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      The southern land burned. Scarred. Its families splintered. A war going on three years too long.

      

      Union soldier Christopher Mitchell rides alone through the south.

      

      Emily does the unthinkable to protect her family.

      

      Will Christopher do his part to help her? Or maintain his loyalty to the Union?

      

      A standalone story that introduces new characters into the Civil War Southern Belle historical romance series.
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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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