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      This book is historical fiction of the American Civil War. It is written to be as historically accurate to the period in description and language. It is a story of the War and of the people who lived it and contains adult content. Readers Discretion is Advised.
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      We are the people to whom the past is forever speaking.

      We listen to it because we cannot help ourselves, for the past speaks to us with many voices.

      Far out of that dark nowhere which is the time before we were born, men who were flesh of our flesh and bone of our bone went through fire and storm to break a path to the future.

      We are part of that future they died for.

      They are part of the past that brought the future.

      What they did—the lives they lived, the sacrifices they made, the stories they told and the songs they sang and, finally, the deaths they died—make up a part of our own experience.

      We cannot cut ourselves off from it.

      It is as real as something that happened last week.

      It is a basic part of our heritage as Americans.

      

      ~ Bruce Catton
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      “We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”

      — Abraham Lincoln’s 1st Inaugural Address, March 4, 1861.

      Before Abraham Lincoln took office in 1861, South Carolina, Mississippi, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Louisiana and Texas had seceded from the Union and formed the Confederate States of America. The world waited for Lincoln’s response. His speech was aimed to reconcile with these seceded states in a desperate attempt to avoid war.
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      “My plans are perfect and when I start to carry them out, may God have mercy on General Lee for I will have none!”

      —General Joseph Hooker, The Battle of Chancellorsville, May 1863
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        Virginia, November 1863

      

      

      The giggle was faint, very feminine, and without opening his eyes, he grinned. He had always loved her laughter. Light, airy, the sound drifted and he remembered the first time he heard it. He believed he fell in love with her at that moment, not so long ago, when it was summer in Louisiana.

      “Francois, Francois,” she coaxed him.

      He didn’t want to answer, for that meant he’d have to open his eyes and at the moment, he realized his eyelids were so heavy, he doubted he could. Instead, he’d lounge here on this rattan settee in his mother’s rose garden and wait for her to get closer.

      “Francois, darling,” she whispered into his ear. “It’s time to wake up.”

      “No, ma chère, non.”  He’d snuggle into the cushions more if they weren’t so hard. That confused him. His mother never allowed sturdy furniture frames out on the balcony…Plus the birds were overly chirpy, starting to grate on his nerves. He refocused on her.

      “Francois, my love,” she cooed again, singing into his ear. “You’d better wake, darling.”

      “Non, ma chère, come back to me,” he begged. He’d put out his arms to take her into his embrace but he discovered he couldn’t. It was like he was far under water, trying to build a house, as sluggish as he was. He frowned.

      “Francois….” Her voice faded. No! She couldn’t leave him again! The birds around him seemed to multiple, busily squeaking louder and louder. He tried to get up, to go after her but the world began to swirl and he stopped, still feeling trapped and realized he’d gone no where. In his mind, he searched for her but his vision filled with smoke and the acid taste of gunpowder and sulfur burned his throat and clouded his vision.

      “Francois! Wake up!” She screamed with a panic tone.

      He twisted. In a split second, a stabbing pain shot into his foot, at his ankle, as if he was on fire. He roared in agony, reluctant eyelids splitting wide open. The shock of what he saw made him want to flee. He was lying with other men moaning and groaning. The men upright walked about at a hurried pace, their white coats stained in red along with more men in blue hauling some in and taking others out. The whole area smelled of blood, urine, sulfur, sweat and vomit, wafts so overwhelming, he held his breath, despite his own agony.

      The commotion drowned out his pain for the second until two rough hands yanked his wounded leg to the side and repositioned it, the movement set off another cycle of pain. Another man walked up, his white coat not as dulled by red splatters as the rest. He wore a pair of spectacles on his nose and a weary look across his face. He yanked out a long metal rod, the end coated in white.

      “Let’s see what we got, shall we?” the man said, taking Francois’s foot and twisting it.

      Francois couldn’t stop the cry of agony evoked by the manipulation of his foot. The dull hurt of before turned drastically sharper. Confused, Francois tried to retrace where he was and how he was wounded when another series of lightning bolt pains shot up his legs to his hips, back, shoulders and head, settling into his ears. Unfortunately, the sheering sting didn’t stop the man in the white coat from prodding his ankle.

      “Reed! Bring me that bag,” the man called. “Need to amputate this…”

      Amputate? Francois blinked hard, the scene around him blurred. They’d take his foot?

      “Emma!!!”
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      “Bury your poor dead and say nothing more about it.”

      —General Robert E. Lee’s response to Lt. Gen. A.P. Hill’s report of the slaughter of his men at Battle at Bristoe Station, VA, October 15, 1863
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        October 1863

      

      

      Francois Fontaine tipped the glass up, pouring the whiskey down his throat, the flavor skating over his taste buds to carve a burning path down to his stomach. He closed his eyes, relishing the flavor, hoping it would send him down the road to forgetfulness once more. Swallowing the end of that shot, he refilled the glass.

      “My darlin’ Francois, you plannin’ to spend another day downing my liquor, or will you spend time with me?”

      Francois smiled slowly. The seductive purr from across the room came from the only woman he knew who could put him in his place, and he’d love every minute. He glanced up and found LaJoyce giving him one of her warm and inviting grins.

      “No, ma’am, I hadn’t plan to do so,” he drawled, putting the shot glass aside. He stood, circling around the table to meet her. “That is, if I could get a chance to show you what you’ve been missin’, of late.” He smiled, hoping he wasn’t as tilted as he feared he was getting.

      She stared at him, a slight curve to her lips capturing his attention. “Thinkin’ you best sit down before you fall,” she commented, walking away.

      LaJoyce was a beautiful negress. No, he corrected himself. She was a freewoman with one of the best reputations in the area. Her house was clean, her clothing exquisite and those lips ruby red and inviting. Short enough, she was easy for him to pick up and carry to bed. High cheekbones on a full face, her dark brown eyes gave a glimmer of her strength and her capacity to love deeply. He respected her, which was a rare emotion to pass through him. LaJoyce had seen him through his younger years, when he was a strapping boy, trying to control feelings and fears that popped up as he grew. She was the first woman who taught him the ways of love and how to bring a woman pleasure with the reciprocal measures. The fact she wasn’t Delilah, the lady of ill repute his father or brother visited, gave him the silent joy that LaJoyce was all his.

      “Instead of drinkin’ my cupboards dry, I think you need to go find yourself a pretty little white girl to marry,” LaJoyce continued, closing the bourbon bottle near him.

      “Why, when I have such a lovely woman as you?” he countered.

      LaJoyce grinned. “I know you favor a darker hue, but a paler version is all your family would approve of. And you ain’t going find that sitting here all day, not even enjoying any of the finery.”

      Francois snorted. It was that just that issue that drove him here. He needed to find a way to escape, to forget about the one woman he could never have. After all the bottles he’d consumed and intercourse he’d had, she still haunted his dreams. A flare of frustration raced up his spine and his fingers tightened around the glass. In a flash, he downed the fiery liquor, trying in desperation to drown the vision that hovered in his mind, of a beautiful Southern belle who would never be his…

      “Fontaine, been lookin’ high and low for you! Dang-naggit man, you ever not goin’ drink?”

      Francois glanced up at the man whose shadow clouded his view. It was Randolph Morris, from the Pear Plantation, just down the river from Bellefountaine, Francois’s family estate.

      “Randy, don’t you have something else that’s needs harassing?” Francois snorted, grabbing the wrist of the ebony girl who passed him. He pulled her into his lap, enjoying the lilac scent on her skin and the ivory cotton lace-trimmed chemise that she wore, with the ruffle from her pantalets peaking under the hem. She was bare-armed, no stockings and scrumptious to hold. When she giggled, wiggling in his seat, Francois grinned.

      LaJoyce swaggered over to him, the curve in her hips and the sway of her silk dress beyond enticing. She hadn’t looked interested before, the reason he grabbed Lucy but the shooting glare from the woman towering over him told him that was the wrong decision.

      “Lucy, I believe Mr. Fontaine has company,” LaJoyce stated firmly. “And I do believe, Mr. Cartier has just arrived. I think you remember him well, as it were.”

      Lucy scrambled out of Francois’s embrace. “Yessum, ma’am.” And she darted for the hall in the front of the house.

      Francois gave his mistress another glance. “You appeared busy, ma’am.”

      LaJoyce shook her head in apparent disbelief. “Gentlemen, I fear running a business like a bordello requires a great deal more attention than you might conceive.”

      Francois chuckled. “Well, my dear, yours is one of the best.”

      “Merci. ‘Tis truly amazing, considering the Yankee presence.” She shook her head and leaned closer. “Monsieur, I believe you better pay your rather long tab and find another place to hide. Those bluebellies been ramblin’ to the girls about another round of arrests for any secesh.”

      Randolph snorted. “They done gone through here a parcel ago, ma chère. We all lay low.”

      “It was just a warning, sir.” She winked at Francois, the hint deep. He dug into his waistcoat pocket and took her hand, pressing the gold coin into her palm.

      “I think that’ll cover anything you deem I owe.”

      LaJoyce smiled broadly, tucking the coin into her bosom. “I ain’t joking about the blue coats.” She caressed his cheek with her fingers. “Prison wouldn’t sit well with you. So go.”

      He finished his drink and put the glass down, swooping his hat up. “You heard her Randolph. Let’s be on our way.” His friend hollered but Francois only pasted a smile on his face as he kissed LaJoyce good-bye.

      She was right. Louisiana was suffocating in blue. He needed to find the war. Alcohol hadn’t deadened the pain in his chest so the next solution was to fight. God help him….
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      Virginia, October 1863

      

      For October, the temperature was way too warm and inside the tent, the temperature continued to climb. No memories of Pennsylvania or New York were ever this hot in the fall. Ada Lorrance swallowed, stiffening as another drop of perspiration dripped down her back in a river that had dampened her chemise and her corset and dress since the morning parted to noontime. Not only was she perspiring under the heat, she was thirsty to the point of anger and refused to give in to snapping at the next orderly for doing a job they didn’t want to do nor were trained to do while suffering the same as she. Blinking and hoping the droplet on her brow didn’t fall into her eyes, she took note that her charge was finally resting on his cot. She prayed gratitude to God for the man’s slumber and the escape of his pain and took the damp rag in her fist, to stand up. Despite the corset stays, her back was tight and the change in her position from sit to stand caused a chain reaction of cracks down her vertebrae, the pressure released in a combination of pain and relief. She was convinced that stool she sat on would break her back one day.

      Her thoughts were interrupted when a cool tin cup was shoved into her grasp.

      “Here, drink this.”

      She frowned but the whisper of cold from the metal gave her a respite from the heat and gladly she held it. The liquid inside was marred in color by the dark shade of the inside of the tin.

      “Its not poison,” the man hissed. “Though God knows, it’d be a blessin’.”

      She laughed but took a sip. It was tepid water with raspberry vinegar and honey laced through it. It was the perfect blend for a hot and humid Virginia day.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t be,” the man guffawed. “When Major Winslow finds his favorite refresher is low, there’ll be someone’s butt to pay.”

      “And I’d bet Doctor Leonard will be no where to be found when that man throws another tantrum.” Ada laughed. She’d known Will Leonard for years, growing up with him in Philadelphia and schooling later. Will had a penchant for deviousness to make one’s skin itch but it was never spiteful, and besides, Winslow’s short temper and foul language made him one of the most disliked officer in the Union army despite his wealth that brought commodities to camp, like the supplies to make an elixir like this.

      Will shrugged but a grin tugged at his lips, making her laugh harder.

      “I think I’ll take a walk,” she stated, trying to calm the inner voice that screamed for her to run, but the issue was, run from what? The wounded or Will? She didn’t wait but caught his nod as she sneaked out of the tent.

      The air was hot and muggy, the sun bright and blinding but the stench of sweat, vomit and urine was lacking. She inhaled deeply, a refreshing moment as she walked toward the stream. Further from the camp, fewer soldiers lingered at the water’s edge and the horses were yards away, so she found a spot, among the grass and sank to the ground. She closed her eyes, letting the moment of peace seep into her. Peace in a world of hate and bloodshed. The reasons for the war she pushed to the back of her mind, refusing to let it crowd her thoughts because she saw the result of it in the medical tent almost daily.

      She yanked her handkerchief from her pocket and bent, plunging it in the water, dampening it to bring it to her forehead and squeezed. The cool water poured over her eyes and cheeks, down over her jawline to her neck and the bodice below. The worn cotton absorbed all and it clung to her skin, the slight layering of it and the chemise beneath gave her a breath of coolness that nothing outside of jumping into the stream could clear. Was that a slight breeze cooling her? She closed her eyes and settled in the quiet.

      Her mind cleared so she squeezed the rag again, the water dribbling down her neck and into her bodice. The touch of the liquid reminded her of his touch, the gentleness of his fingertips and the burning path it left on her emotions, sending errant messages to her body. Slowly, as the memories budded, images appeared. She was back to home, in Pennsylvania, before the war. Back to a time she could never forget…

      

      Spring was in the air, light breeze drifting through the open window of his bedroom. The lighter-weight warm-weather cotton drapes stirred and the birds chirped a May song. It was peaceful and her heart swelled with pride and love at the man lying next to her. He smiled, his infectious grin made her insides bubble, despite the dire consequence of the afternoon. He reached out, gently playing with her curly hair that was now a mess from their afternoon play.

      “You know, my darlin’, I must go.” He kissed her nose tip.

      “I know.” She simmered, furious he had this much control over her because despite his situation, she still prayed he wouldn’t answer the call to arms Lincoln had put out. “Isn’t there some way you can stay?”

      His fingertips traced down her neckline, his gaze following their path, making her shiver. His smile broadened as he cupped her breast and bent to suckle on the pearled tip, setting off a storm of tingles that spread throughout her body, reigniting the fire below. The fact that the man could so easily distract her with his touch was unnerving but at this moment, she relished every second, committing to memory each flash of excitement.

      “You know I can’t. It is my duty to go and serve.” He flipped her underneath him, spreading her thighs to nestle his hardened member.

      Again, he had brought her to craving him, her body responding to his need. The cool breeze that hit her exposed core reminded her how wet she was, so ready to receive him.

      “I want to remember every touch, commit to memory the feel of you as I enter, and how wet you are for me.”

      She lowered her hips against the feathered mattress and he slid into her slick core. Her body was full, he filled her completely and she hugged him, tipping her body up as he pushed. Back and forth they moved, dancing in the oldest rhythm of time. The rush overwhelmed her and the pressure continued to build until he thrust one more time, and the world shattered inside, stars bursting across her vision as her core hugged him tighter, sending triggers of excitement racing through her veins.

      In the midst of her sudden death, she knew he came too. His member vibrated inside her sheath and she burned that feeling to her soul for the days to come, when he was gone…

      He collapsed on top of her then rolled to the side, tugging her into his arms.

      “I love you, Ada.” He kissed her shoulder.

      She grinned but it was a lazy moment as she drank him in…
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      “Ada! Ada!”

      The male voice broke her thoughts and she blinked repeatedly, the sun blinding her. She was confused, distorted thinking about where she was and who was calling, and realized her bodice was soaking, as was the top of her skirt from the wet rag. The tingles that branched out from her nipples down to her core came from that man and it irked her at the same time she was annoyed how an outsider interrupted her memory of that day. She’d groan, but feared it’d come out more like a bedroom moan so she stifled it and scurried to make herself presentable.

      “Yes, Will! I’m over here!” With a heavy sigh, she stood, shaking out her skirts and prayed there wasn’t a tellin’ sign what she’d been dreaming of. Unfortunately, she was too late.

      Will stared at her and she thought she saw his hands tighten along with his shoulders. Rage or anger consumed him.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed. “Remembering that bastard?”

      She gathered her skirts and aimed to go around him. “Will, don’t start.”

      As she pushed passed him, she heard his boots grind as he spun and followed. “That man is a scoundrel of top core! He left you, high and dry, for his own self but you? You work like a slave and still fall apart if given leave to think!”

      “Will,” she warned. “This is not the time or place for this.”

      “Ada, Ada, please.” He was at her side but she refused to slow down and face him. “He’s not worthy of you. He’s frankly not even as good a doctor as you.” He touched her shoulder gently. “I wish you’d forget him.”

      Inside, her heart heaved, the hole left in it still bleeding but she’d had a year to practice schooling her features, stopping the pending tears in their tracks. She stopped, bit her tongue so the sharp pain would override her breaking heart and painted a smile on to cover her emotions.

      “As to who is the better physician, that is hardly the issue but that is why I’m here. To offer my skills to help our soldiers, even if regulated to a nurse, and bury the dead.”

      Will’s frown deepened, but instead of launching another attack on the scamp who stole Ada’s love, he cocked his head and gave her a tense smile.

      “Then you may want to return to the hospital tent. That sergeant you were convinced was ill due to nothing more than eating molding food, has now progressed to dysentery.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Bloody stools?” At his nod, she hissed and stormed back to the tent. The war was the one thing she could count on to distract her and bring her back to what was needed. Despite being a medical doctor, the Union Army only let her aid the Medical Department as a nurse. She steeled her shoulders, knowing the next battle was only a few hundred feet in front of her—a skirmish with the ranking medical officer who would deny her practicing, even if it meant death.
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      Tis no easy task, but I am endeavoring to bear everything as well and cheerfully as possible. Sometimes I fail entirely, but in a short time find myself persevering again in the struggle and may yet come out victorious.

      —Elodie Todd, sister to First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln, in a letter to her husband, Confederate Officer Nathaniel Dawson, August 4, 1861, Selma, Alabama
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        Virginia

      

      

      “So, you tore yourself away from your plantation now to join the fight?” The sergeant glared at Francois from behind the makeshift ply boards that had been nailed to wooden legs. His face was leathered and dirt outlined the ridge of the creases in the sun burnt skin around his eyes and along his forehead and cheeks only to disappear in his mustache and goatee. It was amazing to Francois how a man so rugged as this, in a filthy uniform and skin so leathered, could keep such neatly trimmed facial hair…

      The man tapped his pencil across the enlistment pages on the desk, waiting impatiently for an answer. Francois shifted on his feet, fighting the urge to tighten his fists and wipe the smug expression on the soldier’s face, to eliminate that accusatory look.

      He’d ridden across the torn countryside, pell mell to join the illustrious Army of Northern Virginia, as a recruit for the Louisiana Tigers. To be cast as a shirker, using the slaveholding act as the excuse not to fight, rubbed him wrong and this soldier’s face, which reflected the man’s disgust, only irritated Francois further. But his gentlemen’s upbringing made him force a smile.

      “As I recall, sir, the Confederacy needed soldiers. If I am indeed wrong, I’m sure I can find a way to give aid.” The smile ached, but he was determined to maintain a modicum of calm.

      The sergeant’s brows furrowed as he gave him an assessing perusal, resulting in a snort of disgust before he turned back to his forms and scribbled, the lead pencil scraping across the paper. The sound grated on Francois’s nerves but he managed to refrain from shifting or registering his impatience on his face—a practice he was well accustomed to back home, when his father’s anger flared or his mother questioned him over issues he wanted to avoid.

      “Slater, just finish! He’s right and a true son of the South! Lousianian born and bred!” Randolph Morris blurted.

      Sergeant Slater stopped and glanced up. “Fontaine?”

      “Yes, he is,” Morris continued. “His daddy runs that plantation, not far from St. Joseph’s parish. Bellefountaine.”

      Slater frowned. “I’ve heard of it,” he drawled. “Heard you all be planters up there abouts.”

      The tone made Francois give him a tweek of a smile. Planter, hey? “Sugar growers.”

      “Uh, huh.” Slater went back to work, not before giving a snort. “Well, then, sur,” he slurred the word with a tinge of ridicule. “You’ll find yourself right at home with the others in Hays troop.” He shoved the halfway folded sheet to him and then quickly dismissed him by his demeanor, returning to other papers on his desk.

      Francois held the page and frowned. He opened his mouth to say something but Morris yanked him away.

      “I told you, you’d be sent with me to Hays!” Morris spring stepped as they crossed the field.

      Francois noticed the men at the camps scattered about. The stench of boiled acorns and trace of coffee mixed with the scent of burned fat, a layer of horse manure and urine drifted throughout the camp.

      “So this is what war does? Eliminate any and all manners?” He quickly saw the pile of horse dung before he stepped into it.

      “You mean Slater? Nah, that man done have his gut all twisted over having to have his corps of Tar Heels under the command of the Tigers.” Morris spit. “Heard once we arrived that the last run in with the Feds at the Rappahannock was a hell on fire. Damn Yankees bested the Tigers in a surprise attack on a ridge. Numbers cut back from injuries and some troops captured.” He gave Francois a hard look. “Fresh troops are sorely needed. You’ll find the welcome you want soon enough.” He laughed.

      Francois frowned. From the appearance around him, the war was just as ghastly as his brother had implied. He had assumed Jack’s description bordered on the insane, an attempt to keep him at Bellefountaine, so it was disheartening to realize his sibling wasn’t crazy. This mob that eyed him and Morris was the Army of Northern Virginia, led by the famous, according to the papers, General Robert E. Lee. Francois refocused, though, as they neared another set of tables and men around them that bore more stripes and feathers than sergeants.

      “General Hays, sur,” Morris said, stopping their progress back. “Look who arrived, newly recruited!”

      The dark haired general with a drooping mustache gave Francois a quick look and snorted. “Why, if it isn’t Francois Fontaine indeed! Glad to have you with us, son.”

      Francois returned the grin. He knew of Hays from days of old. “Yes sur. Hear your Tigers are kicking up dirt out here. Figure it’s time to come see for myself…and add my efforts to the cause.”

      An older officer’s eyes narrowed as he silently watched the exchange. Something about this white-haired aged man spoke volumes on how he commanded those around him but Francois wasn’t sure who he was. It was a problem coming in late to the war, he speculated.

      “General Lee, let me introduce to you another fine planter from our state, coming to help us whip those Yankees.” Hays slapped Francois on the shoulder and it took a firmly planted stance to not move.

      Lee’s brows rose. “Fontaine, you say? From Louisiana?”

      “Yes, sir.” Francois replied.

      “Once schooled a Fontaine, years back, at The Point. If memory serves well, he was from Louisiana. Any relations, Private?”

      “This boy, I reckon, will serve as a corporal, general,” Hays corrected.

      Francois wanted to grin and found his lips tugging upwards to do so but he figured now was not the time to gloat over his sudden promotion, one coming without a single order being given. “Yes, sir. My brother, Jack, attended West Point before the hostilities commenced.”

      “Ah, yes, I do recall well. And where does he serve now, lad?”

      Francois shifted. “He stayed with the Union, General.”

      Lee nodded. “To be expected, as I remember. Each has had to decide their own path in this divide. Glad to have you with us. Fresh faces are what we need to continue our mission.”

      Mission? He thought this was war, and as he opened his mouth to voice that, Morris butted in.

      “General, we’ll be headin’ back, get him all settled.”

      “Good. Drill will be soon,” Hays stated.

      Francois nodded right as Morris pulled him away but he heard the General of the Army of Northern Virginia add, “Corporal Fontaine, I hope for you, that you won’t find yourself facin’ your brother on the field of battle.”

      “Yes, sir. I hope so too.” But as he walked away, the devil inside him smirked. Ah, but yes, if Jack fell……
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      The cool air whisked through the slits in the tied tent flaps, its chilled temperatures whizzing around the few patients. It woke Ada up, and she startled when a flash of ice snaked down her spine. A crash hit the ground, the thud buffered by the dirt floor. She blinked hard, struggling to recall what she was doing and where she was. But when the stench of urine, vomit and other bodily emissions, seeped up her nostrils, reality struck hard and she jumped. The camp hospital. How could she forget?

      Reorienting herself, she glanced down at the dirt floor around her and found the book she’d been working with, along with the writing instrument, sat askew near her dark wool dress hem and she sighed, bending to retrieve it. But as she scooped it up, the tent flap blew open and Will rushed in.

      “Brrr! It’s gettin’ downright chilly out there!”

      Ada snorted as she searched for the page she’d been at before she’d dropped it. “It is November, after all.”

      “Yes, well, that is true. But we are in the South. They’re not to get as brisk as we’re used to up North, and, well,” he shrugged. “I’d gotten used to it being warmer now.”

      “Oh, so now you consider yourself a Southerner?” She couldn’t resist the urge to tease him, but she buried her nose in the supply book to hide the smile that threatened.

      “Hardly. I’m a Union man, through and through!”

      The laugh escaped despite herself. “I see, well, good. I doubt your parents would wish to lose you to the dying cause, as it were.”

      Will stood quiet, and that let her know she’d won the argument. He was never good at admitting defeat.

      “What task have you set for yourself?” He peered down at the pages.

      “My job, that’s what I’m doing,” she complained, more angry with herself for allowing her time to be spent this way over tending patients. “Have you finished going over your patients?”

      “Did that before the noontime sun. But you’ve resorted to supplies?”

      “At the request of Surgeon Letterman,” she stated, bringing her seat straighter, shoulders back.

      “Yes, well perhaps as well,” Will started. “Word has it that General Meade has another attack in order.”

      “Another? The wounded here have not yet recovered.” The thought of another march and more wounded made her head spin. “The longer the line he creates, the harder it’ll be to care for them.”

      “We’ll have to pray for the best, then.” He went to the surgeon kits and eyed the four sitting on the chest. Selecting one, he pulled and opened it.

      “What do you think you are doing?” Ada asked, crossing her arms. She’d just inventoried those kits and wasn’t about to let him rummage through them, no matter how close a friend he was.

      “I’m heading along with the corps, as medical stop one.” He yanked another satchel, one used by the hospital stewards, which held medicine and supplies.

      “You?” She had to bite back the jealousy that threatened. “Since when did you get such preference?”

      “Tsk, tsk, love,” he corrected. “I’d say that green monster in you is pushing at the gates.”

      “You’ll be there, at the front lines! Its—” She hated it, because he knew her that well. “Its dangerous out there. And you’ll be pressured to do too much, or too little. You know the results of that.” Curbing in her envy was harder than she imagined. As a way to control it, she flattened her palms against her skirt and waited.

      “Yes, Ada, you are correct. But perhaps, with my knowledge of that, I’ll put a stop to that mismanaging.”

      The nerve in her jawline, just left of her lips, twitched, like it did when she held herself back. The words to put him in place, to remind him she was better at medicine than him, came rushing to her and as she stepped closer, wound up to spin, he gave her a shake of his head.

      “Ada, don’t—”

      “Miss Lorrance, Dr. Waxler…oh, my, pardon me!”

      Ada’s heart stopped for a second. Maybelle James, another nurse, had rounded the corner of the tent, turning past the crates to find her and Will inches apart. Too close for professionals, but not for soldiers who knew each other well. The flash of surprise in Maybelle eyes told Ada the woman obviously considered them in a tryst and it took all the energy she had not to snap. Her heart was already taken, and not by Will.

      “It’s all fine, Miss James. You were saying Dr. Waxler has?” She unclenched her hands that had fisted.

      Maybelle’s gaze was still fixated on Will and it took her a moment to break it. “Dr. Waxler has asked that we prepare for possible arrivals and move our sick back to the barn.”

      Ada’s brows furrowed. “Those boys would not fair well in that old barn. The cold will whip through there like no tomorrow!” The two dozen ill lads did have a couple of malingerers among them, those who refused or were afraid to fight, so they came down ‘ill’ and while their claim of sickness might be made up, she was sure they were not that far being under the weather. The fear in their eyes of possible gunfire and being on the front lines wasn’t produced. Though there were three of them who were simply shirkers and those she put to the work of cleaning slop buckets and changing sheets.

      “General Meade is poised to have his attack on Lee,” Will added. “According to the aide I heard, he’s got his plan to move across the river.” He ran his hand through his hair, a habit Ada noticed he did when his worry built. “We’ll have our hands full.”

      Maybelle pardoned herself and moved past them to talk to the two shirkers that had just brought back clean buckets. Ada bit back a smile because she could hear the nurse tell them to get the barn ready and they nearly jumped with joy, anything to escape cleaning soiled sheets.

      “Ada.”

      She looked up, tipping her chin to see Will.

      “I know, when it gets tough from all the wounded coming in, don’t encourage Waxler from ordering you out. You know that old curmudgeon doesn’t care for Dragon Dix’s staff, and not for nurses who push doctors to use other methods.”

      Her anger stirred. Will was right. The head surgeon, Waxler, did hate women nurses and Dorothea Dix who founded the nursing staff for the army, and especially ones like her that talent surpass simply nursing guidelines. “Half of their prognosis doesn’t hold well. Most of these men do not need to have all their limbs removed.” She stood, forcing her hands not to clench, and turned away from her friend.

      “Ada, please. We need all the help we can get. That’s Lee across that river. Richmond isn’t that far away. It’s going to be hell here and soon. Promise me. I know I need you here. You’re one of the best nurses we have. Don’t do anything foolish.”

      Ada glared, steeling her jaw shut. One of their best nurses. Her nerves prickled as the anger raced through her blood. She wasn’t the best nurse. She was one of the best surgeons and Will knew that. But the US Army refused women surgeons, so she’d swallowed her pride and gone to enroll in the nursing corps that Dorthea Dix hired for the Army.

      Staring at Will, she managed to put the humiliation of being regulated as a woman, and not of much use outside aiding the male doctors as a nurse, aside and sighed. He grinned, knowing she’d behave.

      But one of these days, they’d regret throwing another qualified surgeon aside, simply because she was a woman.

      Giving him a return tight smile, she pivoted, grabbing her notebook and stormed off to pack up the sick and gather strength for another round of war.
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      In every battle there comes a time when both sides consider themselves beaten. Then he who continues the attack wins.

      —General U.S. Grant
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        Rappahannock Station

        November 6

      

      

      It was the crisp cool air of the morning that greeted Francois as he dragged himself out of sleep to answer the army bugle call. Damn army kept such ungodly hours, he groused to himself as he leaned over to spit at the empty fire pit. He rubbed his eyes again, his cheeks stinging from the brisk air and he fought the urge to shiver. Virginia was too cold for his liking.

      “I’d be guessing you ain’t used to rising at this hour.” Morris laughed as he rolled up his wool blanket and tarred lining.

      “Waking at this hour is good for priests and slaves,” Francois grumbled, but added a lazy smile. “Not for a good southern gentleman.”

      “Whoa boys! Seems we got us a prince here!” another soldier shouted, his jovial look didn’t reach his eyes, which glared at Francois.

      Morris’s lips pursed. “Don’t pay no never mind to him. Ronnie is typical of half the Tigers, men from the dregs of Nar’leans. Most of them no better than cutthroats and thieves.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re the best out here on this field, you have no doubts on that now, do ya?” Ronnie shot back. He aimed his spittle at the ground and stormed off toward the source of the chicory that was brewing. Even Francois caught a whiff and his stomach rumbled.

      “So I take it, these men despise the planters?” Francois hadn’t seen much of the camp, having arrived late with Morris and, after their frantic pace to get there, it didn’t take long for him to fall fast asleep. He considered it a good night, as Emma only invaded one dream, which should have relieved him, being better than haunting him all night, but it didn’t. Before he could think about that further, Morris jutted in.

      “Most think we are a bunch of lazy rich boys with too much time on our hands, never understanding the large amount of what we do is run a complex system, as plantations go.” He shook his head. “But give them time. They’ll warm to ya, as long as you don’t prove yourself a coward, which I know you’re not.”

      Francois frowned as he stuffed his rolled bedding into a looped piece, tied at one end, imitating Morris’s, who wore his like a slash over his shoulder. “I see I haven’t missed much, being out here.”

      Morris smirked as he led the way to the line. Francois looked up and down the soldiers near him. The Tigers made the news in what few papers they got since the war began and supplies for things like newspapers fell, with the Union blockade stifling all trade. LaJoyce told him all she knew, since her brothel catered many from the Crescent City, how the ruffians from the wharves swarmed to take up the fight against those Yankee aggressors. The rest he gleaned from print, and none of it was pristine. News spread how the Tigers were fierce warriors and how they also took their trade of stealing to the front as well, raiding more than the enemy. Yet somehow, the Tigers hit a chord inside him. These were his people and he’d fit right in…

      “The Federals are just across the water. We’re to hold, and send them straight to hell if they try to gain any hold here. So Tigers, man your posts!”

      A roar ripped through the lines as the regimental leader finished his commands, more than most of it Francois realized he hadn’t paid one wits attention. Inhaling deeply, he straightened his shoulders and fell into line as the Louisiana troops marched to the earthworks near the Rappahannock River.

      Morris stood next to him. “Francois, I’m not sure what demons you be running from, but you better pay attention here. Us Tigers have a reputation to uphold.”

      Francois snorted, readjusting his rifle as he shouldered it to march. It was awkward, not anything he was used to. It’s balance, combined with the wool rolled blanket and the leatherworks that held his ammunition, caps and food with the tin cup bouncing off the tie to the haversack, made him feel bulky, everything shifting as he walked. The rough leather brogans were uncomfortable, even with the wool socks, but it was the uniform and he fit in with the rest. Days of riding across green fields and managing a plantation now just a distant past. Emma, though, wasn’t.

      They marched over the rise then sank into the pit on the backside, every soldier settling in.

      “Them Yankees won’t be messing with us here,” one man boasted. “If their scouts be any good, they’ve seen us and won’t go against the Tigers!”

      A mumbled agreement filtered down the line. Francois sank down, putting the rifle down and yanking the roll off his shoulders. He needed to feel that locket in his pocket. The boiled wool of the grey-brown jacket was thick so he reached inside and searched the inner breast pocket till he found the oval shape. Relief flooded through him as he pulled it out, rubbing his thumb pad over the gold cover.

      “I’d be keepin’ an eye on that piece, if I was you,” Morris whispered. “Gold is scarce around this place.”

      “Anyone who even thinks of takin’ this will soon find himself without any fingers,” Francois threatened softly. With practiced ease, he flipped the lid back so he could see his ladylove. It was a small portrait, painted years before the war, he reckoned, but still, he could see the beauty that captured his heart. She’d given it to him when he’d wooed her and he thought it odd she’d never asked for it back, though the unexpected return of Jack no doubt pushed any thoughts of him aside…

      “Who’s that?”

      He closed his eyes as he slowly shut the pendant and slid it back inside his jacket, to the pocket over his heart. “Emma.”

      “She is waiting for you?”

      Morris was a damn bit too nosey, Francois wanted to grumble. Instead, he sighed and uttered the worst word of them all. “No.”

      His friend frowned. But before he could mutter a word, a hail of gunfire exploded from across the river.
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      She was convinced she was lying to herself. The post came and she rushed to the poor corporal who had the terrible position of distributing the parcels. What should be a wonderful moment was always laced with dread simply from the prospect not everyone got a piece. The waiting soldiers often stormed the poor man. For those poor souls with no mail, this was the worst, for they appeared forgotten in this hell they lived in. Ada tried to convince herself she was more worried about them than whether or not she got something. Walking away empty-handed was never her fate, thanks to Dragon Dix and her constant reminder of reports, but what she desired was a letter from her beloved, something that rarely happened…

      Already she was devising a distraction along the lines of rearranging the medical storage in search of another easier method and burying her heart beneath a crate or two. But this time, her luck changed.

      “Nurse Lorrance!”

      She darted her way through the throng and reached for the post. Four envelopes, three of which had Dix’s handwriting, but the fourth was only addressed to her and in a masculine script. Could it be? Did she dare hope? With a deep gulp, she pulled the edges apart.

      It was him! Her beloved! She devoured every word of this very short note, written two weeks past. It was the last line, though, that made her stomach flip.

      

      It has been unsightly here. The wounds that never stop, the saws that never rest. Rosecrans attempts to beat Bragg has become a bloodbath that trails from Atlanta back to here in Nashville. As I scribe this, I find my own strength taxed so apologies for the shortness. Just assure me that you are far from this madness and you risk nothing to get closer to me. We shall reunite when we’ve won, or they have their independence, for at this point, either is possible from what I see at the surgeon’s view.

      Your humble and obedient servant, always,

      Colonel Richard E. Peregoy

      Medical Dept

      United States Army

      

      She pressed the letter to her breast, a surge of relief from hearing his words raced through her veins. He’d finally replied to her correspondence and it made her heart sing, despite the rather cool closure. But he no doubt wrote it with little care, pressed by the war, like they all were. He’d made the leap to staff surgeon and was fully encompassed with the Army of the Tennessee. At times, it made her wonder whether he remembered who he was writing to, but his advice to be cautious she didn’t think was for another. Despite its rather cold signature, signed in military style and missing any endearments her heart longed to hear, she’d hold onto the hope that he was alive, thinking of her and the hint of seeing her again…

      “Ada.”

      She blinked hard, realizing she was standing awkwardly still, in the footpath of the hospital row, clutching the letter as her eyes pooled with unreleased tears. Blinking furiously, she cleared her vision to find Dr. Letterman before her. The great surgeon and instigator for advancement here, on the battlefield for the wounded, surprised her.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, sliding the letter into her skirt pocket.

      “Are you all right, madam? Perhaps you should go inside and take a seat.” A concerned looked etched across his forehead. He motioned toward the tent behind her.

      “No, I am truly well. It was news from a close and dear friend. I’d been worried about him, being with the Army of the Tennessee.”

      “Ah, yes. General Rosecrans’s venture. Bloody affair through and through!” Letterman shook his head.

      The silence that followed made her frown. “Sir, how may I help you? For I doubt your visit here is simply to inquire after my health.”

      Letterman nodded. “It has come to the attention of the staff that some of our physicians are not performing to their best, while there are others who do more than required.” His gaze at her narrowed. “In fact, they are found stepping into a position they are not qualified for.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “Major Letterman, I do the best I am allowed to do.” Had Will reported her acting as a doctor? A position that, despite what the Union Army proclaimed, she was more than qualified for. Anger sparked in her blood.

      The doctor snorted with a half a smile. “Madame, I have no desire to upset you. I know you are a graduate of the Pennsylvanian School of Medicine. In fact, I’ve been told you out rank some of our stewards, and perhaps a physician or two, in your knowledge and skills, but I must remind you that the Army will not let you practice on any of our men.”

      The words still stung. They had been repeated every day, she swore, since she entered the college. But she held herself still. “Sir…”

      “No, let me finish. While I must uphold Army regulation, I am not always present. And,” he paused. His voice lowered as he continued. “I also know the staff is often overwhelmed with the numerous wounded. Do the best you can to aid them, but be aware of the eyes that watch you.”

      She wanted to faint. He told her to help? She gulped. “Yes, sir. Thank you, Major.”

      “Make no mention of it.” He gave her a half smile that quickly vanished. “With that knowledge, I must also inform you that you and the nurses, with the rest of the medical staff, must pack quickly and head to the main house, located a half of mile from here. One we have…acquired, as it were, for a better medical facility.”

      Ada’s eyes widened. The battle had started and already, command knew it would be bad. With a quick nod, she bid him farewell and raced to find the staff. As she’d witnessed before, things would go downhill fast, so she pushed all thoughts of her distant love aside and braced herself for the bloodbath to come.
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      “…the North is determined to preserve this Union. They are not a fiery, impulsive people as you are, for they live in colder climates. But when they begin to move in a given direction…they move with the steady momentum and perseverance of a mighty avalanche.”

      —Sam Houston, Governor of Texas, 1861
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      What he had read in the papers on the horrors of battle didn’t even begin to touch the picture of the real moment. Francois had reacted, as the rest of the Tigers, on the Union assault, firing his gun, reloading and firing again toward a sea of blue that did not seem to stop. Smoke filled the air and Morris had sworn reinforcements must surely be on the way, but the rise behind them cut the Tigers off from the rest of Lee’s forces. It was as if they were alone, fighting Goliath but without the rock and sling to bring him down.

      The fighting became intense. Francois followed his compatriots and attached his bayonet to the end of the weapon, swinging it like a club at the oncoming Yankees. One soldier pressed closer, too close it seemed for him to twist the gun to hit the man so he plunged forward, sinking the triangular blade into the enemy’s gut right before he received the same attack. The soldier’s eyes widened in fear as he gurgled blood that rose into his mouth and spat it at Francois, who tried to duck but couldn’t total escape the red stream. With a yank, he pulled his gun free and his opponent fell, never to move again.

      Francois stood, feet frozen to the ground, unable to move, his ears ringing. His weapon gleamed in red blood that dripped off the bayonet and gunstock. The angle he had to use to disengage had turned the rifle into a funnel and the blood had oozed down, covering his hands. Well, he assumed it was the fallen man’s blood, though with all the carnage around him, it could be from any of them, maybe even him.

      “Come on!”

      The push against his shoulder, the violent shove by Morris, snapped Francois back to the present. He blinked but nodded as he grabbed his rifle. “To where? Got them all around us.”

      “Hays be there,” Morris pointed.

      Their commander was still on his horse, but surrounded by Yankees swarming in. His sword was in the air and it took Francois a moment to realize the man’s panicked look spoke a million words. He was going to surrender due to numbers but with the soldiers so close, he couldn’t sheath his sword without damaging his animal or worse. Almost in response to the tension the equine could sense, he bolted with Hays still onboard, clinging to the leather as the horse raced to the bridge.

      “Now!” Morris yelled, stabbing the Yankee in front of him with the bayonet before he took off to the river.

      More blood. Francois could barely comprehend the scene when the need to survive kicked in as another set of soldiers appeared. He raced down the slope with Morris, toward the river. He could see Hays’s frantic ride across, driven by a steed running with fear, but the Yankees firing at him clogged the opening to the bridge.

      “We gotta take the river!”

      Francois looked down at the water, the urge to argue against it dissipated as bullets whizzed through them, barely missing him. This was war. What he’d been able to avoid and now raced into…

      “Come on!” Morris raised his rifle above his shoulders to keep it from the water and jumped.

      Francois moved toward the edge, hesitating still. Most of these men had been hardened by the years of fighting but he’d managed to remain home, running the plantation since his father was a senator for the new government and the number of slaves they had kept Francois at home to manage them. It wasn’t that he was afraid, he thought, but…

      A roar from behind and the rustling of leaves as Yankees came closer drove him to jump.

      He plunged into a river, not realizing its depth and he sank to be covered by an icy temperature that felt like a hundred knives stabbing his entire being. Disoriented, he quickly sought to get out when the water around him pinged, as if rocks were being thrown in. Bullets. Those Yanks were firing at them in the river!

      He fought his way to the surface and found Morris was still pushing ahead. Fighting against the cold, Francois drudged through the water, dodging bullets, praying to the Lord above to make it, when he bumped into a log just under the water. His knee stirred it to surface and he swallowed hard. It wasn’t a log but a body of another Confederate—one the Yankee shots had found. Still keeping his rifle as best he could out of the water, he worked his way around it but was slow, fighting the water and the revulsion.

      “You comin’ or you plannin’ on joinin’ him?” Morris yelled.

      Francois looked up and found his friend on the bank. He grimaced and took another step when the icy water pain was replaced by a shear of red-hot pain ripped his upper left arm. Those bastards shot him! Instantly, he dropped the flaming shoulder into the water, begging the cold water to deaden the agony. Somehow he kept the rifle from falling into the water. Anger raced through him and he wanted to turn and fire but the pain ripped through him, almost made him drop the rifle. Thankfully, his grip was still tight and Morris’s urging him kept him going.

      The whiz of bullets echoed in his ears and the sound of a cannon in the distance roared but he made the bank and Morris, with two other soldiers, pulled him up. It was great to be out of the ice but now, in the evening air, he shivered. Still furious over his wound, he spun.

      “Those damn bluebellies shot me!” He glared at Morris as he pulled the rifle into position, aiming at the Union soldiers facing them on the other bank. His shoulder pinched with the move but his furious mind ignored it until Morris nudged the barrel down.

      “Yes, I see that. They done us some damage tonight that’s for sure. All them still over there be prisoners and you saw those already meetin’ Jesus. Can’t lose you as well. Come on!”

      Inhaling sharply, trying to control his temper, Francois snarled as he turned to follow Morris. Granted, the Yanks won their spot along the other side of the river but he’d refused to let them win again. With each step, his arm throbbed and the pain riveted down his spine to his legs, making his steps slow. The torn shirt was dirty and soaked with blood. As it dripped onto his pants, he looked as if he’d been run over by a battle. The days of riding across lush fields and playing were long over, to be replaced by pain, fury and the drive for vengeance— for an issue he had no one to blame but himself…
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      It had been a long day. Ada rubbed her brow and inhaled deeply, trying to ignore the horrific stench of sweaty, dirty and wounded men. Steeling her shoulders and backbone, she lifted her chin as she stepped toward the bed, the re-filled water basin in her grasp.

      “They’re coming so fast,” Maybelle whispered.

      Placing the bowl on the table and wringing out the washcloth, Ada didn’t have to look at her fellow nurse to know Maybelle was white as a sheet and shaking. The freshly arrived wounded usually looked grotesque, their battlefield wounds ragged and sharp with blood and vomit competing for attention.

      “Maybelle, why don’t you make sure the buckets are filled and the soap and washcloths are ready.” She turned toward the newly arrived soldier and bit her own tongue to keep from gasping when she saw the raw flesh, red and oozing, dangling a foot by a mere strand of muscle.

      Maybelle nodded but stuttered, “How can you act as if none of this affects you?”

      How did she explain it? “Oh, back home, where there wasn’t much around, I was the best practitioner anyone could find.” She ripped the fabric at his trouser leg and grimaced. “After my daddy died, while being the only doc around, I picked up the slack. Mostly ladies and children,” she added. She wanted to scoff. That’s all they’d found ‘suitable’ for her to attend. “But I’ve seen my share of awful. It does affect me, but all I want do is help, so I do. You, my dear, look like you’ve seen a ghost, so helping us on the wash water would be most grand.”

      Maybelle nodded and excused herself so fast, she nearly ran into the bed behind her. Ada shook her head and returned to the boy on the bed.

      “I ain’t gonna die, am I?”

      Her patient’s question surprised her, because she’d thought he was unconscious. There was a glazed look there, like the steward had already poured spirits down him in an attempt to subdue him before surgery. “No, I don’t think so.” Her voice nearly graveled when she added, “You hold your own, son. The doctor will be coming shortly.”

      He tried to grasp her hand. The pressure was weak so she met his grip partway but her eyes started to blur. So many emotions swirled inside her. Despair, because his chance of survival was grim from the looks of the wound. Amputation would be the call and rightly so, for the leg had a tourniquet on to stop the blood from pouring out and killing him, but even she could tell the signs it had been on for too long. Anger for this boy losing a foot and more for a rebellion that should’ve been stopped before it happened filled her. Anger for tears bottling up, as she was forced to do, to take care of these patients and the frustration because she could do nothing, unless it was only Will. And a constant wonder as to why she was here…

      “Nurse Lorrance, if you will, please.”

      The bustle behind her crowded her and she released the boy’s hand to step aside. The surgeon’s team was here to collect him.

      “They’ll help you, son,” she stated boldly, and hoped she sounded sincere.

      He gave her a weak smile that slid from his face after a moment, when they hauled him up to carry him to surgery. She bit her bottom lip in a way to stop from blurting out what needed to be done, though the surgeons would know. Clenching her fists, she shuddered as the tightness inside her struggled to say nothing.

      “Nurse Ada.”

      She looked up to find Maybelle giving her an odd stare. Absently she wiped the tear that wanted to run down her cheek and pushed the memory of the boy from her mind. Swallowing deep, she straightened herself.

      “Yes, Nurse Maybelle?”

      The young woman pointed her nose a little higher, trying to be subtle but Ada noticed. The New Englander seemed a bit too high strung, she decided. She and most of the nurses, schooled with her in a large walled tent for sleep, were hardly warm, Ada recalled, and most blamed that on their cold climate and Puritan upbringing. Though studious and helpful, Miss Maybelle never approached her except formally.

      “Well, I do not wish to be quite so frank, but,” she paused. “You and Dr. Will seem to be overly close. Now, I know it ain’t my business, so to speak, but the other nurses are talking.”

      Ada bit back a laugh. Nosy little girl, she thought. She rolled back on her heels. “Miss Maybelle, I assure you, Dr. Will and I do know each other. We grew up in the same street, as it were.” A thought raced through her mind and she wondered. “You don’t, perhaps, wish to set your cap for him?” The idea made her want to chuckle.

      The girl blushed but she managed not to change her expression. “I’m sorry if I said something out of line. I just wished to bring it to your attention that tongues are wagging. As to my preferences, I believe I’ll keep them to myself. Now, my deed is done. If you’ll excuse me.” She spun on her heel to leave.

      Ada bit her bottom lip, shocked at the nurse’s behavior. The air was thick, Ada believed, mostly coming from that nurse’s rudeness.

      “Pardon me, Nurse Maybelle, but we do need to see that all the rags and bandages are cleaned, the bowls ready and the sponges close by for the surgeons. Please see to that after you’ve bathed the patients in the front parlor.

      Maybelle didn’t turn but stopped and now, nodded her head. “Of course, ma’am.”

      As Ada heard her walk away, she clutched her strand of buttons in her pocket, her fingers rubbing the large Union eagle one. Part of her wanted to laugh, for the nurses figured she and Will were flirting and perhaps, Will was, though she doubted it. He knew her
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