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            HEARTS UNDER SIEGE

          

        

      

    

    
      North and South. Enemies and Lovers. 

      

      War lands on the south’s doorstep. Leaving no one unscathed.

      

      Brittany Couvion must do her part to save the Confederacy, even putting her own life in danger.

      

      Brandon McIntyre fights battles of his own and will do whatever it takes to protect Brittany. With danger at every corner, will either of them survive? 

      

      An enchanting and spellbinding historical romance set against the backdrop of the American Civil War. 
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        June 12, 1863

      

      

      Jeffrey Couvion stirred in a fitful slumber, the sounds of the Yankee camp bringing him momentarily to the brink of wakefulness. The sounds were normal, soothing even.  A blacksmith’s hammer echoed off metal.  The smell of the evening venison roasting on the fire rounded out a momentary illusion of the safety and contentment of home.

      With the feel of the coarse woolen blanket beneath him and the afternoon sun against his bare back, Jeffrey sank deeper into the shadows of sleep and had that dream again.

      He fought fiercely, aiming his pistol, firing, reloading, over and over and over.  The enemy approached again and again.  Gunpowder stung his nose and blackened his skin.  The faceless enemy appeared one after another.  Their cries of agony were lost in the melee as they fell one atop the other.

      He ceased to see and to feel, striking out mindlessly. Then a figure before him caught his attention and jarred him out of the trance.  Like him, the soldier in gray had streaks of black across his face and knelt, methodically loading his pistol.  Seconds later, the soldier stood and aimed the gun, pointing it toward Jeffrey’s heart.

      Jeffrey lifted his own gun, aimed at the Reb, and pressed his finger against the trigger.  Something was familiar about the soldier in front of him.

      Without thinking, through the force of habit, he pulled the trigger back and the gun exploded in his hands.

      The face in front of him registered recognition in the same instant his own did.  The soldier in front of him was not only familiar, but without a doubt, known.

      His left hand flew to the end of the barrel to stop the bullet’s path, but it was too late - as he knew it would be.  The bullet would meet its target.  At this close range, he couldn’t have missed if he’d tried.  It would pierce the soldier’s skull.

      “No!” Jeffrey cried out.

      Then he was awake.  Sweet God above, it couldn’t have happened.

      He pressed his hand over his eyes and took a deep breath, willing his heartbeat to slow to normal.  The smell of the campfire replaced the smell of gunpowder.

      He repeated the words over and over in his head.  It hadn’t really happened. It was only a dream. It was only a dream....

      The nightmare had been even more vivid this time than the last dozen or so times. He could remember every detail, every texture, every sickening scent of gunpowder, and the smell of death.

      The image of the Confederate’s face was burned into his brain.  He couldn’t banish the pain in the eyes of the soldier he shot and killed in his deepest nightmares.  He knew that face, for it was a mirror reflection of his own.

      It was the face of his twin sister.
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        Spring, 1863

      

      

      “He’ll be here,” Brittany Couvion said to no one in particular since she was the only one standing on the riverbank.

      The steamboat was nowhere in sight. Brittany shaded her eyes with a gloved hand and stared hard at the horizon. The Mississippi River appeared still and smooth as glass, disguising its fierce undercurrents.

      The sun shifted position, drifting downward to meet the murky waters.

      Still, no sign.

      A drop of perspiration slowly trickled down Brittany’s back underneath her corset.  Even just last evening, when she had stood in this very spot near their private dock on the riverbank, it hadn’t seemed nearly this hot. Now, not even a hint of a breeze stirred.

      The air was too still. Waiting.

      It was almost like the spring of ‘53. . .

      Through the cotton of her bodice, she reached up and clutched the silver locket hanging from a chain around her neck.  Shaking off the morbid thoughts before they could take hold of her, she looked back over her shoulder toward Chene Ruelle, their whitewashed plantation manor. The house was flanked by two dozen oak trees so old and huge that several of their branches draped in gray Spanish moss dipped down to sweep the ground.

      The trees had been planted by an unknown Frenchman sometime in the seventeenth century. Chene Ruelle sprawled over the spot where the Frenchman’s cabin had been. Ground to roof columns and spacious wrought iron galleries surrounded the house on all four sides.  It was a massive house with three wings attached to the main structure giving it a total of nineteen rooms.

      Brittany lifted her chin at the surge of pride that ran through her. This was her home. No one would ever take it away from her.  Not even the Yankees.  She had no desire to leave it - and refused to marry any man who would take her away.  Even at the age of eighteen when the war began, she had turned the suitors away. All of them. It didn’t matter. She would lay down her life to protect this house and land.

      Squinting into the blinding sun, she turned her attention back to the river and searched the horizon. She lowered her straw hat over her forehead and adjusted the white bow tied beneath her chin. If only she could shed some of these layers of clothes, she thought enviously, considering the scantily clad Negroes working in the cotton and sugar cane fields. They didn’t have to wear corsets and petticoats and stockings. And they seemed quite happy, too. About a third had run off, of course, to fight with the Yankees, but for the most part, they had nowhere better to go.

      Then she saw it.

      It was only a speck against the domed sky, but Brittany had spent enough hours of her childhood along the river to know a steamboat when she saw one. And a steamboat was fast approaching.

      The blood rushed through her veins. She’d thought it would never happen, but Jeffy was coming home.

      She and her twin brother had been inseparable until he’d left for West Point. Then he had been home less than a month when the call for arms had come.

      Brittany missed him. She missed their horseback rides through the fields and along the river. She missed their quiet study hours. Besides traditional subjects like French, music, and needlepoint, she had studied history, geography, and arithmetic right alongside her brother.

      But most of all, she missed their long talks.  After a long day of arduous chores and tedious studies, they would lie out beneath the huge oak trees and share dreams of limitless futures and distant lands. He was a mediaeval knight rescuing damsels in distress and she was a free spirited artist traveling throughout Paris. They were alike, she and Jeffy. Nothing could ever come between them. Nothing.

      The rumble of gathering wagons dampened her anticipation at seeing her brother. It reminded her of the real reason Jeffy was coming home. It wasn’t to see his family.

      It was to gather supplies for the war. The supplies they had hoarded and hidden were brought out and boldly placed in the wagons. From gunpowder to hand knitted socks, they had scrimped and saved... and hidden.

      Her insides twisted as she thought about the war.  All Jeffy’s friends had been excited about going off to fight. But Brittany had paid attention to all those history books their old tutor, Nate Basil, had them read and analyze. In fact, Mr. Basil was the only person she knew who had shown any reluctance at going off to fight. Though he had written the family at first and kept them abreast of his location, they hadn’t heard from him in over a year. It was through his teaching and his observations that Brittany knew war was more than glory and adventure.

      War was fighting.

      And fighting meant death.

      They had been wrong to want war. They knew it now. She hadn’t seen many of her or Jeffy’s male friends since they’d ridden off to fight. Most of them wouldn’t be coming back at all.

      Even her grand-père, whom she adored with every fiber of her being, was different these days. He shut himself up in his study with men she’d never seen before. Though she didn’t know what, she knew it had something to do with the war.

      Her world was breaking apart.

      Again.

      A rider on horseback broke away from the wagons and cantered toward her. She immediately recognized Grand-père astride his temperamental stallion, Lancelot.  Despite his years, Ernest Dumon sat tall in his saddle and easily maintained control of the horse. When he removed his hat and waved to her, she could see the row of gray hair that rimmed his bald head.

      Grand-père was too old to be riding, but no one would try to take that away from him. Horses were his life. He had continued to raise fine, prize horses long after he’d grown wealthy beyond imagination off sugar cane and cotton. Even now, with Confederate money practically worthless and most everything lost but the house and land, he had managed to hold onto half a dozen of his best horses.

      Climbing the gentle levee, Grand-père reined up beside her and nodded toward the boat. He looked more like his old self today, less distracted, more focused.

      “I told you he would be here today,” Grand-père said, with a wink.

      “I hope he’s on the boat.”

      “He’s on it.  A rider came by this morning with a message.”

      “A message,” she repeated, grabbing his sleeve, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Grand-père’s gray eyes twinkled. “It seems he spent the night in New Orleans last night. You’ll see your brother soon enough.”

      “I miss Jeffy so much, Grand-père.  Now everything will be the way it was before.”

      A shadow crossed Grand-père’s features and his tone was distant. “Time stands still for no one, Kitten. Those tranquil days of old are memories now. Fond memories to guard carefully.”

      “I know, but I miss him so much,” she said again.

      Grand-père’s mood seemed to lighten. “Hop on up and we’ll wait for him at the dock,” he said.

      He reached down, easily swept Brittany up in front of him, and settled her upon the horse. Though she was petite for a twenty-year- old, he strained with the effort.

      As he turned and started toward the dock, she slipped her arms around him and hugged him tightly. For the moment, she was a little girl again, safe and protected. There was no war. No pain.

      She knew Grand-père had tried to show equal favoritism between his two grandchildren, but Brittany had no regrets about claiming more than her share of his time and affection. He’d personally taught her to ride and shoot as well as any lad, maybe better.

      Suddenly Grand-père stiffened against her and the steamer’s whistle shattered the silence. He tugged on the reins and turned Lancelot around in the direction of the boat. The steamer wasn’t alone on the river. Only a few feet behind it was another steamer, hidden from view only minutes earlier. Now, it had pulled forward enough for them to clearly see.

      Glancing at Grand-père’s worried expression, she swallowed thickly. Something was wrong. His arms tightened around her. The steamers were moving too fast. They had no intention of stopping at this dock or any other for miles.

      Brittany saw the flames seconds before she heard the explosion. The first steamer listed and turned sideways. She and Grand-père watched in a helpless trance as the second steamer rammed sideways into the first.  The flames fed hungrily on each other, leaping skyward. A dozen or so people managed to leap overboard only to trade a fiery death with that of a cool, wet one. No one could fight the currents to swim that far to either bank.

      Distantly, Brittany heard herself cry out and her hands flew to her mouth. Then she was off the horse, running. Running back the way they had come, toward the muted shrieks.

      She crashed through the tall grasses sending small animals scurrying, whether gators or snakes, she neither noticed nor cared. Tripping, she ripped her skirt and soiled her white gloves. She reached the site, but the boats were half a mile out on the water. She stood at the edge of the deceptively innocent water and screamed Jeffy’s name.

      She was helpless in the knowledge that there was absolutely nothing she could do to stop the tragedy unfolding before her. Grand-père was behind her, waving his arms at the slaves, and yelling for help.

      She could hear the cries clearly now.  The floating palaces were engulfed in flames, their passengers trapped. No one surfaced from the water for long before being sucked along in the current.

      Falling to her knees, Brittany broke into sobs wrenched from deep inside her.

      “Not Jeffy, too!  Please, God, not Jeffy.”

      Then through the haze of shock, she realized Grand-père was there, bending over her. For an instant, her mind rejected what had happened. Then she smelled the smoke. The smoldering mass had moved downstream, its horror standing out blatantly against the murky water.

      “No,” she sobbed, burying her face against Grand-père’s chest. He was silent and unmoving as he held her. There had been some mistake. Jeffy hadn’t been on the boat. He couldn’t have been.

      Brittany’s mind raced frantically.  She’d read about steamboat explosions before. They happened all the time and there were always survivors. Weren’t there?

      By now the plantation bell was ringing and at least a dozen slaves descended upon the levee. Brittany wanted to scream at them. To tell them to go away. Her brother was out there somewhere. He could be dead and all they could do was stand there and gawk.

      Silently Grand-père moved from her side, his face suddenly hard and unemotional. “Jackson,” he commanded, “get your boat.  You and two others cross the river and see if you can find anybody who made it ashore. The rest of you can check this side of the river.”

      The sun’s glare was muted now and Brittany stared hard at the wreckage. A movement beyond it caught her attention. It wasn’t clear and she couldn’t be certain that it was human. It could be nothing more than a piece of wood splintered from the ship or someone’s baggage drifting ashore. But whatever it was, it was definitely moving.

      “Grand-père,” she said, keeping her eyes on the moving object. “There’s something moving out there. I think it’s somebody.”

      Grand-père was sending people up and down the bank to search.  He took a step, closing the distance between them, and gently took her arm. She pulled her attention from the river and met his unreadable gaze.

      “I’m sending the Negroes out to search though I doubt anyone could survive that explosion and even if they did, they wouldn’t make it ashore. The river’s too wide here. Some of the bodies will eventually wash ashore somewhere.”

      “But it could be Jeffy.  I know it could.” Not bodies.  Please don’t say bodies.

      “Brittany, go to the house.” He turned to a slim black woman standing nearby. “Sadie, take Brittany back to the house.”

      “No,” Brittany cried, pulling away from her grandfather.  “I’ve got to see. I have to know.”

      “Come on, Child. Your grand-père’s right. You got no call to be out here in all this commotion,” Sadie said.

      Brittany scanned her grandfather’s face and swallowed her protests. His jaw was set. She’d seen him this way only once before. It was during the 1853 wave of yellow fever.

      Dismissing her, Ernest sent a rider into New Orleans to report the disaster. Even running the horse nonstop, it would be well after dark before anyone could come to help. If anyone came at all. With the war going on, even the best of neighbors didn’t venture far.

      Brittany walked slowly toward the house and Sadie followed.  Sadie was a house servant who knew her place, but rarely stayed in it.

      “You ain’t got no call to be involved in this, Miss Brittany,” she stated again.

      “And why not?  Those men don’t know how to help anyone.  What if they find Jeffy and can’t help him?”

      Brittany’s eyes grew misty as she recalled all the time her mother had spent teaching her the basics of healing. Since then, Brittany had used her skills to save half a dozen injured people on the plantation and helped more sick ones than she could remember.

      She could have saved her mother, too. But her father hadn’t let her go near the fever. Then when her father had contracted the disease, Grand-père had literally locked her away from the sick room.

      She hadn’t been too young and innocent to help then, and she certainly wasn’t now. And no one, not even Grand-père, was going to keep her from trying to help anyone else she loved. And she loved Jeffy. Loved him more than her own life.

      Three men appeared with a small fishing boat and Brittany stopped walking. Grand-père had gotten back on his horse and was facing the opposite direction. Sadie was several feet away retying the red checked kerchief wrapped around her head.

      Brittany didn’t hesitate a moment longer. Picking up her skirts, she darted toward the water’s edge. Just as the last of the three Negroes stepped into the boat and shoved off from the bank, she leaped into the small craft.

      Her skirts flew everywhere and one of the rings in her hoop skirt cracked. Her elbow scraped a rough edge of the boat and stung sharply.

      “Miss Brittany, what you doing here?”  Jackson asked, his paddle poised in the murky water.

      “Don’t stop,” she said quickly. “Grand-père said it was all right. I might be able to help someone who’s injured.”

      Jackson nodded once and resumed paddling.  Brittany had tended a gash across his forehead a couple of summers ago.  Although he still had the scar, he had never shown any sign of infection.

      By now, Sadie had located her charge and was standing on the levee motioning frantically. Grand-père guided Lancelot to the edge of the water and called after her.  For a moment, Brittany thought he was going to lead the horse into the water after them.

      Jackson looked over his shoulder at Brittany and frowned.

      “Oh dear,” Brittany said, “they want me to come back after my bag of bandages and things. But there isn’t time. I’ll have to make do without it.”

      Jackson shook his head, but didn’t slow down. Unlike Sadie, he stayed out of things.

      Brittany exhaled deeply and straightened her skirts. It didn’t matter at the moment that she was sandwiched between two smelly Negroes and her shoes were filled with water.

      Brushing the wind-blown hair from her face, she turned to look at Grand-père though he was already too far away for her to make out his expression. She was sorry for going against his wishes. But, she’d had no choice. If Jeffy was out here, she had to help him.

      She’d never been more determined in her life.

      And she’d never felt more alone.

      Finally, the small boat nudged against the east bank and Jackson helped Brittany step ashore. After crossing the river amidst the carnage, she was weak with nausea. Each time they came across a body, she bit her knuckles until she was certain it wasn’t Jeffy.

      What was left of the steamers had drifted downriver. The little search party started in that direction.

      They hadn’t taken more than half a dozen steps before coming across a young girl lying on her side at the edge of the water.  Brittany took a deep breath and approached the unconscious child.  She wasn’t more than ten or eleven years old. Her dress was in tatters and she had burns along her arms and on her cheek. With a sigh, Brittany gently smoothed the girl’s blonde hair back from her forehead. Though the child was undeniably pretty, her soft skin would now be forever disfigured.

      Grasping the child’s wrist, Brittany located a clear pulse.  The girl was alive, but Brittany couldn’t help her out here. She didn’t even have any ointment for the burns.

      “She’s alive.  We’ve got to get her to the house.”

      “You get her across the river and come back to find us,” Jackson said, gesturing toward Ham and Washington.

      After Brittany saw the child safely nestled in the boat, she and Jackson continued along the bank.  Brittany allowed Jackson to lead the way and tried not to think about the snakes that could be slithering invisibly out of their path. After finding the child, her hope was surging. Jeffy, too, could be here - alive.

      They had gone less than a dozen yards when they heard the shots.

      Brittany froze.

      Jackson threw her to the ground and fell across her. Who would be shooting at them? They were trying to help.

      She heard them first, heedlessly tramping toward them.

      Then she saw them.

      Her heart skipped a beat.

      Yankees.

      Not now, she screamed silently.

      “Jackson,” she called in a hoarse whisper. Perhaps they hadn’t been seen yet.

      Frantically, she pushed at his weight. They had to hide.  Where were Ham and Washington? They had to have heard the gunfire.

      Suddenly she was successful and Jackson slid off her side, face up, his eyes staring, but not seeing.

      She was covered in blood.

      She screamed.

      Before she could struggle to her feet, half a dozen bayonets were pointed at her.

      

      Unconscious, Jeffrey Couvion lost his grip on the empty wooden water cask and sank into the cool water of the Mississippi River. Immediately coming to, he instinctively fought his way back to the surface and grabbed the barrel.

      He was alive. But how? Bodies lay strewn everywhere - and pieces of bodies. This was worse than any battle. Fighting the nausea that rose in his throat, Jeffrey closed his eyes and tried to remember the events before the explosion. He had almost been home.

      They’d rounded the bend just before Chene Ruelle when he realized they weren’t slowing.  He’d spent the afternoon below in his cabin, alone.  Thinking.  He hadn’t even known about the race until he came out on deck, prepared to disembark.

      How was he going to tell his family about his decision?  They would never understand.

      But none of that seemed to matter now.

      All that mattered was that he get ashore alive. He’d been lucky. If this barrel hadn’t been within reach, he would be just like the other unfortunate people sucked into the murky depths of the river. He kicked hard. The sun was going down. Nobody wanted to be caught in these waters after dark.

      It was bad enough in the daylight, Jeffrey thought, trying not to imagine what lay beneath the water’s opaque surface.  Between the water moccasins and the gators, he was far from safe.  The predators would doubtless be drawn to the smell of blood on the water.

      Time lost all meaning as he focused on hanging onto the barrel and moving his feet. He didn’t know how far or how long he drifted. Relief flooded through him when his feet touched the bottom of the river. It was twilight when he dragged himself from the water.

      Though disoriented and exhausted, he focused on seeking shelter for the night. Unless someone found him soon, his stomach would be gnawing his backbone by morning. Pulling himself to his feet, Jeffrey made it to a dry patch of land beneath a black willow tree.

      A couple of months ago, he’d lost his horse in a skirmish somewhere in Mississippi. He still hadn’t gotten used to fighting with his bedroll and supplies slung across his shoulders. At this moment, however, he was grateful for the habit of keeping everything he carried on his back. After the explosion, he’d somehow managed to hang onto everything except his rifle and his hat.

      After removing the soaked blanket and haversack, he checked his canteen. It was still tightly sealed. Following a sigh of relief, he swallowed a third of the clean water he’d picked up in New Orleans.

      Using his last remaining strength, he gathered up enough twigs and branches to start a fire. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to rub two sticks together and the way things were going, it wouldn’t be the last. Stripping to his cotton drawers, he laid his gray wool trousers and jacket across a tree limb near the fire. There wasn’t enough left of his socks to warrant concern.  With a sigh, he tossed them into the fire. It sizzled beneath the dampness.

      The tattered remnants of his socks were much like the tattered remains of his life. He’d fought hard for the Confederacy. Fought hard for two years.

      The only thing was, Jeffrey didn’t believe in what he fought for. He didn’t believe the Southern states had the right to split up a union. A union forged on blood and freedom. He believed no man should own another, black or white.

      Brittany and Grand-père would never understand. Especially Brittany. She’d never forgive him.

      Perhaps it was best if she believed him dead. No one would ever know. There were always lost bodies after steamboat explosions.

      But how could he let her go through the agony?                                                   It would kill her to think him dead.

      At least in death she would have no reason to hate him.  If she found out, she would never forgive him for what he was about to do. He had to do it now or never. This was the perfect opportunity.

      Jeffrey Couvion was off to fight with the Yankees.
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      Despite his blue uniform, Brandon McIntyre was as Southern as the Louisiana soil he stood on.  Though he hadn’t responded to the sound of gunfire, there was no way in hell he was going to stand by and ignore a woman’s scream.

      “Where are you going?”

      Brandon didn’t bother to answer Rafe’s question.

      They had been watching the house for three days using two of the most powerful spy glasses Yankee money could buy.  It was the easiest assignment he’d been given since he’d joined the cavalry.  But then, he supposed it didn’t take much effort to be a Yankee.   He knew of the Couvion family.  He had even encountered the boy, Jeffrey, at a gaming table once.  He was an honorable boy, but too idealistic.  He had seen the girl, Brittany, too, from a distance, but had never been introduced to her.  She was far too popular for his taste.  And too beautiful, too.  Popular, beautiful women weren’t for him.  He preferred the sweet, innocent ones.  No, she definitely wasn’t suited to his taste.

      When he had heard the explosion, he had been making coffee while Rafe watched the girl.  They hadn’t been alarmed at her watching the river, as she did so often.  He had dropped the coffee pot, and raced to the edge of the river.  Gaping through his spy glass, he curbed his temper when he saw Brittany coming across the river with three Negroes.  What was Dumon thinking when he allowed his granddaughter to gallivant across the river with blue bellies behind every tree?

      They had mounted their horses and carefully followed Brittany and the three Negroes along the riverbank.  With a start, he spotted the patrol of Yankees - real Yankees.  They had seen the explosion, too, and were quickly approaching the small search party.

      Finding the injured child slowed Brittany’s progress.  Brandon’s fingers itched to grasp his revolver.  He had already waited too long.  It would have been impossible to explain to Rafe, who was standing right behind him, why he, dedicated of all Yanks, was firing upon his own kind.  There was no doubt the Yankees would cross her path.  He could only hope they were sympathetic Yanks.

      Moving stealthily, he dismounted and kneeled behind some brush and motioned for Rafe to do the same.  His heart pounded dangerously as the soldiers passed.  He could smell their unwashed bodies as the ground vibrated beneath their footsteps.

      He blinked.  He knew that man.  The one with the scar across his cheek.

      These men weren’t Yankees.  They were deserters.  Deserters ravaging the land posing as Yankees.  It seems he wasn’t the only one donning a uniform of the enemy.

      Only these men were far more dangerous than Yankees.

      The time for delay had passed.  He had to reach Brittany and protect her.

      A gunshot rang out.  He was too late.

      Glancing at Rafe, he stood his ground.  Damn.  Here he was stuck in the middle of a war wearing the wrong uniform making him an enemy of both sides.

      That’s when his blood had turned to ice at the sound of a woman’s scream.

      “I’ve got to help her.  You go back and watch Dumon,” he commanded without waiting for an answer.

      Risking everything, he left the path and ran to the left of the commotion.  No since in getting himself shot in the process.

      

      Brittany warily scanned the leering faces above her. At least twelve of them stood ever her, one on horseback.  The haggard brown horse snorted and angrily pounded the ground.  Its teeth gnashed and she struggled unsuccessfully not to shrink away.

      The rider laughed, his teeth yellow and his cheeks hollow beneath a scraggy beard.  The other men in faded blue joined the laughter.

      Yankees.

      Brittany had never seen a Yankee up close.  They were not the orderly soldiers she had expected.  These men looked more like the scum on the docks at New Orleans than the proud Confederate soldiers she was used to.

      “What have we found ourselves, fellows?” the rider asked.

      Brittany glanced at Jackson.  He was dead.  They had shot and killed him for no reason.

      Her anger flared.  What right did these men have to kill an innocent man who was only trying to help others?  War or no war, they had no right.

      Ignoring the pointed sabers and the fear in her heart, she stood up, raised her chin and, despite the fact that she was shorter, seemed to look down at the soldiers.

      “You Yankee bastards!  Go away and leave us be.”

      A round of laughter erupted.

      The man on the horse moved closer.  She held her ground.

      Reaching out with a grubby hand, he grabbed a handful of her hair.

      “I think it’s time you learned to respect your betters, Little Miss High Horse.”  His hand swept to her collar and yanked.

      She screamed and slapped his hands away. Turning away, she clutched the remnants of her already threadbare dress.

      Then the sharp tip of a saber pricked against her back.  She froze as the realization of just how alone she was swept over her.  She had sent Ham and Washington across the river and it would be some time before they made it back.  In the meantime, darkness was sifting over them. And she was alone with a dead man in the midst of the enemy.

      A man with a scar across his cheek reached out and grabbed her around the waist.  As he pulled her close, she could smell his rotten breath as he exhaled against her cheek.  She was going to be sick.

      She screamed again and they laughed.

      “What are you going to do with her now, Jake?”

      “He has no idea.”

      “Remember, Jake, share and share alike.”

      “Leave Jake alone,” the man on horseback commanded.  “You had a deal, if you recall.”

      “That’s right,” Jake said, with a leer.

      Brittany cringed and tried to push away his hands.

      “We ain’t no gentlemen.  Who cares if we had an agreement?  This is the pertiest thing in the south.  Don’t think I’m gonna let go easily.”

      “Quiet,” the leader demanded.  “Jake, take her over there behind them bushes and be quick about it.  There are others waiting, you know.”

      Brittany’s fight was useless.  Jake’s grip around her arm was like a band of steel.  No one had ever treated her this way.  Ever.

      Jake roughly pulled her behind a patch of briars and fallen tree branches several feet from his friends.

      “Now let’s have a taste of this sweet skin,” he said, ripping her chemise.  She blindly swatted his hands aside and held the torn pieces of cloth together.

      “What’s this?” he asked, lifting the heavy silver locket from between her breasts.

      “No.  Leave me be.”

      “This’ll be something for me to remember you by.”  He yanked and the gold chain cut into her skin.  Then the clasp broke and the chain came loose in his hand.

      “No!” She kicked hard at him and his expression changed to surprise.  Then he fell forward and rolled aside with a gasp.

      There was a knife in his back.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      Her head jerked up at the unfamiliar voice and her heart skipped a beat.  A tall man in a clean blue uniform stood over her with a hand outstretched.  He was clean shaven with clear blue eyes and an honest face.  This was not one of her ruffian attackers.

      Nonetheless, he was a Yankee.

      But he’d just killed the man about to rape her.  There was no choice.  She reached out and placed her hand in his.

      Swallowing thickly, she glanced down at her torn dress and chemise.  Her clothes were in shreds and both hands were required to maintain her modesty.  Meeting his urgent gaze, she blushed to the roots of her hair.

      With an unintelligible groan, he reached down and scooped her up.  She turned her exposed body toward him and placed one arm around his neck.  She heard the Yankees calling to Jake and their crude laughter hid the sounds of their escape.

      Tears stung her eyes as she realized how close she’d been to disaster.  If her rescuer had shown up a few minutes later, she would have been ruined.

      When they reached his horse, he stood her on her feet and removing his jacket, threw it around her shoulders.  The Yankees’ laughter had changed to a low rumble of discontent.  They had discovered Jake.  After mounting his horse, Brandon reached down and pulled Brittany up in front of him.

      With a rough kick in the horse’s sides, they headed away from the river.  Brittany threw both arms around his midsection and clung tightly.  Twigs scraped at her legs and leaves tangled in her black hair now trailing loosely down her back.  The night air stung her eyes as darkness closed over them.  There was an uncharacteristic chill coming off the river.

      She buried her face against his chest as he deftly guided the horse.  She didn’t know this man, this Yankee, but she knew she was safe now.  It was intuition that went down to her very bones.  The tears started and she didn’t try to hold them back as the events of the evening swept over her in a rush.  Would she ever see Jeffy again?

      The man held her tightly against him with his free hand and with the feel of his steady heartbeat against her, she began to calm.  She let the wave of exhaustion take over and numb her aching heart.  The feel of his hand against her back was like a balm that refocused her attention and blocked out all thoughts except those that made her aware of his presence.  This man whose name she didn’t know.

      

      Brittany woke to the muted glow of candlelight.  Totally disoriented, she found nothing familiar about her surroundings from the musty scent to the stiff mattress beneath her.

      “Jeffy,” she called out, sitting up abruptly with a feeling of dread.

      “It’s all right.  You’re safe,” The man’s voice was gentle as he nudged her back down and tucked the blanket beneath her chin.  It was made of rough wool and was musty, but it was warm.

      “Where am I?”  she asked as memories of her predicament returned.

      “We’re in a cabin I had discovered earlier.  It’s well hidden from the eyes, especially this time of year what with all the vines flourishing in the moist heat.  I didn’t light a fire, though.  I didn’t want anyone to smell the smoke and discover us.”

      They were in a small one room log cabin, unfurnished except for a crude table and the cot she lay on.  His saber and rifle rested nearby.  A flash of fear surged through her at the sight of the weapons, but she quickly returned her gaze to the man’s clear blue eyes and kind features.  Her fear receded.

      “What is your name?”  she asked softly.

      “Brandon,” he answered without hesitation.

      “Would that be Captain Brandon?” she asked grasping for some way to avoid the familiarity of his bare first name.

      He didn’t answer this time.  Instead he went to the window and looked out.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I’m a scout,” he replied, coming back to his perch on the foot of her bed.  “I’m sorry about those men.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.  You saved my life.”

      A shadow of a smile crossed his features.  “It was nothing any honorable gentleman wouldn’t do.”

      “I didn’t realize there were honorable Yankees.”

      “Of course there are. Just as there are dishonorable Rebs.”

      “I’ve not met a Reb yet who was dishonorable.”

      “Well,” he said, seeming to choose his words carefully. “Perhaps you have and you just didn’t realize it.”

      “Perhaps, but I’ve never met anyone as despicable as those Yankees out there.”  An involuntary shiver ran down her spine.

      “Ma Cherie, you had nothing to do with that.”  He placed a finger beneath her chin and tilted her face upwards.  “You did nothing wrong. Don’t ever forget that. You were only trying to help and got caught up in unfortunate circumstances.”

      “Captain Brandon, why did - ?

      “Please, just call me Brandon.”

      “Very well, Brandon,” she said, determining that the situation allowed some latitude with respect to propriety, “I don’t understand.  I mean, you spoke French.”

      “Naturally,” he smiled.  “I was studying law in New Orleans when the war broke out.  I have many friends who speak French.”

      “I see,” she said slowly, frowning.  A Yankee officer studying law in south Louisiana.

      “Do you find that odd?”

      “Yes.  Nonetheless, Captain Bran - Brandon, I insist on thanking you properly.” She brought her hand out from beneath the blanket and held it out to him.  “Please come by my home, Chene Ruelle, across the river as soon as possible so that my grandfather and I may express our gratitude by having you for dinner.”

      Brandon almost smiled.

      “I would be honored, Miss Brittany, though just being in your company is more than payment enough,” he said, taking her hand in his.  His hand was large and gentle.  Suddenly she gasped and jerked her fingers out of his grasp.

      “How did you know my name?”

      “Everyone in New Orleans knows of Chene Ruelle.  You can be none other than Brittany Couvion, granddaughter of Ernest Dumon.”

      For a Yankee, he knew far too much about not only her country, but about her.

      “How could you do it?”  she asked, looking into those deep blue eyes reflecting the flicker of muted candlelight.

      “Do what?”

      “How could you take up arms and fight against your friends?”

      “It’s a decision I make several times a day.  Each day it grows harder as I witness the inane death and horror of it all.”

      These gazes locked and time ceased to exist.  She could sense his restraint beneath his calm exterior.  Yet, she wasn’t afraid of him.  In fact, she was drawn to him...

      “I appreciate your kindness,” she said, mentally shaking herself.  “But I have to find my brother, Jeffy.  He was on the steamboat.”

      “Your brother?  That’s why you were out there alone?”

      “No.  I was alone because those animals murdered my servant.  My brother’s out there and I have to find him.”  She threw back the blanket and placed her feet on the floor.

      “Brittany,” he said, grasping her arm.  “It’s dark outside.  You might make more progress in the morning and endanger yourself less.  Besides . . . ”

      “No.  He could be injured.  He could die before morning.”

      “Ma petite, your dress leaves you in no condition to go out.”

      Looking down at her exposed chemise, her breasts straining against the thin material, she quickly covered herself with her hands as she tried to pull his jacket closed.  “Sir, you are no gentleman to be looking.”

      “I’m not looking,” he said, his eyes on hers, gently smoothing her hair away from her face and running a finger lightly beneath her chin.  “However, those men could be lurking about outside.  And I, for one, don’t wish to go through that again.”  He deftly reached down and buttoned his jacket over her breasts.

      The color rushed to her cheeks, but she chose to ignore his action and her response.

      “I have to find him.”

      “We’ll find him, Cherie.”

      “He’s alive.  I know he is,” she said, and the tears started again.

      “Shh.,” Brandon pulled her to him and held her tightly.

      “Do you believe me?  Will you help me find him?”

      “We’ll find him.  He’ll be all right.”

      She pulled back, and blinking through the tears, looked into his clear blue eyes.  “Do you really think he’s alive?”

      “Do you believe it?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because he’s my brother.  My twin.  If something happened to him, I would know it.”

      “Then together we’ll find him.  At first light.  I give you my promise.”

      She smiled faintly, but it was a smile nonetheless.

      His face was so close.  She could feel his breath upon her skin.  He was a handsome man with a classic profile, but it was his eyes that drew her to him.  Even in the dim candlelight, they were clear and sparkling. She was drowning in the intensity of his gaze.  She couldn’t pull away, yet she sensed that he could devour her with a mere touch.

      He moved closer.  His breath lightly caressed her skin and a shiver ran up her spine.  He was so close she could sense the roughness of his two day old beard against her skin. Her eyes fluttered closed.

      Ever so lightly, he placed his lips against hers.  She half gasped and halfway moaned softly and swayed almost imperceptibly, backward or forwards, she wasn’t sure. When he instantly released her, her eyes flew open and she was left feeling bereft.

      She tried to concentrate.  She knew she was supposed to slap him or do something equally appropriate to display her outrage at his taking advantage of her.  But how could she slap someone whose touch gave her such pleasure?  She couldn’t.

      She just sat there, mesmerized.  Staring at him with her eyes wide.

      He cleared his throat.  “I’m sorry, Brittany.  I shouldn’t have done that.  Now you get some sleep so that you will have strength in the morning.”

      Though she lay her head down and snuggled beneath the blanket, she knew she would never sleep. Not with the memory of his lips ever so lightly whispering against hers. Nonetheless, she was surprised at the fatigue that swept over her and soothed the edges of her raw nerves.

      She did sleep.  Thankfully, it was a deep and dreamless sleep.  That was, at least until she began to hover on wakefulness.  Then the memories came back in the form of a familiar nightmare.

      When Brittany had been ten, her mother, Lauren, was stricken with yellow fever.  Eighteen fifty three had been a hot, rainy year and Lauren had spent the last week nursing the Negroes.  The air was heavy that morning.  And still.

      “How is Mama?” Brittany asked, all but pouncing on Grand-père when he reached the bottom stair.

      “I’m sorry, Kitten.  She worsens by the hour.”  His face was tired and his hair more gray.  There was a sadness in his eyes that went beyond fatigue.

      “Let me help her.”

      “I can’t do that.  You could catch the fever.”

      “I don’t care!  I can help her.  She taught me how.”  She started up the stairs.

      Grand-père grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her gently.

      “Listen to me.  I’ll let you speak to her, but only because she’s been calling for you.  You mustn’t stay long and you mustn’t touch her.”

      “All right.  Let me go.”

      “Do you hear me?  You must not touch her,” he demanded, forcing her to look into his eyes.

      “Very well,” she said with resignation.  “Please, let me see her.”

      Brittany often thought it would have been easier if she hadn’t seen her mother that day, lying beneath a mound of blankets, her skin a sickly yellow.  Her father sat on the edge of the bed, his face buried in his hands.

      “Brittany,” Brandon said, shaking her gently.  “Wake up.  You’re having a nightmare.”

      “It was happening again,” she said, taking a ragged breath.

      “Don’t think about it, Cherie,” he said wiping a stray tear from her cheek.  “You’re safe now.  You’ve been through so much. But you’re safe here.”

      Not thinking, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her face against his cheek. His arms went around her and held her tightly against him. The tears started slowly; then she couldn’t hold them back.  The war in itself had created enough hardships to last two lifetimes.  This latest tragedy with Jeffy brought back the raw pain of her parents’ deaths from yellow fever.  Besides Grand-père, Jeffy was all she had left in the world. She couldn’t imagine a world without him in it.

      Reaching up, she felt for the familiar locket hanging around her neck.  Pulling away from Brandon, she gasped.  It wasn’t there.

      “Oh, my God!”  Jumping up from the bed, she ran to the door.  Then she stopped and came back to stand next to the bed.

      “What’s wrong?”  Brandon grasped her shoulders.  “Take hold of yourself, Brittany.  What’s the matter?”

      “My locket.  It’s gone.  That man broke it from my neck.”

      “The man who attacked you?  Is he the one who took it?”

      “Yes.  I have to find it. It holds the only likeness of my father that exists. He - he died before having a portrait done. I’ve worn it for ten years.”

      “We’ll get it back.  It’ll be light within the hour.”

      Brittany took a deep breath.  Even if she had lost the locket, the important thing was to find her brother.  She had to keep her wits about her.

      “Very well,” she said, sitting back down on the edge of the bed and studying her hands in the darkness.

      It was then that they heard voices in the distance.  There was a light coming toward them.

      “Miss Brittany!”  It was Ham.

      “They’ve come for me,” Brittany said, bolting for the door.  “Now we’ll find Jeffy.”

      She opened the door and stepped out, calling for her servants.  They were there within the minute.

      “Captain Brandon,” she called.  “We can go now.  Ham and Washington have lanterns.”

      Stepping back inside the cabin, she stood still.  It was empty.  The window on the back wall was open.

      Her Yankee savior had fled.
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      Damn it.  Why had he ever agreed to this assignment?  Mentally admonishing himself, Brandon circled back around toward the place he’d found Brittany last evening.  At last he’d met the popular Brittany Couvion.  And because of this damned uniform, he had been compelled to desert her.  He was no better than a coward.  No, he was not a coward, he thought, fighting down his demons.  He had fled for Brittany’s own good.  Now, the least he could do was find the locket and return it to her.

      Swatting a branch from his face, he questioned his sanity.  Here he was traipsing through the woods in the dark in the middle of a war.  Why in Heaven’s name had he promised to help a girl, no, he corrected himself, a woman he didn’t even know find not only a sentimental locket, but her brother who had probably died in the steamboat explosion?  He needed to have his wits examined.  He had a war to fight, after all.

      By the time he reached his destination, dawn was filtering through the trees.  It wasn’t hard to find the exact spot he was searching for.  A pool of blood stained the ground where Jake Slidell had lost his life.  Jake’s cousin, John Slidell was a devoted Confederate diplomat.  Jake, however, had no loyalties, nor integrity.  The man had been the scum of the earth.  The thought of that man’s laying a hand on Brittany made Brandon’s blood run cold.  If Jake weren’t dead, he would kill him all over again.

      Dismounting from his horse, Brandon began searching for the locket.  Jake’s cronies had no doubt already located it and Brandon was not looking forward to the confrontation that would require getting it back.

      Then, the glint of early morning sunlight reflected off something shiny and silver.  Reaching down, Brandon brushed aside a leaf and picked up the locket.  The strong chain was still intact, but the clasp was broken. This had been too simple.  A tingle ran up his spine.  Uneasy, he glanced around him, but he was alone.  Jake’s cronies hadn’t gone far, he was certain.  Surely they weren’t smart enough to be setting him up for attack by letting him find the locket.  Nevertheless, he quickly remounted and silently nudged Thunder into a gallop.

      Now for the tricky part - getting the necklace back to its owner and keeping his promise to help her find her brother.

      He couldn’t just waltz up to her front door.  Not in this uniform.  No, he had to catch her alone.  The irony of it all was that she had been wearing his jacket. He could only wonder how much trouble his blue jacket had gotten her into.

      Brittany thought him a Yankee and for her own safety, she needed to continue in that belief.

      So much for promises.

      

      Brittany’s relief at being found by her servants and her high hopes for locating Jeffy were short lived.  It wasn’t ten minutes after she’d set out that they were intercepted by Grand-père.

      “Brittany Andrea Couvion, where have you been?”  Grand-père asked, getting down from his horse.  She was certain he had never been this angry with her.  In fact, she’d never seen him this angry with anyone.

      “I was . . .  I was attacked by Yankees and I was rescued by--”

      “I don’t want to hear it.  You expressly defied my instructions.  You could have gotten yourself killed.  I want you back across that river and in that house this instant.”

      “But I have to find Jeffy.”

      Grand-père ground his teeth and pointed to his right.  “I said ‘go’.  Do it now,” he practically screamed the words at her.

      “Very well,” Brittany said, deciding the best course of action for the moment was to do as he said.  “Will you keep looking?”  She couldn’t resist asking.

      “Go!”

      Why couldn’t he have just been worried about her?  This anger business was getting old fast.  Without another word, she set off behind Ham in the direction of the river.  If the men didn’t find Jeffy by nightfall, she would find a way to continue the search on her own in the morning.

      “Ham, did you find Jackson?” she asked, dreading the answer, whatever it was.  Dreaded having to tell him of the tragedy and dreaded having him know.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Was he . . . ?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “When did you find him?”

      “We found him last night and we ain’t slept none for searching for you.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t find me.”

      “You were well hidden, Miss.  If you hadn’t answered our calls, we probably still wouldn’t have found you by now.  We must have gone by that cabin twice last night and never even knew it was there.”

      Brittany shuddered.  What would Grand-père have done if he had discovered her with a Yankee soldier?  No doubt he would have thought her compromised after spending the night alone with a man.  And especially after what he did.  She blushed at the memory of how he had kissed her and the way he’d pulled his jacket closed over her breasts, his fingers too close to her bare skin.  And then there was her wanton response to contend with.  Perhaps it would be best if she didn’t mention Brandon at all.

      Rubbing her hands along her arms, she stopped, her feet frozen in place.  She was wearing Brandon’s jacket.  His blue Yankee jacket.  For heaven’s sake, what if Grand-père had noticed it?  He must have been incensed beyond reason to not have noticed it.  Thank Heavens for the darkness.

      

      Ignoring her daily routine, Brittany spent the remainder of the morning alternately perched on a chair by the window and pacing back and forth around her room.  Though she couldn’t see the river for the oak trees, she had a clear view of the drive.  Had any of the searchers returned, she would have known immediately.

      Her nerves were completely shattered.  What with Grand-père’s shouting episode, Jeffy’s disappearance, Jackson’s murder, and the Yankee soldier, she could hardly stay put in one place.  Twice, Brittany had made her way to the front porch before the threat of Grand-père’s wrath had sent her back inside. It was so uncharacteristic of him, she couldn’t get past it.

      She wasn’t afraid of Grand-père, she assured herself as she wandered to her bureau and retrieved her wooden paint box.  She just didn’t want him to fret about her. She harbored enough guilty feelings about crossing the river against his wishes.  The fact that Jackson had been killed and she’d ended up stranded for the night with a Yankee soldier only made her feel worse about the situation.

      Sighing, she glanced about her room - her haven.  A vase of spring flowers sat on her dresser along with her brush, comb, and box of jasmine scented soap.  Never had she worn make-up or perfumes, which was just as well since none were available for purchase since the blockade.

      Two of her own pastel watercolor paintings decorated the walls.  They weren’t elaborate, but rather simple with diffuse lines softening the effect.  Nate Basil had called them modern. One was of Chene Ruelle with its tall white columns and moss draped oaks.  The other was a view of the river at sunset with one of the steamboat palaces in the distance.  The scene was much like the one she should have witnessed last evening. Brittany took a ragged breath.  She would wait until morning, then she would set out to resume her search for Jeffy.  He was out there.  She could feel it in her heart.

      Finding a piece of drawing paper and a charcoal stub, she settled on the window seat with her wooden lap desk across her thighs and began to idly make random strokes on the page.  The feel of the pencil in her hand soothed some of the rough edges off her nerves and she began to relax just a little for the first time that day.  There was so much to do.  The worst of it was, she had to make sure the proper arrangements were made for Jackson’s burial.  Unless their families could be notified, she would also have to take care of the bodies from the steamboat.  Fortunately, she knew that Grand-père, forever trying to shield her from harsh realities, would take care of most of those details himself.

      She had candles to make and an injured child to tend.  She’d checked on the unconscious girl several times that morning and Doc Williams had been sent for.  He was expected sometime that afternoon.  All in all, except for the scars, Brittany’s prognosis was positive for the girl.

      Her hand stilled and her gaze wandered back to the window.  Why hadn’t Grand-père sent word of their progress?  He would probably be coming in for dinner soon.  She should get up and see that something hot was prepared for him.  It wasn’t like her to be immobilized and full of nerves.

      Glancing back down at the paper in her lap, her breath froze in her throat.  The image she’d sketched was of a man whose face was forever etched in her brain.  The likeness of Brandon that she’d unconsciously sketched was shadowy, but there was no doubt as to his identity.  She’d captured his strong chin and generous mouth.  Most appealing to her, though, were his eyes.  They were kind and understanding, but what she clearly remembered the most was their intense, clear blueness.

      The odd tingle that traveled down her spine sent a heated flush to her cheeks.  Although it had been at least a couple of years ago, she had kissed boys before.  Tom Bennett had even dared to kiss her on the mouth.  He had fallen at Bull Run and Brittany had cried at his funeral. He had been so young and full of promises.  Tears welled in her eyes just at the thought of his tragic death and, as she had taught herself to do, she turned her thoughts elsewhere.

      None of their kisses, she decided, had ever been as exciting as Brandon’s simple kiss.  His lips were firm and soft and ever so gentle.  She couldn’t help but to wonder how it would feel if he kissed her again - really kissed her.

      Shocked at the path her thoughts were wandering, Brittany mentally shook herself.  She was merely lonely for male companionship, she told herself firmly.  Either that or she was going insane.  Here she was, her country at war, and she was pining after one of the enemy.  Besides, he had lied to her and deserted her.  He couldn’t be trusted.  The blue jacket stuffed beneath her bureau attested to that.

      Yet, despite her efforts to the contrary, she couldn’t help feeling different, somehow - as though her life would never be the same. She longed to see him again and everything else seemed to pale in comparison.

      

      Brandon had given little thought to Rafe during the night.  He really hadn’t minded being assigned to Rafe, all things considered.  Rafe was a good man, but then he did think Brandon was a Yank like he was.

      At first Brandon had thought to try to abandon Rafe and go his own way, but then after finding out what his assignment was, he had become curious.  The Yankee commander wanted him and Rafe to spy on Ernest Dumon of Chene Ruelle.  It seemed the old man had met with foreign diplomats and rumor was that he was involved in a plot to secede from the Confederacy along with Texas and Arkansas.

      If these accusations were true, the man was playing with fire.  He was about to get burned by both sides - Union and Confederate alike.

      Now that Brandon was on his own again, he had to make a choice.  He could try to find Rafe and return to the Federal army.  There he could try to find out more information from them, or he could take advantage of his unexpected freedom and return to his own troops.  At least in the gray uniform he knew who he was fighting and so did everyone else.  Worst of all, Brittany probably thought him a coward for running out on her when he thought only to protect her.

      Thoughts of Brittany’s soft voice and smooth skin distracted his attention from the problems of the war.  She smelled of springtime - of jasmine.  Though she was a gentle woman, he suspected fire lay beneath that cool exterior.  He’d seen it in her gaze and felt it in the way she had responded to his simple kiss.  His body had responded by reminding him how long he’d gone without a woman.  He was overdue a trip into New Orleans to scratch that itch as his mother used to say.

      His mother was a brilliant woman all right.  A true Southern lady with a mind and heart all her own.  If anyone understood the masculine nature, it was Abigail McIntyre.  Brandon, she would say, Don’t even think about settling down until you’ve sown those wild oats to your heart’s content. Then when you commit, you do it with all your heart.

      He wasn’t sure he’d put the words wild oats and Brittany Couvion in the same sentence.  She was definitely…

      “Halt.  Who goes there?”  The sentry’s voice jolted him back to his senses.  Damn.  It seemed his choice had been made for him.  He knew better than to let his mind wander while he traversed land in the midst of a war.

      “Brandon McIntyre,” he said, hoping if the sentry was a Confederate, he would ask questions before shooting.  Whether a blessing or a condemnation to the depths of enemy hell, he still wore his blue Yank pants. Thank God Brittany had his coat. She just may have saved his life.

      “Get down off your horse, Sir,” the man demanded.  Yes, Brandon was certain of it now.  The sentry was Southern.  He could tell by the drawl in his voice.

      As Brandon dismounted, the man’s bayonet nicked him in the back.

      “What have you got, Fred?” another man asked as he joined the group.

      “We got ourselves a Yank.”

      “Wait,” Brandon began to explain.

      “You’ll speak when spoken to Blue Belly.” Brandon grunted softly as the metal poked him in the back, harder this time. He wasn’t sure if it was sweat or blood that soaked his shirt.

      The one called Fred went through Brandon’s pockets while the older soldier held his arms.  Fred’s eyes lit up when his fingers pulled out the silver locket

      “Give that back,” Brandon demanded, breaking free and grabbing hold of Fred’s arm.

      The other man grazed his jaw with a fist and Brandon lost his hold on Fred.

      A third soldier joined them and between the three of them, they managed to get Brandon under control with the assistance of the prickly bayonets.  The three soldiers poked, prodded, and yanked him through the woods to their camp.  So much for Southern hospitality, he thought, wryly.

      His name was passed along through the camp along with his Yankee status, thus he wasn’t overly surprised when he was taken to the commander’s tent.  Major Jerome Davis sat at his table, his hands laced behind his head.  A thin man with a full mustache and beard, he wore a harsh expression.  His eyes showed no hint of warmth or even curiosity.  His complexion was clear, his features well defined.

      Fred, with obvious reluctance, laid the locket on Major Davis’s desk.

      Brandon steeled himself.  He knew Major Davis by reputation and the man was not one Brandon would have chosen to confront wearing the colors of the enemy.

      “So, Captain Brandon McIntyre,” he said ignoring the treasure, “you’ve come home.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Leave us,” he said to the sentries who had been so kind to escort him in, then turned his gaze back to Brandon.  “We haven’t had any word from you for over two months,” he said, returning his attention to Brandon.  “I thought maybe you’d learned to like that blue uniform.”

      Brandon winced.  He wasn’t sure how Major Davis had come to know of his involvement in espionage, but apparently he should have reported in a little sooner.  Davis was known for hating spies of all colors and ranks.  He figured if a man will spy on one country, he’ll spy on the other.

      “You do realize that the whole purpose of sending you out in that uniform was to get information back, don’t you?”

      Brandon didn’t answer.  He knew a response was neither expected nor desired.  Davis stood up from behind his small writing desk and leaned his tall form against the front of it.

      “Are you familiar with a man named Ernest Dumon?” Davis asked.

      Brandon took a deep breath. “Who isn’t,” he answered casually.  Davis knew very well he did or he wouldn’t have brought up the subject.  He was up to something.

      Davis smirked.  It was probably the closest thing to a smile he had ever gotten to.  “We’ve been watching you.”

      Brandon braced himself.  Did he know about Brittany?  Heaven help them all if Davis tried to bring her into this.  Brandon wasn’t in the mood for that, superior commander or not.

      “Then you should know that I was collecting information for the confederacy,” Brandon said, crossing his arms and forcing himself to maintain a calm demeanor.

      “Alright,” Davis said.  “Let’s have it.”

      “I’m sure I couldn’t tell you anything you don’t already know.”

      “I’m sure you know what he intends to do with those dozen supply wagons he has filled and ready to move.”

      “They are supplies for our troops,” Brandon said, trying to keep the weariness from his voice.  He didn’t know where Davis was going with this, but he could use a bath and a shave and a clean uniform - a gray uniform.

      They stared at each other as the seconds ticked past.  Davis, doubtlessly was trying to intimidate him into revealing something more.  Brandon couldn’t figure out the man’s motives.  Neither seemed willing to give up any ground.

      Finally Major Davis picked up the locket and pried open the delicate clasp with his thumb.

      “Captain McIntyre, I have an assignment for you.”

      

      It was almost dark by the time Grand-père finished supper, retired to his study, and summoned Brittany.

      Having had no interest in food all day, sometime during the late afternoon she had fallen into a fitful nap and missed her grandfather’s return.  Sadie’s knock had brought her abruptly awake with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as the events of the past twenty-four hours came back in a rush.  Reality was sinking in and she didn’t like the feel of it.

      As she approached Grand-père’s study, she knew before she entered that he hadn’t located Jeffy.  Grand-père was haggard and
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