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      The Civil War had ended, sending soldiers home in swarms.

      

      Abigail Sutton’s sister needed her quickly. Even so, the Sultana traveled too fast.

      

      Abigail knew enough about steamboats to know the captain took a huge risk. Would it be too much?

      

      A standalone story that revolves around characters in the Civil War Southern Belle historical romance series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "Southerners in Blue" was originally published in the April - May 2019 issue of Heart's Kiss.
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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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