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            Part One

         
         
            Lament

            
               Oh, my home!

               My land of sunshine,

               Of loving folk and

               Gently passing days.

               You are gone!

               Gone beneath the booted

               Heel of WAR;

               The million-legged worm

               That crawls mindlessly across

               My land and leaves behind

               A tangled waste of broken lives

               And lifeless bodies.

                

               You have left me! Alone! Forlorn!

               Atoss like a leaf upon the flood.

               Wherever I would set my feet and rest,

               I find—Despair.

               You have rent the very fabric

               Of my soul with your going.

               You have fled my grasp,

               And everywhere I turn, I find—

               The hated smell of WAR,

               That acrid scent of

               Ashes! Ashes!

               Ashes in the wind!

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            September 23, 1863

            New Orleans

         

         The wide, muddy river lapped with deceptive laziness at the foot of the levee, while a heavily laden riverboat ponderously
            picked a path through a bevy of Union warships. Two hundred yards away, the main body of the fleet lay anchored midstream,
            apart from the city and its sometimes-hostile inhabitants. Squat, ugly gunboats with decks nearly awash wallowed like swine
            amid their more graceful sisters of the open sea, the tall-masted, slim-hipped frigates. Several of each type stood with steam
            up and cleared for action should the occasion warrant it.
         

         
         A brownish haze hung over the city and the humid air pressed the sweltering heat down upon the detachment of blue-clad soldiers
            waiting on the dock for the arrival of the sidewheeler. Its once-bright trim of red and green now faded and chipped, the steamboat
            resembled some lumbering beast grown gray with age as it threshed toward them with towering black horns spouting smoke and
            flame. It wallowed ever closer until it cautiously nudged against the low quay where the Mississippi touched the port city.
            Great hawsers snaked out like giant feelers, and pulleys and blocks creaked above the shouts of laborers as the vessel shouldered
            closer against the jetty.
         

         
         In the last moments of their journey, the passengers had gathered belongings and pressed forward in anticipation of their
            landing. Each one seemed to have a specific end in mind and was working toward it with diligence, though it was impossible
            to perceive any definite goal in the churning crush of people. These were the eager-to-be-rich, the scavengers, the harlots,
            the rogues of society descending upon New Orleans to squeeze what wealth they could from her impoverished citizenry, and as
            much as they might from the Yankee invaders. When the gangway formed a bridge to land, they moved as one body to leave the
            vessel, rudely jostling and elbowing each other aside in their haste until they found their progress halted by a rank of Union
            soldiers who held them at bay. A second rank formed immediately behind the first, then the two lines of soldiers stepped apart,
            opening a corridor from the cargo deck to the gangplank. The first angry murmur changed to caustic jeers and catcalls as a
            single file of thin, ragged, unwashed Confederate soldiers began to pass through the aisle, shuffling along in unison, the
            only pace their fetters and chains would permit.
         

         
         Halfway down the once-elegant staircase from the promenade deck, a slender lad stood where he had been stopped with the rest
            of the passengers. Beneath a battered slouch hat pulled low over his ears, wary gray eyes stared out of a begrimed face. Overlarge
            garments emphasized the smallness of his frame, and the baggy trousers were gathered about his thin waist with a rough rope.
            He wore a loose cotton jacket over a voluminous shirt, and though its long sleeves were rolled back several times they still
            flopped over the narrow wrists. A large wicker case stood on end near his outsized boots, which turned up at the toes. The
            lean face was smudged with the soot of the deck passage, and through the smut the first signs of a sunburn showed across the
            bridge of his thin nose. His claim to years appeared no more than a dozen, yet the deliberateness and quiet reserve in his
            manner belied his apparent youth. Unlike the other travelers, a pensive frown marked his youthful brow as he watched his defeated
            countrymen led from the boat.
         

         
         The prisoners were met on shore by the waiting detachment, while aboard the riverboat the Federal soldiers fell in behind
            their officers and followed them ashore, at last allowing the other passengers to disembark. Dragging his eyes from the shuffling
            prisoners, the boy lifted his valise and began to make his way down the steps. The case was clumsy and repeatedly bumped against
            his leg or snagged the clothes of others who came in its path. Avoiding the glares tossed his way, he fought to control his
            burden and advanced as best as he could. Behind him a man with a gaudily dressed and overpainted woman on his arm grew perturbed
            at the slow progress of the youth and sought to press past. His haste caused the boy to stumble. The heavy wicker case caught
            the balustrade, then rebounded heartily against the impatient one’s shin. A vicious curse exploded from the man and he whirled,
            half crouched, with a knife suddenly glittering in his fist. The startled lad drew himself up against the balustrade and stared
            with widened eyes at the long, slim blade that threatened him.
         

         
         “Gauche cou rouge!” The man’s French was slightly misaligned in the Cajun way and guttural with rage. Black, restless eyes glared in arrogance
            from a swarthy face while he scathingly perused the youngster. The rude man’s wrath slowly dissolved, for he found nothing
            even remotely menacing in the frightened youth. Sneering, the man straightened himself to a height barely half a head taller
            than the boy and replaced the blade in its hiding place beneath his coat. “Be careful with your trash, eh, buisson poulain. You ‘ave almost send me to the surgeon.”
         

         
         Clear gray eyes flared hotly at the insult while the youth’s lips grew thin and white. He understood all too well the slur
            to his parentage and longed to throw it back into the other’s face. Grasping his valise more tightly, he gave the two a disdainful
            scrutiny. The woman was obvious, and though the man wore a coat of rich brocade, the bright print shirt and red bandanna knotted
            about his neck marked him as one of the backwater riffraff whose presence in the city was usually occasioned by a mysterious
            rise in fortune.
         

         
         Pricked by the boy’s sneer of contempt, the harlot huffily reclaimed her companion’s arm and crushed it to her ample bosom.
            “Ah, give him a couple of cuffs, Jack,” she urged. “Teach the lil’ piker to mind his betters.”
         

         
         The man flung up his hand in exasperation and fixed the trollop with an impatient stare. “The name is Jacques! Jacques DuBonné!
            Remember it!” he bade her heartily. “Someday I will own this town. But no cuffs, ma douceur. There are those who watch—” He gestured upward where the Yankee captain of the sidewheeler leaned on the quarter rail of
            the top deck. “And who remember too well. We do not wish to offend our Yankee hosts, chère. Were the whelp older, I might enjoy taking him on, but he ees barely weaned. He is not worth our bother. Think no more of
            him. We go, eh?”
         

         
         The ragamuffin watched the two go ashore, his loathing apparent in his smut-blackened face. To him the two were worse than
            the Yankees. They were traitors to the South and to everything he loved.
         

         
         Conscious of the captain’s stare, the lad lifted a quick glance toward the quarter rail. The gray-haired captain gazed down
            upon him with more compassion than the boy was willing to accept from a Yankee, and he could not find it in him to give even
            a small gesture of gratitude. The officer was a distasteful reminder of the defeat the Confederates had suffered in the Delta.
            Unable to bear the weight of the captain’s regard, he gripped his valise with determination and hurried down the stairs to
            the main deck.
         

         
         A landing ran along the waterfront to accommodate the low decks of the river steamers. A few yards of level space gave room
            for loading and landing, then the levee rose abruptly to the main warehouse level. Its steep stone face afforded steps for
            people and ramps for wheeled vehicles. As the lad laboriously hauled his case toward the nearest steps, a short caravan of
            Federal wagons rattled down an adjacent ramp. At a brusque command from a sweating sergeant, a handful of soldiers dismounted
            and started toward the sidewheeler.
         

         
         The youth eyed the closing Yankees nervously, then forcing his gaze downward, he carefully kept his pace slow and deliberate.
            But as their footsteps neared, his trepidation mounted. They seemed to be coming straight for him. Did they know?
         

         
         The lump in the lad’s throat grew until the first soldier went on past and clamored across the gangplank, leading his fellows
            with him. Glancing around furtively, the boy saw that the men were pairing up on heavy cases stacked on deck, then carrying
            them to the wagons.
         

         
         Just the same, the lad reasoned to himself, it’s best to get clear of these Yankees as soon as possible.

         
         On reaching the top of the levee, he saw a huge stack of barrels which he hurriedly put between himself and the packet and
            then hastened toward the shelter of the warehouses. Black scars marred the cobbled wharf. Fire-stained warehouses, a few displaying
            the new lumber of recent repair, were a harsh reminder of the thousands of cotton bales and hogsheads of molasses that had
            been set ablaze by the citizens of New Orleans in an effort to keep the blue invaders from seizing them. More than a year
            had passed since the river city had bowed to Farragut’s fleet, and it was not a pleasant thought for the youth that he must
            now live in the midst of the enemy.
         

         
         Shrill laughter drew his attention to the hired carriage into which Jacques DuBonné was helping his buxom companion. As the
            barouche swept briskly away from the dock area, the youngster experienced a genuine surge of envy. He had not the coin to
            purchase a ride for himself, and it was a goodly distance to his uncle’s house with, no doubt, more Yankees along the way.
         

         
         The oppressive presence of Yankee blue was everywhere. He had not ventured into New Orleans since its fall, and he felt much
            the alien. The unceasing bustle of the waterfront exceeded what it had ever been before. Soldiers moved supplies onto boats
            or into warehouses. Gangs of black laborers abounded, and sweat flowed freely as the men strained in the steaming heat. A
            vulgar curse made the youth jump swiftly aside, and he waited as a six-in-hand of huge, plodding horses, their foam-flecked
            sides heaving, drew a large wagon piled high with casks of gunpowder along the cobbled wharf. The skinner swore again and
            swung his whip against the broad backs of the dray horses. Heavy hooves struck sparks from the stone as the animals struggled
            harder.
         

         
         Intent upon staying out of the team’s path, the boy heedlessly stepped backward into a loitering group of Union soldiers.
            Their presence was first marked when a slurred voice called loudly:
         

         
         “Hey, looky here! An up-country brat come to town.”

         
         The young Southerner turned and stared, half in curiosity, half in hatred, at the foursome, the eldest of which could have
            barely been called a man, while the youngest’s cheeks were still covered with the light down of youth. The one who had spoken
            passed a nearly empty bottle to a companion and stood forth, his feet spread, his thumbs hooked in his belt. He towered over
            the slim lad who eyed him apprehensively.
         

         
         “Whatcha doing here, yokel?” he called boldly. “Come ta see the big, bad Yankees?”

         
         “N-no, sir,” the boy nervously stammered, his voice breaking and dropping in key on the last word. Uncertain and dismayed
            at this unexpected confrontation, he glanced uneasily toward the others. They were more than tipsy. Their uniforms were in
            sad disarray, and for the most part, they seemed only to be seeking some diversion from boredom. The lad could not be too
            careful and sought to make them more cautious.
         

         
         “I’m supposed to meet my uncle. He should be here—” He let his voice trail off in the lie and gazed about expectantly as if
            seeking some trace of his kin.
         

         
         “Hey!” The Yankee private grinned over his shoulder. “This kid’s gotta uncle around here. There, boy!” He jabbed a finger
            painfully into the other’s shoulder and pointed to a team of mules nearby. “Do you suppose one o’ them could be your uncle?”
         

         
         The lad yanked the brim of his floppy hat lower, bristling under the uproarious laughter of the four. “Excuse me, sir,” he
            mumbled, not intending to remain the target of the Yankee’s drunken humor, and started to turn away.
         

         
         In the next instant the hat was snatched from his head, baring a mop of shaggily cropped dark reddish brown hair. The lad
            threw his hands over his head to hide the uneven thatch, at the same time opening his mouth to vent his outrage. For some
            reason he seemed to think better of it and clamped his jaw tightly shut. Angrily he grabbed for the taken item, only to see
            it sail high in the air.
         

         
         “Man oh man!” the soldier hooted loudly. “That’s some hat!”

         
         Another caught it and began to inspect it closely. “Hey, I think I saw an ol’ mule downriver with a hat better’n this. Maybe
            that was his cousin.”
         

         
         As the boy reached him, the hat was sailed off again. The lad was incensed and stood with small fists clenched, a snarl of
            rage baring gnashing white teeth. “You bluebellied woods colt!” he shrieked, his voice piercing a high tenor. “Gimme back
            my hat!”
         

         
         The first soldier caught it and, with loud guffaws, upended the wicker case and sat on it, bowing the flimsy sides until it
            threatened to burst. His laughter exploded into shouts of pained fury as a well-directed boot found his bony shin and, another,
            his knee. With a roar he came to his feet and seized the slight youth roughly by the shoulders.
         

         
         “Now you listen, you sow-belly brat!” he snarled, shaking the lad and bending near until his whiskeyed breath choked the other.
            “I’m gonna turn you over—”
         

         
         “Attenhut!”
         

         
         Immediately the boy found himself sprawling free, almost stumbling over the case. He saw the hat fall to the ground and scurried
            to retrieve it, jamming it securely on his head before he whirled with doubled fists, ready to do battle. His jaw slackened
            as he stared amazed by the sight of the four soldiers standing ramrod stiff. The whiskey bottle smashed on the cobblestones,
            and in the wake of its shattering, the silence was ominous. A tall figure strode into view, resplendent in dress-blue uniform
            with shiny brass buttons, bright braid on cuffs, and gold epaulettes bearing the rank of captain riding on wide shoulders.
            A red and white sash was bound about a lean waist beneath a wide black gun belt, and a Hardee hat was pulled down over his
            scowling brow. As the man came forward, the yellow stripes that ran down the sides of his trousers flashed against the blue
            of the cloth.
         

         
         “You men!” he barked sharply. “I am sure the sergeant of the guard can find more worthy chores for your attention than abusing
            the children of this city. Report to your quarters at once!” His gaze sternly raked them as they struggled to maintain a rigid
            stance, then he curtly ordered, “Dismissed!”
         

         
         The officer watched the scrambling departure of the four before turning to the boy who found himself meeting eyes of bright
            azure blue set in a face bronzed golden by the sun. Long, light brown sideburns were neatly trimmed, accentuating the leanly
            fleshed cheekbones and firm angular jaw. His nose was thin and well formed, slightly aquiline, and beneath it were generous,
            but at the moment unsmiling, lips. There was an air of the professional soldier about him, a quality that displayed itself
            in his crisp manner, almost painfully neat apparel, and rather austere mien. The handsome features bore the look of good breeding
            appropriate to some princely head of state and those eyes, fringed with dark lashes, seemed capable of piercing to the lad’s
            innermost secrets, causing a chill of fear to go through him.
         

         
         Gradually the captain’s stern visage softened as he stared at the raggedy urchin. When a smile tugged at the corners of his
            mouth, he quelled it as quickly as it came. “I’m sorry, boy. These men are a long way from home. I fear their manners need
            as much improvement as their judgment.”
         

         
         The youngster was overwhelmed by the presence of a Federal officer and could muster no reply. He glanced away as the man’s
            gaze ranged upward from his oversize boots.
         

         
         “And you, boy. Are you waiting for someone?” the captain inquired. “Or running away from home?”

         
         The youth fidgeted beneath the other’s close inspection but remained mute, pointedly ignoring the questions as he stared off
            into the distance. His ragged, ill-fitting garb and turned-up boots suggested a serious lack of coin, prompting the man to
            draw his own conclusions.
         

         
         “If you’re looking for work, we can use an extra hand at the hospital.”

         
         The youth wiped his nose on the back of a dirty sleeve and let his eyes roam derisively over the dark blue uniform. “I don’t
            fancy workin’ fer no Yankee.”
         

         
         The officer smiled leisurely. “We won’t demand that you shoot anyone.”

         
         The translucent gray eyes narrowed with hatred. “I ain’t no lackey to wipe some Yankee’s boots. Go find you someone else,
            mister.”
         

         
         “If you insist.” The man casually produced a long cheroot and took his time lighting it before continuing. “But I wonder if
            all that pride of yours keeps your belly full.”
         

         
         The youngster lowered his gaze, too aware of the painful gnawing in his stomach to make any denials.

         
         “When was the last time you ate?” the captain queried.

         
         The urchin’s retort came sharply on the heels of a piercing glare. “Cain’t see it’s any of your business, blue-leg.”

         
         “Do your parents know where you are?” The man watched the youngster thoughtfully.

         
         “They’d turn over in their graves if’n they did.”

         
         “I see,” the officer said with more understanding. He glanced about until his gaze fell upon a small eating establishment
            located near the wharf, then he looked back to the boy. “I was about to have a bite to eat. Would you care to join me?”
         

         
         The boy raised cold, bright eyes to the tall captain. “Don’t need no handout.”

         
         The Yankee shrugged. “Consider it a loan if you must. You may reimburse me when your fortunes improve.”

         
         “My ma learnt me never to jaw with no strangers ner Yankees.”

         
         The officer responded with a low chuckle of amusement. “Unable to deny the latter title, I can at least present myself. Captain
            Cole Latimer, assigned as surgeon to the hospital.”
         

         
         Now the clear gray eyes betrayed a wide measure of distrust as they swept the officer. “I ain’ never seen no sawbones younger’n
            fifty, mister. Betcha you’re filling me full o’ rot.”
         

         
         “I assure you, I am a doctor, and as to my age, I’m probably old enough to be your father.”

         
         “Well, you sure ain’t my pa!” croaked the youth irately. “Not any damned Yankee butcher!”
         

         
         A long, lean finger was thrust into the boy’s face, almost meeting the tip of the slim, arrogant nose. “Now look, boy. There
            are some folks here who would not take kindly to your choice of titles. You can bet they’d use stern measures to take some
            of the starch out of you. I’ve fished you out of one scrape, but I have no intention of playing nursemaid to any quick-tempered
            little whelp. So have a care for your manners.”
         

         
         The grimy cheeks flexed with irritation. “I can take care o’ m’self.”

         
         Captain Latimer scoffed in disbelief. “By the looks of you, somebody needs to take you in hand. When did you last wash, anyway?”

         
         “You’re the nosiest bluebelly I’ve ever seent!”

         
         “Ornery little runagate,” Cole Latimer muttered and gestured officiously. “Grab your bag and come with me.” He left the waif
            staring after him in dumb surprise and strode purposefully toward the eating establishment he had espied earlier. He had gone
            only a few paces when he sharpened his voice and, without glancing around, barked, “Hop to, boy! Don’t stand there gawking.”
         

         
         The urchin scrambled in the officer’s wake, crushing the hat tighter on his head and struggling with his heavy case. Before
            the entryway of the wood frame structure, Cole Latimer paused. The youngster was a quick step behind, almost treading on the
            heels of the shiny black boots, but halted abruptly when inquiring blue eyes turned upon him.
         

         
         “Do you have a name?”

         
         The lad squirmed uneasily and glanced around him.

         
         “You do have a name, don’t you?” Cole Latimer inquired with a hint of sarcasm.

         
         A brief, reluctant nod gave him an affirmative answer. “Uh—Al! Al, sir.” The nod became more vigorous.

         
         Throwing away his cigar, the captain arched a brow as he peered at the lad. “Is something wrong with your tongue?”

         
         “N-no, sir,” Al stammered.

         
         Skeptically eyeing the battered hat, Cole reached to push open the door. “Remember your manners, Al, and find a place for
            that thing besides the top of your head.”
         

         
         The boy made a sorry attempt at a smile, glared at the Yankee’s back, and glumly followed him in. The stout matron of the
            place paused in her work to watch the two cross the room where they settled themselves at a small table that stood before
            a window. Her face betrayed no emotion as she contemplated the Yankee’s crisp, neat uniform and the lad’s ill-fitting garments,
            but when she returned to the task of chopping vegetables, a slight frown flitted across her brow.
         

         
         Reluctantly copying Captain Latimer’s manner, Al pulled his hat off and slid into the chair indicated. In wry disbelief Cole
            surveyed the unevenly cropped thatch of mahogany brown hair, and his expression grew obviously pained.
         

         
         “Who cut your hair like that, boy?” he asked. He missed the bottom lip which trembled at his question and caught only the
            croaked answer.
         

         
         “Me.”

         
         Cole laughed. “Your talents must lie in other directions.”

         
         Silence answered him as the thin face turned to the window, and gray eyes brimmed with threatening tears. Not noting the lad’s
            distress, Cole beckoned the woman to their table where she stood with arms akimbo.
         

         
         “Y’all get shrimp today,” she drawled roughly. “Bisque or creole. We got beer or coffee, tea or cow’s milk. What’s your choice,
            suh?” she asked, stressing the last word.
         

         
         Cole ignored the satirical inflection in her voice, having grown accustomed to the disdain Southerners bore him or any soldier
            in blue. He had arrived in New Orleans when General Butler governed the city, and the public animosity had been worse then.
            The general had tried to run the town like a military garrison, issuing orders and mandates that were supposed to solve any
            situation. Unable to understand or cope with the stubborn pride of the citizenry, he had failed miserably. Indeed, the city
            had been near a state of revolt when the general was recalled. Yet the man had been equally severe with his own troops, had
            even hung a few who had been caught stealing from civilians. New Orleans was not an easy city to manage and certainly not
            by the weak-willed. Because Butler had been harsh in his measures, he had been doubly unpopular, but the Southerners would
            have hated any Yankee placed in the general’s position.
         

         
         “I’ll have the bisque and cool beer,” Cole decided. “And for the lad, anything he wishes with the exception of the beer.”

         
         When the woman left them, the captain again studied his young companion. “New Orleans seems an unlikely destination for a
            boy who hates Yankees as much as you do. Have you kin here, or someone else to stay with?”
         

         
         “Gotta uncle.”

         
         “That’s a relief. I was afraid I would have to let you share my quarters.”

         
         Al choked and had to cough to clear his throat. “Ain’t gonna bed down with no Yankee, that’s fer sure.”

         
         Sighing impatiently, the captain came back to the subject of work. “I would assume you have need of some sort of income, but
            most of the civilians are in a hard way themselves. The Union Army is about the only source capable of hiring you, and the
            hospital seems a good choice for one such as you. Unless, of course, you desire to join the sanitation crews and sweep the
            streets.”
         

         
         Al controlled his glare only slightly.

         
         “Can you write and cypher?”

         
         “A little.”

         
         “What does that mean? Can you pen your name, or can you do more?”

         
         The boy stared at the officer with bristling anger, and his voice was flat as he retorted, “More, if’n I gotta.”

         
         “We did have some blacks to clean at the hospital, but they enlisted in the army,” Cole commented. “We don’t have much of
            an Invalid Corps since the wounded that are capable of getting about are either returned to their units or sent back east
            to recover.”
         

         
         “I ain’t gonna help heal no Yankee!” the boy hotly protested. A hint of tears brightened the translucent eyes as he spoke.
            “Y’all killed my pa and brother and drove my ma to her grave with yer infernal thievin’.”
         

         
         Cole felt a pang of pity for the ragged lad. “I’m sorry, Al. My task is the saving of lives and the mending of men, whatever
            uniform they may wear.”
         

         
         “Huh. I ain’t seen a Yankee yet who wouldn’t rather ride across our lands, burning and lootin’—”

         
         “Just where are you from to have gained such a high opinion of us?” the captain interrupted brusquely.

         
         “Upriver.”

         
         “Upriver?” Sarcasm was bold in the captain’s tone. “Not Chancellorsville or Gettysburg? You’ve heard of those places, haven’t
            you?” Despite the tightening lean jaw and the lowered gaze of the other, he didn’t ease his mockery. “Why, from your answer,
            I could assume you were a damn bluebelly just like me and had seen some of those Johnny Rebs swarming over our lands. Just
            how far upriver do you mean, boy? Baton Rouge? Vicksburg? Perhaps Minnesota?”
         

         
         Stormy gray eyes flew to meet his and snapped with irate sparks. “Only a braying ass would come from Minnesotee!”

         
         A warning finger made a reappearance beneath the lad’s slim nose. “Didn’t I tell you to mind your manners?”

         
         “My manners is jes’ fine, Yankee.” Boldly he slapped the hand away. “It’s your’ns what got me riled. Ain’t yer ma ever tole
            you it weren’t nice to point?”
         

         
         “Be careful,” the officer cautioned almost gently. “Or I’ll take down your britches and blister your backside good.”

         
         With a gasp Al came half out of his chair, then crouched like a wild animal at bay. Indeed, a feral light gleamed in the lucid
            depths of his eyes. He jerked up his hat again and jammed it over his shabby hair. “You lay a finger on me, Yankee”—he ground
            the words out in a low, husky voice—“and you’ll draw back a nubbin. I ain’t taking no guff off’n no damned blue-leg—”
         

         
         In the face of this dire threat Cole Latimer rose and leaned forward deliberately until blue eyes stared into gray from a
            little more than a hand’s breadth apart. The captain’s eyes grew hard and flintlike. Yet when it came, his voice was soft
            and slow. “You dare me, boy?” Before the urchin could move, the hat was snatched from the ragged head and slapped onto the
            table. The gray eyes grew wide in sudden distress. Cole continued, his tone unchanged. “Sit down. Shut up. Or I’ll do it here
            and now.”
         

         
         The lad swallowed and could find no trace of anger to bolster his flagging courage. Quickly he sat down and, with considerably
            more respect, cautiously watched the Yankee.
         

         
         Cole lowered himself into his chair and, studying the humbled one, spoke carefully and distinctly. “I have never been an abuser
            of children, nor of women—” The lad’s gaze never left the captain’s face, and he sat rigidly erect. “But if you tempt me enough,
            I might change my ways.”
         

         
         The suddenly uncertain boy searched for his best manners. Lowering his eyes before the man’s regard, he folded his hands in
            his lap and sat meekly silent.
         

         
         “That’s better.” Cole nodded his approval. “Now, how far upriver?”

         
         The reply was barely heard. “A few miles north o’ Baton Rouge.”

         
         Captain Latimer’s mouth softened into a lazy smile as the boy carefully avoided meeting his eyes. “I shall hope in the future
            that you will revise your opinion of me, Al.” The lad raised his gaze and appeared somewhat bemused until the officer explained.
            “My home is farther upriver—Minnesota.”
         

         
         Embarrassment joined confusion in a rapid play over the sprig’s face. He was rescued from his predicament when the portly
            matron returned to their table, skillfully balancing a huge tray on one hand. With a total lack of fanfare, she placed large
            steaming bowls of the spicy bisque before them. Shortly, these were joined by a plate of warm biscuits and another of cornmeal-battered
            catfish, deep fried to a golden brown. The woman had hardly retreated from their table before the boy began munching on a
            piece of fish and as rapidly spooning the rich broth into his mouth. For a long moment Cole watched in amusement until the
            ravenous youngling became aware of the officer’s attention. Suddenly abashed, Al laid down the fish and slowed his spooning.
            Captain Latimer chuckled lightly, then turned his interest to the tantalizingly delicious food.
         

         
         Though the boy had eaten heartily at first, he seemed to satisfy his hunger quickly and dallied with the remainder of his
            food while Cole consumed his portions more leisurely, savoring each taste fully. When he finished the meal, the captain sat
            back and wiped his mouth on a napkin.
         

         
         “Do you know where your uncle lives?”

         
         A quick nod answered him, and Cole rose, tossed down several bills, and picked up his hat. He gestured for the lad to follow.
            “Come on. If I still have a horse outside, we’ll see about getting you to your uncle’s.”
         

         
         The youngster readily hoisted his case and hurried out the door after the tall man. He could hardly refuse the captain, and
            besides, riding was infinitely better than walking. Struggling with the valise and the weight of the heavy boots, he staggered
            behind his guardian. The unlikely procession of unwashed ragamuffin and impeccably groomed officer made its way to where a
            tall, long-legged roan stood tethered in the shade. Gathering the reins, Cole turned to consider the slim lad and his burden.
         

         
         “Do you think you can stay on behind me and hold your gear?”

         
         “Yeah.” The boy swaggered a bit. “I been riding since I was little.”

         
         “Get up there then. I’ll hand you the valise.”

         
         Cole held the horse while the lad attempted to step into the high stirrup, but once in it he had not the span to throw his
            other leg over the saddle.
         

         
         “Since you were little, huh?”

         
         With a start of surprise, Al felt a broad hand beneath his buttocks, hoisting him up. The gray eyes widened considerably,
            and some distress showed in his face as he was settled on the back of the steed. Angrily he jerked around to snap at the Yankee,
            but the captain was already lifting the case. He set it before the youth with an offhand remark. “I would guess that you’ve
            had an easy life until now, Al. You’re as soft as a woman.”
         

         
         The captain placed the reins without further comment and swung onto the horse, throwing his leg over the horn of the saddle.
            For a moment, they adjusted things, then the captain asked over his shoulder, “All set?”
         

         
         At the answering, “Yup,” Cole reined the beast around and rode away from the dock. The roan was magnificent and well trained
            but unaccustomed to the extra load, slight though it was. The youth was proud but had to fight the large case in his arms,
            the slippery back of the animal, and a reluctance to touch the captain. His efforts made the steed more skittish. Finally
            Cole lost his patience and snapped curtly over his shoulder, “Al, get your butt settled and be still back there, or we’ll
            both end up in the street.” Reaching around, he caught the smaller hand in his and pressed it firmly against his side. “Here,
            grab a handful of my jacket. Now hang on with both hands and sit still.”
         

         
         Gingerly the youth took hold of the proffered garment and adjusted himself. The horse quieted some, and the ride was easier.
            The wicker case sat on end between them and was held in place by the boy’s arms. The lad was satisfied. At least he didn’t
            have to rub against that hated blue coat.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The city had been relatively untouched by battle. Along the river the scars of strife were visible, but as they moved away
            from the dock, life appeared to go on much as it had before, unhindered by the presence of Union soldiers. Shops and narrow
            houses, adorned with iron lace-trimmed balconies, huddled close against each other. Well-tended gardens were visible in courtyards
            behind exquisitely wrought iron gates, and trees grew in odd places. As the boy’s directions led them away from the Vieux
            Carré, the avenues grew wider, then small lawns became evident. Magnolia trees laden with large, waxy blooms mixed their heady
            fragrance with that of jasmine, sweet shrub, and crepe myrtle. Further on, the lawns grew wide and spacious, and great houses
            spread their galleries beneath towering, moss-festooned oak trees.
         

         
         Cole peered over his shoulder and spoke with some doubt. “Are you sure you know where you’re leading us, Al? This is where
            the wealthy live.”
         

         
         “Huh. What little wealth you Yankees leave.” The boy shrugged and pointed. “I’ve been here before. It’s just a little ways
            further. Down there.”
         

         
         A few moments later he gestured to a lane that led through a tall hedge behind which loomed a brick house of considerable
            proportions. Brick arches shaded the first floor gallery, and near one end of the porch, a curving wrought iron staircase
            led to an upper filigree-adorned balcony that stretched across the face of the manor. Massive live oaks shielded the whole
            from the hot sun, and beneath their spreading limbs, the carriage house could be seen beyond the intricate iron gate that
            led into the grounds.
         

         
         Cole sensed the boy’s rising eagerness as he turned his steed onto the curving brick path. Halting the animal before the wide
            gallery, Cole swung down and looped the reins through the iron ring of the hitching post, then reached up to take the case.
            As he set it down, Al bounced to the ground and fairly flew to the front door to pull vigorously upon the bell. Like any good
            servant, the captain was left to heft the bag and follow behind.
         

         
         Al cast an apprehensive glance over his shoulder as Cole joined him and impatiently rang the bell again. A sound of footsteps
            came from within and the door was opened by a striking young woman, slightly taller than the boy. As she looked at them in
            confusion, Cole swept his hat from his head and tucked it beneath his arm. A Yankee officer’s presence on the gallery was
            bewildering, but not half as much as the pleading grimace she saw on the lad’s face.
         

         
         “Ma’m.” Cole had seen nothing that resembled recognition in the beautiful visage and began to suspect the urchin’s credibility.
            “This boy says he knows you. Is that true?”
         

         
         The woman returned her astonished gaze to the youth and appeared repulsed by what she saw. She wrinkled her nose in disgust.
            “Gracious me, I surely should hope n—” Suddenly she gasped. “Al—Al—”
         

         
         At the boy’s startled expression, she choked off the name but was obviously flustered. She glanced nervously toward the captain
            then back to the lad.
         

         
         “Al?” She tried out the name gingerly and was encouraged by the boy’s responsive smile. “Why, Al, it is you! We hadn’t—ah—expected
            you. My goodness! Won’t Mama be surprised. I declare, she’ll simply be aflutter when she sees you!”
         

         
         The raven-haired beauty faced Cole again and gave him a charming smile. “I hope Al hasn’t done anything too terrible, Colonel.
            Mama always said Al had a mind of his own. Why, there’s just no telling what he’ll do next.”
         

         
         “Captain, ma’m,” Cole corrected politely. “Captain Cole Latimer.”

         
         The boy threw a thumb over his shoulder and explained gruffly, “The doc, here, give me a ride from the boat.”

         
         The young woman’s eyes widened in amazement as she shifted her gaze from the Union officer to the roan tethered to the hitching
            post. “My goodness, you don’t mean to say you rode together—”
         

         
         Al coughed loudly and half turned to the Yankee. “This here’s my cousin, Roberta. Roberta Craighugh.”

         
         Cole had already taken in the black hair and dark eyes, the summer gown of flowered peach muslin cut daringly low across a
            full bosom, and responded in the gallant fashion of a gentleman, clicking his heels as he bowed. “I’m honored to make your
            acquaintance, Miss Craighugh.”
         

         
         Roberta’s mother was French, and that amorous blood now rose under the manly perusal of this handsome Yankee officer. The
            war had curtailed many of the pleasures in her life, and she was approaching the spinsterish age of twenty-two. She had become
            convinced that without male companionship a girl could waste away to nothing. It seemed like ages had passed since she last
            received a gentleman caller, and she was hopelessly bored with her existence. But her spirits steadily revived as her prospects
            of making another conquest loomed brighter. What made it more intriguing was that he was in the ranks of the forbidden harvest,
            the hated Yankees.
         

         
         “I can’t say I’ve entertained too many Northern soldiers, Captain,” she stated brightly. “I’ve heard so many disturbin’ stories
            about y’all. Still”—she nibbled pensively at her fingertip—“y’all don’t look like the sort of man who would go about the countryside
            frightening poor, defenseless women.”
         

         
         White teeth gleamed in a reckless smile as Cole responded. “I try hard not to, ma’m.”

         
         Roberta blushed with excitement, and her thoughts ran rampant. He seemed far more manly and self-assured than those silly
            boys who had feverishly plied her with proposals before marching off to war for the Confederacy. She had found no challenge
            in winning their hearts, but this Yankee might prove better sport.
         

         
         As if suddenly reminded of her cousin, Roberta faced him. “Al, why don’t you run along in. Dulcie will be glad to see you,
            I’m sure.”
         

         
         Dismissed but reluctant to go, Al glanced worriedly from his cousin to the Yankee. Al had seen that certain look come into
            Roberta’s eyes before on prior visits and he knew it boded ill for himself, if not for the captain. To have the enemy pay
            court to Roberta was like looking down the wrong end of a rifle. He’d just as soon not be on the dangerous end when it went
            off.
         

         
         Wiping a grubby hand on his dingy trousers, Al extended it toward the man. “Thank ya kindly for the ride, Cap’n. I ’spect
            you can find your own way back jes’ fine.” Al nodded toward the sun shining through the trees. “Looks a bit like rain, though.
            Guess you’d best be gettin’ back befo’—”
         

         
         “Nonsense, Al,” interrupted Roberta. “The least we can do is repay this nice gentleman for his kindness. I’m sure he would
            enjoy some refreshments after that long, hot ride.” She smiled warmly at Cole. “Won’t y’all come inside where it’s cooler,
            Captain?” Ignoring her cousin’s distress, she opened the door wider and beckoned sweetly, “This way, Captain.”
         

         
         Al stared after the two as they entered the house, his teeth clenched in rage, his gray eyes flaring. He hefted the heavy
            case and wrestled it through the door, but in the process banged his elbow and mumbled several words the captain would not
            have approved of had he heard. Fortunately, that one’s attention was well occupied as Roberta led him into the sparsely furnished
            parlor.
         

         
         “You must forgive the appearance of this room, Captain. Before the war it was much more grand.” Demurely she spread her wide,
            hooped skirts before Cole’s chair and perched with ladylike poise on the edge of the faded silk settee. “Why, my father has
            been left with only a little bitty store to make ends meet after we had so much. And who can afford to pay such exorbitant
            prices as he must charge. Imagine paying a whole dollar for a bar of soap, and I grew so fond of Parisian scents. I can’t
            bear to even look at those rough ol’ cakes Dulcie makes.”
         

         
         “War seems to get the best of everybody, ma’m,” Cole commented with irony.

         
         “The war wasn’t so hard to bear until that dreadful General Butler descended upon us. Excuse me for being blunt, Captain,
            but I hated that man.”
         

         
         “Most Southerners did, Miss Craighugh.”

         
         “Yes, but few had to endure what we were put through. My father’s warehouses were seized by that beastly man. Why, he even
            had our furniture and valuables confiscated just because Daddy wouldn’t sign that miserable ol’ loyalty oath. They were even
            going to take away this very house, if you can imagine but Daddy gave in—just to keep me and Mama safe. Then, there was that
            awful affront to all of us when Butler issued orders that the womenfolk of the city should be treated less politely by his
            men. I just can’t imagine a gentleman like yourself, sir, following such a command.”
         

         
         Cole knew General Order Twenty-Eight by heart, for it had caused a great furor among the civilians. Butler had issued it to
            protect his men from the insults of the women of New Orleans, but his actions had backfired and eventually won more sympathy
            for the South. “And I, Miss Craighugh, cannot envision you deserving such treatment.”
         

         
         “I must confess that I was afraid to set foot outside this house for fear of being accosted. I was most relieved when the
            Union Army decided to replace General Butler, and now they have that other nice general in command. I’ve heard that Banks
            gives the most lavish balls and is far more cordial. Have you ever been to any of those affairs, Captain?”
         

         
         “I’m afraid I’ve been too busy at the hospital, Miss Craighugh. It’s a rare day I have to myself, but I’ve been most fortunate
            today. After the general’s inspection of the hospital this morning, I was able to take the afternoon off. I shall hereafter
            consider it as my good fortune.”
         

         
         Al stood through Roberta’s chatter and the captain’s replies, attempting to catch her eye while at the same time trying to
            stay out of the man’s range of vision. But the lad realized his cousin was totally engrossed with entertaining the Union officer
            and refused to be interrupted. Forcing the woman to remember her manners, Al dropped the valise on the marble floor with a
            disrupting clatter.
         

         
         Roberta started. “Oh, Al! You must be starving, child, and supper won’t be for ages yet. Go tell Dulcie to find you something
            to tide you over.” She smiled brightly at Cole. “Gracious, it’s been so long since we’ve entertained, I’ve nearly forgotten
            my upbringin’. Captain Latimer, won’t you stay and join us for dinner? Dulcie is just about the best cook in New Orleans.”
         

         
         Al rolled his eyes in total incredulity. How could Roberta do such a thing?

         
         Surprised by the invitation, Cole was slow to reply. Usually it was only the women of the back streets who would lower themselves
            to consort with the enemy, and even they were not always the most congenial. Though it had meant long months of celibacy,
            he had not been inclined to indulge himself with some pretty, knife-wielding Confederate sympathizer. Nor, for that matter,
            had he been tempted to crawl into bed with those proven safe by countless numbers in the Union ranks. He was not uneager to
            be in the company of such a beauteous lady, but there were things to be considered. Her father, for instance. He would just
            as soon refrain from getting himself into a forced marriage.
         

         
         “I just won’t hear of you rejecting my invitation, Captain,” Roberta pouted winsomely, confident that he would accept. After
            all, she had never been refused before. “I suspect that you’ve been shown very little hospitality here in New Orleans.”
         

         
         “One can hardly expect it under the circumstances,” Cole smiled.

         
         “Well, it’s settled then,” Roberta replied happily. “You must stay. After all, you did bring Al home, and we are indebted
            to you.”
         

         
         Unable to regain Roberta’s attention, Al gave a subdued snort and made his way toward the back of the house. The oversize
            boots clumped noisily against the floor, marking his passage through the mansion. The sound of his stride was like a death
            toll echoing through the stripped rooms, and he softened his steps. The house was hardly more than a shadow of its former
            splendor, and it was painful to look about at the bare walls and empty nooks and crannies where once-treasured pieces had
            been displayed. Absent, too, was the usual bustle of servants. Al could surmise that except for Dulcie’s family, all the slaves
            had gone.
         

         
         He swung open the kitchen door and found the black woman busy preparing a stew for the evening meal. Dulcie was a large-boned
            woman, broad but not fat, and stood a good head taller than the slight youth. She paused in scraping a carrot and wiped her
            brow with the back of her hand. From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of the unkempt lad and frowned heavily in displeasure
            as she looked him over.
         

         
         “Whad yo’ doing here, boy?” she questioned suspiciously. She threw down the carrot and rose to her feet, wiping her hands
            angrily on the large white apron. “If’n yo’ wants some vittles, yo’ comes to de back do’. Doan come traipsin’ through Mastah
            Angus’s house like some lord almighty Yankee.”
         

         
         Fearful that her voice might carry to the parlor, Al tried to shush the Negress and gestured toward the front of the house.
            But seeing the open bemusement on the servant’s face, he stepped closer and laid a hand on the woman’s arm.
         

         
         “Dulcie, it’s me—Al—”

         
         “Law-w-w-sy!” The screech of recognition seemed to ring through the whole manse before it ended abruptly as the wide-eyed youth clapped
            an anxious hand over the old woman’s mouth.
         

         
         In the parlor Roberta glanced worriedly toward the direction of the kitchen before meeting Cole’s wondering gaze. Coyly she
            murmured behind her fan, “Al always did have a way with Dulcie.”
         

         
         Avoiding any further inquiries, she engaged him in bubbling conversation. The color of his uniform she had already discarded
            as irrelevant. He was a man, completely and totally. It showed in his walk, his speech, his gestures. The easy rich timbre
            of his voice sent delightful shivers down her spine. His manners were smooth and polished, yet she sensed in him that which
            brooked no impertinence. He was at ease with her. Still, she surmised that he would be equally relaxed in a group of men.
            She had barely met him, yet her blood was warmed by his presence, and she thrilled with the idea of being actively courted
            again.
         

         
         Cole had resigned himself to a wasted day when the misplaced waif became his responsibility. It was rare enough that his duties
            at the hospital permitted his absence for even an afternoon. And he found it difficult to resolve this splendid turn of events.
            To be here in a cool parlor enjoying a pleasant repartee with a desirable woman was a greater reward than he might have expected
            from giving aid to an orphan whelp. He relaxed as he listened to Roberta’s light and animated chatter until a few moments
            later a carriage rattled to a halt before the house, immediately silencing the effervescent woman. Concern creased her brow,
            and she came to her feet, at once nervous and more than a trifle distraught.
         

         
         “Excuse me, Captain. I do believe my parents have arrived home.” She was about to hurry into the hall when the front door
            burst open and Angus Craighugh came charging through the portal, followed closely by his wife. Angus was a short, stocky man
            of Scottish descent, with whitening tawny hair and a broad, ruddy face. Leala Craighugh was a distraught woman whose small
            stature had grown plump with the passing years. Her dark hair was lightly streaked with gray, and her sudden distress clearly
            showed in her large, dark eyes. Indeed, the anxious expressions the elders wore gave mute evidence that both had seen the
            roan with its Federal trappings. They could only think the worst.
         

         
         Roberta had no chance to halt her parents out of earshot of the captain and explain his presence. He had decorously risen
            with her and now faced the two who could hardly do more than gape at him.
         

         
         “Is there trouble?” Angus Craighugh demanded. He shot a quick glance toward his daughter but gave her no pause to answer before
            his anger was again turned on the Union officer. Craighugh’s stubborn, square jaw tightened as he hotly declared, “Sir, my
            daughter is not in the habit of entertaining your men in the absence of a proper chaperon, and most especially, Yankees. If
            you have business with me, we’ll go into my study where we won’t disturb the ladies.”
         

         
         Cole was about to allay the man’s fears when Roberta interceded. “Daddy, dear—this is Captain Latimer. He met Al at the dock and was kind enough to escort him here.”
         

         
         Rumbling in confusion, Angus scowled darkly at his only child. Some of the indignation apparent in his ruddy face yielded
            to obvious bewilderment. “Al? Him? What is this, Roberta? Some tomfoolery of yours?”
         

         
         “Please, Daddy.” She took his hand and her black, shining eyes stared intensely into his. “He’s in the kitchen getting a bite to eat. Why don’t you and Mama go and greet him.”
         

         
         In some consternation the elder Craighughs acceded to their daughter’s urgings. Roberta relaxed a bit as she found herself
            once more alone with Cole. She graced him with a fetching smile and was about to comment on the heat of the day when, from
            the rear of the house, there came a shrill scream followed, after a breath’s pause, by a rush of confused French. Roberta
            jumped as if stung, but recovered herself quickly as she realized the captain was already moving past her.
         

         
         “No! Please!” she gasped, grasping his arm. She was saved from the need of further physical effort by the reappearance of
            her father supporting his distraught wife against him and patting her cheek while she continued to babble a stream of incoherent
            words. Angus hastened to lower his burden to the settee and managed to calm her flood of garbled verbiage.
         

         
         “Perhaps I could be of assistance, sir,” Cole offered, stepping near. “I am a doctor.”

         
         “No!” The answer was sharp and sudden. Angus waved away the other’s help and, struggling to control himself, continued more
            calmly. “No, please. Forgive her. It was just the surprise—there was a mouse.” He shrugged lamely.
         

         
         Cole appeared to accept the excuse until he looked pointedly toward the door where Al had come to lean against the molding,
            then he nodded. “I think I understand.”
         

         
         Roberta twisted her hands anxiously, nervously eyeing the youth. “Al has changed so much, it would give anybody a shock—”

         
         Leala had regained a small bit of composure and struggled to sit upright. Carefully keeping her gaze away from the lad, she
            tried to maintain some semblance of poise.
         

         
         “You must forgive us all, Captain,” Angus said rather tersely. The older man appeared rather strained as he faced the doctor.
            “We don’t often have Union officers visiting here. We were sure there was some difficulty, then to see the—ah—boy, Al—”
         

         
         The youth sauntered casually into the room, his large boots dragging on the threadbare rug, and gave them his own dirty-faced
            grin, showing small, sparkling white teeth for a moment. He shrugged and gave the excuse, “Sorry, Uncle Angus. I ain’t never
            been too good at writin’, and ’sides, I couldn’ve sent a letter nohow.”
         

         
         Angus flinched slightly as the lad spoke, while Leala’s bewildered gaze fastened on the boy and followed his every movement.

         
         “It’s all right, Al,” Angus managed to reply. “These are hard times.”

         
         Roberta smiled somewhat tremulously at Cole. “I do hope you don’t think we’re a bunch of ninnies with this display, Captain.”

         
         “Of course not,” Cole assured her politely, though his eyes, raising to the slim lad, gleamed with amusement.

         
         Angus moved between and stood where the Yankee could no longer survey the youth. “I hope you will accept our gratitude for
            bringing Al to us. No telling where the boy would have ended up had it not been for you.”
         

         
         Al strolled jauntily across the room, seeming to challenge some comment from the Yankee. Cole responded by giving the youth
            a twisted grin. “In truth, sir, he was having himself quite a tussle with some soldiers when I interrupted.”
         

         
         “Oooh!” Leala gasped and, seizing her fan, plied it with great verve.

         
         Angus momentarily directed his attention to his wife. “Are you all right, Mama?”

         
         “Oui,” she choked and nodded stoutly. “I am fine.”
         

         
         Angus turned his concern to the boy. “Was there some difficulty? Are you—all right?”

         
         “Sure!” Al swaggered and showed a small doubled fist. “Given a chance, I’da whupped them bluebellies.”

         
         His uncle gave him a strange look. “Well,” he sighed, “I’m glad you’re here safely and it’s all over.”

         
         Al smiled slyly. “’Tain’t over.” All eyes swung round to him and, except for the captain, no one breathed. The gamin grinned
            broadly. “Roberta asked the doc to stay fer supper.”
         

         
         Leala’s fan rattled to the floor, and she slumped back in her chair with a forlorn groan. She could only stare in numb disbelief
            at her offspring. Angus’s face darkened ominously as he, too, looked at his daughter. It was a long moment of awkward silence.
         

         
         Cole thought it best to relieve their distress. “I am on duty later tonight at the hospital, sir. I’m afraid I cannot accept
            the invitation.”
         

         
         “Oh, Captain,” Roberta mewled, ignoring her parents’ displeasure. “Surely you will let us show our appreciation for you bringing
            Al to us. When will you be free again?”
         

         
         Cole was amused at her persistence and determination. “If no difficulty occurs, I will have an evening liberty Friday of next
            week.”
         

         
         “Then you must come and share a meal with us Friday evening,” Roberta urged sweetly despite her father’s warning scowl.

         
         Cole could hardly mistake the reluctance of her parents and turned his consideration to the other man. “Only with your permission,
            sir.”
         

         
         The elder silently conveyed his disapproval to the daughter but could only resign himself. Short of blunt discourtesy, he
            could find no way out. “Of course, Captain. We do appreciate your service to the boy.”
         

         
         “The least I could do, sir,” Cole replied politely. “It seemed the lad needed someone to take him firmly in hand. I am much
            relieved to see him with his kin.”
         

         
         “Huh!” Al scoffed. “One less brat on your mind. You bluebellies make enough orphans and then have the gall to prance yer rears
            into parlors laid bare by your thieving men—”
         

         
         Leala’s wavering voice whined fearfully, and she wrung her hands disconcertedly, looking plaintively toward her husband. Angus
            hastened to pour a strong sherry for his wife in hopes of offsetting her shock. He pressed the goblet into her trembling hand
            and waited until she took a deep drink, then looked at Al reprovingly. “I’m sure that Captain Latimer had nothing to do with
            that, Al.”
         

         
         “Of course not,” Roberta agreed, surreptitiously glaring at Al. The captain was the most exciting person she had met since
            the occupation of New Orleans, and she was not about to let her cousin make a mess of her best chance since this boring war
            had forced her into a spinsterish existence. Indeed, she intended to use all her wiles to bring about a relationship that
            would be completely advantageous to herself. Dipping her dark lashes coquettishly, she turned a smile upon Cole and warmed
            with pleasure as he perused her in that ageless way in which a man looks at a handsome woman. He was ripe for the plucking.
         

         
         A witness to this exchange, Angus stiffened and could not disguise his angry flush of color when the other man looked at him
            squarely. Cole smiled pleasantly. “Your daughter is very beautiful, sir. It’s been a long time since I’ve enjoyed such gracious
            and fair company.”
         

         
         Through Angus’s blustering discomfiture, Al snorted like an angry calf, drawing the captain’s quizzical attention. Cole could
            well understand the father’s displeasure, but the boy’s manner puzzled him. Their eyes held for a long moment, the gray ones
            cool and derisive beneath the probing orbs of blue. Almost arrogantly the slim lad turned and strode to the settee where Leala
            sat. The glass of sherry stood on the table beside her, and in a contemptuous salute to the captain Al raised it and, still
            glaring his hatred, deliberately drained the contents.
         

         
         “Al—” Cole’s voice was subdued, and only the lad realized the threat in it. “You are distressing your aunt. And I’m sure it
            would be nice if you remembered your manners. In the presence of ladies, a gentleman should remove his hat.”
         

         
         Leala wrung her hands in renewed anxiety and glanced fearfully at her husband. She appeared on the verge of hysterical tears.

         
         “Captain, it’s quite all right,” Angus was quick to insist, but Al’s hand was already reaching toward the battered hat. Visual
            gray daggers pierced the Yankee before the thing was snatched off and sailed furiously across the room. Roberta gasped. Angus
            froze in horror before he found his voice. His bellow shook the rafters. “What in the hell have you done?”

         
         A low moan started from his wife, rising in pitch and volume. She threw wide her hands and then clasped them tightly together
            as if seeking divine help. “Oh, Angus, Angus, Angus, what has she done? Ooooh!”
         

         
         Angus quickly poured another glass of sherry and thrust it at his wife. “Here, Leala, drink,” he bade and, with rare presence
            of mind, added, “Roberta hasn’t done anything. It’s that fool boy chopping away at his hair again.”
         

         
         His frown was fierce and deep as he directed it toward the youth, but he spoke aside to the captain. “Al has always been afraid
            someone might mistake him for a girl.”
         

         
         His nephew choked and turned away, but Angus addressed him curtly, “Al, I think it’s time you had a bath. You can have your
            usual room. And”—he pointed to the wicker case—“take that baggage with you.”
         

         
         When the boy was gone, Angus shook his head in bruised wonder. “The youth these days! I just don’t know what it’s all coming
            to. They have no discipline.” He raised his arms and seemed eager to vent his tirade. “They do just as they please!”
         

         
         Cole meant to allay the man’s fears. “He appears to be a good lad, sir. Hardheaded, perhaps. Stubborn! Dirty! All true. Yet
            he should grow up to be quite a man.”
         

         
         Several months would pass before Cole would come to understand the pained frown that Angus Craighugh bent on him that moment.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Al placed the large wicker case on the bed and slumped wearily beside it. On the riverboat a cotton bale had doubled for a
            bed, and it was an everlasting mystery how a thing that began so soft could be made so hard and uncomfortable. What little
            sleep had come had been brief and fitful. The coolness of early morning had been the only respite, and as the day grew hotter
            and more sultry, it was necessary to remain alert lest an uncautious moment destroy the best of plans. The game had been well
            played, and even the test of Roberta was past.
         

         
         Al rose and moved to gaze out the window as the door opened and Dulcie’s two daughters struggled to haul a small brass tub
            into the room. There was no way to determine if they had been warned, but it was best to avoid further commotion while the
            Yankee was still in the house. The girls could not suppress curious glances at the slim, forbidding back of the guest as they
            carried in water and prepared a tepid bath. But nothing was said, and after laying out towels and soap they left the room,
            closing the door gently behind them.
         

         
         Grimy hands scooped into the bath and cupped the water, bringing it to the smudged face. A long sigh of pleasure escaped the
            weary lips as a flagging spirit was refreshed. With renewed attention, the gray eyes surveyed the room. A few pieces of furniture
            were gone, but what was left was familiar. The room seemed to welcome the wanderer like an old friend, evoking fond memories
            of old. They were needed to dull the stark ones of more recent origin. It was not home, but it was the best this one had sampled
            in a fortnight.
         

         
         The slim figure slowly turned to confront the cracked mirror that stood beside the tub. A rueful smile spread over the pensive
            face. As if with a will of their own, hands raised and thin fingers ran through the shaggy mop of deep russet hair. The boots
            were kicked off with vigor, the loose trousers quickly followed, and the jacket was tossed on top of them. The shirt reached
            almost to the knees, and nimble fingers feverishly loosened the buttons until that, too, was discarded with the rest.
         

         
         Alaina MacGaren stood before the mirror in plain, straight pantaloons and a child’s chemise, her youthful breasts bound almost
            flat by the snug fit of the latter. Sweat-stained and dirty, the undergarments joined the growing heap and finally, free of
            restraint, she enjoyed a long, deep breath. Her reflection reaffirmed the fact that the past year and its toils had made her
            thin to a fault. She didn’t care to be reminded how starved she looked, but she could hardly bemoan the fact. It had lent
            well to her disguise. Though seventeen, she had masqueraded as a stripling lad beneath the very noses of the Yankees. Captain
            Latimer had not even been suspicious.
         

         
         Alaina, with some irritation, remembered Roberta’s warm and congenial acceptance of the captain. Her cousin’s flirtation would
            almost guarantee his return to the Craighugh home. Yet for Alaina, his visitations would pose definite problems. Without warning
            she might be called on to resume her charade.
         

         
         Then, too, the subject of work had to be considered. After seeing the near poverty of the Craighughs, she could not freely
            accept their charity. She was determined to provide for herself, but what the captain said was true. There were few civilians
            who could afford to pay her a wage. Besides, what better place for a wanted woman to hide than as a lad in the Union hospital?
            The idea stayed with her and began to tickle her imagination.
         

         
         Under closer inspection, Alaina studied her image. How long could she pose as a boy at the Yankee hospital? Was there something
            in her face that would betray her? The thin, pert nose that seemed almost an adjunct to her face with its sunburned brightness,
            and the lean, slightly squarish face with its high cheekbones could possibly pass for a boy’s features, dainty though they
            were. Perhaps the large and sparkling gray eyes that slanted upward beneath long, silky black lashes were not even a liability.
            But the mouth! It was too soft! Far too pink and delicate! Certainly not boyish!
         

         
         Musingly Alaina puckered, grimaced, and tightly smiled at her reflection. There! she thought. If I just hold my lips firm—it just might work.

         
         Alaina considered her features only for what hazard they might pose. In spite of her mother’s best efforts, she had been much
            of a tomboy most of her young life. Then, these last years of overwhelming responsibility, a meager diet, and hard work had
            all but smothered the customary changes to womanhood. In the face of this hindrance, nature, with infinite patience, bided
            its day. This was a time for survival, not girlish longings. With a hardness of mind born of necessity, Alaina gave her thoughts
            over to how best she might carry out her mummery. She entertained no concept of a day when these selfsame, though now inconvenient,
            features might cause a man to forget what other goals he had in mind.
         

         
         The sound of the front door opening and closing caught Alaina’s attention, and she went to peek through the louvered slats
            of the French doors that led onto the balcony overlooking the front lawn. Captain Latimer came into view and strode toward
            his horse, settling his hat on his head. Reluctantly Alaina admitted to herself that he was a splendid and somewhat exceptional
            figure of a man. Tall, ramrod straight, lean and muscular, he lent to the uniform a dignity and bearing that few men could.
            She would even concede that he was rather handsome with his crisp, clean features and vivid blue eyes. But he was a Yankee
            and that, in Alaina’s opinion, was an unpardonable sin. She dismissed him easily as she returned to her bath. If Roberta was
            infatuated with him, this cousin was most certainly not. She could accept him no better than she could that arrogant lieutenant who months ago at Briar
            Hill had threatened to see her hanged for a spy. In fact, were the truth made known, Captain Latimer would probably seek the
            same end for her.
         

         
         Lowering herself into the bath, Alaina scrubbed hard and worked the homemade soap into the snarled thatch that covered her
            head. Cutting her hair had been the hardest part, but the long, softly curling tresses had become a liability she could ill
            afford. Hiding in an old barn by the edge of the river, she had lopped it short lest a stray breeze or a brush in a crowd
            sweep the hat away and betray her.
         

         
         How innocently it had all started. In the beginning the Confederate soldiers had only asked for food and shelter, sometimes
            a night or two of rest before they moved on. Her mother had dutifully taken them in, and Alaina had continued on after Glynis
            MacGaren’s death, hoping somewhere some woman might be as kind to her brother, Jason, now the only other survivor of the Louisiana
            MacGarens. Banks and his scavengers had left precious little after their occupation of Alexandria, but Alaina had persisted,
            sharing what she could after the Yankees ravaged Briar Hill. But then, more than a fortnight ago, a young soldier had died
            in her barn, leaving in her care a message for General Richard Taylor. It had seemed simple enough for her to deliver it to
            the Confederate camp. That deed, however, proved pure misfortune. The eldest son of her white-trash neighbors, repeatedly
            rebuffed by her somewhat caustic tongue, discreetly followed her to the camp and home again. Once more he had proposed that
            he move into the MacGaren house and set himself up as lord and master of it, offering to wed her now that she had no kin left
            to care for her. He had retreated quickly enough when Alaina took up her father’s pistol and drove him out of the house at
            gunpoint. The rejected swain had wasted no time in carrying the tale of her deed to the Yankees, receiving no doubt a goodly
            sum for his . . . loyalty.
         

         
         Hate beat a more bitter note in Alaina’s heart as she remembered the Yankee lieutenant who had ridden up the lane to Briar
            Hill with his handful of black soldiers. He had sat back in his saddle to watch in glee as his men circled close about her
            on their mounts, frightening off the milk cow she had been leading. But when he had grown bored with her defiant stare, the
            lieutenant had brusquely commanded his men to search the outbuildings for Confederate soldiers, then loosening the flap of
            his holster as a warning, he had directed her ahead of him into the house and there, after barring
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