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      Trapped for the long months of the siege, the residents of Vicksburg retreat into hiding.

      

      Isabella Quinn must focus above all else on surviving. But her past unexpectedly grasps her attention.

      

      Benjamin Richardson must protect civilians without distraction.

      

      What will they do to survive the siege?

      

      An enchanting and spellbinding historical romance set against the backdrop of the American Civil War.
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        Vicksburg

        May 18, 1863

      

      

      Benjamin Richardson stood in front of the headquarters for the Vicksburg campaign and winced as a trickle of sweat slid down his back.

      Headquarters was currently a whitewashed southern townhouse with six pillars as wide as oak trees lining the front veranda. The paint was peeling and the third step up to the ten-foot wide porch was cracked along the right edge, leaving an exposed splinter sharp as a bayonet point.

      The sounds of camp blended with the everyday sounds of town. Soldiers shouting orders. A woman scolding her child for running into the street. Pots banging as a wagon left the general store. The crack of wood splintering beneath the sharpness of an axe.

      Benjamin slipped a finger under the collar of his gray wool uniform, letting in the barest drop of air. Even in mid-May, the heat was heavy. In a month, maybe less, the heat would make the air so heavy it would be hard to breath. Being born and bred in the south didn’t make the summer any more tolerable for him, nor did it lend him any fondness for the heat.

      The smell of bacon from the morning’s breakfast mingled with the scent of gunpowder reminding him of the dry cornbread he’d eaten at daybreak.

      He pulled out his silver pocket watch and checked the time. It was only nine o’clock in the morning. His grandfather had given him this watch on his sixteenth birthday. You’re a man now, he’d said. It’s time for you to make something of yourself. Every time you look at this watch, you remember that. Don’t dishonor our family name by living on the coattails of those who lived before you. Even now, ten years later, his grandfather’s words haunted him.

      Benjamin’s meeting with General Pemberton had been scheduled for thirty minutes ago. Every minute that passed gave the sun more ammunition.

      Benjamin couldn’t explain it, but the air had a dark feel to it.

      He squinted to the east. The sun beamed through a cloudless sky. He shook off the thoughts. No storm on the horizon. A flight of fancy, his mother would say.

      General Pemberton was known for his punctuality.Benjamin checked his watch again. He needed to get back to his men. The fortifications had already been started, but he Yankees had been slipping past in their ships, mostly at night.

      They had to be stopped.

      The door to Pemberton’s headquarters opened and Benjamin watched as a soldier stepped outside the two-story white house. “You can come in now Sir. The General is almost ready for you.”

      “Very good. I appreciate you.” Benjamin stepped into the foyer and into the welcome shade. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dim light. The inside of the house smelled like cinnamon and vanilla. It was a mystery where people managed to get everyday things despite the chaos all around them.

      General Pemberton’s loud laugh drew his attention to the parlor on the left.

      But it was the young lady whose silhouette captured his gaze. Whatever she had said doubtless would not have mattered. Any full-blooded Confederate soldier’s eyes would have been drawn to her.

      He was drawn first to her red gown. Even the high neck and long sleeves didn’t distract from her narrow waist accentuating her feminine curves. Her midnight black hair curled softly around her delicate shoulders unlike so many women, even young women, who wore their hair pulled severely back from their faces.

      Even from here, he could see the soft curve of her cheek. Benjamin had spent some time up north. He had family in Boston. He had been struck for as long as he could remember by the soft beauty of the southern woman. None could compare.

      It had been five years since he’d taken more than a passing glance of appreciation of a southern girl.

      Not since the girl in North Carolina had stolen his heart.

      The girl stood on her tip-toes and whispered something that Benjamin couldn’t hear. Pemberton laughed again and presented his elbow.

      The woman placed a white gloved hand on his arm and turned, her hoop skirt swaying.

      The smile on her face turned to an expression of confusion and disbelief.

      Benjamin’s feet were glued to the hardwood floor. He could neither take a step forward, nor turn and back away. It was just as well since he couldn’t discern in that split second that seemed like an eternity which of the two he wanted to do.

      His jaw dropped and he felt the same confusion and disbelief that he saw on her face.

      It was her.
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      Isabella Quinn smiled and ignored the trickle of sweat that ran down her back.

      This interminable heat was going to be the death of her.

      Charlotte, North Carolina could be hot, but most days the humidity was bearable – unlike this Mississippi heat. And the mosquitoes here were the worst – worse than the heat.

      She stood just outside General Pemberton’s home – what some called his headquarters – though it looked more like a home to her with its lace curtains and brocade chairs.

      Her heart went out to the unfortunate family who had once called this house their home. Now it was overrun by soldiers.

      She put a white gloved hand on General Pemberton’s arm and moved her hips just enough to make the red skirt of her gown – a gown she’d sewn herself, sway gracefully.

      He laughed at her inane remark about chickens and she refrained from rolling her eyes. How had Aunt Allison learned these things anyway?

      General Pemberton was the only person who could get her out of here and if that took employing every feminine wile she’d learned from her Aunt Allison, then so be it.

      Using her charm to get something from a man was foreign to her nature. But it wasn’t like she was behaving any different from any other girl in Mississippi. In fact, her Aunt Allison – who’d never set foot out of Mississippi – had taught her everything she knew about southern belle charm. God gave you feminine wiles for a reason. You should learn to use them.

      And she’d had nearly two years to learn. When the war broke out, her father had decided that their home in North Carolina was much too close to the battle lines to be safe.

      Since Isabella’s mother had died in childbirth when Isabella was only five, she was raised by her father and older brother. And all three of them raising the baby that their mother had left behind.

      Shortly after Isabella had been sent off to join her aunt who was safely in Mississippi and her sister sent to another aunt in Mansfield, Louisiana, both of them, father and brother, had joined the army.

      And Isabella was stuck here in the suddenly not so safe Mississippi.

      With nothing but old men and children to practice her new skills on. Until now. Now that the army was here. She’d learned very quickly that Aunt Allison was teaching her something that could be very dangerous. Something that forced Isabella to put up a wall around herself. It was frightening how a grown man would melt with nothing more than a demure smile and a bat of the eyelashes.

      She could clearly remember a time when she let down her guard – without even knowing what a feminine wile was - and that had gotten her nothing more than heartbreak.

      But those days were long behind her. Three years was a lifetime ago. A lifetime when there had been no war. A time when the most important thing she had to focus on was making sure her sister did her lessons and stayed out of trouble.

      Her sister would have been much more suited to Aunt Allison’s tutelage. Ophelia had a natural talent of batting her lashes coquettishly.

      And, of course, attending the occasional barbecue and the rare winter ball. Balls that required weeks of sewing in preparation, especially now that her sister was of age to attend.

      But Isabella wasn’t about to let her guard down, no matter how many times she batted her eyelashes and smiled coquettishly.

      Especially not after what happened three years ago.

      “You’ll come back tomorrow?” General Pemberton asked.

      Isabella turned, considered her lack of options, but her response froze on her lips.

      There, merely feet in front of her stood the very man who kept her awake at night.

      The man who haunted her dreams and served as a measure that no other man could match.

      The man who’d broken her heart.

      The man she’d fallen in love with three years ago.
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      Benjamin’s fingers wrapped around the cool metal of his pocket watch. He automatically straightened his spine when General Pemberton turned.

      His eyes, though, remained on those of Isabella Quinn.

      Or the woman who perhaps was Isabella’s twin. Though he’d seen her every day for three months, he’d never, not once, heard her laugh that way. That airish flirty way that women used to garner a man’s attention.

      She hadn’t needed to.

      She’d had his attention from the moment he’d seen her walking with her younger sister across the lawn at a spring barbeque at the Miller’s house. He’d been standing with a group of men, all wearing fine clothes – light suits with clean white shirts. What he wouldn’t give now for one of those clean white shirts.

      He ran a hand along the scruff on his chin. It had been two days since he’d shaved.

      Never. Not once when he woke that morning or any morning since the war began had he thought to see Isabella Quinn that day.

      Yet he was standing here in the middle of Vicksburg, a city under siege, in the middle of the war and Isabella was here.

      He regained his senses before she did. He swept off his hat and dipped into a shallow bow, his eyes never leaving hers.

      General Pemberton looked from one to the other. “Is my sense that the two of you know each other correct?” He asked.

      Neither of them answered.

      “Since there is some doubt, I’ll go ahead with the introduction. Miss Isabella Quinn, may I present First Lieutenant Benjamin Richardson.”

      Benjamin dropped his watch in his pocket and took the four steps needed to close the distance between them.

      He held out his hand, palm up, and smiled at her. Pemberton had said Miss Isabella. That meant she was still unmarried.

      Unexpected.

      She put her hand in his and his breath lightly touched the back of her gloved hand as he gently brought her hand to his lips. She smelled of springtime. Like walking through a field of daisies in bloom.

      It reminded him of the day they’d gone on a picnic behind her family’s home in North Carolina. They’d walked down a path beneath pine and fresh leafing oak trees to a clear place on a knoll covered with daisies and purple wildflowers.

      They’d brought a blanket and had lain beneath the clouds talking about everything and nothing. He’d been going mad with wanting to kiss her.

      “Mister Richardson and I met at my father’s home in North Carolina,” she said, keeping her expression blank.

      “I remember it well,” he said, reluctantly releasing her hand. Not a day went by that he didn’t think about her. “I never expected to see you here.”

      “Nor I you. I’ve been living here with my aunt since the war started. My father wanted me to be someplace safe.”

      “Perhaps he didn’t think it through.”

      “At the time, Charlotte North Carolina seemed closer to the invading Yankees than Vicksburg.”

      “One would think.”

      Benjamin had all but forgotten that General Pemberton was standing next to Isabella.

      “Miss Quinn,” Pemberton said. “It was a pleasure meeting with you. Please come back tomorrow.”

      “I wouldn’t want to trouble you,” Isabella said, turning to him and batting her eyelashes.

      “It’s no trouble at all. In fact, I’ll watch for you and I’ll be devastated if you don’t come by.”

      Isabella trilled. Trilled? He watched the two of them as they spoke. Isabella was trilling and batting her eyelashes. Pemberton was beaming. He bowed over her hand while she smiled coquettishly.

      Had the world’s atlas tilted when he wasn’t looking?

      “First Lieutenant Richardson,” Pemberton said, straightening his jacket and struggling valiantly to get his grin under control. “Please. Come in.”

      Isabella turned her back to General Pemberton and passed Benjamin on her way toward the front door. She pouted prettily and narrowed her eyes at him.

      Grinning ear to ear, Benjamin followed Pemberton into his office.
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      Safely away from the house – the headquarters of the Vicksburg army – Isabella leaned against a split rail fence and caught her breath. She breathed deeply, clearing out her lungs, inhaling the fresh scent of new pine blooms.

      The cigar smoke in Pemberton’s office had been stifling. Even now, she could smell it on her dress. It was deep in the cotton fibers and the only way to get it out was going to be to wash it.

      And washing clothes had become a rare luxury, one that her aunt was not likely to allow. Aunt Allison ran a tight ship. Of course, in all fairness, it wasn’t Aunt Allison so much as it was the war.

      The war. Everything was about the war.

      On a positive note, her first trip into the army headquarters had been successful. She’d convinced General Pemberton that she was bored and longed for the comforts of home. And a man to talk to.

      It was perfectly honorable, of course. General Pemberton was happily married and Isabella had no intention of interfering in that. Not in a million years.

      She had other plans.

      But instead of a simple visit to the commanding officer, she’d run into Benjamin Richardson. He was supposed to be off fighting somewhere. Anywhere. But here.

      In this huge country, north and south, how was it even the least bit possible that they’d ended up in the same place, much less even running face to face with each other.

      Isabella had resigned herself to never seeing him again.

      It was what he’d wanted.

      She’d sworn she’d never forgive him. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t completely his fault.

      Just because her heart was racing and her cheeks felt flushed at seeing him - at feeling her hand in his - didn’t mean she forgive him. It was a completely different thing, right?
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      Benjamin walked into General Pemberton’s office and inhaled the scent of cigar smoke with deep appreciation. It had been much too long since he’d had a good cigar. Over two years. Since before the war started.

      The room was clean. A desk and chair on one side of the room. The desk held a stack of paper, a quill, and a thick candle with wax that had burned more on one side than the other.

      The opposite side of the room had two chairs and a little round table.

      “I suppose it’s too early to offer you a brandy.” There was wistfulness in Pemberton’s voice.

      “You have brandy?”

      Pemberton laughed. “I wish I did. Sometimes I feel like we need to act as though everything is normal.”

      “I don’t even know what normal is anymore.” Benjamin sat on the brocade chair. The chair that once belonged to the lady of the house. What happened to the owners? Surely they hadn’t been tossed out into the streets. Maybe they had already gone to the caves.

      “It’s never too early for a cigar.” Pemberton went to the sideboard, pulled out a box, opened the lid, and took two cigars from the stack.

      Benjamin took the cigar, ran it appreciatively under his nose, and looked questioningly at Pemberton. “This is fine quality. I’m not one to ask questions.”

      “Never question the resourcefulness of a true southerner.” Pemberton sat across from him.

      Pemberton wasn’t from the south. Everyone knew that he’d chosen to fight for the confederacy because he’d married into the south. Benjamin had never known anyone to question the man’s loyalties, yet Pemberton seemed intent on making it known that he was no traitor.

      Moments later, their cigars lit, both men leaned back in their chairs and took a moment to enjoy the cigars.

      Benjamin seized the moment of quietness to think about Isabella.

      Seeing her here. In Vicksburg. Boggled his mind.

      And all these years. These three long years, he’d pictured her there in North Carolina, married, with a passel of young ‘uns. Not here in the middle of the war batting her eyelashes at his commanding office.

      But for what purpose? Isabella was not a bat your eyes kind of girl. Not even a little. She was straight up. One of the side effects of being raised by a father and brother, perhaps.

      Her younger sister, Ophelia was the feminine one. Even as a child she had the men in her family wrapped around her little finger.

      General Pemberton interrupted his thoughts. “You’re wondering why I asked you here.”

      Benjamin straightened in his chair. “Yes sir.” Though he’d rather forgotten. Instead, he’d been focused completely on Isabella.

      “I need a favor.”

      Benjamin rolled the white ash of his cigar in the ashtray and waited. When one’s commanding offer asked for a favor, it generally meant he was giving an order that he didn’t expect to be well received. “Of course,” he said, sensing that Pemberton was waiting for consent to continue.

      “You know Isabella.”

      Benjamin inhaled too deeply on his cigar and went into a fit of coughing.

      “Pardon me,” he said, his voice rough, when moments later, he could breathe again.

      “Have you met her aunt Allison?”

      Benjamin shook his head. He knew nothing of Isabella’s extended family. Obviously. Or finding her here would perhaps had been a little less of a shock.

      “Nevertheless. Allison is a dear friend of my wife’s. Don’t ask me how they know each other. Virginia is a long way away, but I think they were in school together or such.”

      Benjamin felt at a disadvantage. In some ways, Pemberton knew more about Isabella than he did. But… Benjamin reminded himself that he knew Isabella in ways that other men did not.

      “Anyway,” Pemberton continued. “I think I’ve convinced her to leave her home and seek the safety of a cave.”

      Benjamin was well acquainted with the caves. Some had already sought refuge, taking their belongings. But others, like Allison it seemed, preferred to stay in their homes despite the warnings to seek shelter. “How did you convince her to do that?”

      “It wasn’t easy. I had to elicit the help of her niece. Isabella.”

      “I see.” And he could. Isabella was a practical one. In spite of her newfound eyelash batting.

      “She seems quite flirtatious. That Isabella. You’ll have to be careful around her.”

      Benjamin wondered how many shades of green he turned. Isabella was one of the least flirtatious women he’d ever met, today not included, and… It was entirely too late for him to be warned about her. He’d fallen for her non-flirtatious charms years ago. “Yes sir. What would you like me to do?”

      “I’d like you to be charged with their safety – Allison and Isabella. Make sure they have someone to help them get into the caves – without being charged blind by the scam artists coming out of the woodwork.”

      “They have a cave then?” Benjamin focused on the matter at hand. He’d think about Isabella being under his charge later. When he was alone.

      “I had to pay a pretty penny to have a private cave dug.”

      “That’s quite an investment.”

      “Yeah, well. Like I said, she and the wife go way back.”

      Benjamin clamped his mouth shut. There was no need to tell Pemberton that he and Isabella go way back.
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      Isabella sat in her aunt’s parlor on an elegant velvet lilac sofa in the townhouse that had been Isabella’s home for nigh onto two years now. It was comfortable enough with its tall French doors and brocade draperies. It was even permeated by a refreshing mint scent.

      From her room upstairs, at night, she could hear the clip clop of horses as they passed. In the mornings, she sometimes heard the singing of the paper boy as he tossed the newspaper onto the front veranda. The papers had been coming more and more infrequently. The last one had been printed on the back of repurposed wallpaper.

      For the most part, though, it was quiet enough for being in town. Sometimes too quiet. With no chickens to mark the dawn with their crowing.

      But it wasn’t home. Isabella missed the roomy farmhouse of her youth. She missed the oversized fireplace where she’d spent innumerable hours reading in the soft glowing light. Reading and talking with her younger sister and her older brother while her father usually sat at his desk in the next room managing the books by candlelight.

      Those were fond memories she carried with her. Fond memories that were bittersweet now that she didn’t know if she’d ever see her father or her brother again.

      So many had died already – whether from poor camp conditions or at the hand of the enemy. Whichever way, the result was the same. The men who had fallen would never see their families again.

      The waiting was the worst. The waiting and the not knowing. Not knowing whether her family members lived or died. Whether they lay in a hospital somewhere with only strangers to tend to them.

      They’d gotten two letters here at Aunt Allison’s. One from her brother and one from her father. Her father fought for the south. For his land and his people.

      But not her brother. Not Wyatt. Wyatt had taken his ideals with him to the north.

      And he’d signed up to wear a blue uniform and fight with the Yankees.

      She lay awake at night many nights imagining her father and brother, one in blue and one in gray, pointing guns at each other. The images often led to nightmares.

      Isabella shook off her brooding thoughts and focused on what her aunt was saying. She held a folded letter in her hands.

      “Your visit with General Pemberton went well.”

      “Yes.” Isabella folded her hands in her lap. Her aunt had claimed a headache that morning, getting her out of the visit.

      Isabella saw no evidence of any lingering malaise now, only a few hours later, confirming her suspicion that her aunt had purposely avoided going with her. Though Isabella had yet to determine what that reason was.

      “He wants you to return tomorrow.”

      “I know.”

      “You must have done well with your dimpled smile and batting eyelashes.”

      “I felt like a fool.”

      “Nonsense. We must do what it takes to get what it is we want in this world.”

      “Why can’t we just ask?”

      “Because a man likes to feel important. Big and strong.”

      “Hogwash.”

      “Language.”

      Isabella lowered her eyes and bit her lip. Aunt Allison would be shocked to know the words her brother used if she thought hogwash was bad language. But Aunt Allison was all about proper etiquette and language, especially for ladies.

      “Remember we talked about moving to the caves?” Aunt Allison asked.

      Isabella wrinkled her nose. Everybody was going to the caves. Everybody who had the means. And they were bringing people with them. From what they heard, the caves were much too crowded.

      Besides, everyone knew that Johnston would be there any day to run the Yankees away. The move to the caves would be a lot of trouble and inconvenience for nothing.

      “I thought we decided to stay here,” Isabella said. The thought of leaving the comforts of home to live in a cave sounded like one of the worst ideas she’d ever heard.

      Miss Anna knocked on the door. “Can I drop off these cookies?” She didn’t wait for an answer. Miss Anna, a tall slim black woman with a pleasant smile came in and placed a platter of cookies on the coffee table.

      Miss Anna had worked for Aunt Allison for years and had her own rent-free room in the back of the house. And Aunt Allison insisted that she’d always paid her wages. Insisted that she was part of the family.

      Aunt Allison gushed over the cookies before taking one from the platter. “Have a cookie Isabella.”

      Isabella ran a hand along her smooth stomach. She’d never worn a corset and didn’t want to start. She wondered how Aunt Allison maintained such a slim figure with her steady diet of sweets.

      She picked up a cookie and nibbled the corner. An image of Benjamin flashed through her mind.

      Anna sat down for a moment and while they lamented about how it was getting next to impossible to refill their pantry, Isabella took the time to reflect on her chance encounter with Benjamin.

      It was interesting to know where he was. And to know that he was safe in this war.

      But the reality was she would most likely never see him again. Pemberton was going to send them off to the caves and Benjamin would be on his way once Johnston came and forced the Yankees away from them.

      Things could go back to normal. Whatever normal there was left of this war.

      Surely it wouldn’t last forever. Surely she would be allowed to return to her home in North Carolina soon to be with her family.

      “Isabella.”

      Aunt Allison and Miss Anna were staring at her curiously.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t listening.”

      “I said General Pemberton bought a cave for us to move into.”
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      Benjamin stood on the veranda of the two-story townhouse and stared at the oak door. The house was clean and looked well-tended despite having endured two years of war. There was a swing on one end of the veranda and two rockers on the other.

      The sweet smell of honeysuckle took him back to his youth. To a time when the most he had to worry about was how to get little Jenny who sat in front of him in the classroom to notice that he was alive.

      He’d kissed her behind the school near a grove of honeysuckle. Life was good then. Simple. Not complicated like it was now.

      He straightened his back. An order was an order.

      It wasn’t like he set out to find Isabella.

      It wasn’t like he didn’t want to see her either.

      He just hadn’t had time to prepare. Time to think it through and figure out what to say to her.

      Instead he was tasked with helping her relocate to a cave. He couldn’t see the Isabella he knew stepping inside a cave, much less living in one. Sleeping in one.

      Just the other day, he’d heard about three women who’d found a rattlesnake under the mattress they’d slept on the night before.

      First of all, it wasn’t natural for three women to be sleeping on the same mattress. And second, there was the snake. A rattlesnake.

      It just wasn’t safe.

      He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

      He didn’t have all day.

      It was time to get this over with.

      He took a deep breath and knocked on the door. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but he was surprised when a tall attractive black woman opened the door and smiled at him. “You lost soldier?” She asked, a hand on one hip, the other on the doorknob.

      “No ma’am. I’m looking for Miss Isabella. Or Miss Allison.” He added quickly. He had to remember he was here on orders, not to call on Isabella.

      “They’re napping.” The woman said, opening the door wider. “But you can come in and wait. Usually Miss Allison only sleeps about thirty minutes That Isabella, now, that girl can sleep for three hours. The whole nap thing baffles me. By the time I get to sleep and get woke up good, I could have done gotten a good start on supper.”

      Benjamin took off his hat and stepped inside the cool foyer. A grandfather clock stood next to the bottom of the staircase, cheerfully ticking away the seconds, oblivious to the deadly passing of time.

      “You can wait in the parlor.” The woman told him. “I’ll go see if anyone is awake.”

      Benjamin went into the parlor to wait. There was a small fireplace, scrubbed clean, and a velvety purple sofa. He walked across the rug and sat on the edge of the sofa.

      He bounced his hat in his hands, then stood up.

      Sometimes sofas were not to actually sit on. His mother had one of those sofas. No one was allowed to sit on it unless they had company. Then only if they kept their hands clean.

      Going to stand in front of the fireplace mantle, he looked at the two photographs. One was of five young adults standing next to an oak tree – two boys and three girls, one of the girls obviously the youngest with pantalets shining beneath her dress. She was wearing a wide snaggle-toothed grin. The other picture was an older woman, at least thirty and… Isabella.

      He leaned in closer, soaking in Isabella’s sad little smile. Even in sadness, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      “I was the youngest in one and the oldest in the other.”

      Benjamin jerked back and turned around to face the live version of the woman standing next to Isabella in the picture. She looked a bit like an older version of Isabella. Except that her smile was more contrived. More forced perhaps. And her hair was pulled tightly from her face as was the fashion.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he said.

      She waved him off. “I wouldn’t display them if I minded. What’s the point in having pictures made if others can’t enjoy them.” She gestured toward the sofa. “Come. Sit.”

      She sat in the chair and he sat on the sofa across from her. “You must be First Lieutenant Benjamin Richardson.”

      “And you must be Mistress Allison Quinn,” he said. She could only be Allison Quinn.

      “Miss.” She corrected with a tiny shrug.

      “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance Miss Quinn.” He set his hat beside him. “I must presume that General Pemberton has already contacted you.”

      “I received a letter from him yesterday telling me about the move and about you coming to help, then another today stating that you’d being coming by this afternoon.”

      Benjamin smiled. “I suppose a little presumptuousness is to be expected.”

      She batted her eyelashes. “One of the benefits.”

      “Am I to understand that you’ll begin moving today?”

      “Oh Heavens no.” Allison sat up in her chair. “We haven’t even seen it.”

      Benjamin didn’t laugh. And considered it a merit. The caves he’d seen all looked pretty much alike. “You’d like to visit it then?”

      “My niece will be down shortly. You brought a carriage?”

      “Of course.” He could see the physical resemblance between Allison and Isabella as well as the no nonsense attitude. He could also see where Isabella was learning her flirtatiousness. He wasn’t looking forward to playing tour guide for Allison and it was a relief to know that Isabella would be joining them.

      “Ah. There she is.” Allison beamed.

      He wasn’t however, prepared for seeing Isabella.
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      Isabella stomped down the stairs of her aunt’s townhouse with one hand sliding down the smooth banister and the other navigating the light hoop skirt of her green travel gown. The stomping, though, was mostly in her head. Her shoes struck the runner of the stairs with nothing more than a muffled thump.

      Anna had woken her from a most delightful nap only to inform her that a soldier was going to take them to visit the cave where they would be moving. Might be moving, she correctly herself.

      Surely her aunt would think this thing through. Why could she possibly want to leave the comfort of home – the soft feather bed, the easy access to fresh water from the cistern, and windows to keep the mosquitoes out?

      This cave thing was so not a good idea. But Isabella could see no way out of going to visit it. What could there be to see? A hole in the ground.

      The Yankees couldn’t get to them. They were well fortified.

      And Johnston was on his way with enough troops to send the Yankees running like scared rabbits.

      She reached the foyer and was satisfied that her shoes at least made a little noise.

      She passed the grandfather clock and rounded the corner into the parlor.

      And froze with a gasp.

      There was no soldier there to escort them to the cave.

      It was Benjamin.

      Her stomach flipped. Sure, he wore a gray uniform – quite well in fact, but she didn’t see him as a soldier. She knew him as a tobacco farmer from North Carolina. A man who loved a fine cigar every evening and who saw shapes in white puffy clouds.

      “Isabella. Come meet First Lieutenant Benjamin Richardson.”

      Her mouth went dry and she hid her trembling hands in her skirt. “We’ve met.”

      “All the more reason to come and get better acquainted.”

      She blew out a breath and stepped toward him. From the corner of her eye, she could see that Aunt Allison watched her with disapproval.

      Isabella didn’t feel like putting on a fake smile and batting her eyelashes.

      The man – the soldier – who was going to be taking them to the caves was the very same man who haunted her dreams at night.

      He was the measure against whom all other men were compared.

      Nonetheless, her aunt had expectations. Expectations that Isabella did not want to disappoint.

      As she approached, Benjamin stood up. She held out her hand.

      This time she wasn’t wearing gloves. When he took her hand, her heartrate skittered into a gallop.

      His breath grazed the back of her hand, his sky-blue eyes never leaving hers.

      There was a jolt of familiarity.

      Followed by a wave of something else. Something magical.

      It would have been so easy to step into his arms.

      She felt like a bubble of time surrounded them, swirling the past and present into something new and unfamiliar.

      Something she wanted to explore.

      “It’s good to see you again,” he said.

      “The pleasure is mine.”

      The words came automatically. It was a standard greeting for an acquaintance.

      Her aunt watched approvingly. “First Lieutenant Richardson has brought a carriage to take us to look at the cave.”

      “I see,” she said. “Then it’s not a social visit.”

      “My niece has a direct manner. You have to excuse her.”

      “No need to apologize. I admire a woman who speaks her mind.”

      Isabella rolled her eyes. At both of them, but mostly her aunt. She’d hardly said anything untoward, yet her aunt was disappointed because she didn’t smile prettily with dimples as she spoke.

      She’d yet to decide what she actually wanted to say to Benjamin.

      If anything.

      Perhaps it would be better if she said nothing at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin sat in the front seat of the double horse drawn carriage while Isabella and her aunt sat in the back. With the reins firmly in his hands, he guided the horses down main street headed toward a remote area where the cave was supposed to be. General Pemberton had assured him it wouldn’t take more than an hour or so to get there.

      Isabella had been quiet since her aunt had admonished her for being forthright. Obviously, her aunt didn’t know the definition of forthrightness.

      After he’d helped her aunt into the carriage, he’d held out his hand to help Isabella. She’d hesitated. He’d watched her expression go from reluctance to resignation. Using one hand to hold hers, he placed the other on her waist to steady her as she climbed into the carriage.

      Even after the passing of three years, she didn’t need a corset. His hand rested on her slim waist a moment longer than necessary. Fortunately, Aunt Allison was preoccupied with adjusting her skirts and holding on to the side as the carriage swayed.

      Isabella looked at him over her shoulder, her expression blank. Except for the flicker of fire that lit her eyes.

      He grinned.

      God, it was good to see her.

      The streets were crowded with an odd mix of soldiers in gray and civilians, mostly women, children, and older men who were either too old to fight or chose not to.

      It was an almost normal scene, even with the uniforms. In fact, with the influx of soldiers, he’d wager there was a great deal more flirting going on than before the siege.

      He slowed the carriage as a mother and toddler-age son walked in front of them. The little boy laughed and waved at the carriage as they passed.

      Benjamin waved back and chuckled as the mother grabbed him up and seated him on her hip.

      He was driving past the hardware store when he heard the first explosion. He was in the middle of processing it when the next one hit.

      That’s when he recognized the sound. He would have recognized it immediately, if it hadn’t been so out of place in this idyllic atmosphere.

      Then there were screams and a fog of dirt sifted over them.

      He guided the skittish horse toward the sidewalk. He needed to get the women to safety. He edged the carriage toward the wooden walkway in front of the tavern.

      Then covered his head as another mortar headed straight for them. It landed in the middle of the street, not far from where they would have just travelled.

      While the explosion still echoed in his ears, he was out of the carriage, pulling Isabella to the ground. With her tucked against him, a hand over the top of her head, he held out his other hand for Aunt Allison. She jumped from the carriage with an unexpected lightness of youth, but her gown was caught, leaving her tethered to the carriage.

      She pulled on it with both hands. Another mortar flew overhead.

      “Stay down,” Benjamin shouted. “I’ll be right back.”

      In the commotion, Isabella didn’t seem to notice what was going on with her aunt. He had to get Isabella to safety. It was the only thought plastered in his head.

      He took her hand and pulled her into the tavern away from danger.

      The war had literally landed on their doorstep.
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      Chaos. That was the only way Isabella could think to describe what was going on. It was the middle of the afternoon, but there were at least a dozen men in the tavern, some wearing gray uniforms and three older gentlemen wearing frock coats and trousers.

      The bartender had rushed to the window and was quickly joined by the gentlemen at a card table, their cards tightly clutched to their chests.

      “What’s going on?” Isabella asked. Benjamin held her close, his arms wrapped around her.

      Even though she asked, she knew.

      The war had come to Vicksburg.

      Suddenly this was more than a siege. This was an outright attack. The startled expressions on the men’s faces said it all. Startled and not a little bit of fear. It was rare to see such raw fear on a grown man’s face.

      It was almost impossible to see out the window. Dirt was flying everywhere.

      “Stay here,” Benjamin said. “I’ll be right back.”

      He left her and dashed out the door. She twirled around, but Aunt Allison wasn’t here.

      Aunt Allison!

      She dashed to the window, but the men crowded in front of it and she couldn’t see. “Pardon me,” she said, but no one heeded her.

      She groaned and turned away. Her heart was about to beat out of her chest. The world was falling apart and Aunt Allison was still out there.

      The door! She dashed to the open door and squinted through the haze of dust.

      Then she saw them, their heads down as much as possible. They stepped inside. Benjamin closed the door, muffling the commotion outside.

      “Are you all right?” Isabella examined her aunt for wounds, but only found a ripped skirt.

      Aunt Allison was trembling. “Yes. He saved my life. This one.”

      “Your life was never in danger,” Benjamin said. “The closest shell hit several yards away.”

      Aunt Allison looked from him to Isabella. “He’s modest. I would still be out there if not for him.”

      The men at the window returned to their seats, they all seemed to be talking at once.

      “Is it over?” Isabella asked. “Or is this merely the beginning?”

      “It’s the Yankees.” Aunt Allison declared. “I told you we needed to go to the cave.”

      Isabella heaved out a sigh. Unfortunately she was beginning to believe that her aunt was right.

      “Will they be back?” She asked Benjamin.

      “I’m afraid it’s only just begun.”
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      Benjamin went to the door of the tavern they’d ducked into and appraised the situation. Vicksburg had just been assaulted by Yankee cannons. Somehow the Blue Bellies had found a way to hit them from land. From the back.

      It just figured that Yankees would shoot them in the back.

      But the firing had stopped for the moment and it was quiet on the streets. Shocked that the horse was still standing there, he secured the reins to a hitching post. The old horse must be deaf.

      Or battle-trained. He had borrowed the horse from Pemberton, so it was likely that the horse was accustomed to the chaos of battle.

      Benjamin went back inside. Some of the men had rushed outside to see if anyone needed any help. The ones still here, who didn’t get around so good, sat around the card table, but instead of playing cards, they were heatedly discussing the attack.

      “This could go on for days.”

      “Nah. Johnston will put a stop to it any day now.”

      “They have no shame firing on women and children that way.”

      “Damn Yankees have no shame to begin with. That’s the whole reason we’re fighting this war.”

      Aunt Allison sat at one of the tables, a glass of water in her hand. Looking a bit calmer now, she turned to Benjamin. “How bad is it?” She asked.

      “I don’t know. When they fire those cannons, they aren’t aiming at anything specifically. They can’t. The shells just fall wherever.”

      “They don’t care if they hit civilians.” Isabella said.

      “That’s absolutely right. If they take this city, the war will be over. The confederacy can’t last without the Mississippi River.”

      “Then we might as well go ahead and surrender now,” Isabella said.

      Benjamin opened his mouth to agree, but Aunt Allison jumped in. “Don’t talk like that. Our boys can take care of a few Yankees. Now that they’ve started firing on us, there’ll be heck to pay.” She spoke with conviction, her cheeks flushed.

      “I hope you’re right,” he said softly, but he kept his gaze locked on Isabella’s. From that look alone, he could see that they were in agreement. It was folly to think they could hold out while being surrounded by the enemy. No provisions could get in.

      Already, the confederacy suffered. They didn’t have the supplies or the men to keep up with the Yankees. “I don’t think you have any choice anymore,” he said. “I think you have to go to the cave.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Aunt Allison said.

      Isabella shook her head. “We should at least try to think of another option.”

      Another shell was coming toward them. Isabella and Aunt Allison put their hands over their heads.

      But the shell landed somewhere else.

      All three of them went to the window and saw that the shell, though it had sounded like it was coming right toward them, had actually crashed through the roof of the Baptist church down and across the street.

      There were no other options. No place in town was safe.

      In fact, General Pemberton and many others may very well have been right from the beginning.

      The caves were the only safe place.
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