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      As Arabella Becquerel unfolded the letter in her hands, the faded parchment paper crinkled beneath her fingertips. She slid her toes out of her black pumps. Then glancing at the attorney watching her as he finished up a phone call at his desk across the room, slid her foot back into her shoe.

      She was confused by the formality of her great-grandmother Vaughn’s estate attorney. When her great-grandfather Jonathan died fourteen months ago, the estate had seamlessly passed to her great-grandmother. That was when Arabella learned that Jonathan had put everything he owned in Vaughn’s name before they were even married – before his last deployment to Vietnam.

      After Jonathan had died peacefully in his sleep at the age of eighty-four, the light had gone out of her great-grandmother’s eyes. Arabella was convinced that Vaughn had died of a broken heart. Takotsubo cardiomyopathy.

      Arabella’s cell phone blinked with a text message. She glanced at her phone resting next to her on the plush dark brown sofa.

      How much longer?

      Her fiancé, Matthew Caldwell Jennings, III, had been miffed when she’d asked him to wait in the lobby. Even though she was engaged to be married to him and he was an attorney to boot, it hadn’t felt right to have him there when the attorney went over Vaughn’s estate.

      It was something Arabella wanted – needed – to do alone.

      Ignoring Matthew’s impatience, she opened the letter and blinked back a fresh wave of tears as she recognized her great-grandmother’s handwriting.

      My dearest Arabella,

      Right about now, you’re going to be wondering at the mystery surrounding my estate.

      Arabella would have smiled under other circumstances. Instead, she swallowed the lump in her throat. Taking a deep breath, she continued reading.

      There are things – so many things – I haven’t told you. As you read this letter, you’ll have a better understanding about why I worked so hard to instill a love of history in you. Why history is so interwoven in our shared blood.

      Arabella’s eyes blurred with moisture and she put a hand over her eyes. Her throat burned as a sob escaped her fragile self-control. Her tears fell on the paper and smudged the ink of Vaughn’s signature at the bottom of letter. Arabella gasped when she noticed her tears on the paper. She wiped at the letter, but only succeeded in smudging the ink and blurring Vaughn’s words.
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      Turn right in one hundred feet.

      Arabella turned onto what looked more like a footpath than a road. “Seriously?” She muttered to herself.

      Having grown up in the urban world of Baton Rouge, Louisiana, it was baffling that her great-grandmother had lived here in the countryside outside of Natchez until taking Arabella to raise thirty years ago. It was only more baffling that Arabella didn’t know this until after her great-grandmother’s death.

      She pulled up in front of the house and turned off the motor. The house was a quintessential antebellum mansion. Huge pillars lined the balcony that ran along the whole outside edge of the house. Tall French windows/doors ran from floor to ceiling. The white paint was fresh and spring flowers spilled from pots on the veranda. Unbeknownst to Arabella until three weeks ago, her grandparents had paid a neighbor to keep the house up.

      For thirty years.

      Her great-grandmother, it seemed, had a surreptitious talent in financial matters.

      Her heart ached as she walked up the steps to stand at the front door. She was pretty sure she was the reason her grandparents had moved from here to Baton Rouge, though the reason was lost somewhere within the smudged words of Vaughn’s letter to her.

      Holding the key in her hand, she hesitated. It was surreal that this house now belonged to her.

      She gasped as the door opened, her feet frozen as she fought the urge to run back to the safety of her car. Who could be here in this abandoned house?

      A man, maybe mid-sixties, opened the door and grinned at her. “You must be Arabella.”

      “Yes.” She managed to keep her feet planted securely in place. And put what she hoped passed for a smile on her face.

      “I’m Jerry.”

      Ah. The caretaker. “You live here then?”

      His eyes widened sheepishly. “Only temporarily. My house flooded out and I needed a place to stay while I basically rebuilt it. My wife is staying with her sister in Jackson. It didn’t seem right for us both to be living here.”

      “It’s quite alright,” Arabella assured him. “A house breathes better with someone inside.”

      He sighed with relief. “I didn’t get a chance to run it by your great-grandmother on account of her taking sick and all.” He lowered his eyes. “I sure am sorry to hear of her passing.”

      Arabella swallowed the lump in her throat and said the words that were expected. By now they were automatic. “Thank you. It means a lot to me for you to say so.”

      “Come on in here.” Jerry opened the door wide for her to follow him inside.

      She stepped into the foyer onto the polished mahogany floor reflecting light from the chandelier above. An odd sense of familiarity swept through her.

      She walked to a nearly black rosewood grandfather clock standing next to the staircase and studied its faded dial. The case was decorated with ornate columns. The clock’s face wore a jagged rip between the Roman numerals six and seven.

      She opened the little glass door and ran her fingertips along the rip.

      “I apologize. What?” She realized Jerry was talking, but instead of turning toward him, she kept her gaze on the clock. It was silent. “Is it broken?”

      “Oh no. That scar’s been there since the Civil War.”

      “No. The clock. It isn’t ticking.”

      “It’s over two hundred years old, but I don’t think it’s broken. It needs winding, but I don’t know where the key is.”

      Arabella tugged on a platinum chain she wore around her neck and pulled a key from beneath her sweater. She swept the chain over her head, inserted the key, and wound the clock.

      “How did you…?” Jerry stopped talking and stood silently as she closed the glass door and the clock began to tick.

      “Much better.” She said, looking around now. “You were saying?”

      “Never mind. If you’re going to be staying for awhile, I can make other arrangements.”

      She turned and met his gaze. “There’s no need for that. It’s a big house. You’ll hardly even know I’m here.”

      She went up the stairs and stopped on the landing to look out the wavy glass of the eight-foot-high window. The evening sun drifted over the tall pine trees that started a few yards past the lawn. Someone, probably Jerry, kept the lawn manicured. She placed one hand on the thick indigo French brocade draperies tied back on either side. Leaning her forehead against the smooth wooden frame, she rested her eyes.

      Her great-grandmother Vaughn had always been prone to flights of fancy. Since Arabella was a child, she had told her tales of the south when the south was in its prime. When men and their ladies attended grand balls, waltzing beneath the moonlight.

      What she hadn’t told Arabella was that she owned a southern antebellum home. This was no doubt where Jonathan had come when he’d gone on hunting trips. Hunting trips that didn’t seem to involve any hunting.

      Yet her great-grandmother stayed away from here and went to extremes to keep Arabella away.

      Jerry followed her up the stairs. “Miss Arabella. There’s something else.”

      Turning, she looked at Jerry who was rubbing the beard on his chin. “What is it?” She smiled. He seemed like a nice man, but he was a nervous sort. “What is it Jerry?”

      “Before my house flooded, I’d started renovating the bedrooms. About the time I got everything pulled out, my house flooded, so I haven’t gotten back to it. I have some neighbors willing to help if need be, but the renovations are taking longer than I expected. So I’m sleeping in one of the rooms upstairs.”

      “Okay,” Arabella said and continued upstairs.

      “So there really isn’t any place for you to sleep.”

      She stopped, looking down the stairs at him. “It’s okay. I’ll make do.” She went upstairs and peeked into each bedroom, one by one. Just as Jerry had warned, the bedrooms were in disarray. All the furniture and art work had been moved into one room. One daybed had been left accessible and the bedding had been left thrown back and a little 12-inch television sat balanced on a chair next to the bed. This was obviously where Jerry was sleeping.

      In the remaining rooms, the floors and light fixtures were covered in plastic, the windows and wall outlets were lined with painter’s tape, and all the doors had been removed. One room had a set of sawhorses set up and a table saw and other tools as well as planks of wood to replace sections that were damaged.

      “These are serious renovations.” Without turning, she knew he was behind her, waiting in the hallway.

      “I know.” His voice held notes of apology. “Miss Vaughn met me in town before she took ill. She wouldn’t come near the house, but I showed her pictures of what needed to be done. She knew every inch of this house.”

      “It’s a travesty she didn’t come back here.”

      “Yeah, do you know what happened?”

      “I wish I did,” Arabella said. “Would you be a dear and find me some bedding? I’ll sleep in the parlor.”

      When he went off to search for bedding, she blew out her breath and walked through the master bedroom. She fervently wished that she could have spent time here with her great-grandparents, Jonathan and Vaughn. The true reason of why they never brought her here and why Vaughn never came near the house may forever be a mystery.

      This was her house now and she intended to live here. Eventually.

      But… there was much to be done first.

      As she turned from the room, she noticed a storm brewing in the distance. The dark clouds were banked among the tips of the tall oak trees.

      A flash of lightening was followed seconds later by a rumble of thunder. She shivered.
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      Colonel Augustus Townsend stood on the veranda of the plantation house and watched as his men turned what had been immaculate grounds into a Confederate camp replete with tents, fires, and horses everywhere.

      They’d ridden hard for three days. The horses needed to rest. The Union forces were tightening their ranks around Vicksburg. Augustus needed to get his men there before the fighting started, but they were still a full four day’s march out.

      Augustus was Southern through and through. He’d grown up in the South and with the exception of three years at West Point, he’d lived his entire life in the south. His job as a soldier was to protect the people of the south – his people. As far as he was concerned, that was the whole point of this damnable war.

      Behind the house looked like a refugee camp. As they passed through small towns and farms on their northern trek from New Orleans to Vicksburg, he saw it as his duty to warn the people that the war was coming to their doorstep.

      Most of the war was to their east - Atlanta, West Virginia - he’d give them that, but the war was here, too. Without soldiers to protect them, the people would be exposed. He encouraged them to follow his troops to Vicksburg. Once they were safely there, he and General Pemberton’s men together, could defeat the enemy. On the ground of their choosing.

      In the hour since their arrival, Augustus had determined that this house belonged to Charles and Erika Becquerel. Charles was fighting – somewhere - and his wife had gone to stay for the duration of the war in New Orleans with her sister-in-law.

      Nonetheless, the house was teaming with people. The Becquerels appeared to be his kindred spirits. They turned no one away from their door, including the servants that they had set free.

      He’d told the older black man, Villars, that they should pack their necessary things and go to Vicksburg. He’d said they would consider it. Thirty minutes later, the house was rife with people carrying who-knew-what here and there.

      One thing he’d learned in his travels as a soldier – there was no accounting for what people deemed necessary items.
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      “The Yankees are coming!”

      Arabella stirred on the couch in the parlor. She was dreaming a most peculiar dream.

      “Mistress, get up, the Yankees are coming.”

      Arabella opened her eyes and stared into the deep brown eyes of a dark skinned young woman wearing a long dress and scarf wrapped around her head.

      With a quick glance around the room, she realized she was in the parlor of the house bequeathed to her by her great-grandparents.

      Her host, Jerry, hadn’t said he was having visitors, but then Arabella hadn’t asked.

      The look in the woman’s wide eyes, though, was nearly hysterical.

      “What Yankees?” Arabella sat up, pulling the blanket securely around her shoulders.

      “Mistress, I ain’t knowing who you are, but it don’t make no never mind. We’s packing up now and we be leaving at first light.”

      Perhaps the woman had some type of psychosis. Arabella saw this kind of thing from time to time in her work at the hospital. Unfortunately, Arabella didn’t have any Haldol with her.

      Someone scurried past, behind them. It was then that Arabella noticed that the woman standing over her wasn’t the only person showing signs of hysteria. Men, women, and children, black and white, were rushing to and fro carrying items of dubious content around the house.

      “It looks disorganized.” She muttered to herself.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn ya.” The woman turned and hurried off toward the foyer.

      Arabella sat in awe as she watched the people rushing about. All she could think was that they were in serious need of triage training. She wondered if anyone knew what anyone else was doing.

      She needed to find Jerry to see what was going on. Perhaps this was part of the renovation process. If so, it certainly explained why it was taking so long. Longer than expected, he’d said.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. She’d forgotten to call Matthew, her fiancé, last night to let him know that she’d arrived safely.

      It was just as well. Her phone was barely charged and the words No Service made it clear that she wouldn’t be calling anyone.
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      Augustus needed sleep. He had no one to blame but himself for his lack thereof. After all, he’d been the one to encourage the people to pack up and go with them. Between the people running up and down the hallway, chattering about this and that, and moving of trunks, it was as loud outside his bedroom as it was in a tent with his men preparing for battle.

      Besides, a commanding officer would never sleep while his men readied for battle.

      Augustus groaned and climbed out of the most comfortable bed he’d lain in since he’d left home two years ago to fight in this war.

      He pulled on his trousers and a white shirt. After tucking in his shirt, he pulled on his boots and tightened the laces. One of the frayed pieces snapped. Without a hitch, he tied the two ends together, adding another knot to his laces. He’d given his army-issued extra pair of laces to one of his men weeks ago.

      By the time he was dressed, much of the hubbub in the hallway had subsided. He’d hardly reached the top of the stairs, when the elderly man, Villars, that he’d spoken to earlier, seemed to step from the shadows.

      “Can I get something for you, Sir?” Villars leaned on his cane.

      “No. No. I heard the commotion and thought I could be of assistance.”

      “Oh yes sir. The people are a mite anxious to be ready to go with you all first thing in the morning.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Augustus took a step.

      “I should be down there myself, but my old knees don’t hold up on these stairs no more. Once I get up here for bed, I try not go back down ‘til morning.”

      “Can I help you down?”

      “Oh no, Sir. I couldn’t impose.” Villars shook his head.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Augustus held out his arm. “Come on.”

      “If you insist, though it’s not fitting.”

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      Villars laid his hand on Augustus’ arm and with Augustus taking most of his weight, they made it down to the landing, Villars rested a couple of minutes, then they started down the second part of the stairway.

      “I need to rest another minute.” Villars sat down five steps from the bottom. “These old knees ain’t worth a darn anymore.”

      After helping the older man sit, Augustus leaned back against the railing and noticed that he had a good view into the parlor.

      He saw a young lady standing in front of the fireplace. He’d been told the mistress of the house was in New Orleans. He hadn’t been informed of any other ladies in the house. Just from her silhouette, he could see that she was a well-bred lady. But she wore what looked like denim trousers and a man’s blue undershirt.

      The war created some strange things. But Augustus certainly wasn’t complaining. The clothing outlined her lithe body quite nicely. As she turned and leaned over to pick up the fireplace poker and stirred up the flames, Augustus gasped. The lady was not only well-bred, she was beautiful.

      He hadn’t noticed that Villars was standing up again and had taken his arm. The elderly man turned and followed his gaze.

      “Ready?” Augustus asked absently, keeping his eyes on the girl.

      When the man didn’t respond, Augustus looked over at him. Villars was still as a statue as he stared at the lady in the parlor.

      Except for the man’s fingers digging into his arm, Augustus would have thought Villars had turned to stone.

      “Are you alright?”

      The man’s eyes bulged. Augustus shook him gently. “Villars? Are you well?”

      “No sir,” Villars said in a whisper.

      The girl must have heard them. The poker still her hand, she turned and looked at them. They must have looked quite a sight – the tall sturdy soldier and the frail black man clutching his arm, both staring wide-eyed at her.

      Her eyes focused on Augustus.

      “I apologize, ma’am.” Augustus forced his eyes away from her briefly, then back. It was impolite to stare, but looking at her was like looking at a beautiful painting. “I didn’t know there was a lady here.”

      She didn’t answer, but instead placed her free hand on the mantle.

      Villars drew in a sharp intake of breath and straightened to his full height. “Miss Arabella.”
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      Arabella tore her gaze from the handsome man standing on the stairs to the frail black man leaning against him.

      Her name whispered by him floated across the room.

      She frowned. The man looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

      Her eyes snapped back to the younger man. He was about her age, maybe just over thirty. Short dark hair. Clean shaven. A white shirt loose at the collar.

      His gaze was pinned to hers. The black man slid down and sat on the stairs, putting his hands over his face.

      Someone knocked on the front door. When Arabella didn’t move to answer it, the man glanced around, then went to answer it himself.

      Arabella couldn’t see into the foyer, but their voices carried.

      “Colonel Townsend?”

      “Yes?”

      “Sir I have news. May we speak privately?”

      The front door closed and she could hear their muffled voices coming from the front veranda. Colonel? The man must be in the military then. He wasn’t wearing a uniform, but of course he wouldn’t be in uniform in the middle of the night.

      Arabella had never had any interest in politics. She didn’t have a TV, didn’t read a newspaper, and rarely listened to the radio. The only news she got was through an app on her phone. Was there a war going on that she didn’t know about? An invasion of some kind?

      Her great-grandmother Vaughn’s influence often sent her down a fanciful line of thinking, but she batted the irrational thoughts off like flies.

      Arabella Becquerel’s life was grounded in scientific logic.

      Until three weeks ago, she had done little other than eat, sleep, and breath psychology. In fact, she couldn’t remember ever having had a conversation with her fiancé that didn’t involve something related to psychology. She’d try in vain to listen when he talked about law, but she was pretty sure her eyes glazed over with disinterest at least half the time.

      Arabella turned and put the poker back in its stand. In the hour or so since she’d woken to chaos, things had quietened somewhat.

      With the exception of the black man sitting on the stairs, staring at her again, everyone had disappeared, perhaps to sleep after their miserable attempt to triage whatever travel they were preparing for.

      She’d heard the word Yankees more than once, but decided it was either some role play thing at best or a Folie a deux at worst. Whatever it was, she chose to stay uninvolved. She was only here to become acquainted with and begin making decisions about the property secretly owned by the grandparents who raised her.

      The frail older man stood up and, using his cane, made his way toward her. He stopped a couple of feet in front of her. Arabella looked into his eyes, wise with age.

      “Arabella. You’ve come back to us.”
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      Augustus stood in front of his second in command. “We have to stay here.”

      “What? We can’t.” The soldier straightened and cleared his throat. “I apologize. I mean, Sir. What about Vicksburg?”

      “No need to apologize, Beau. It’s out of my hands. Vicksburg will have to wait. Unfortunately, we need to batten down here. It seems the Federals have stopped at the port and dumped a regime of soldiers off to hit Vicksburg from the east. We’re sitting right in their path.”

      Beau’s adam apple bobbed. “Yes sir.”

      “At ease, Beau. I’m gonna need you with me on this. Since I’m the only doctor here, I may be otherwise occupied if there are wounded.”

      Before he caught himself, Beau’s lips twitched up at the prospect of assuming command of their soldiers. Augustus sighed. Did the young never tire of pursuing the thrill of glory?  “Go on,” He said, his voice weary. “Get the men up so we can give them the news.”

      Beau turned and started around toward the back of the house where the soldiers had pitched their tents. The young soldier had a lightness in his step that Augustus hadn’t seen in months.

      Augustus just wanted to go home. To have this war over and return to his family in Jefferson county. He was so close now. Even though he was next to the wide Mississippi River, the air smelled more like home than any he’d breathed in months. There was still a chance he could take a few days to slip home to see his folks. Augustus was having trouble remembering a world where there was no war. The country would be permanently scared now. He only hoped that in two hundred years, this folly would still be remembered. Otherwise, so many lives would have been lost in vain.

      His brother was somewhere – Gettysburg fighting his own battle for the south. His father had died before this war even started. Augustus could only pray that the women-folk were getting along without them.

      Augustus ran a hand through his hair and looked back at the house. So many lives upended from this damnable war. Take this family, for instance. The husband was off fighting and the wife was displaced.

      All Augustus wanted to do was to get home, find a wife and have some children. Practice medicine. And live a normal life.

      His attention was drawn to a window of the house. Someone was staring out into the darkness. It was the young lady he’d seen standing near the fireplace. She was silhouetted by the lantern in the background. His heart did a little stutter. She was beautiful. In fact, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. It had been years – since the war started - since he’d been interested in talking with a female. But this woman…

      He wanted to talk to her. To find out if she was as beautiful up close as she was from a distance. To find out if she could hold an engaging conversation.

      Even before the war, he had given up on finding someone who was both interesting to talk to and delightful to look at. So much so that he’d thrown himself into his studies and given up pursuit of a wife - to the chagrin of his mother.

      He pulled his gaze away from her and walked around to the back of the house to inform his men of the change in plans.

      The war was making him addled.

      Now was not the time to be thinking of finding a wife.
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      Arabella’s training was automatic. “Please. Let me help you sit.” When he didn’t protest, she led the frail man to the nearest sofa and helped him sit. “Do we know each other?”

      The man blinked, looked into her eyes, and seemed to regain some of his senses. “Of course not. My name is Villars.”

      Arabella held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you Villars.”

      He looked at her hand, then back to her face, his eyes wide.

      She smiled encouragingly, trying to put him at ease. He put his fingers lightly against hers, and bent his head over the back of her hand, then released her hand.

      “Welcome home,” he said.

      “Thank you.” Arabella wasn’t sure how to take this man. Perhaps he was merely from an older generation with outdated customs, but somehow he seemed to know about her. Perhaps Jerry had told him. “Do you know where Jerry is?”

      “Jerry?” The word sounded strange on his lips. His gaze met hers again with an intensity that reminded Arabella of a fortune teller Vaughn had taken her to one time in New Orleans. The memory still sent shivers down her spine.

      Time is an illusion. The fortune teller had looked up from her crystal ball to peer into Arabella’s eyes. For you more so than others.

      Arabella, thirteen years old at the time, had giggled until she saw her great-grandmother’s stricken expression.

      The fortune teller gazed into the ball again. I see… destruction… I see… The fortune teller frowned. Your father’s life… is in peril.

      Arabella had scoffed. Her parents had died shortly after her birth.

      The fortune teller had closed her eyes. Swayed. Then opened her eyes and stared at Arabella as though she’d seen a ghost. Leave me. I never want to see you again.

      Her great-grandmother had taken Arabella by the hand and dragged her from the fortune teller’s tent. They had never talked about it again.

      Arabella shook off the memory. It had been so long ago. Yet, she had never shaken the feeling of foreboding she’d felt leaving that tent.

      “How do you know me?” She whispered, her voice catching.

      The black man straightened his shoulders. “Your mother, Mistress Ericka, lives here.”
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      Augustus trudged back to the house. His men were disappointed and rightly so. After weeks of futility, they’d been looking forward to having a purpose. Protecting Vicksburg had given them something worthwhile to look forward to.

      Instead, they were forced to batten down here and focus on protecting themselves from attack.

      Such was the way of war.

      In the meantime, Augustus found himself distracted by the beautiful young lady in the parlor. Villars had had a strange reaction to her. Almost like he recognized her, but it had been more like he’d seen a ghost. He called her Arabella. Was she a ghost then? Someone he’d known who had passed away and now reappeared?

      Augustus shivered. He shook his head. It was more likely that he hadn’t seen her in quite some time.

      Besides, Villars was quite old and had trouble getting around. Perhaps his memory had lapsed.

      Augustus went up the back stairs, shook the dirt off his boots, and went inside the back door. It was dark inside the house now and he made his way toward the stairway guided by moonlight and the muted glow from the fireplace.

      When he reached the stairway, he stopped and looked to the left into the parlor. The pull was too strong for him to resist. He sat on the bottom step, untied his boots and slipped them off. Wearing only his socks, holes and all, he quietly padded over to the sofa to see if the girl was there.

      His breath came in sharply when he saw her. She was asleep on the sofa, tucked beneath a blanket. He stepped closer and bent over to better see her. She looked real enough. Her slow steady breath belied any possibility that she was a ghost.

      He didn’t know how it was even possible, but she was more beautiful up close than from a distance. Her dark hair splayed across the pillow and his fingers itched to sweep aside a strand that lay across her cheek. Her full red lips were slightly parted in sleep and her dark lashes lay against flawless porcelain skin.

      Augustus had never experienced love at first sight and typically scoffed at the whole idea, but he couldn’t ignore the unfamiliar twist in his gut or the dryness in his mouth. He wanted to touch her so badly it was painful.

      The beauty of southern women was known around the world as unsurpassed, and Augustus had met his share of beauties. But this one overshadowed them all.

      She stirred and he jerked back. It would be difficult to explain standing over her. In fact, she would probably never speak to him due to his forward and ungentlemanly behavior.

      Leaving her, he went back to the stairway and made his way up to his room.

      Now that the house was quiet, perhaps he could get some sleep. Tomorrow he and his men would be up at first light to begin preparing the house to be a fortress. Especially now that he had Arabella to protect, he would do whatever it took to make sure they were safe from the Yankees.
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      Arabella opened her eyes and gazed into the shadows. She was alone with only the embers of the fire in the hearth.

      She’d been dreaming then. She’d sensed someone standing over her. Pulling the blanket under her chin, she gazed into the fireplace.

      Her great-grandmother would have a fanciful explanation, but Arabella would have none of it. Dreams were merely her brain’s efforts to prune itself of unneeded cells. Housekeeping of the mind. Her scientific studies had stripped any fanciful notions her great-grandmother had given her growing up and left her with streamlined, no nonsense thinking. Neurons and hormones. The brain only did what it was told.

      Nonetheless, she couldn’t deny the sensation that someone had stood over her.

      I don’t believe in ghosts.

      If she did believe in ghosts, this house would be the place to see them.

      Villars’ words played in her head. Your mother, Ericka lives here.

      Her great-grandmother had spoken often of Arabella’s mother – Ericka. She shivered. Ericka had died when Arabella was an infant. Of course she didn’t live here.

      It was nonsense.

      The man was old and had some difficulties with his memory. It was common at his age and nothing to be concerned about.

      Arabella was exhausted. She rarely slept this much. As a psychologist, she was used to the erratic schedule of the ER where she worked. She thrived in the fast-paced environment and caught sleep where she could.

      But for some reason she was feeling exhausted lately, especially since arriving here at the house.

      It’s stress. Between the death of her great-grandmother, learning that she owned a southern plantation house built in the 1800s, and the drive up to Natchez, she’d had a lot to deal with in three weeks. It was perfectly normal to feel stressed. After her great-grandfather, Jonathan had died last year, Arabella had taken a week off from work. Other than helping her great-grandmother with arrangements and things at home, Arabella had slept more than usual then too.

      Sleep was a perfectly normal stress reaction.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow, she told herself, she would have ample time to sort through everything. The first thing on her list was to move some of the furniture back into a bedroom upstairs. Even though she was accustomed to catching sleep at the hospital in the break room they had set aside for physicians and other critical staff, but sleeping on a couch in the middle of this unusual chaos was definitely not her first choice.

      And tomorrow she would determine what was going on in the world that required a handsome military officer to be here.

      He’s probably just part of the shared psychosis.
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      Augustus worked side by side with his men. After they dropped another tree, he took a moment to watch the sun coming up. Dawn was his favorite time of day. He liked watching the world ever so slowly wake up. Of course, since the war started, there was always the possibility that the day could bring destruction and death.

      Augustus had more responsibility than he cared to think about. He was responsible not only for sending his men into battle, but also to mend them after they were wounded. The irony was not lost on him.

      He’d been a soldier first, then barely out of medical school when the war started. He’d then been quickly promoted because he was one of the few doctors who was also an officer. It had gone well, until he’d been sent on this latest mission to Vicksburg. He was supposed to simply lead the men there, then hand them over to Pemberton and go back to practicing medicine. Such was the way of best laid plans.

      A movement caught in the corner of his eyes had him turning his attention to the house. He shaded his eyes with a hand and squinted enough to see Arabella standing on the front steps. Her hands were on her hips as she gazed around. He watched as she went down the front steps of the house and walked around toward the back of the house. A couple of minutes later, she was back, still looking around as though she searched for something. What was she looking for?

      She was wearing the same outfit he’d seen her wearing last evening – the denim trousers and undershirt. A black woman came out onto veranda and said something to her he couldn’t make out. Arabella went back up the steps to follow the woman inside, but just before she went inside, she stopped and turned. Though it was hard to tell from this distance, Augustus was fairly certain her gaze was on his. He smiled.

      She promptly turned and went back inside.

      Augustus picked up a shovel and shook his head.

      “Who was that?” Beau asked.

      “I have no idea.” Augustus didn’t want the other men concerned with her.

      “Maybe you should find out.” Beau picked up his ax and split a log cleanly in two.

      Yes. My thoughts exactly.

      Augustus waited all of five minutes before he set off toward the house.
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      Arabella followed a voluptuous black woman wearing a long costume to the kitchen. The woman muttered while they walked, not pausing for an answer.

      “A lady ain’t got no call to be walking around out there with all them soldiers running about. Them soldiers probably ain’t seen no woman in months and most of ‘em probly ain’t ever seen a lady looks like you. Besides…” They had passed through the foyer and were heading into the back of the house. “you not wearing something you should be wearing. It just ain’t fittin.”

      “Sit,” the woman instructed when they reached the kitchen.

      Arabella sat at a little table and watched the woman fill a plate with biscuits, bacon, and eggs and set it on the table in front of her.

      “Eat.” The woman nodded at the food. “It just ain’t fittin. Them soldiers don’t got no manners and they be getting the wrong idea. But don’t nobody ever listen to Minny.”

      Deciding the woman’s name must be Minny, Arabella broke off a bite of biscuit and tasted. Her usual breakfast, if she ate at all, usually consisted of a quickly grabbed carton of yogurt. Not that she was opposed to a hearty breakfast. Arabella just didn’t like to waste calories on non-nutritional food that didn’t even taste good.

      The only person whose breakfast Arabella typically would eat was her great-grandmother’s. Since no one else could cook the way her great-grandmother could, Arabella stuck with nutritional foods.

      She broke off another bite and chewed.

      This biscuit tasted unexpectedly like Vaughn’s.

      Arabella swallowed and stared at the plate in front of her.

      Something was definitely odd.

      This morning she couldn’t find her overnight bag with her toothbrush, soap, and other toiletries. So she’d gone to her car to bring in her suitcase only to see no sign of her car. Stolen? Here, in the middle of nowhere?

      In fact, there had been no modern vehicles in sight. Just horses and a wagon.

      No cars. The costumes.

      Perhaps they were filming a movie. It was a plausible explanation. Except for the fact that she was the owner and she hadn’t given permission. Maybe Vaughn gave permission before…

      There was still the mystery of how her car had gotten moved. Arabella couldn’t find her handbag or her keys. She circled back around to her first thought that it had been stolen.

      Absently, she picked up a slice of bacon and bit into it. She closed her eyes. Geez this was good. Bacon was something else she only ate on rare occasions. It was so damn unhealthy. Why were the good things in life always the things that were so bad?

      Minny continued to talk. “And now we’s stuck here with those men for who knows how long. So much for getting out of here and to safety of the town.” She stopped long enough to raise a spoon in the air. “The good lord gonna have to look after us now.”

      Taking a deep breath and shutting off her racing thoughts while trying to ignore Minny’s discourse, Arabella dug into the breakfast. The black woman glanced at her and grinned to herself as she continued to mumble. “I likes a lady with an appetite. Ladies always worrying about their waistline. Don’t no man want no skinny girl. Haven’t seen a lady with this good an appetite since…” Minny paused in mid-sentence, holding her spoon in one hand, the other hand on her hip, and stared at Arabella.

      Arabella stopped eating long enough for a sip of water. She smiled at Minny. “This is good. Thank you.” She hadn’t realized she was hungry. But then working in the ER, she’d learned to ignore hunger cues.

      Minny narrowed her eyes at Arabella and turned back to the stove. Thankful for the quietness, Arabella finished her breakfast in peace. Last night, someone, perhaps Minny herself, had warned her that they needed to leave. Now she’d just been told that they would be staying.

      Not that Arabella planned to go anywhere anyway just yet. She wiped her hands on the cloth napkin and pulled her phone out of her pocket. Still no service. And only twenty-six percent battery left. She turned her phone off, something she never did, in order to conserve power.

      Maybe there was a television around here. She needed to check the news. If anyone knew, Minny would. She appeared to have a pulse on things. “Do you have a TV?” Arabella glanced around the kitchen, but didn’t see anything other than cookware and stacks of flour and potatoes.

      Minny looked at her again, over her shoulder, eyes wide. Then turned her gaze back to the dough she was kneading. She mumbled to herself, but Arabella couldn’t make out her words.

      Perhaps a better idea was to find a landline and call the sheriff’s department. At the very least, she needed to know what, if anything, was going on around here. Especially since she hadn’t seen Jerry all morning. Maybe he was part of a scam and had just allowed her to assume he was the caretaker with permission to be here.

      Deciding that searching for Jerry was the most logical first step in figuring out what was happening around here, Arabella left Minny and the kitchen behind to set off upstairs.

      As she reached the stair landing, the clock chimed six times. The delicate chimes were soothing. She knocked on the first bedroom door on the left where Jerry had set up a sleeping area. When there was no answer, she knocked again and called his name. Still no answer.

      She pushed the door open slowly and peeked inside the room.

      Though she froze and her hand dropped from the knob, the door continued to swing open.

      Arabella stared into the room, her mind blank with shock. This
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