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      SHORT STORIES…

      

      Change of Heart

      

      New Year’s Eve. Bailee made the spontaneous decision to tie up the loose ends in her life. To wipe the slate clean and start fresh.

      

      But some loose ends show up at most unexpected times. Especially in a city the size of New York.

      

      Would 2020 turn out to be a better year than 2019? Or just more of the same?

      

      A standalone clean wholesome romance flash fiction short story.

      

      The Message

      

      Emilia blended in with the soldiers. She hurt everywhere. Her feet. Her legs. Her chest.

      

      Not impulsive by nature, she had a very good reason for jumping in line with the Confederate army.

      

      Tasked with delivering a life-saving message, would she change more than the outcome of a battle?

      

      A heartwarming short story in the Southern Belle Civil War historical romance series.
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      Maisie’s dreams haunted her. Dreams that felt as real as life.
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      A Rainy Monday Morning
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      Everyone back home would be appalled at the new Melissa. But would she take to her new life like a fish to water? And would a destiny set a lifetime ago follow her to the west?

      

      Fourth in the Churning Butter and Companionship series. If you like Kathryn Kaleigh’s Civil War series, follow her into the untamed west.

      

      COMPLETE NOVEL…

      

      Courting Alley Cat

      

      Alley plans an uneventful summer in a small town where she knows no one.

      

      But Justin remembers her.

      

      Neither of them planned for what happened that summer.
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      New Year’s Eve. Bailee made the spontaneous decision to tie up the loose ends in her life. To wipe the slate clean and start fresh.

      

      But some loose ends show up at most unexpected times. Especially in a city the size of New York.

      

      Would 2020 turn out to be a better year than 2019? Or just more of the same?

      

      A standalone clean wholesome romance flash fiction short story.
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      Bailee stood at the rail of her New York City apartment and looked out over the lights of the city. A city that lived and breathed twenty-four hours a day. Especially tonight, the revelry of the new year heightened every sense. There were more people laughing. More car horns honking. More scents, good and bad, drifting from the streets below. She could smell the hot dogs from the street cart and the exhaust from the taxis.

      Inside her apartment was a smaller version of what was going on below. She’d been volunteered to host the office New Year’s Eve party this year. Having her home invaded by strangers was not her first choice in how to bring in the new year.

      Her barely touched champagne glass sat on the thick concrete wall of the balcony. She could still taste the bitterness of that one sip she’d taken at the stroke of Midnight. How could such a sweet wine taste so bitter?

      2019 had been a bad year. She put her palms on the cool concrete and lifted her face to the muted stars dulled by the bright city lights.

      No matter what the next year brought, she was more than ready to put 2019 away.

      She made her New Year’s resolution on the spot. That’s how she’d always done it. Whatever she decided to change in that moment, that’s the direction she went in.

      These quick, spontaneous decisions had taken her down some interesting paths. It was, in fact, how she ended up in New York to begin with.

      Part of the reason.

      Her new year’s resolution was to clean up her life. Not that it was all that messy really.

      It was more like tying up some loose ends.

      “Bailee!” A guy she didn’t recognize stood at the door, a beer in one hand. “Come on back in. Marty’s about to tell a new joke.”

      “I’ll be right in,” she said over her shoulder.

      She remembered Marty. He was the goofy guy who wore a cowboy hat to work. Seriously. Nobody wore cowboy hats in New York. She wasn’t even from here and she knew that.

      Marty could tell jokes all night long for all she cared. As long as she didn’t have to hear them.

      Thinking about Marty’s ridiculous cowboy hat reminded her of home. Dallas. Maybe it was time to think about going home.

      She’d been in New York for three years now. She’d always heard that it was a lonely city. And she agreed one hundred percent.

      At first it had been fun. But that was when she had Tyler.

      They’d moved here together. Then six months later, with an explanation with enough holes in it to sink the Titanic, packed up and left, she’d been left with an emptiness that hadn’t filled no matter how hard she tried.

      She’d done the Tinder, the Bumble, the OkCupid. Nothing had clicked.

      If anything, she’d lost any interest she might have had in dating.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow she’d call home.

      She picked up the glass of wine and took a sip while gazing across the lights of the city. She closed her eyes. And focused on savoring the sweetness of the wine.

      If she concentrated really hard, she could block out the bitterness and taste the intended sweetness.

      “Bailee!” Someone called again.

      “Okay,” she mumbled to herself. “Okay.”

      Inside, she stopped and quickly scanned her apartment. There were ten people here tonight. She knew. She’d counted.

      Not strangers. And not friends. Sitting on her sofa. Standing at the bar separating her living area from her tidy little modern kitchen.

      Everyone was dressed in their New Year’s Eve finery. Heels. Slinky dresses. The guys were a little less formal. Button down shirts, but a couple wore ties.

      She thought she heard a familiar voice.

      But she shook it off. It was just her despondent mood causing her brain to recreate a memory.

      “Bailee.”

      The voice in her ear sent a shiver down her spine. She whirled.

      Tyler stood in front of her.

      He had that exhausted look like he’d been traveling. He’d tugged his tie down so that his collar was open just a little. His hair was ruffled.

      But mostly it was his eyes. His eyes looked tired.

      And uncertain.

      “Tyler,” she breathed the word.

      Her brain tried to make sense out of what he was doing here.

      Standing in her apartment. On New Year’s Eve.

      “Hi,” he said, taking a step forward and reaching for her hand.

      His touch was so familiar. And it felt so normal. So right.

      “What are you doing here?” She’d moved since he’d left. How did he find her?

      “I need to talk to you.” He laced his fingers in hers.

      She just stared at him. Taking in his beautiful blue eyes. The soft stubble on his face. The loving expression on his lips.

      “Please,” he said, his gaze darting behind her, reminding her that they weren’t alone.

      “Sure.” She pulled herself out of the haze. “Let’s go outside.” She turned and led him out onto the balcony.

      He went to the railing as she had earlier. “It’s beautiful here. I’ve missed it.”

      “You?” Reality hit her like a slap of cold water. “You hate New York.”

      He turned. Looked at her sadly. “No.” He took her wine she’d forgotten she held and set it on the concrete balcony.

      Then he took both her hands in his and pulled her close. “I don’t hate it.”

      She smiled. “Well, you can’t say you love it.”

      “No. But I love being with you. Wherever that it.”

      She tugged at her hands. She couldn’t assimilate this. It was overwhelming.

      He let her go, but stepped in front of her. “I really, really can explain.”

      “You’ve been gone two and a half years. You can’t just waltz back in here expecting everything to go back to the way it was.”

      “It’s not the same.” His eyes held a sadness she’d missed before. Or maybe he was only letting her see it now.

      She crossed her arms. But now she was curious. “Okay.”

      He stood up a little straighter. He was a full head taller than she was. They’d fit together perfectly. Physically, emotionally, and intellectually.

      “I couldn’t tell you before.”

      She lifted a brow and shifted her feet. He was stalling now. She knew him too well. “You can tell me now but you don’t want to.” She wasn’t even sure if it was a statement or a question.

      “I got a new heart,” he blurted.

      Shaking her head, she dropped her arms to her sides. “Here we go,” she said, stepping left to go around him. He’d learned some new lines while he was in Dallas.

      He put a hand lightly on her elbow to stop her. “No. I’m being serious.”

      Something in his tone stopped her. She looked into his eyes. Waiting for the rest of his explanation.

      “I had a heart transplant while I was in Dallas.”

      She shook her head again, but she backed up so that she leaned against the concrete railing. “You waited two and a half years to tell me this.” What he was saying didn’t make any sense.

      “It took a year to find a donor. Then the surgery and… I wanted to make sure.”

      Her hands fisted at her sides. “Make sure?”

      “I wanted to make sure I was going to live.”

      “Wow.” She turned around, her back to him, and looked at the streets below. So alive. Had Tyler been that close to death? And she hadn’t even known.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t understand why you wouldn’t have told me.”

      “Can I show you?” He stepped next to her, his fingers on the buttons of his shirt.

      She nodded and swallowed a lump in her throat.

      He unbuttoned his top three buttons and showed her his scar. It started at his sternum and went straight down below his hands. It was a little jagged and a pale red.

      She gasped and put her hands over her mouth. With a shudder, she looked back up meeting his gaze. “My God, Tyler.”

      He rebuttoned his shirt keeping his eyes down.

      “You didn’t tell me. You just broke up with me and left.”

      “I didn’t break up with you.” He looked away. “Not exactly, anyway.”

      She put a hand on his cheek. “I don’t understand.”

      “I thought it would be better for you to be mad at me. To get on with your life. Instead of waiting around to see if I lived or not. I didn’t want you to remember me like that.”

      She didn’t know what to say. He’d been thinking of her.

      He put his hand over hers. “I tried to get here at Midnight. To make a grand gesture, but the traffic… I wanted to kiss you at midnight. To start the year off right.”

      With the twinkle of the city lights around them, the sounds of revelry filling the air, she put both hands on his cheeks. “Tyler.” Her heart did a funny little flip then settled back in place.

      Her heart that had been off kilter for two and a half years was back where it belonged.

      “You can kiss me now.”
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      Emilia blended in with the soldiers. She hurt everywhere. Her feet. Her legs. Her chest.

      

      Not impulsive by nature, she had a very good reason for jumping in line with the Confederate army.

      

      Tasked with delivering a life-saving message, would she change more than the outcome of a battle?

      

      A heartwarming short story in the Southern Belle Civil War historical romance series.
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        April 1862

        Somewhere in central Arkansas

      

      

      The rain had stopped and the sun fought its way through the mist, warming the late afternoon air.

      Air that carried the scent of the apple orchard the soldiers marched through.

      The sounds of wagon wheels, hundreds of boots pounding the ground, and tin cups rapping against metal buckles blended with the sound of the drummer boy’s steady rhythm just a few feet back.

      Emilia hurt everywhere. Her feet. Her legs. Her chest.

      Every step took an impossible effort as she pulled each boot up, sucking it out of the mud, only to drop it with a splash into the next mud puddle.

      Her pants were tucked into her boots and her hair pinned beneath her slouchy gray hat. She huddled, shivering, inside the oversized wool overcoat she’d borrowed from her father.

      Perhaps borrowed was a strong word. Taken was more like it.

      But Winston Hilton III had other coats. He’d probably never even miss this one.

      When the parade of Confederate soldiers had passed by her family’s home, Emilia had been overwhelmed with such a strong mixture of emotions, she raced upstairs, changed into a pair of her brother’s pants and one of his white shirts, then put her own boots back on, and dashed out the back door. She’d grabbed her father’s coat on the way out.

      She’d raced across the barren cotton field, taking a short cut that easily caught her up with the army.

      She’d slipped in line with the soldiers, unnoticed.

      Some of those soldiers were singing now. The Bonnie Blue Flag. It sounded a lot different than it had last week when Emilia had sat in church. At the end of the service, the whole congregation had seemed to break out at once into the southern anthem.

      Though there was less heart in the song, she was impressed that a parade of tired, marching men even knew the words, much less had the energy to sing as they trudged through the mud on the road to Vicksburg.

      Emilia wasn’t an impulsive person by nature. Up until this moment, for the first sixteen years of her life, she’d followed the rules. She’d gone to the balls. She’d waltzed. She’d flirted behind her fan.

      But she had a very good reason for jumping in line with the Confederate army. Two very good reasons, actually.

      An officer on horseback rode toward them, announcing that they would be stopping for the night.

      She opened her mouth to ask why they were stopping so early – they had several hours yet before darkness fell – but quickly thought better of speaking up. If it was discovered that she was a girl, she would no doubt be sent back posthaste to her father’s house.

      This was her first chance to be anywhere near the confederate army, and she would do whatever it took to blend in.

      As the soldiers broke formation and began to set up camp, she understood why they were stopping here.

      There was a clear stream where the men could fill their tin cups and drink their fill of fresh water. There were also plenty of trees that would serve them well for shelter.

      She glanced at the sky. The rain appeared to have passed for now, but this time of year, it was difficult to know for certain what the weather would do.

      She didn’t have a tin cup, so she knelt next to the stream away from the men and, cupping her hands, quenched her thirst.

      Keeping her distance from the others, she sat with her back next to a large pine tree and huddled more deeply into her father’s coat. As she inhaled his earthy cigar smoke, she fought a flutter of regret for her impulsive decision to join this army.

      She should be home. By now, her mother and father would have discovered that she was missing.

      They would look for her, but, of course, they wouldn’t find her. She swallowed her guilt.

      No one else had done anything about the situation, so it was left up to her.

      Emilia’s brother, Jonathan, had been reported captured at the Battle of fort Donelson somewhere in Tennessee. That had been in February. Now he was being sent to Vicksburg.

      Emilia wasn’t supposed to know this. But just last week, she’d been in her father’s study, searching for book to read, when she’d seen the open letter lying open on his desk. Even now, her breath caught in her throat as she replayed the written words in her head.

      Her father hadn’t told her that Jonathan had been captured. And as far as she knew, he hadn’t told her mother. But then again, she didn’t know just how much they shared behind closed doors.

      Emilia hadn’t tipped her hand about knowing about the letter. She’d learned a long time ago that knowledge was power. Ironically her father had taught her that. He’d taught her to keep information to herself. Her mother, on the other hand, had taught her the art of small talk.

      The result for Emilia was someone who could charm information out of anyone without telling them a thing.

      Even at age sixteen, she could see the value of this skill. Especially in this war.

      “Good evening.” She’d been so caught up in her own thoughts, that she hadn’t noticed a man coming up to stand next to her. “Is this seat taken?”

      Instead of the charming smile she normally would have put on her face, she put a hand on her forehead and, deepening her voice, shook her head and softly said “no.”

      He dropped to the ground next to her, stretched out his long gray clad legs. “Beautiful night,” he said.

      Emilia murmured agreement. She’d spent enough time around her brother and his friends to know that this was not how men talked to each other.

      She watched him out of the corner of her eye, waiting to see what he would do next.

      He was a young man, not much older than she was. Maybe nineteen. His face had the light scruff of a beard. She imagined his facial hairs would be prickly right about now.

      She felt the heat on her face as she realized the direction of her thoughts. It was hardly helpful to her charade as a boy.

      He dug into his haversack and pulled out a bag. “My name’s Gavin.”

      “I’m… Emmitt.”

      “You hungry?”

      Her stomach growled in response. “A little,” she admitted.

      He opened his bag and handed her a biscuit.

      She took the soft biscuit and broke it in half. It wasn’t hardtack like she’d expected.

      Her brother’s letters had been quite descriptive regarding the food situation. He’d had something of a culture shock eating army rations.

      “Eat up,” Gavin said. “It’ll be awhile before we have anything close to that fresh again.”

      She nodded and ate part of the biscuit.

      Running out the back door with nothing but a coat on her back hadn’t exactly been one of the smartest things she’d ever done. She had no food. No water. No weapon. And she was supposed to be a soldier.

      “Where are your supplies?” Gavin asked.

      Emilia swallowed, giving her time to think about the best response. “I had a mishap with my horse and lost everything. It was all on my horse.” She thought that made sense. If her horse was stolen, she would have lost everything along with it.

      “Ah,” he said, watching her carefully. “That’s a bad run of luck.”

      She shrugged.

      “Where did that happen?” Gavin asked, moving over to lean his back on her tree and stretching out his legs.

      “The Battle of Fort Donelson.” She looked around. There were soldiers settling in all over. It wasn’t unusual for them to gather around a tree. In fact, it seemed like those that didn’t have tents or bedrolls gravitated toward trees.

      Still, Gavin was a little closer than she was comfortable with. He was so close, in fact, that she could smell his tobacco.

      She wrinkled her nose. It reminded her of her brother. Tobacco, whether chewing or smoking was a nasty habit and she’d told him so.

      “Where do you hail from Emmitt?”

      Emilia felt the danger in his words. Maybe it was something in his tone. Maybe it was something in the way he looked at her sideways, his eyes narrowed, as though he already knew the answer to his question.

      But despite the danger, she also heard undertones of kindness. Her heart sensed that this was someone she could trust.

      Nonetheless, caution was of the utmost importance.

      It didn’t matter whether her head or her heart was right. All that mattered was that she maintain her disguise.

      Only by maintaining her disguise would she be allowed to complete her mission.
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        Three weeks earlier

      

      

      Emilia twisted slowly in the swing, her gloved hands holding onto the thick ropes. She kept one foot tucked up and the other on the ground as she rocked herself back and forth. She was careful not to kick up dirt onto the new leather ankle boots she got for her birthday yesterday.

      Her full skirts billowed all around her making her feel like she was floating on a cloud.

      “The message is in code. No one would even know that you have it.” Martin Lawrence leaned against the tree trunk watching her in the swing.

      Martin was her very first suitor. And although he was her father’s choice, not hers, she was feeling quite grown up at having his attention.

      He was older than she was. Nineteen. And he was the most eligible bachelor in the county. Though for the life of her, Emilia couldn’t see what the fuss was about. He was barely taller than she was at five four and he was stocky. Too stocky for her taste. And his nose was too big.

      He was only eligible because his father owned nearby Lawrence Plantation. That was, of course, the whole reason why her father had enticed him here to court Emilia the second she turned sixteen.

      “You know I can’t leave here.” She kicked herself a little higher in the swing, unable to resist.

      “You don’t have to. All you have to do is find someone who’ll give it to your brother.”

      She turned her head away, practicing the little pout she’d seen on her older sister countless times. “You seem to think I gallivant around the county.”

      He’d pulled out his pocket watch and, checking the time, had missed her pout. In fact, he no longer appeared to be paying her any attention at all. “Hardly. But your father knows people. People come here.”

      She put her feet flat the ground and stopped the swing. Then she turned and glared at him with genuine offense.

      He slipped his pocket watch back into his pocket and smiled at her.

      She rolled her eyes and shoved herself into the air, no longer concerned about being ladylike. “Why don’t you just ask father yourself?”

      Their properties touched along the south edge. Her father had even mentioned that if she were to marry Martin, they would have a much, much larger land tract than they currently owned. Not that what they had was small. They had two hundred fifty acres already. How much land did anyone need anyway?

      Martin shrugged off the tree and stared across the lawn toward her back porch. One of the cows had wandered nearby and the chickens fluttered about, unhappy about having their turf disturbed. Emilia imagined how he must look at her family’s little farm.

      Their two-story Greek style plantation house was probably half as big as the Lawrence house. But in Emilia’s opinion, her home was much more tasteful than Martin’s monstrosity. She’d visited twice with her family and twice she’d managed to get herself lost in no time.

      “Your father’s loyalties are questioned by too many.”

      Scraping her boots in the dirt to stop the motion of the swing, Emilia stood up, drawing herself up to her full height. “My father’s loyalties are firmly in place.”

      “I didn’t say they weren’t.” He looked at her with a little smile. “I said they were questioned by too many.”

      Deciding not to acknowledge that accusation, she turned. “I’m going inside now.”

      “Wait.” Martin stepped in front of her. “I’m afraid I downplayed the importance of this message.”

      Though tempted to step around him, she stood her ground, years of breeding dictating that she at least listen to what he had to say. “Well?”

      “The message has to do with the 15th Arkansas.”

      Emilia’s stomach dropped. Her brother Jonathan was in the 15th Arkansas. “What about the 15th?”

      “Without this information, they could be walking into a trap.”
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      When Emilia woke the next morning, it took her a few minutes to realize why she was lying on the ground huddled beneath her father’s wool coat.

      Her cheek was lying on something firm that she couldn’t place. But it smelled like leather and sweat. Her eyes were covered with dew. She blinked and rubbed it away with her fingertips.

      The soldiers were loud this morning as they disassembled their tents and cooked breakfast over open fires.

      Emilia had never slept outside before, but surprisingly she hadn’t had any trouble falling asleep.

      She sat up and discovered that not only was she sleeping under the wool coat, but she was also under a heavy wool blanket.

      Sitting up, she stretched and looked around.

      Gavin was walking toward her, carrying two tin plates. Three feet from her, he just froze, his eyes locked onto hers. The corners of his lips curved into a smile.

      Emilia adjusted the blanket back around her shoulders.

      “Good morning.” His voice held a touch of early-morning gravel. He stepped forward and, kneeling next to her, handed her a tin plate.

      Involuntarily smiling back, she kept her eyes on his clear blue ones and held the plate in her lap.

      “It was all I could find. Rations are scarce at the moment.”

      Tearing her gaze from his, she glanced down at the plate with a dried-out biscuit and a slice of bacon on it. “So it seems,” she said.

      At home she would have buttered bread and whatever fruit was in season, right now an apple.

      He sat down next to her and bit into his biscuit. “At least it’s not hard tack.”

      She ran a hand through her hair, pulling her hair around one shoulder.

      She stilled, one hand still holding her hair. Clearing her throat, she set down the plate and grabbed her hat that had fallen off while she slept and quickly twisted up her hair and put her hair on her head.

      “Might be a little late for that,” he said, a twinkle in his eyes.

      She blew out a breath, unable to think of anything to say in her defense.

      With a shrug, she bit into the tasteless bacon. Frowned, before she caught herself. Breeding dictated that she not seem ungrateful. She attempted a smile.

      “I’ll wager it’s not what you’re used to.”

      “Not really.” She looked around to see if anyone was in earshot of their conversation. “It’s not so bad,” she lied.

      He grinned. “It’s awful.”

      She saw his dimples then, beneath the scruff of his beard. She ran a hand along the blanket. “Is this yours?”

      He opened his canteen, passed it to her. “It is.”

      She held it with both hands and drank, before passing it back to him. “Are you in the habit of watching out for strange boys?”

      After drinking and capping the canteen, he winked. “Are you in the habit of trying to pass yourself off as a boy?”

      Glancing down at her pants – her brother’s pants, she blushed. “When did you know?”

      He chuckled. “I always knew.”

      She lifted an eyebrow.

      “My first tip was you walk like a lady.” He shrugged. “Besides, you’re beautiful.”

      She lowered her gaze to hide a little smile. She’d never expected for anyone to notice anything beyond her huge overcoat and gray cap.

      When two soldiers shouted at each other, she cut her eyes in their direction. She wondered if anyone else had noticed her long hair. Even if they had, they all appeared to have better things to do.

      Gavin followed her eyes. Lowered his voice. “They’re expecting battle.” There was a grimness to his tone. “Soon. Maybe today. Maybe tomorrow.”

      She nodded, turning her attention back to him. The news wasn’t surprising exactly. This was a war after all. But still, the words sent a chill down her spine.

      “You should go,” he said.

      He hadn’t said where she should go. He didn’t have to. She knew he meant she should go home. He was right of course.

      She thought about the letter tucked close to her chest. The letter that according to Martin could influence the fate of her brother’s life. Other than that, she didn’t know what the letter said. Martin hadn’t given her the code. Not even when she’d asked.

      “I can’t,” she breathed.

      Gavin picked up a twig and tapped the ground next to him. Drew a little line. His expression pensive. “What are you doing out here?” He turned his bright blue eyes to hers.

      She bit her bottom lip and pulled the coat close. The soldiers had nearly broken camp. They would be marching soon.

      The letter was written in code. Whether she gave it to someone willingly or unwillingly made no difference. No one could read it.

      The burden of the letter seemed to grow heavier by the minute. She wavered, then made the decision to share it, perhaps to lessen its heaviness.

      “I have to get a message to the general.”

      “The general? Which general?” He set aside the twig and leaned toward her, all seriousness now.

      “I don’t know.”

      He laughed. “Major General Dorn is our commanding officer.”

      Martin hadn’t specified which general. Only a general. She tucked a stray strand of hair into her cap. “Then I suppose he will do.”

      “What’s the message?” he asked.

      It was a natural question for him to ask. Of course he would ask that. She had asked it, too, but hadn’t gotten an answer. “I don’t know.” Her gaze darted away. They were getting some glances now since they were the only ones left sitting.

      He shook his head. “How can you convey a message when you don’t know what it is?”

      “It’s in a letter,” she said.

      “Ah.” He nodded knowingly.

      “So we can take the message to him?” Emilia asked, not trying to disguise the hope of having the weight of the encrypted message off her shoulders.

      Gavin smiled at her, a twinkle in his eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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        Two months later

      

      

      Emilia grabbed hold of her hoop skirts and dashed up the stairs to her bedroom.

      She threw open her shutters and leaned out the open window. The clean air from the recent rain shower smelled fresh, washing away the summer dust.

      She had a clear view of the Arkansas River from here and if she leaned just so, she could see the bend in the road that turned from the river onto their property.

      There.

      Two soldiers rode side by side on horses around the curve. One was her brother Jonathan. She recognized the red plume on the side of his horse’s neck from here. Besides, she knew the way he sat a horse.

      It’d worked then.

      Gavin had actually been one of Major Dorn’s officers. His horse had been shot out from under him at the Battle of Pea Ridge and he’d then insisted on marching with the men.

      He claimed he got to know them better if he weren’t sequestered away in a tent with the other officers.

      Though New Orleans had been captured by the Union, thanks to her encrypted message, there had been no bloodshed. And her brother had been released after being captured by the Yankees.

      She turned and checked her appearance in the mirror. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a chignon. She tucked in a few stray strands. There was no time to do anything else with it.

      Her dress was a plain blue cotton with splashes of flowers in all shades of green and yellow. It was a little faded, but she could change later.

      Satisfied that she looked passingly presentable, she left her room and dashed back down the stairs.

      By the time her brother and his companion approached the front veranda, she stood there watching serenely with nothing more than a lingering flush on her cheeks.

      She was so happy to see her brother, she barely noticed his companion.

      Jonathan’s grin was contagious. When he reached the top of the stairs leading to the veranda, he picked her up and twirled her around in a little circle. She giggled as he set her on her feet and tussled her hair.

      “Stop it,” she said, swatting his hand away.

      “Who ever thought my little sister would be the one to save my life.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Right.” He put his hands on his waist. “I know you’re not going to give Martin credit.”

      Emilia rolled her eyes. “Well… he did convince me of the importance.”

      Jonathan stepped aside as his companion cleared his throat behind them. “Where are my manners? Emilia, I’ve brought someone with me. Someone you might remember.”

      As her brother moved aside, Emilia saw Gavin standing there grinning at her. He swept off his hat and bowed low. She hadn’t recognized him at first. His face was clean-shaven and he was in his officer’s uniform.

      “Gavin,” she breathed. “You’re here?”

      “I thought your brother could use an escort.”  He glanced at her brother, then his eyes locked onto hers. “Besides, I thought we needed a formal introduction.”

      She smiled back. And her pulse was beating much too fast for her own good.

      The three of them had a lot to catch up on, but mostly her heart was all over the place as this unexpected reuniting with the handsome southern soldier she’d been thinking about every day for two months now.

      And she realized that there was good in everything. Even in this war that brought so much nonsensical destruction.
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