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      This is the second of three volumes in a huge collection of 100 of my short stories. Volume 1 has 35 sweet wholesome contemporary romance short stories. Volume two has 33 historical romances, and volume three has 32 time travel stories.

      

      North and South. Brother against brother. When I began researching and studying early American history, I was intrigued by the emotional impact on those left behind. Family members raising arms against each other. Not politics or even the actual battles. In fact, many of the soldiers didn’t even know why they were called to war. It was simply what was expected of them. To refuse to fight for their country, a southern man would be shunned by his friends and family.

      

      When you read these stories, you’ll see that I focus primarily on romantic love and how that was impacted by the hardships of what the country was going through.

      

      I hope you enjoy reading these stories from my heart as much as I enjoyed writing them.
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        Natchez, Mississippi

        October 1863

      

      

      Mary Montgomery stood in front of a flyer tacked on the outside wall of the General Store. The piece of paper, whipped by the early morning wind, was the only one left. Usually there were at least half a dozen flyers posted on the wall.

      She shivered and tucked her hands in her dark green velvet shawl. Her long winter dress was normally warm enough for the mild Natchez, Mississippi winters, but this day was particularly blustery. She took a step forward when a horse and wagon rumbled behind her. She looked over her shoulder, recognized the driver, and waved.

      “Morning, Miss Mary,” he called out as he slowed.

      “Good morning.”

      “Everything as good as it can be?”

      Mary smiled. “Under the circumstances, yes.”

      The driver nodded and continued on his way.

      She savored the little piece of hard candy Mr. Nate, who owned the hardware store, had given her. It was almost impossible to afford any treats these days if they could even be found, but since she was five years old, coming into the store with her father, Mr. Nate always had something for her. Sometimes it was a piece of candy, sometimes a little ribbon for her hair, or even a piece of leftover cloth at the end of a bundle. Those were her favorites. She’d made several quilts out of them.

      Lately, though, no one was buying material, so remnants were few and far between. It was all about survival now with the war putting a stop to getting much of anything brought in. There were the blockade runners, of course, but Mary couldn’t afford their wares even if she tried.

      Things had been going well until her father took ill. First his hands began to tremble until he could no longer write legibly. After that, he began having trouble getting around. With less and less nutritious food to eat, he declined further and was currently abed.

      Mary’s father was a bank officer, but since his illness, and with the war going on, Mary was struggling to take care of the two of them. Her mother had died in giving birth to her—her parents’ first and only child—so Mary felt quite alone in the world.

      Fortunately, she had friends. Her best friend was Sophia. Sophia’s mother had died last year, and her father was fighting in the war, leaving Sophia to raise her two younger siblings.

      The two girls, Mary and Sophia, relied on each other for support more and more.

      Mary read the flyer again. She’d heard there was a Yankee hospital set up in one of the abandoned plantation houses just outside of town. Here was evidence, if ever she’d doubted it.

      According to the flyer, the Yankees were looking for women to work as nurses. No experience needed, which suited Mary just fine. She had no experience as a nurse. Well, except for taking care of her father, but that was a different a kind of care. Certainly not the kind of care an injured soldier would need.

      Her first instinct was to dismiss the whole idea, but one line snagged her attention. Payment issued in the form of ham and fresh biscuits.

      They certainly knew their audience. The residents of Natchez, like most of the south, were starving. Any opportunity to get food had to be considered.

      Not just for her, but for her friend, Sophia, who was taking care of an eleven-year-old girl and a seven-year-old boy. The boy, Caleb, had Mary’s heart. If she had food left over after feeding herself and her father, she’d give it to her friends.

      The flyer said travel papers were needed. Mary was friends with the Lieutenant over at the home guard. Getting papers for the two of them would be easy enough.

      It couldn’t hurt anything to at least check the offer out. The flyer said a wagon would pick the girls up in town tomorrow morning.

      She took a deep breath, thought about her father. He always told her not to let opportunities pass by. She would have to get travel papers for them, convince Sophia to go with her, and make sure her best dress was in good shape.

      She decided to go by the home guard first. That way Sophia couldn’t use that as an excuse.

      Both of them needed the food.

      Even if they had to put their pride aside and work with the enemy.
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      Mary stood in the Yankee hospital and waited her turn to check in. It didn’t smell like a hospital. In fact, it smelled good. She’d detected a scent of vanilla and cinnamon when they walked in the front door. Now as she and Sophia waited in what looked to be a man’s study, she distinctly smelled tobacco.

      Good tobacco.

      Her father had entertained enough over the years for Mary to know good tobacco when she smelled it.

      Something felt wrong. She hadn’t seen a single injured man. And why were the girls being called up one by one?

      “Next,” the man behind the desk called. His foul mood was obvious in his tone.

      Two women has already been assigned to different men and escorted out of the room by a young soldier, barely old enough to shave. When Sophia’s turn came, the man behind the desk had personally escorted her…somewhere, then he came back and, with the same foul mood, gestured for Mary to approach his desk.

      She hesitated. Every instinct she had screamed at her to run.

      But she couldn’t leave her friend, Sophia, here alone with these soldiers. She was the one who’d convinced her to come in the first place.

      After giving the man her name and address, she, too, was escorted from the room by the young soldier. He led her into the foyer, then up the stairway. Again, she saw no injured men. In fact, all the men looked healthy and the three men they passed by looked at her with obvious curiosity and more interest than she would have liked.

      He knocked on one of the rooms and opened the door.

      Mary turned away, suddenly apprehensive.

      “Wait. Miss. You’ll like Gabe.”

      Mary turned back. She couldn’t leave anyway. The wagon that had brought them into town didn’t leave again until four o’clock. So, she—and Sophia—had all day here, whether they wanted to stay or not.

      This soldier, the one escorting her to the one named Gabe, was friendly enough. Perhaps if she met Gabe, she could find out what was going on here. It occurred to her then that these could be injured officers who needed individual care. They would naturally have been separated from the enlisted men and given special treatment. The thought made perfect sense.

      The young soldier opened the door and Mary stepped over the threshold with renewed confidence. The door closed behind her.

      The soldier, Gabe, stood up and met her just inside the doorway.

      Gabe was a tall man—a least six feet tall—and he was older—around thirty. He was a handsome man with a heavy stubble. His eyes were deep blue, and his full lips had a kind smile. He was wearing dark blue trousers and a white shirt. No jacket. He didn’t appear to have any injuries.

      Mary returned his smile, but hers held questions.

      “May I take your cloak?” he asked.

      “Oh.” She’d forgotten that she was wearing a cloak. “Please.” She shrugged out of her cloak and handed it to him. He laid it across his arm and gestured with his other hand for her to sit.

      “There aren’t that many options,” he said, his tone apologetic. “But I thought the table would serve us best.”

      “Of course.” Mary sat in one of the two chairs at the tables. She had no idea how the table would be of use. There was an empty vase on it and a daisy lay on the table.

      “Would you like a glass of wine?” he asked, standing a few feet away.

      “Oh, no. Thank you.” Mary was taught that southern ladies didn’t drink alcohol. Up north, though, it might be different. She had a distant cousin who lived in Pennsylvania who, according to rumor, drank alcohol on a daily basis.

      “My apologies. Would you like some tea?”

      Tea. He had tea. Mary hadn’t had tea in at least a year. She felt her eyes light up.

      He grinned. “Tea it is then.”

      While he made tea, Mary looked around his room. It was a sitting room adjacent to a bedroom. She could see the bed through the open door. The bed was neatly made and from what she could see, clothes were neatly folded in the open wardrobe.

      Her mouth salivated at the lovely scent of mint tea. It had been her favorite, but they had been out for so long. First, they’d tried sassafras root, then blackberry leaves, but finally Mary had given tea up completely. If she couldn’t have real tea, she would do without.

      He set the glass of tea in front of her and she closed her eyes as she tasted that first sip. She took another sip. Then opened her eyes. He was sitting across from her, his eyes trained on her face.

      Her skin flushed at his appraisal. “It’s been so long since I had tea.”

      “I feel like I should apologize for that.”

      “Why would you ap—?” She stopped herself. He would apologize for being the enemy. For his contribution to the southerners’ lack of food and drink.

      “I didn’t want to take part in this war,” he said. “But as a doctor, I felt I should try and help those who did fight.”

      Relief washed over her. Gabe was a doctor. Of course. They’d been assigned to various doctors then. “They didn’t tell me you were a doctor.”

      “Ah.” He waved a hand. “It didn’t seem important.”

      She squinted at him. How could it possibly not be important? “I don’t understand.”

      “This is unrelated.”

      “But your patients…”

      “I don’t have any patients at the moment. Of course, if I’m here in case I’m needed.”

      “Then what do you do?”

      “Paperwork. I order supplies for the doctors in the field.”

      “That sounds like an important job.”

      He nodded. “Someone has to do it. I admit it wasn’t my first choice.”

      That explained why the man at the downstairs desk asked if she could read and write before assigning them to various soldiers. “You need help with your paperwork then.”

      He looked at sideways. “Not really.”

      “What then? Someone to make you tea and such? I can do that.”

      He laughed. “There’s no need for you to do that. I can make you tea.”

      “Are there injured soldiers then?”

      “Not here.”

      “I don’t understand. The flyer said you need people to help with nursing injured soldiers.”

      A look of understanding crossed his features. “You’re here to volunteer for nursing.”

      “Yes. I mean, it said we’d get ham and fresh biscuits.”

      “I think it’s actually bread and potatoes and maybe some beans, too.”

      Mary’s eyes widened. So much food. But for doing what? “I’m so confused.”

      “I believe there were two advertisements. One was for nursing care and one was for…companionship.”

      “Companion—” Mary put a hand over her mouth as she tried to make sense of what he was saying.

      “Some of the men were lonely. They have no one to talk to. No females. So, our commander thought this might be a positive way for them to pass the time.”

      Mary bit her lip. I will not panic. “But I thought I was going to a hospital. To nurse soldiers.” Oh my. This was not at all what she expected.

      “It’s a type of nursing, I suppose,” he said with a small smile.

      Mary had, of course, heard about the prostitutes Under the Hill, down by the docks. It was considered the unsavory part of Natchez. A lady would never go there. It wasn’t proper.

      She straightened her back and clasped her hands tightly in her lap. She’d made a mistake in coming here. She wasn’t sure how it had happened, but it had. “My friend and I aren’t companions.”

      “No. No,” he said quickly. “Truly the men just want someone to talk to.”

      Mary pushed back her chair and stood up.

      “Please. Mary.” Gabe stood up also. He looked so much like a lost puppy that Mary just froze, looking into his eyes.

      “You’re here. Just give me a little of your time.”

      He was right. She was here. And if she left here, she would be alone. Alone among these men. These Yankee soldiers. The thought was somewhat distressing.

      She melted back into her chair and picked up her glass of tea. She drank deeply. Besides, he had tea.

      “Thank you,” he said softly. “I can only imagine how foreign it must be for you to be here.”

      “The whole war has been foreign. After a while it seems that foreign becomes natural.”

      His lips curved into a smile. “It does, doesn’t it?” He slid the daisy toward her. “This is yours if you want it.”

      She picked up the flower and slid it into the vase.

      He smiled, picked up her empty glass, and took it with him to the little cabinet where he kept drinks. He refilled her glass with tea, handed it to her, and filled another glass with whiskey.

      Sitting across from her again, he took a sip of his whiskey. “Mary Montgomery,” he said. “Tell me something about you. About your life.”

      Mary didn’t mind talking to people. And she’d never minded talking about herself. But she’d never told a Yankee soldier anything personal about herself. What could he possibly find interesting about her? “I’m not sure what you’d like to know.”

      “I don’t care. Anything. Did you grow up in Natchez? Do you have a husband? Children? What do you enjoy?”

      Mary raised an eyebrow in amusement, still cautious. “Yes. No. No. Not much of anything these days.”

      “Do you have family?”

      “My father.” A flash of guilt followed. She hadn’t even thought about her father since she’d arrived at this house.

      “Does he know you’re here?”

      Mary shook her head. “Heavens no. Besides—he’s not well.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He’s lost most of his strength. It’s gotten worse now that we have very little to eat. It’s gotten so bad he’s abed right now.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Since he’s not able to work anymore, I have to do what I can to provide food for us.”

      “I see. That’s why you answered the advertisement.”

      “Exactly.” Mary realized that she was relaxing in his company. This was the opposite of the way it was supposed to go.

      But the men weren’t the only ones who were lonely during this war. Mary had many acquaintances that she spoke to regularly. And she spent time with Sophia and her young siblings, but it had been so long since she’d actually sat and had a conversation with a man. She hardly knew what to say.
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      Four hours later, Mary sat on one end of Gabe’s sofa and he sat on the other. They’d talked all morning and through a lunch of fried ham, potatoes, and biscuits. Mary couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten so well.

      How the Yankees got food when the southerners couldn’t was baffling. But she didn’t dare ask too many questions.

      The sun was streaming in through the window now and she heard the soldiers going through their formations.

      She glanced at the little clock on the end table. It was three hours before the wagon was scheduled to leave to take them back to town.

      Mary wanted the time to slow down. She wasn’t ready to go back to reality.

      The reality of not having enough food for herself and her father. Sure, they would give her a bag of food as payment for the day, but it wouldn’t last forever.

      The reality of taking care of her father. Today a neighbor was sitting with him, feeding him. Making sure he stayed in bed and didn’t wander off.

      The reality of not having a man to talk with. Someone to actually converse with.

      She’d learned that Gabe was from New York. Not the city, but what he called upstate. He’d grown up in a small town, much like Natchez.

      His father was a doctor, but he’d had no interest in the war; he was older and wanted to live out his days in peace. He had five siblings—two sisters. And he was the middle child. Gabe had been engaged to a young lady, but she’d died two years before the war started. Gabe hadn’t said how she died, and Mary didn’t ask.

      He’d had said he had no interest in courting anyone since his fiancé’s death.

      He’d told her that the most profound thing he’d ever done was to go up in a hot air balloon. If flying was an option, and he could choose it over medicine, he’d do so without hesitation.

      “I’m afraid that I don’t have experiences that compare to flying over the trees.”

      “In some ways, I’m glad,” he said. “Perhaps someday some lucky man will have the opportunity to share those things with you.”

      “You have an interesting way of looking at things, Sir.”

      “Please. You have to call me Gabe.”

      The war had changed things. All the rules were turned upside down. Here, she had spent the day with a man alone in what was essentially a bedroom, and no one would raise an eyebrow. Possibly because she wouldn’t go around telling it, but still, before the war, a lady never would have risked her reputation this way.

      And a lady never would have given her time in order to be paid in food.

      Yes. Times were different.

      And Mary was certain that things would never be the same again.

      At a quarter to four, Mary told Gabe that she must leave.

      “I know you have to go,” he said, then a little more quietly, “but I wish you could stay.”

      Mary smiled, but she felt a sadness inside. That was the thing about breeding. It was indelible. As a southern lady, she would never show strong emotion no matter how strongly she felt it.

      When he held out his hand, she placed hers in his. He kissed her knuckles. “May I see you again?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” She glanced at the clock again. She couldn’t allow the wagon to leave without her. She had no other way home.

      A man called out from below. “Last call for the ladies heading back to town.”

      “I’m sorry.” She pulled her hands from his. “I have to go.” She picked up her skirts and darted into the hallway, down the stairway, and out the front door.

      Seated next to Sophia on the long ride home, Mary was silent.

      Her head was filled with Gabe.

      Heavens.

      She had a crush on a Yankee soldier.
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        Two years later

      

      

      Mary went to the cupboard, took out a basket of fresh beans, tomatoes, two bright red apples, and set them on the dining room table.

      At least once a week, sometimes two, for the past two years, a bag had been left on her front doorstep during the night. There was no particular night—it could be any night of the week. She’d tried waiting up a few times to try to catch who it was, but she never did spot them.

      She considered that maybe it was improper for her to accept it, but she had better sense than to starve simply because of a little pride.

      The bags had started coming after she’d met Gabe. She had to leave her address when applying for what she had believed to be a nursing position. He had to be the one having them delivered. There was no other explanation.

      She thought often and fondly about the day they’d spent together. She still thought about him and wondered if he was well.

      She wondered if he’d gone back to New York.

      She had given some thought to looking for him, but she couldn’t figure out how to go about it. Only a couple weeks after that day, she had heard that the Union soldiers had pulled out.

      It was baffling where anyone could find that much food. It certainly wasn’t readily available to anyone Mary knew. And it wasn’t just food. One time there had been ten yards of light blue cotton material in the bag with the food. She’d made it into two lovely everyday dresses. Another time there had been candles. And soap.

      But most importantly, the regular delivery of food had been life-changing.

      Her father appeared in the doorway. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning.” Her face brightened at the sight of her father. Since he’d been getting regular nutritious food, he’d steadily improved. He hadn’t gone back to work at the bank yet, but they were both optimistic that he would be well enough soon.

      He picked up an apple and bit into it. Mary silently thanked Gabe, just as she had hundreds of time before. Even if he hadn’t been the one to send the bags of food, she gave him credit.

      He father sat at the table. “I’m expecting Johnathan Jones to stop by today.”

      “He answered you about the job, then?” Her father had been hesitant to ask about returning to work, but she’d encouraged him to at least make an inquiry.

      “Yes. I forgot to tell you about the message that came yesterday.”

      Mary had spent the day at her friend Sophia’s house. Mary and her father weren’t the only ones who’d benefited from the gifts on her doorstep. Sophia and the children also had regular nutritious food.

      Someone knocked on their front door. “That must be him now,” Mary said, heading toward the front door.

      “He said he was coming this afternoon,” her father acknowledged, but she shrugged it off. People had been known to change their minds.

      She opened the door without looking outside first.  “My father is in the kit—” She blinked. It was him.

      It was Gabe.

      He was wearing black civilian pants and a matching jacket. But she recognized the grin that had been seared into her memory. He handed her a white daisy.

      Propriety be damned. She threw her arms around him.

      He picked her up and twirled her in a circle.

      Mary’s eyes filled with tears. Out of a devastating war that had created a rift in their country, love had been kindled out of the compassion between two people who were supposed to be enemies.

      North and South.

      Blue and gray.
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        April 27, 1865

      

      

      Abigail Sutton wasn’t supposed to be on the Sultana. She stood on the lower deck of the side-wheel steamboat, elbow to elbow in the midst of weary, unshaven Yankee soldiers. Men who hadn’t bathed in forever.

      She blew on her hands, creating a plume of mist in the cold air. Thank heavens it was cold. If these men smelled like skunks now, she could only imagine what they would smell like baking in the hot Louisiana heat only weeks away.

      Between the roar of the steamboat and the laughter of the newly minted veterans, she could barely hear herself think. She didn’t blame them. These men had languished in Confederate prisons for years and now, with the war officially over just a fortnight or so ago, they didn’t care if they had to travel all way from Vicksburg to St. Louis standing up. Most hadn’t seen their families in years.

      The boat was crisscrossing the swollen Mississippi River, making slow headway north against the flooded currents. She could almost feel the boilers straining with the pressure to move faster and faster.

      Or it could have been her imagination. Being the daughter of a steamboat captain, she knew more than most men about the innerworkings of the boat.

      And she knew the risks.

      Enough so that she only traveled by water when absolutely necessary. And traveled in men’s clothing-a blue wool uniform-with her hair tucked just so under a cap, and her head low. Today it had been the only way to quickly get to her sister in St. Louis. Her sister who was about to give birth any minute.

      She too silently urged the boat to push to its full speed.

      “The first thing I’m going to do is get me a woman,” a burly man with a full beard standing next to her said, to no one in particular.

      Abigail pulled the blue cap lower on her forehead. And stuck her hands in her trousers.

      Burly man elbowed her. “How about you, Little Billy Yank?”

      Abigail balanced herself on her feet just in time to avoid bumping into the other soldier next to her. “That’s right,” she said. “Me too.”

      The man laughed. “Right. You wouldn’t know what to do with one.”

      “I like to think I’d figure it out, sir,” she mumbled, then bit her tongue.

      Rule number one when traveling with Yankees was don’t speak. Between her soft feminine voice and pleasant southern drawl, her voice would be the first thing to give her away.

      The burly Yankee grunted and dismissed her, turning to have a similar conversation with the soldier to his left.

      Veteran. She corrected herself. The war was over. After four long years, it was hard not to think of these men from the north as Yankees. Enemies. Besides most of them were still wearing their blue uniforms.

      She blew out a breath. The same uniform she wore herself.

      Her mother had sewn this uniform herself when Abigail had needed a way to walk around New Orleans without being accosted. General Butler’s decree that any woman showing contempt for a Federal solider would be treated as a woman of ill repute had terrified Abigail’s mother. Especially since Abigail became responsible for both her mother and her little brother after her mother took ill and could no longer move about.

      Even now, her mother’s legs were so weak she was confined to sitting, only moving about with assistance.

      Hence, Abigail’s current plight. Charlene, Abigail’s older sister, had followed her husband to St. Louis. Charlene’s husband was now a physician for the army. Charlene never said which army. Abigail could read between the lines. She would have bet her last pair of silk slippers that Charlene’s husband was a Yankee.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. Her sister needed her and married to a Yankee or not, Abigail would go to her.

      It was unfortunate that she’d ended up on the same vessel that carried hundreds of Yankees fresh out of prison.
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      From his perch high on the steps leading to the upper deck of the Sultana steamboat, Daniel Buchanan had a bird’s eye view just over the tops of the Yankees crowding the lower deck. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder in small groups like men at a ball waiting for their turn to dance. Only there were no women with dance cards waiting.

      The soldiers’ boisterous mood was settling to a low rumble along with the setting sun. Soon they would be vying for any available space to sleep.

      Daniel blinked against the blinding sunlight as it reflected off the water of the Mississippi. The scent coming from the water smelled like wet dogs and cheap bourbon.

      Daniel wasn’t supposed to be on this boat.

      But then nor was he supposed to have spent the last four months on the wrong side of a Confederate prison. Four months deep in the heart of Alabama. Cahaba Prison, they called it.

      He knew it had been a bad idea to put on this blue uniform.

      Then again it wasn’t like he’d had a choice.

      It hadn’t been his choice, either, when the war ended, and he was swept along with the soldiers onto the Sultana.

      Even with the war officially over, he wasn’t willing to reveal that he was southern as the banks of the Mississippi River from New Orleans to Baton Rouge where he’d was born and bred.

      Daniel had been raised on a farm with four sisters. Some described his family as unconventional.

      A nice way of saying odd.

      But his parents had enough money to support five children. Without slaves.

      His folks believed in hard work. His sisters worked the fields and Daniel pulled his share of cooking duty.

      He could fry up a chicken better than his buddy’s household cook.

      The thing that mostly made his family unconventional though was probably that his sisters wore trousers when they were working.

      It would have been hard for them to move about the sugarcane fields wearing dresses. It was much more practical for them to wear britches.

      Due to this unusual upbringing, Daniel knew a woman when he saw one.

      Even if she was wearing Yankee pants.

      He also knew that the young lady who was passing herself off as a boy was not a Yankee.

      Two words out of her mouth and he knew she was as southern as he was.

      She looked vaguely familiar, but at the moment, he couldn’t place her.

      Since he didn’t have anything better to do, he entertained himself with watching her and waiting for his memory to kick in.
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      Abigail had inched her way across the crowded deck of the steamboat to an unnoticed area beneath the stairway. Shivering from the cold, she pulled herself to the top of a wooden gunpowder keg, snagging her sleeve on the iron ring at the top.

      After glancing about to make sure she’d managed to go unnoticed by the hordes of Yankee soldiers standing, sitting, sleeping on the deck, she pulled her blue Yankee cap over her eyes and tucked the ends of what used to be long dark hair behind her ears.

      She wrapped her arms around her knees and tucked her hands in the rough material of her uniform, finding what little warmth she could.

      It was quiet now on the ship and she could hear the water splashing from the steady movement of the paddlewheel.

      From the moon’s position, she guessed it must be some time after midnight. Her mouth was dry from the hardtack she’d brought with her. She’d give her last Confederate States dollar for a sip of water.

      Or maybe a blanket.

      Or some smelling salts to diffuse the scent of unwashed Yankees.

      She tucked her face in her own wool jacket, wrinkling her nose. It didn’t smell so good either. But even stale wood smoke was an improvement.

      She closed her eyes and shifted her focus to her sister.

      Abigail smiled in spite of herself. She was going to be an aunt.

      Abigail’s beau had been killed at the first Battle of Bull Run, dashing her own dreams of having a family. Now that the war had either taken away or damaged all the eligible bachelors in her social circle, she had resigned herself to spinsterhood at the ancient age of twenty.

      It didn’t help that her sister, younger by one year, had married at age fifteen. It didn’t even matter that she was only now expecting her first child.

      Abigail had just fallen asleep, no easy feat sitting up, when she was jarred awake by the barrels shifting beneath her.

      The boat must have hit something. With the river flooded and only the moonlight to break the darkness, it would be easy to run over a tree top or even to run too near the bank.

      Only seconds later, the deck beneath her shook again and this time she toppled off the keg, landing on her side, her arm pinned beneath her.

      As she landed on the dirty floor, she heard what sounded like an explosion. One explosion immediately followed by another.

      The war is over.

      She covered her head with her free arm. The Yankees probably didn’t know the war was over.

      Stupid Yankees.

      “Are you hurt?” a male voice asked.

      Abigail looked up to see one of those stupid Yankees kneeling next to her. There was a faint glow behind him.

      “A little,” she said, sitting up. “The ship’s on fire?” Her worst nightmare come true. Being out in the bottomless water—the cold water—with snakes and alligators. In the dark. With no land in sight.

      The man glanced over his shoulder. “It exploded.”

      “They pushed the boilers too hard.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” The fire was brighter now, and she could see more than just his uniform. She saw his kind blue eyes. His handsome face. It had only been a few days since he’d shaved, unlike most of the other men on this boat.

      “You’re hurt,” he said, nodding toward the arm she cradled.

      She flexed her left fingers. “I don’t think it’s broken.”

      There was a crash and screams. Abigail shuddered. She’d never heard male screams before. She looked over his shoulder. There were men jumping into the water.

      “We have to go,” the man said.

      “Go where?”

      “I don’t know. But we can’t stay on this boat.”

      She shook her head. “No. Forget it. I’m not jumping.”

      The commotion was all around them now. Screaming. Yelling. Crashing.

      “The boat’s going down.”

      “Then I’ll go down with it.” She scooted back until she bumped into the powder keg. “I’m not going in that water until there’s nothing left to hold onto.”

      He sat back on his heels. Their gazes locked.

      And in that moment, time seemed to spin around them while they sat still.

      She recognized this man.

      He was Daniel Buchanan.

      She only hoped he didn’t recognize her. Four months ago she’d ruined Daniel’s life—she’d only hoped he wasn’t going to exact his revenge and toss her into the deep, dark water if he realized before she could escape.
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      Daniel knelt on the cold damp deck of the steamboat, cold air on his face and warmth from the blazing inferno consuming the boat behind him. There were screams of horror all around him. Some women, but mostly men as they fell from the deadly fire into the deadly water.

      Already, he could smell the wood burning. The old timbers burned quickly as the flames devoured everything in their wake.

      His pulse raced and his mouth was dry with fear, but all he could see was the woman in front of him. A becoming blush spread across her cheeks.

      His split-second gut reaction had been to seek refuge from the explosion in the water. At least in the river, he had a fighting chance to make it to shore.

      But if this woman was staying, he was staying.

      “Then I’m staying with you.”

      A look of perplexity crossed her features. “Why would you do that?” Unguarded in the moment, her voice was soft with unmistakable femininity.

      “A gentleman never leaves a lady in distress.”

      She rolled her eyes upwards. “Fiddlesticks.” Then she gasped and put a hand over her mouth.

      Daniel wasn’t concerned with her giving away her disguise.

      He’d seen that expression before. That expression took him back to four months ago.

      She’d been wearing a lovely silver ballgown, white gloves, and her hair—her luxurious long ebony hair—had been swept into an updo, soft ringlets escaping to frame her face.

      He couldn’t tell in the dark, but he distinctly remembered her vixen-green eyes. Eyes that had distracted him from his duties and gotten him banned by the very men he was taxed with trying to help.

      Even here in the most unlikely places, dressed in boyish garb, this temptress once again threatened to get him into trouble.
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      Holding onto the rough powder keg, Abigail stood up. The deck was already taking on water, and her feet threated to slip out from beneath her. Now that she’d blown her disguise, it seemed no longer appropriate to cower in the corner. Instead, she pulled herself to her full height and looked down at Daniel.

      The Yankee soldier who she’d sent to prison.

      She had been at the Miller’s annual Christmas gala. They hadn’t missed hosting the party for at least a hundred years, so they weren’t going to let a little thing like war stop them.

      Abigail had worn a silver ballgown made from yards of silk draped over a wide hoop. She’d thought that the light gray was a nice touch—not too festive, but at the same time it would be wrong to wear black when she wasn’t in mourning.

      There were a lot of women wearing black, and men old enough to be her grandfather. The Millers were well-connected in New Orleans and they did whatever it took to survive. In this case, survival meant having soldiers in their home for the party. Both Confederates and a few Yankees.

      Yankees who were sympathetic to their cause for one reason or another. Mostly distant cousins and such.

      It had been about six o’clock in the evening. Abigail was ready to go home. But her mother was there, sitting and chatting with old friends and Abigail couldn’t deprive her of that. Her mother got out so little anymore since taking ill.

      Abigail slipped out of the ballroom unnoticed and made her way to the library. She planned to spend the next couple of hours curled up with a borrowed book.

      When she’d entered the library, the air was hazy with cigar smoke and the low rumble of male voices.

      Three soldiers had their heads together, focusing on a map spread across the desk. They were so engrossed, they didn’t notice her standing there near the door. Two of them wore gray uniforms, but the third wore blue. The one in blue had his right arm tied in a white sling.

      She hadn’t heard much, a few words here and there, but she heard enough to know that the one wearing blue was privy to southern military secrets. In fact, he was giving the others information that no Yankee should have access to.

      The soldier in blue seemed to sense her presence, though she stood there without a sound.

      He turned, lifting his head from the desk, swiping a lock of dark hair from his forehead. In the back, his hair splashed just over the top of his shirt collar. He was clean-shaven and his lips curved into a little smile when he saw her.

      Startled, she grasped the cool doorknob, then turned and fled. She gathered up the front of her hoop skirt and ran back the way she’d come.

      Normally Abigail wasn’t a snitch, but this was her country at stake here. Abigail hadn’t sided with the south over slavery; in fact she detested the practice—a fact she’d made her points clear to those who would listen only to have them pat her on the head and tell her women shouldn’t engage in politics. But even for her disagreements she didn’t want any of her friends fighting to die. Even if she didn’t agree with the cause.

      She slipped out as quietly as she’d come and though it took some doing, she found Mr. Miller in a back room in the middle of a poker game with several other gentlemen.

      Nothing surprised Abigail anymore, not even a poker game at a Christmas gala. She’d whispered what she knew about the Yankee soldier in his ear and the men had gone to the library while Abigail went back to the ballroom.

      Apparently during the time it took for her to find Mr. Miller and for him to make his way to the library, the little group of soldiers had dispersed.

      Mr. Miller came back to the ballroom, shrugged, and went about his business.

      Abigail’s mother was ready to leave the party shortly thereafter. She was much more easily fatigued now, and one of the women’s husbands helped her outside to their carriage.

      As Abigail stood waiting to climb into the carriage, a southern military officer walked toward her.

      “Miss?” he asked, keeping his voice low. “Are you the one who reported the northern soldier?”

      Abigail nodded.

      “Is that him there?” He nodded toward a soldier wearing blue talking with a Yankee officer.

      Abigail instantly recognized the dark hair curling at the collar of his white shirt. His handsome clean-shaven face. A white sling over his arm.

      Just in that moment, as though sensing her again, he looked straight at her.

      She stood frozen, torn between her attraction to him and her duty.

      “Ma’am?”

      Abigail rolled her eyes and shook her head. She was a daughter of the south through and through. Besides, she wasn’t the one who’d betrayed her country.

      “Yes.”

      Abigail got into the carriage then and the driver quickly took them away. She couldn’t have looked back if she’d wanted to.

      The air was cool as they traveled near the Mississippi for a short distance to their own home. Her mother was quiet, too tired to talk.

      Abigail sat quietly, her heart heavy.

      Despite her convictions, she wasn’t quite sure she’d done the right thing.

      A timber crashed next to them, startling Abigail back to the present and the boat that was burning all around them. She still wasn’t sure whether she’d done the right thing, but it was too late to worry about it now.

      “If we stay here,” Daniel said, “the upper deck is going to crash down on our heads.”
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      Daniel used his sleeve to diffuse the sickly scent of smoke from the charred wood and human flesh. But there was no way to block out the cries for help.

      The darkness of the Mississippi River was illuminated enough that he would see what looked to be hundreds of human heads bobbing in the water. They were swept away in the current along with what was left of the boat.

      Abigail shuddered, hugging her arm to her. The defiance had faded from her eyes, leaving what Daniel recognized as the beginning of panic.

      He’d seen that look often enough on the battlefield. Men who were quickly realizing that war was not glory.

      The boat listed and she grabbed his arm. He wrapped his arms around her, steadying them both.

      “The bow seems to be the safest place.” He nodded toward his left. A few other men had also made that determination and the area was quickly filling.

      She nodded against his chest and even in the moment of life-threatening danger, he was aware of how well she fit against him. Her head tucked just beneath his chin.

      He wondered fleetingly about the blue cap she wore, but he, if anyone, knew that people did whatever it took to survive.

      After they regained their balance, they made their way together over fallen debris from the boat to stand at the front of the ship against the rail. He breathed in the somewhat cleaner air as he gazed into the darkness. How far was the shore from here?

      “My name is Daniel Buchanan,” he said.

      She turned and gazed at him. Her eyes darted over his shoulder, then back to his face. “I’m Abigail Sutton,” she said softly.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Sutton.”

      “It would be more pleasurable under better circumstances,” she murmured, and he smiled in spite of the situation.

      “I believe we may have gotten off on the wrong foot,” he said.

      “You may recall that wrong foot involved a war that made you the enemy.”

      “And yet here you are wearing the very same color uniform. And, I might add, passing yourself off as a boy.” His voice was low, so that only she could hear.

      She flushed and turned away. “It was working just fine.”

      Daniel scoffed. “Men are idiots.”

      Abigail looked into his eyes, her lips curving into a semblance of a smile.

      Daniel was enchanted.

      “And yet here you are.”

      He shook his head. “They don’t look.”

      She tilted her head questioningly.

      He shrugged. “I grew up with four sisters.”

      Without commenting she turned back and stared into the darkness again. “There.” She pointed into the darkness. “I saw a lantern.”
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      “It’s probably just a reflection of the moon,” Daniel said, next to her.

      Abigail strained to see into the darkness. Cries for help were everywhere. Men calling from the water. Cries of pain from those who chose the fire over the water.

      Her throat and eyes burned from the smoke. She was going to be sick.

      No. I won’t be sick. She willed that feeling away.

      She heard men talking. Men who weren’t screaming and who weren’t in pain. “Hello!”

      A couple of the soldiers—veterans—standing on the deck nearby called back, their voices hopeful.

      “They’re on a raft,” Daniel said.

      And as she watched, she could see that he was right. Three men were headed toward them on a raft, one holding a little lantern, swinging it steadily back and forth.

      As the men on the raft came closer, Abigail’s hope faltered. The raft was small. It was piloted by an elderly man and two boys. Not more than two or three more people could fit on there.

      As the raft neared the boat, at least a dozen, maybe more, men rushed to stand near the rails. Abigail was jostled; someone stepped on her foot.

      “My name’s Fogelman,” the older man on the raft informed them. “I can take three or four of you at a time. There’s a line of trees just behind me. I can leave you in the trees and then come back for you after everyone’s off the boat.”

      “I think I know him,” Daniel said.

      Abigail ignored him. She didn’t care if Daniel knew the men. There was no way she was waiting in a tree. She shuddered and took a step back.

      “What is it?” Daniel asked. “It’s a good plan.”

      “I think I’ll wait here.”

      The first of the men jumped onto the raft, nearly toppling it over in their eagerness.

      “I see what you mean,” Daniel said. “It might be best if we wait a bit.”

      The boat listed again. “We may not have long.”

      Fogelman was back within a few minutes. The trees must have been nearby. Abigail took hope from that. That meant that if they did end up in the water, the shore wasn’t far away.

      Five more trips and Abigail and Daniel were the only ones left on the sinking ship.

      Daniel helped her onto the raft, holding her steady. She knelt, her fingertips digging into the rough wood of the raft. Cold water from the river splashed over them.

      She closed her eyes. This was the only way out. There was barely anything left of the ship.

      “Buchanan? Is that you?” the older man piloting the make-shift raft asked.

      “John. I thought that was you.” Daniel knelt on the raft, keeping his hold on Abigail.

      “Never expected to see you out here.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “It must be a hellofa tale. Seeing as how one of the south’s finest ended up wearing a blue uniform.”

      Abigail nearly lost her balance.

      Her thoughts swirled in a hundred directions.

      Daniel’s accent was southern, but she hadn’t looked past his uniform.

      She’d done just like the men had done when they’d seen her in pants.

      Most of these men had been in Confederate prisons.

      Had her actions led to his being wrongfully imprisoned?

      “I’m gonna take you straight to the shore,” Buchanan said.

      Abigail sent up a silent prayer of thanks.

      Daniel squeezed her hand. “We’re going to be all right,” he said.

      She nodded, squeezing back. “I’m sorry. It was me. I turned you in at that party. I’ve thought of you since and how I could have handled it differently. I thought I was doing the right thing to save people I loved.”

      “We all had to make hard choices that hurt people,” he said. “I wanted to introduce myself at the party. Maybe if I had you’d know I wasn’t a threat. I’d like to start over.” He held out his hand and she took it, hesitating. “Daniel Buchanan.”

      “Yes. I think I have heard of your family,” Abigail said, playing along. “I, uh, I admire how you’ve managed to run a farm with fair wages. Maybe something the rest of the south could use as an example.”

      He tilted his head and gave her a grin. “Thank you, Miss Sutton. It’s something we feel strongly about.”

      Yes. They were going to be all right.

      And she had been given a second chance with the handsome southern soldier in blue.
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        March 1864

      

      

      The war had been going on three years now. Three years too long.

      The southern land was scarred. It had been burned. Violated. Its people tortured. Its families splintered.

      His horse’s hooves padded on the rain-soaked ground. The air was quiet. So quiet he heard the drop of water that fell from an overhead tree limb onto his blue Union-issued cap as he rode beneath it.

      Tendrils of mist whispered in the trees alongside him. There had been a fire nearby, probably a battle. He could smell the echoes of damp smoke.

      Christopher Mitchell came from a long line of West Point military graduates. His grandfather had been in the first class of graduates. Then his father had been a West Point grad. It was expected even before he was born that Christopher graduate from the military academy.

      And he had. He’d graduated in 1860. Before the country splintered.

      He and his three closest friends, all from Boston, had entered the academy together and had graduated together.

      They would fight for the Union. Of course. They were from Boston, after all. There was never any question. Any doubt.

      So here he was. In the middle of Louisiana.

      He chewed on a pine needle he’d snagged earlier from a tree. It helped to ward off some of the boredom from traveling so many miles alone.

      Christopher fleetingly thought about the thousands of miles he and his horse Buttercup had traveled since the war had begun. But it was too much to comprehend, so his thoughts brushed against it, then moved on to other thoughts.

      Christopher was a scout. His job was to ride ahead. To gather information about Confederate troops. To ascertain their location.

      He’d left Alexandria, Louisiana two days ago and headed northwest. It had started raining on and off since sunrise this morning and from the look of the black clouds to the west, that wasn’t likely to change anytime soon.

      He mostly traveled off-road, but with the rain, he’d decided to use the road for a while. There were very few travelers out and if he encountered anyone, he’d hear them in time to duck behind the trees.

      The people in this area of the country had seen very few Yankees, in fact, most had probably never seen one. He didn’t care to be their first.

      He was wearing his blue uniform and a brown overcoat. So he didn’t stand out like a beacon. Exactly. Unless someone got close enough to see his blue trousers and his blue cap. He was only wearing his hat now to keep the rain off.

      He did not care to be an open target.

      He passed by a farmhouse, the house itself tucked in the pine trees while the fields on each side lay empty waiting for warmer weather.

      Other than a couple of chickens near the house, he saw no livestock. Things were not good on the homefront here either.

      They may not be confronted by the enemy on a daily basis, but they, too, no doubt were affected by the war.

      After he passed by the farm and was back in the trees, he heard a rustling off to his right. He stopped Buttercup and listened for a moment. He heard the rustle again. If it weren’t so early in the day, he’d pull out his rifle and shoot whatever unfortunate squirrel or rabbit was out enjoying the early spring morning.

      Instead, he settled in on his horse for a long day’s ride.
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      Emily Robicheaux’s hands shook as she pulled on her brother Edward’s butternut gray wool trousers and tightened her own scarf around her waist to keep them tight. Since they were at least six inches too long, she stuffed them into own boots to avoid stepping on them and tripping.

      She could still taste the dried-out biscuit she’d had for breakfast. Disgusting as it was, her stomach growled for more.

      She pulled Edward’s white shirt over her head and it, like the trousers, was much too big for her small frame. She hastily tucked it into the pants and, grabbing his jacket, pulled it on.

      There. She was ready.

      She caught her own reflection in the mirror over her dressing table as she crossed her bedroom and stopped. Her long dark wavy hair would do her no good.

      She grabbed a couple of pins and secured her hair on top of her head. She needed her brother’s gray cap. She quickly scanned her room, but it wasn’t there. She knew it wasn’t in his room because she spent more time there than anywhere else these days.

      She rushed into the living area, found both his cap and his rifle next to the door, and without a sound, slipped outside into the misty early morning.

      There were chores to be done, but they would have to wait.

      Right now she had to take care of business.

      She’d seen the Yankee riding by on his fancy horse in his fancy clothes. He hadn’t seen her though. She’d crouched low behind the fence her grandfather had built up by the road. The weeds were getting tall there and there was a dogwood tree that she’d climbed up as a child.

      She’d clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering with fear of being spotted as he rode by with his blue pants and his blue cap and his shoes without holes in them. No doubt new shoes. His saddlebags were bulging.

      Fortunately he hadn’t been in any hurry as he rode past. As soon as he was out of sight, she’d dashed back to the house and changed.

      The road was half a mile ahead and if she ran across the half acre they’d designated for this year’s cotton crop, she could intercept him.

      They needed the cotton. Not to sell. But to knit socks, blankets, and whatever else they needed. If there was any left over, they’d take it into town and sell it.

      Not that it would do them much good. Confederate money was just about worth nothing these days.

      Emily reached the curve where she could intercept the Yankee.

      Blood pounded in her ears and her heart beat nearly out of her chest.

      She took deep calming breaths.

      She’d missed him. She’d taken too long changing clothes. He’d probably galloped ahead.

      Relief washed over her.

      She wouldn’t have to rob a Yankee soldier today.
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      The rain had stopped and the birds were singing in celebration. The fresh scent of foliage was a balm to his soul. Even here, so very far from home in a strange land, Christopher could take comfort in a land newly cleansed by fresh rain.

      He rounded a curve in the road and started to go off-path, but his head was in Boston. He was wondering after the health of his mother and sister. His little sister, nine years old now, had his heart. She’d been the one who’d named his horse Buttercup.

      The name had stuck and he’d accidentally let it slip out once while combing Buttercup’s mane. The soldier who’d overheard him had lost a tooth that day.

      His thoughts as always, found their way around to Annabelle. The day before he’d left Boston, he’d asked her to wait for him.

      To marry him when he came back to the war. It wouldn’t take long, he’d told her. The southerners would be no match for the resources of the Federals.

      But that was four years ago. And Christopher would never admit this to anyone, but try as he might, there were days he couldn’t remember what Annabelle looked like.

      Christopher’s thoughts were jerked back to the present day and place when a boy stepped out into the road in front of him. Not just a boy, but a boy, slight in stature, with a rifle pointed right
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