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 In an
1897 survey for McAll's magazine, a
majority of Americans reportedly believed there was life on Mars.
What if they were right?
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SISTERS




1863

Union encampment near Vicksburg,
Mississippi

 


Otis jabbed Cletus in the shoulder blade and
pointed. "That one of them new nurses?"

His brother grinned. "Wouldn't mind getting
some nursing from her."

Jeremiah started making that snorkeling
sound he did. No one was sure if it was laughter or something else.
"Let's go get some of that."

The nurses were staying in a wooden shack
behind the barn that had been converted into an infirmary. The
other two nurses didn't seem to be around.

Otis opened the door and they all went right
in. The nurse was sitting on a cot, with nothing on but a
petticoat. Dang she was pretty. Her silken blond hair went down to
her shoulders. Her figure looked like one of those foreign opera
singers they'd seen up in Nashville. She turned toward them. Her
eyes sparked like emeralds. "Are you boys lost?" she asked. Her
voice was deep for a woman, and cool. If she had any fear of the
McAllen Brothers she sure didn't act like it.

"Nope." Jeremiah did that snickering
again.

"Gentlemen, why you think I'd want the likes
of the three of you is beyond me. I doubt any of you have ever had
a bath in your entire lives. The livestock pen smells better than
you three. Why don't go back to your tent and jerk each other off.
I assure you, you can't handle me."

"You gonna let her talk to us like that?"
Otis asked his brother, Cletus.

"No we are not," Cletus insisted.

A minute later the sentry heard loud screams
coming from the nurse's quarters. He cocked the hammer on his
Springfield single shot rifle and started for the shack. The
screaming stopped. He relaxed a little. Then three soldiers came
running by. He followed them into the infirmary. One of them had a
broken arm. The other two had broken fingers. Blood was gushing
from Otis McAllen's broken nose.

"What have we here?" Doc Clampett asked.

"These three losers got beat up by a girl,"
the sentry announced.

After they were mended, they waddled down to
the mess tent. They did not escape the watchful eye of General
Ulysses S. Grant. He approached the doctor. "That nurse, she scares
me sometimes."

"She scares us all," Doc Clampett agreed.
"Maybe we should send her to the other side and let her look after
Johnny Reb's wounded."

Grant waved his cigar in the air. "Now
that's an idea."

* * *

As the sun lowered below the horizon, Grant
retrieved his favorite bottle from his tent. If Kentucky ever
joined the Confederacy, he might have to up and see what he could
get from Bobbie Lee in the way of a position. But, for the moment,
he had a good supply of Kentucky bourbon on hand.

He noticed a very attractive woman was
fiddling around with some camera equipment over by the campfire. He
decided to join her. "Evening."

"Evening, General," Mabel replied.

"I doubt I'll ever understand what sort of
voodoo you do to get images out of that camera of yours."

"It's not voodoo," Mabel said. "It's magic."
She grinned. "Seriously, it is simple science. Certain chemicals
react to light and that helps me catch an image on a thin photo
plate."

Damn he liked redheads. And she was about
the prettiest one he'd ever laid eyes on. If only he wasn't
married. "I saw some of your photographs in town this morning."

"At the portrait store?"

"Yes."

"Well, most folks are too busy worrying
about things to go and buy my pictures," Mabel said. "Place will
soon likely be a burned-out hell hole and I'll likely never see the
pictures again."

He found himself gazing into her cobalt blue
eyes. "Well, why do you do it?"

"It's got to be told."

"I suppose so. But, is it safe? You're a
woman all by yourself."

She smiled for a moment. "I seem to manage."
She thought for a bit. "In all frankness, in many ways, I prefer
the Confederate soldiers to yours."

"Why is that?" Grant asked.

"They're very polite. They say 'thank you'
if I just offer a glass of water. And call me ma'am and open doors
for me. Your guys just gimmee, gimmee and then let us rip your
dress and have a feel."

"Sounds like your sister got some of that
tonight," Grant said.

"Oh dear. Were the soldiers all right?"
Mabel asked.

"Sure. A few broken bones and a busted nose,
nothing Doc Clampett can't tend to."

"Well, Kevin isn't going to take an affront
to her honor. That's just not going to happen."

"Well, maybe we should put her on the front
lines. If only she wasn't a woman." Grant took a sip of his
bourbon. "She's causing more casualties than Johnny Reb."

"Well, General, putting her on the front
line might be unfair. Really unsporting of you." Mabel started
giggling as she thought about her sister beating up the rebels.

He snuffed his cigar out. "I guess I'll turn
in."

"Good night, General."

"Good night, Mabel."

* * *

The charming town they'd gone through had
been nearly deserted. It wasn't considered worth fighting over. Now
Vicksburg, with its strategic location on the Mississippi and major
rail lines … well, that was worth fighting over. And Grant's troops
had the town surrounded. Confederate General Pemberton was trapped.
He couldn't get his men out of the city in time and was now part of
the siege. It wasn't the type of battle they wanted to fight, but
the stakes were too high to leave the city to the North.

* * *

Kevin relaxed on her cot. She had
volunteered to do the night shift. There weren't that many
wounded—yet. Then she heard something and saw an eye peering
through the wall. She ran for the door. Another one of the boys in
blue. She tackled him.

"Help!" he yelled in terror.

"You need help? Picking on a defenseless
woman. You pervert." She reached down inside his britches. "I
oughtta rip this thing clean off of you."

The soldier on the ground started
crying.

"What the hell." She looked at him for a
moment. "How old are you?"

"Twelve."

"Twelve? How can you enlist if you're
twelve?"

"I'm a bugler."

She let go of his member and stood up. "I
don't know whether to kill you or just spank you." She started
unbuttoning his britches. "Well, maybe we'll settle on your
virginity."

"Oh please. I'm scared."

"Then you shouldn't sneak around trying to
look in ladies rooms."

"But you're so pretty."

"You think I'm pretty?"

"Prettiest thing I ever laid eyes on," he
insisted.

* * *

Bugler Willie McCoy sat himself down by one
of the many campfires. Daylight was coming in fifteen minutes. He
was ready for it. A few of the older soldiers had been up drinking
all night. Most of the men were asleep somewhere.

Bugler Willie McCoy had no one to tell about
his latest adventure. No one would likely believe him anyway. The
prettiest girl he'd ever seen kissed him. It was a simple kiss,
nothing remarkable. But he'd never been kissed before.

While the McAllen brothers had the casts and
bandages for their memory of the pretty nurse, Willie had his
memories. Right on the lips. The war was turning out okay. Ma had
been wrong.

It was time. He stood up on a box. As if an
extra foot made any difference, and blasted out Reveille. All but
the last note, anyway. A Confederate cannonball exploded before he
could play the last note. And pieces of Willie sprayed all over the
men sitting next to the fire. They didn't notice because they were
dead as well.

* * *

"Captain," the sentry yelled, "we got some
woman here."

Captain Robert Sinclair scratched his salt
and pepper beard. "Private, I can see that. What does she
want?"

"She wants to come past our pickets. Claims
to be a photo … grapher." The private handed him a folded piece of
paper.

The captain unfolded it and put on his
spectacles. He could no longer read without them. He read the
letter a second time, then a third. "Miss Saunders, you're a
photographer?"

"Yes," Mabel replied. "This wagon has my
equipment."

"We're an artillery unit? Wouldn't you
rather go to a more active area on the front line?"

"I think this will do for now, Captain."

He shrugged. "Suit yourself."

"May I have my letter of introduction back,
kind sir?" She smiled at him. She was so pretty.

He handed it back to her. He looked around.
All the men were gawking at Mabel, none of them were shooting any
of their cannons. "Get back to work. Ain't you numbskulls ever seen
a woman before?"

As the cannons roared back to life, the
colonel rode up on his black stallion. "What's the problem?"

"Nothing, sir," the captain reported. "All
fixed now."

"Who's that woman?" the colonel asked.

"She's a photographer."

"A woman photographer? Never seen that
before." The colonel scratched his head. "How do we know she ain't
a union spy?"

"Oh, she has a letter of introduction," the
captain said.

"A letter of introduction? Really?" The
colonel looked over at Mabel, then back at the captain. "Who wrote
this so-called letter of introduction? Who thinks we should let her
just wander around our battlefield? God? Did God write her a
letter?"

"Uh, close," the captain said. "The letter
was signed by General Ulysses S. Grant."

The colonel nearly fell off his horse.
"You're telling me she shows up past our pickets with a letter from
Grant and you just let her proceed?"

"Yes, sir."

The colonel looked at his uniform for a
moment. "This is gray? It hasn't turned blue? What did Grant say,
exactly?"

"That she's a photographer and he didn't
want us to think she was a spy."

"How nice of him," the colonel said.

* * *

Curly popped another biscuit into his mouth.
These were actually fresh. The pretty blond lady baked them. And
the stew. There was meat in it. Plenty of meat—not some scrawny
rabbit being stretched out to feed a hundred men.

"Boy they haven't been feeding you. You're
practically starving."

"Well, as we've moved farther into the
south, our supply lines have been harder to maintain. The rebs,
they've burned a lot of their own warehouses to keep us from
getting anything." Curly pointed a finger at Vicksburg. "They ain't
got nothin' to eat and civilians to feed."

"I guess it's all how you look at it," Kevin
said.

"Ain't that the truth." Curly took another
bite of stew. "Dang this is good."

"Wild leeks. I couldn't believe my luck.
There's food out there if you go and look for it."

"And meat?"

"And meat," Kevin said. "Meat's the easy
part."

"What you call this?" Curly asked.

"Johnnie Reb stew."

"Why them?"

"It's just the recipe," Kevin insisted.

After supper was out of the way, she headed
back toward the nurse's quarters. She caught a whiff of cigar
smoke.

"Uh, Kevin, my name is Ulysses Grant."

"Oh, a pleasure to meet you," she said.

"Everyone's talking about how you helped out
with the evening mess tonight."

"Just trying to be useful, General."

"Well, I didn't get any of your stew. It was
all gone before I realized we had something different than jerky
and hard tack."

"It wasn't that much. I found some wild
growing leeks and a tuber that almost passes for carrots. The bears
love them."

"How'd you learn all that?" he asked.

"Just had a good teacher, I guess. I need to
turn in, General. I have a nursing shift in a few hours."

"Well, I won't keep you. Goodnight." Grant
headed back toward his tent.
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FOOD




Kevin wasn't surprised that her room was not
empty. Mabel did not look happy.

"So, was taking pictures of Johnny Reb any
different than the Union boys?"

"Not really," Mabel admitted.

"A shame. And you went all the way over
there. I cooked dinner for the men."

"So I heard."

"What's your problem?" Kevin asked.

"You fed them their own fallen
comrades."

Kevin pointed her index finger at her
sister. "Not true."

"You called it Johnny Reb Stew."

"Dang tootin'. I only used Confederate
bodies for meat. I didn't serve a single blue coat. So what
is your problem?"

"You think it's right to cook people and not
tell them what they're eating?"

"I sure do. They'll get upset if they learn
they're cannibals. They're all out there sleeping, bellies full. I
did my part. And those bodies would've gone rotten in a few more
hours. Everyone wins."

"There is something wrong in your head."

"Well, I have a nursing shift."

"Whatever." Mabel went back to her wagon and
curled up in a small space she'd made for herself on those rare
times when she wanted to sleep.

Sleep, in this case, lasted four minutes.
Then the Union artillery battery opened up on Vicksburg. A few
minutes after that, the counter barrage came flying in from the
Confederate positions.

And her sister was cooking human bodies and
serving them to the men. Mabel had no idea what to do with her
sister. And this war was not going to end anytime soon—in spite of
General Grant's assurances to the American people that it would.
The South was tough.

She opened up the bottle of bourbon and took
a really big swig. General Grant wouldn't miss one bottle. And the
war would be bad enough even if she did not have Kevin to deal
with. If only Kevin would go back to hell. But Mabel had no real
power over her sister. They were both angels banished from heaven.
It wasn't like God was going to intervene. And Nick, they hadn't
seen him in over a year.

Johnnie Reb Stew. Mabel managed a little
snicker. As the artillery exploded around her, she drifted off to
sleep. It was the only refuge she had from this horrible war.

Then they were playing Reveille again. Young
Peter Matthews, age 13, had been some colonel's valet. Then someone
handed him a bugle, a bugle with lots of scorching on it, and told
him to play. It wasn't bad. It was recognizable as Reveille. Some
guy threw a dried biscuit at him, but missed. A raven flew off with
the biscuit. Then some nurse kissed him. She was crying and she
kissed him. He had no idea what that was about. "What's for
breakfast, Curly?"

"Got some of that Johnny Reb Stew left from
last night. Kevin came up with some bacon. Got some flapjacks."

"Flapjacks and bacon. Lay it on me," the new
bugler decided. It was nice they were getting some meat now and
then. As the army moved deeper into Mississippi the supply problems
kept getting worse. Perishable foods did not exist locally as the
rebels had burned every farm in the area. As he ate his bacon he
was glad he was not a farmer.
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RECONNAISSANCE


Lt. Malcolm Parker of the United States Army
Signal Corps hated the South. He didn't necessarily hate the
Confederacy, but he hated the South. His mother was from Louisiana.
The bugs, those horrible bugs still haunted his dreams. When his
father died they'd moved from Colorado back home as his mother
lacked the finances to support him and his two sisters. Where
Colorado had been cool in May and the streams full of trout, here
it was already sweltering and the river contained strange fish like
catfish. When he came of age he headed north to the Rocky Mountains
and vowed never to return. Disliking starvation and unable to find
much work, he joined the army. And they did not care about his vow
to never return to the South.

Then there was the mold and fungus.
Something was growing on parts of his uniform. And there seemed no
way to get rid of it. He was boiling his uniforms and his Acme
Union suit to get rid of it. Nobody told him the little building
behind the infirmary was slated for nurses' quarters. He found it
had a stove. He found a kettle and decided he'd boil the damned
fungus to death.

So, as he sat there watching his uniform
cook away, wearing only his birthday suit, the last thing on his
mind was that the door would open and three nurses would walk in.
He stood out of habit, then thought better of it. They were
giggling. He hoped it was giggling, as opposed to outright
laughter. He was at a loss for how to explain his situation. "Uh."
No words could form in his mouth.

"Are you so hungry you're cooking your
uniform?" the pretty blond nurse asked him.

"Un, no ma'am. My uniform has become
contaminated by some horrible type of mold that is consuming
it."

"I see." She looked over the cooking
uniforms, then looked him over. "Ladies, what should we do with
him?"

"We could come back later."

"Well, it will take some time for his
uniforms to cool and dry. And I am tired." She laid down on one of
the bunk beds. "I am not going anywhere. Do you have a name,
soldier?"

"Lt. Malcolm Parker."

"Well, Lt. Malcolm Parker, I'm Kevin. This
is Hope and that's Sarah. We're nurses and these are our quarters.
May I suggest you drain off your uniforms and hang them up to
dry?"

He asked, "Okay. Then what?"

"Then you get in bed with me and hump my
brains out."

"Oh my God," Hope said.

"You two can join us. I'm happy to share."
Kevin started unfastening her nurse's dress.

Hope and Sarah both left with no further
discussion.

Kevin said, "I wonder where they're going.
I'd think they'd at least want to stay and watch."

This woman was hotter than New Orleans on
the Fourth of July and he had nowhere else to go until his uniforms
dried anyway. He hurried to get his clothes
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