      His heroine left in the middle of the night to join her true love.

      Martin’s heroines always, without fail, had lovely, sparkly green eyes and flushed kissable lips.

      She was an easy heroine to write. He just pictured Doctor Charlie Winters and off he went.

      It was a travesty that he would never see her again.

      Charlie had been a physician in the middle of a war. He didn’t even know if she still lived.

      Or where she was from.

      She’d probably gone back to wherever she’d come from.

      A woman with such skill and beauty… and charm… would always have some place to go. She was no doubt married now.

      Probably to another doctor.

      That’s how it was. Doctors married doctors.

      Writers married writers.

      At least that’s how it was in real life. In his world, things were always mixed up. Made the stories more interesting.

      He’d have a saloon girl getting together with the preacher.

      Not only was it more interesting to write, but the readers lapped it up to a fault.

      The ladies in his stories could do anything.

      Even take down a bear with her own hands.

      He hadn’t, however, written a woman doctor.

      He saved that one. Saved for later.

      Maybe he’d never write that one. That was one for real life.

      But his women were larger than life. Their men were always devoted to them.

      No matter how many times Claire, the saloon owner in his fiction world, tried to come between them.

      And no matter how many bad guys tried to shoot them all up.
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      Charlie handed the newborn baby to his mother.

      He was a beautiful baby boy.

      Charlie had insisted that the man be there with his wife—to hold her hand.

      Besides, she’d needed his help a few times.

      The man’s name was Albert and his wife’s name was Lizzy.

      Albert only had eyes for Lizzy.

      It was adorable.

      The way they bonded together as a little family as they counted the baby’s toes and fingers.

      Charlie snapped her medical bag closed. “Come get me if you need anything at all,” she said. “Even if you have to wake me in the middle of the night.”

      They both smiled up at her.

      “You’re a fairy godmother,” Albert said, his eyes locked onto hers before he turned his attention back to his wife.

      Charlie was no fairy godmother.

      She merely did her job.

      Still. The words warmed her heart.

      The casual, dismissive statement sent her back down the well beaten path straight down to who she’d come to think of as the man.

      She regretted not knowing his name.

      But it was an honestly learned lesson.

      Since then, she’d made sure to connect with her patients. Learning their names came to be her excuse to look for the man.

      She made it a rule to look for him every place she went.

      But so far, she had no reason to believe that she would ever see the man again.

      He’d been a Confederate soldier in the beaten down southern states.

      He was probably dead or in a southern prison.

      It didn’t keep her from looking into men’s eyes.

      Searching for bright blue eyes with a smile that would sweep any woman off her feet.

      If he was alive and survived prison, he was no doubt home by now. Wherever home was.

      Reunited with his wife and children. They’d rebuild their lives.

      Adjust to the new south.

      She wiped her hands on a cloth and took one more look at the happy new parents before letting herself out of the cottage.

      Charlie had never pictured herself being a mother.

      She was too focused on becoming a physician.

      But she was a red-blooded American woman and like most women, there was a longing deep in her soul for the husband and family.

      She had to keep her focus, though. She was on her way to a new place. A place where a woman could be a physician without question.

      Out here in the west, anything was possible. Wasn’t it?

      She stepped out into the cool night air.

      A man wearing a trench coat and cowboy hat approached her.

      She realized with a start that they were the only ones on the street.

      “Hello, little miss,” he said and she heard the slight slur in his voice. He’d been drinking.

      “How about a tumble?” he asked.

      She lifted her chin and kept walking.

      “Just heading back to my lodging,” she said, over her
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