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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  COME BACK, MY LOVE





  Olivia is a teacher in 2005 and decides to be a part of the civil war re-enactment with her friend, Sara and boyfriend Joseph. When the locket her mother gave her “to find her true love” sends her back in time to the real Civil War period.




  Prentice Angelle is a surgeon helping with the casualties of the war. He finds Olivia in the middle of the battlefield treats her head wound and gets her to his home, Lakeland, where his sister lives.




  Come Back, My Love is a story of hardships and triumphs in a time of war. Olivia struggles to live in another time so different from her own. Prentice and Olivia get the chance to be together and plan on a future together, but will time become their enemy?




  Ms. Rochester’s tale has all the elements of a great time -travel. The way she describes the scenery makes me feel as though I live there. I felt all the emotions while reading this book, frightened, happy, sad, and jealous. I could not quit reading until I finished this incredible book. I was riveted feeling glued to my chair. The characters feel so real, as though I know them. This is one time-travel I will definitely keep! Time travel lovers will rejoice in Ms. Rochester’s Come Back, My Love. I know I did!




  ~~Reviewed by Jenifer for Coffee Time Romance




  Reviewer for Karen Find Out About New Books




  ~~The heroine bears the name of my great, great grandmother as does my sister. It is with much love that I dedicate this book to her—Flavia Olivia Rochester Wright—a real live heroine. She is the epitome of courage and compassion and my constant source of inspiration.~~




  Chapter 1




  Port Hudson, Louisiana




  March, 2005




  No one should die on a day like today. God made days like this for living.




  Olivia Montgomery glanced across the Civil War battlefield, empty except for shadows cast by wind-swept clouds. The bright sun offered hope for a warmer day, but for now, the brisk March wind held a chill. Smoke from campfires and the sound of waking voices from nearby woods fueled her sense of adventure.




  “Wait up, Olivia.”




  Joseph Underwood, all six foot two of him, ran toward her. His clean, pressed, gray uniform showed no sign of wear, and definitely no sign of battle. Gold braiding around the cuffs and on the forearms of his jacket complimented the ornate hilt of his saber. Down the front of his jacket, a double row of brass buttons glistened in the sun.




  He slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her to him. “You look beautiful,” he said, giving her a quick kiss, “but your sense of direction stinks. The battle is that-a-way.” He pointed toward the parade ground.




  Olivia stepped back. She smiled and smoothed the bodice of her lavender costume. “I wondered when a handsome Lieutenant was going to join me,” she said, tucking a loose strand of long blonde hair back into her French twist.




  Laugh lines creased the corners of his light, brown eyes. They sparkled every bit as brilliantly as his brass buttons. Flecks of premature gray dotted sandy hair that fell in loose curls about a boyish face.




  “I’d have been here sooner, but I couldn’t leave until my relief showed up.”




  Olivia had met Joseph last year while on a field trip with her American History students to Port Hudson. As curator of the museum, he conducted the tour and entertained her class with stories about the siege. A friendship developed, and they began dating.




  “So, where are you going?” he asked.




  “Fort Desperate. From those redoubts, I get a real sense of the skirmishes.”




  “Hmm, and it’s secluded, too.” He curled his mouth into a mischievous grin.




  “You never give up, do you?”




  “No, it’s not in me to surrender.”




  “Even if you’re losing the war?” she said in lighthearted banter.




  “We’ll see about that.” His eyes lingered on her face. “Where’s Sara?”




  “Over there.” Olivia motioned to a group of women in costume at the far end of the field. “My roommate insisted on moving closer to the action. You know Sara, always on the prowl.”




  “Nothing wrong with that. I’m just glad she finally convinced you to join the reenactment, which by the looks of things will be starting soon.”




  A stream of Confederate soldiers spilled onto the battlefield and mustered into formation. Above their shoulders, bayoneted rifles rose high into the air. A lone flag bearer, banner unfurled and waving, scurried ahead of them, as much to keep from being trampled as to lead the charge. Not to be outdone, mounted officers with flowing sashes and raised sabers flaunted their bravery in sudden charges.




  Olivia winced at the shrill cries of rebel yells. The sounds evoked memories of the photographs in the museum—mangled bodies strewn across the steep slopes and shallow creeks of the surrounding terrain.




  “Maybe we shouldn’t glorify such tragedy,” Olivia said. “Besides, most of the fighting took place in the ravines, not in this open area.”




  “Then where would we seat all the tourists? So we fudged a little on location; it’s going to work.” He drew his pistol, crouched and took aim at an imaginary enemy.




  Although the dreadful images lingered in her mind, Olivia found Joseph’s excitement contagious. “You’re right. I need to get with it—get into character. By the way, who am I?”




  “Who else? Scarlett.”




  “Hmm, I don’t think so. That’s a role for Sara. I’m more of a Melanie.”




  “Well, Mellie dear, don’t look now, but the enemy just arrived.”




  On the opposite end of the field, squads of Yankees assembled, their dark blue uniforms a marked divergence from the soft gray of the Confederates. Amid grunts, groans and shouts, they rolled cannons into place, loaded rifles, and attached bayonets, all in preparation for the bloody confrontation.




  “Oh, Joseph, it looks so real, like stepping back in time.”




  He nodded. “I told you. Teaching American History is one thing, but living it...well, you’ll see.”




  “Let’s hope the battle isn’t too real,” she said, recalling gruesome stories written by soldiers who survived the lengthy siege. “Imagine the stench of rotting flesh under a hot June sun.”




  “You do have a vivid imagination. Aside from a little fake blood, I doubt anyone plans on stinking up his uniform.” Joseph laughed. “And we don’t have to worry about a hot sun.”




  “That’s another thing. The actual siege took place during the summer and—”




  “Look at us, Livy. Would you want to wear these costumes in a hundred-degree heat? So what if this is March? We’re not changing what happened, just when.”




  However pleasant the weather, she didn’t like the idea of altering history. As she watched the preparations, a lone Confederate soldier caught her attention—a tall man who stood apart from the troops, seemingly occupied with the contents of a shoulder bag. When he glanced over her shoulder, her gaze followed his. She saw nothing. After fastening the flap on his bag, he headed in her direction.




  “We don’t have much time,” Joseph said, “so we’d better put it in gear.”




  Together, they turned and hurried toward the path that led to Fort Desperate.




  Dangling jet earrings brushed her neck with each step, and an antique locket gently bumped against her breasts. She grabbed the gold heirloom and tucked it inside her dress.




  “Good move,” he said. “That’s a beautiful piece of jewelry. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to lose it.”




  The cold metal against her skin triggered memories of the day she received the keepsake. “No, I wouldn’t. My mother gave it to me just before she died. She said the locket has mystical powers and would lead me to my one true love. Do you believe in magic?” She studied his reaction.




  He flashed a dubious expression then threw open his arms. “Hey, it worked. I’m here.”




  She laughed. Then in a gentle voice she said, “Sorry, Joseph, you know how I feel.”




  “And you know how I relish a challenge.”




  She remembered the chain had tingled when it touched her skin but chalked it up to her mother’s power of suggestion. Now, as if to test it once again, she pressed the locket against her flesh. Nothing happened.




  “Magic or no magic, this piece of jewelry seemed perfect for my costume.”




  The path to Fort Desperate rambled alongside a deep ravine where she caught another glimpse of the tall stranger. He quickly vanished behind thick foliage. Though curious why the man chose to leave his troops, she said nothing to Joseph.




  Suddenly, the path took a steep plunge. “Whoa,” she cried out, sliding atop loose pea gravel.




  Joseph grabbed her arm. “Gotcha.”




  Thankful to still be upright, she drew a shaky breath. “Thanks. Maybe we should slow down.”




  “Can’t afford to. The rest of the trail shouldn’t pose any problems, but I’ll make sure.” Joseph strode down the trail and disappeared around a sharp bend.




  In the depths of the ravine, only slivers of light pierced the dense foliage. A patchwork of shadows covered the ground, helping to camouflage crevices sliced deep into the slopes. She edged closer to one of the narrow trenches. These fissures had historically provided places from which to ambush. For some, the clefts became shallow graves. This one harbored only tangled roots and cold, dead air. A chilling gust of wind swept up from the darkness and brushed against her face. She shivered and drew the shawl closer around her shoulders.




  Her hand raked along the rough bark of a majestic pine, and she wondered how many soldiers had died beneath its boughs. She stood musing on the past and lost track of time. She glanced at her wrist and chuckled at the thought of a digital watch in the l860’s. Hers lay in the console of Sara’s van.




  “Joseph, we don’t want to miss the start. I’m heading back.” He didn’t answer, so she called out once more, assuming he would soon catch up with her.




  When she reached the path to the parade ground, a sudden twinge pricked her neck. Had the locket’s chain tangled? She ran her hand under the links to free it and continued up the slope.




  Atop the ravine, a cannon perched precipitously near the edge. She didn’t remember seeing it on the way down. Its long barrel pointed toward the river, and a white plume of smoke billowed from its mouth. That seemed impossible. Had the cannon fired this close, the sound would have been deafening.




  She moved toward the armament, wanting to get a better look when gunfire sounded behind her. She spun around but saw nothing. Thinking the reenactment had started, she scurried up the path. To her amazement, the cannon which had loomed so large changed from a solid, iron mass to a quivering, black illusion and vanished before her eyes. Icy fingers raced down her spine.




  “How can—”




  “Yankees are firing! Get down!” someone shouted.




  Two men in Confederate uniforms charged past her and dove from the path into the ravine. One of the bayonets dug into the ground and twisted the rifle from the soldier’s hands. Then, like the cannon, the soldiers faded away.




  “Joseph, where in hell are you?” she screamed.




  Something hot pressed against her chest. Loosening the top buttons on her dress, she reached in and clutched the locket. It radiated heat. “Good, Lord!” she cried, snatching her hand away.




  Gunfire echoed from every direction. Wanting to escape the madness, she bolted up the steep incline. Halfway to the top, she froze.




  The cannon had reappeared, the menacing barrel pointed directly at her. A Confederate soldier stood alongside, a ramrod in his hand.




  My God, he’s going to fire it!




  He never got the chance. In the next instant, a projectile whistled overhead. Pieces of his boyish face sprayed into the air. His body crumpled to the ground.




  Her stomach wrenched. She clamped her hand over her mouth but couldn’t hold back the nausea. With hands braced against her knees, she bent over and heaved the bitterness from her throat.




  Afterwards, she wiped the tears from her eyes and tried to focus. A few feet away, a soldier stared up at her with lifeless eyes. Blood no longer flowed from the gaping hole in his neck. It lay pooled on the ground around him.




  She grabbed a sapling and pulled herself upright just as an artillery shell struck overhead into an embankment. Mud, leaves, and branches pelted her. Shell after shell rained down in thunderous explosions. She covered her ears to quell the deafening roar.




  “Stop it. This is all wrong. The fighting shouldn’t be here, not in the ravines. And why live ammunition?” With her heart pounding in her ears, she called out again, “Somebody, please help me!”




  No one answered.




  Caustic smoke filled her lungs and burned her eyes. In that acrid veil, a flame flickered above the cannon’s wick.




  The cannon. It was going to blow. She tried to will her body to run, but fear locked her muscles and she stumbled.




  Then, through the eerie haze and smoke, she saw him—the tall, broad-shouldered soldier she had seen earlier. Bursting from the mist with outstretched arms, he shouted, but the explosions drowned out his words.




  The soldier lunged and wrapped his arms around her just as the cannon fired. Heat from the blast stung her face, and the percussion tossed them like rag dolls from the path. They fell, down and down.




  She screamed. Sharp roots jabbed her back and briars ripped her hands and clothing. The back of her head slammed hard against a tree, and pieces of bark dug into her scalp.




  They tumbled over and over into what seemed like a bottomless pit. The soldier’s weight forced the air from her lungs. She gasped and sucked in fine grit that covered her teeth and tongue. The man’s fingers, like railroad spikes, dug into her waist and shoulder as he struggled to hold her. Arms of steel tightened around her, while the hilt of his sword jammed into her stomach.




  She finally drew in a deep breath of air as the slope leveled out and their bombastic fall subsided into a gentle roll. Lying still in a small, shallow creek, she no longer felt a burning sensation from her locket, only the touch of something cold against her skin. Every part of her body ached with pain. She lay perfectly still, afraid to move, content for the moment to find refuge in the arms of the stranger who had risked his life to save her.




  When she finally found the strength to lift her head from his chest, he loosened his hold on her. Confused and frightened, she clutched the sleeves of his uniform.




  “No, please, don’t leave me.”




  “I won’t,” he said, gently maneuvering her onto the ground beside him. “I’m a surgeon. I only want to help you.”




  His soft voice offered comfort, and something about it sounded familiar. She looked up at a beard-shadowed face framed by long, dark hair. But it was his eyes that captured her attention, brown pools swirling with compassion.




  In the next instant, she blinked and faced reality. None of this should have happened.




  “Are you insane?” she asked, not waiting for an answer. “Now’s not the time to play doctor. We need to get out of here. Who are you, really?” She watched a bewildered look cross his face.




  “Prentice Angelle, Ma’am. I was seeing to my men, when... He stopped and shook his head. “How in the world did you get here?”




  “Why, I—” She winced. A sharp pain shot through her head, and something warm oozed down her neck.




  Reaching back through her tangled hair, she fingered a gaping wound and remembered hitting the tree. A small, hard object protruded from the cut.




  “Ouch!” she yelped as she jerked out a piece of bark.




  Blood flowed freely from the gash.




  “Let me see.” He knelt beside her and examined her injury. “You’re going to need stitches.”




  “Oh, that’s just great! And I thought this was going to be fun. You can bet I won’t do this again.”




  He knitted his brow as if he didn’t understand.




  The back of her dress clung to her skin. The thought of it soaked in blood, sent another wave of nausea over her. She tried to stand. “Please, help me.”




  He took her hand and pulled her to her feet.




  Unable to maintain her balance, she swayed against him. “I don’t think I can walk. I’m too dizzy.”




  His strong, muscular arm encircled her waist. “I’ve got you.”




  “What went wrong?” she whispered, holding on to the lapels of his jacket. Her rubbery legs buckled.




  “Your being here is what’s wrong.”




  As he lifted her into his arms, everything spun around her.




  “But I’m a part of...” Her voice faltered. The flashes of light dimmed, and the cannon’s roar grew softer.




  Chapter 2




  A barrage of artillery boomed. Limbs snapped. Bark flew from trees. Prentice pulled the woman closer and shielded her with his body against the flying debris. Once the current assault subsided, he would carry her to his quarters and close the cut. Until then, he would keep pressure on the head wound.




  He took advantage of a lull in the bombardment to gather his shoulder bag beside him. Grabbing a handful of bandages, he pressed a dressing over the laceration. She grimaced when he tied a long strip of cloth around her head to hold the bandage in place, but she remained blessedly unconscious.




  His eyes lingered on his lovely casualty. Even with dirty, blood-soaked hair and a dress in shambles, her beauty captivated him. He wiped the streaks of mud from her face and allowed his fingers to caress her soft skin. From her forehead, down her thin, straight nose to her full and inviting lips, he found only superficial scratches. His hands moved quickly along her neck and arms then down her legs. A cursory exam revealed no swelling or broken bones, and the only bleeding came from the scalp wound.




  By late afternoon, the shelling stopped and the woods fell silent. He scooped her up into his arms and scaled the steep incline.




  Downed branches and fragments of grape shot from the cannons littered the landscape. He zigzagged around deep holes and dead soldiers torn apart by the projectiles. The gruesome obstacle course slowed his progress. He arrived at camp as the last light of day slipped beyond the trees.




  Upon reaching his quarters, the sound of a wagon rattling down the pocked road in front of his tent caught his attention. A wisp of a lad reined the horses to a stop. He jumped over the side and ran toward him.




  “Captain, we’ve got injured,” the young soldier shouted.




  “Then why stop here? Captain Milford’s on duty. I’ve been more than eighteen hours in the field.”




  “Yes, sir, I just thought since we passed your tent you would—” The boy’s mouth dropped open, and his eyes widened as he stared at the woman. “Where did she come from?”




  “That’s what I intend to find out.” Prentice glanced down at his patient. Her hair draped over his arm, and her head hung back at an awkward angle. When he boosted her body up against him, his wrist glistened with her blood.




  He stepped quickly to the wagon and surveyed the injured. “My Lord, get these men to Captain Milford. Maybe some of the poor souls will make it. Tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can.”




  The soldier snapped to attention, gave a quick salute, and climbed aboard. He cracked the reins, and the wagon lurched forward.




  Prentice carried the woman into his tent, laid her on a narrow cot, and rolled her onto her side. Grabbing a pan of water, some rags and his surgical kit, he knelt beside her. In the dim light of a lantern, he removed the bandage and carefully separated her hair. The jagged cut lay exposed.




  After he clipped the hair around the wound and removed several tiny pieces of bark, he squeezed water over the laceration to wash away any debris he might have missed. Then, he numbed the area with powdered opium and pushed the curved needle and silk thread through her flesh. When he finished tying off the last suture, he examined his handiwork. He could do nothing more for her.




  Entranced by her beauty, he continued to stare at her lovely face. Why here? Why now? A strange feeling crept over him, one he didn’t wish to entertain. Shaking the unsettling thoughts from his head, he gathered up his surgical supplies and carried them to the nearby table.




  * * * *




  Olivia stirred. In the semi-darkness, she focused on her surroundings. Smoke hung in the air like a dense fog. So pungent the odor, she could taste it. She was no longer in the ravine. A long pole with a ring near the top stood in the middle of the room. Material flowed down and out from the ring, reminiscent of the circular tents pitched at the encampments.




  As she slipped her hand beneath the bed, her fingers rubbed the rough wooden railing that supported her cot. Course bedding felt like sandpaper against her cheek, and the small pillow that cushioned her head reeked with a musty odor. She turned her face to avoid the smell and wished she hadn’t. The throbbing in her head intensified.




  The clinking of glass drew her attention to the man who pretended to be a surgeon. Still dressed in his Confederate uniform, he busied himself over a narrow table constructed of unfinished boards. Rags, bottles, and shallow pans cluttered the top. He selected several items and placed them into a black bag.




  “Prentice,” she mumbled, remembering his name.




  He turned at the sound of her voice and seemed surprised to find her watching him. “I’m glad to see you’re awake.”




  “What happened?” Her raspy voice sounded foreign to her ears, and swallowing hurt her throat.




  “That’s what I’d like to know.” He pulled the stool close to her bed and settled his long frame on the tiny supports.




  She looked up into eyes so dark they appeared black. Chestnut hair fell softly over his ears, touching his collar. Over his unshaven face, the shadow of a mustache framed thin lips smiling down at her. She guessed him close to her age, somewhere in his late twenties.




  “What are you doing here, and however did you manage to get to Fort Desperate?” he asked.




  “What do you mean?” She pointed to her costume then at his. “You know exactly why we’re here.”




  His eyebrows hiked with a question. “I know why I’m here, but you? You could have been killed. This is no place for a woman. That you have only a laceration to the back of your head is a miracle. The cut required several stitches, but I believe it will heal nicely.”




  She found it difficult to concentrate. Instead, she heard only the melodious sound of his voice. Oh, he’s good. He plays the part really well. Only when she repeated his words did the meaning sink in. She reached back. Her fingers bumped across the knotted sutures, and she shuddered.




  “Stitches? You stitched my head? In this filthy place? Who gave you consent to treat me? Why wasn’t I taken to an emergency room?” With each word, a sharp pain jabbed at her wound. The thought of him stitching her head made it hurt even more.




  “Emergency room? Please, Miss...” He paused, apparently waiting to learn her name.




  “My name is Olivia Montgomery. Why am I still here? Look, I need to find my friends, Joseph and Sara.”




  He stared at her in apparent disbelief. “There are others out there? I’m afraid I don’t know anything about them.”




  “That’s impossible. Help me to the parking lot. They’re probably waiting by Sara’s van, if they haven’t already organized a search party.” She heaved a sigh of disgust. “You can bet someone is going to have a lot of explaining to do.”




  “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand anything you’re saying. What do you mean by ‘parking lot’ and ‘van’?”




  “I don’t believe you,” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “Hear this. The show’s over. Are you going to get me out of here or not?”




  “Of course, I’m going to help you.”




  She started to get up from the cot, but he stopped her.




  “Please, not yet,” he said, placing his hand on her shoulder. “You need to take it easy or the bleeding might start again.”




  “This is nonsense. Stop with the charade, mister.”




  As she turned her head, she caught a whiff of his sleeve. He smelled of something wet and mildewed, like clothes left in a hamper for days. She stared hard at him. His uniform was nothing like the clean and pressed outfit Joseph wore. Besides the dirt from their fall, what looked to be old bloodstains and long-embedded grime covered his shirt and trousers.




  “No, this is all wrong,” she said, shaking her head in denial. She grimaced from the sudden movement and pressed her hand against her forehead to ease the pain. “What the hell is going on?”




  He stepped back. His expression seemed be one of shock at her use of profanity. “I realize you’re hurt and upset, but that’s what I’m trying to find out. Tell me what you remember.”




  “Like I said, I’m tired of playing your game. All I know is that I left my position to look around Fort Desperate. When I heard gunshots, I figured the reenactment must have started. Only the fighting wasn’t supposed to take place in that area. Everything just went crazy.” She reached out and grabbed his forearm. “Why on earth did they fire real ammunition?” Her voice bordered on hysteria.




  Without waiting for his reply, she continued. “I remember the cannon. It fired.” She let go of his arm and looked into his eyes. “You grabbed me, and we fell into the ravine. That’s all I...” she hesitated, reliving the gruesome scene. “No, there were others.




  “The man by the cannon, something tore his face apart. And the soldier at my feet, his neck...” She clutched her throat. “Oh, Lord, how could that...”




  Remembering how the cannon and the two soldiers disappeared, she decided it best to keep that recollection to herself. “Two more soldiers fell into the ravine. I don’t know what happened to them,” she said, wringing her hands. “It was all so real. But it can’t be!”




  “Sometimes things can be so terrifying, the mind refuses to believe the truth. Could be your injury affected your memory. Still, I can’t be sure. I’m just sorry you saw such horrible things.” He furrowed his brow. “What did you mean by ‘reenactment’ and that you left your ‘position’?”




  “Not again,” she said. “Why are you doing this?”




  Despite her frustration, she had to admit he sounded believable, not scripted. And that scared her even more. Nervous and confused, she fidgeted with her costume, seeing for the first time the aftermath of her fall. Her once-beautiful dress now rivaled his deplorable uniform.




  Amid dried mud and bloodstains, several torn shreds of material hung from the bodice and skirt. She pulled up a piece of the ripped material and tried to cover a large tear. Again and again she pressed the strip of cloth over the hole. Each time it fell away.




  Then, she noticed her hands. Dark, dried blood outlined her nails, not unlike the axle-grease hands of a mechanic. And thick clumps of goop wedged between her long, tapered fingers. She opened and closed them. Each time, they made a smacking sound.




  He looked at her with apologetic eyes. “Here, let me.” He tossed out the dirty water and refilled the pan from a bucket. “I didn’t have time to finish.” Wetting a clean rag, he washed her hands and removed the grime from between fingers.




  “Day after day, I treat one soldier after another. I plug holes and cut off limbs. The war doesn’t allow time for anything else.” He looked up at her. “But I should never have left you in such a condition.” When he finished, he gently squeezed her hands. “I know you’re afraid. That’s not uncommon with a head injury. I promise, you’re going to be fine, and we’ll soon find an answer for all of this.”




  Her lip quivered, and she bit down hard, determined not to cry. She couldn’t take any more of his foolishness. She wanted answers, and she wanted them now. If she could find Joseph, he would straighten out this mess.




  Dear sweet Joseph. Although they had only dated a few months, he made no attempt to hide his feelings. But for her, there were no bells and whistles…no magic when they touched.




  Magic! She swallowed hard remembering the locket. No, she wouldn’t go there. She had enough to deal with right now.




  “I’m okay now,” she said, pushing against the cot.




  He slipped his hand under her elbow for support. “Ah,” he said, “I haven’t smelled perfume in a long time.” He took a deep breath.




  “How can you think of perfume at a time like this?” Agitation dripped from her words. “All I smell is a mixture of burnt wood and gunpowder.”




  He seemed oblivious to her remark and had a faraway look in his eyes.




  “My mother always bought perfume on her trips to New Orleans,” he said. “As a young boy, I would sneak into her room and sniff the different bottles.” He raised the back of his hand to his nose as if smelling a particular fragrance.




  Perspiration trickled down her forehead and into her eyes. It stung. She blinked away the tears that blurred her vision. With her hand, she fanned the oppressive air from her face. “I need to get out of here.”




  He supported her, and she eased out of the tent. Damp hair clung to her temples, and she pushed her wet locks back with her fingers. She worked her way several yards down a narrow path. Every step presented a challenge. Even her toes ached.




  A flash of light and the sound of gunfire startled her. “Where is everyone? Why are they still shooting?” Even as she asked, an overwhelming sense of fear gripped her. “It’s hot out here,” she blurted.




  “Summer’s always hot,” he said, “and this is only June. It’s going to get a lot hotter come August.”




  Her mind churned. His words ceased to have meaning. Her heart pounded as though it would explode. She clutched her chest. Get a grip! This can’t be real! She rubbed her eyes to clear her vision, desperate to find someone or something familiar, something to convince her that this was still make-believe…because right now, she wasn’t so sure.




  A scattering of campfires glowed in the distance and illuminated tents pitched randomly among the trees. They bore no resemblance to the organized rows erected prior to the reenactment. Two horse-drawn wagons carrying soldiers and wooden crates clanged across a barren field cut deep with ruts. Earlier, lush green grass had covered the ground. Mosquitoes whined past her ears, and the overwhelming stench of manure nauseated her. Everything Olivia saw and heard frightened her, but it was what she didn’t see and didn’t hear that panicked her even more.




  She saw nothing of the participants, who planned to celebrate with food and drink at the end of the day. She heard neither raucous boasting from the would-be soldiers nor the flirtatious laughter of women. The only sound she heard was Prentice’s voice. His words resonated in her mind and began to take on meaning.




  “June’s barely started,” he said. “It’ll be a long time before we feel any cooler weather.”




  Even as the sultry night air engulfed her, she refused to believe it possible. Olivia grabbed the sleeve of his jacket and yanked hard. “Stop it,” she shouted. “It can’t be hot. This is March.”




  She peered into the darkness, more desperate than ever to find someone. “Joseph,” she shouted. “Where are you? Why won’t you answer me?”




  Prentice opened his mouth, as if to speak, but said nothing.




  In the sweltering heat of that summer night, Olivia clutched her arms to her body, hoping to stop the shivering. She couldn’t. Cold reality crept up her spine. She knew.




  This is real!




  Chapter 3




  Joseph Underwood had many sterling qualities, but patience wasn’t one of them. Ramming his hand into the pocket of his wool pants, he pulled out a small, cream-colored box. With his back to the path, he held the package close to his chest. It wouldn’t do for Olivia to see his surprise, not yet.




  He opened the lid and stared at the small solitaire. The platinum band sank deep into the satin lining, showcasing the precious stone. As he angled the box toward the sun, the jewel ignited in a thousand small fires. He had hoped to purchase a larger stone, but one caret drained his savings. He snapped the lid closed and slipped the ring back into his pocket.




  If he could keep up his courage, he would make his move tonight. His breath quickened with anticipation, and he wiped his sweaty palms down his trousers. After the campfire, he’d suggest a moonlight walk. In such a romantic setting and with this knockout ring, how could she refuse? How indeed? As of yet, nothing else had worked.




  Where was she, anyway? She should have caught up with him by now. He turned and jogged back to find her. The sun had stolen away the cool March morning, and the wool uniform trapped the heat. What he wouldn’t give for a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.




  The sound of cannon fire caught him by surprise—one, two, three thunderous volleys. “Damn, it’s started,” he grumbled, angry for letting time get away from him.




  When he neared the spot where they had separated, she was nowhere in sight.




  “Olivia,” he shouted, but she didn’t answer.




  On one side of the path, the ravine dropped sharply through thick undergrowth. He gave a cursory glance down the menacing terrain. She would never have ventured down there, especially in her outfit. She must have headed back to join Sara.




  Breaking into a run, he quickly topped the ravine. On the far end of the grounds, a group of costumed women huddled together. Olivia wasn’t among them. Why did she leave without calling out to him?




  Several troops had already deployed onto the battlefield. If he intended to join the fray, he would have to hurry. He ran south into the woods, cutting across the park’s designated trails to save time. As the last of his unit moved out, he fell into formation.




  “Nothing like being late for a war, Lieutenant.” A private grinned, showing his cosmetically blackened teeth. “From the looks of things, you had to fight your way here.”




  “Briars,” Joseph said. He rubbed his hand across his cheek and drew back a smear of blood. “I was supposed to lead the charge. Guess I’ll have to wing it from the rear.”




  “Ain’t that how most officers survived?” The soldier guffawed. “Uh, oh, here they come.”




  The next half hour exploded into a cacophony of sounds—death-defying screams, thunderous explosions, and finally, the sound of swords clashing in hand-to-hand combat. The spectators roared their approval, and at the end of battle, they rushed to mingle with the participants.




  Now the public would experience a taste of life during the l860’s. Women in period costume demonstrated how they prepared their meals and kept food from spoiling. They encouraged questions, hoping to enlighten the visitors about everything from the care and styles of clothes to personal hygiene...what little of it existed.




  Soldiers showed how to load and fire muskets and offered their pistols and swords for examination. From latrine to burial duty, life in the past came alive.




  Several curious onlookers swarmed around Joseph. He greeted them with a smile, but kept his eye out for Olivia. As he worked his way through the noisy crowd, he spotted Sara and hurried over to her. “Have you seen Olivia?”




  “Not since she left with you. Why?”




  “One moment she was behind me. The next, she was gone. It’s like she just vanished.”




  “Oooo–oooo,” a woman beside Sara chanted and wiggled her finger at Joseph.




  He frowned. “It’s not funny,” he said, drawing his lips tight.




  “Lighten up,” the woman said. “With all this make-believe, I just thought—”




  “No, you didn’t think. What if she’s hurt?” He grabbed Sara by the arm and pulled her aside. “Where the hell could she be?”




  “Beats me. Can’t imagine she’d miss everything. It’s all she talked about for the last few days. Unless...”




  “What?”




  “Maybe she got sick.”




  “Yeah, you check the ladies’ room? I’ll look around the parking lot.”




  “Forget about my van,” Sara said. “It’s locked, and I have the key.” She patted the pocket of her dress. “I swear. If she’s off exploring somewhere, she’s going to get a piece of my mind.”




  When they reached the Interpretive Center, Sara disappeared behind the cinder-block partition that led to the restrooms. A moment later she returned, a look of bewilderment on her face. “She’s not in there. No one is.”




  “The only place left to check is the museum. Come on.”




  He held open the door for Sara who gathered up her long dress and swept past, under his outstretched arm. Once inside, Joseph hurried to the reception desk.




  His relief worker glanced up with a questioning look. “What you doing here?”




  “Looking for my date. Vincent, this is Sara.”




  Vincent nodded a hello. “Well, no one’s here.”




  A surge of adrenaline sent perspiration trickling down Joseph’s neck. “I’m going to look anyway.”




  With Sara following on his heels, Joseph searched the empty exhibition rooms.




  “Now what?” he asked, his voice, filled with apprehension. “Call the police? Organize a search?”




  Sara’s face twisted into a mask of confusion. “It’s only been a short while. Doesn’t someone have to be missing twenty-four hours?”




  “She’s not missing. She’s lost. There’s a difference. But maybe we’d better have another look around before we call them. I’m going to get some of the guys to help.”




  “You’d better hurry. It’ll be dark soon.” Sara’s eyes widened. “I’d hate to think of her alone in the woods.”




  Joseph’s breathing quickened, and he bolted for the door. “That’s not going to happen.”




  Chapter 4




  Port Hudson




  June, 1863




  Prentice caught Olivia as she lost her grip, and her hand slid down his sleeve. He lifted her into his arms and hurried toward his tent, her body rocking against him with each long step.




  The deafening roar from big guns rumbled like continuous thunder as shell after shell searched for a target. The ground shook. Streaks of light crossed the night sky in a macabre display of fireworks. Amid the mayhem, he caught again a wisp of her perfume.




  “I’m okay,” Olivia said, her voice quivering. “You can put me down.”




  He shook his head and continued toward his quarters.




  “What’s going to happen to me?”




  “Nothing. I’m going to make sure of that.” He shouted to a soldier standing near his tent, “Corporal Walker, saddle my horse.”




  “Yes, Sir.” The man hurried away.




  Prentice ducked behind the canvas flap and set Olivia on the hard cot. “My home is only a few miles away. My sister, Agatha, will look after you. Perhaps she can help you locate your family.”




  Her eyes widened. “But you promised you’d take care of me.”




  He reached down and gently took her hands in his, wanting to reassure her. “I’m not going to abandon you, but if I don’t get you—”




  A shell exploded, and shrapnel ripped through the tent. He pushed her down to save her from further injury. A piece of metal tore through the sleeve of his uniform and lodged into his arm just below the shoulder. The muscle burned from the puncture, but his only concern was her safety.




  Another shell screamed overhead.




  “This is insane!” she cried.




  Her body trembled beneath him. “I know you’re afraid,” he whispered, his mouth inches from her ear. “I wish I could make this all go away. But I can’t. As soon as the assault subsides, we’ll make our escape.”




  When the bombardment stopped, he knew they should leave. Still, he lingered, holding her close against him. Something about this woman captivated him, more than her mysterious appearance, more than her beguiling beauty. “Are you all right?” he asked.




  “I think so.”




  He stood up and reached for the foreign object in his arm.




  Her eyes followed his hand. “You’re hurt,” she said, reaching for his arm.




  He caught her hand. “I’ll tend to it later. We need to leave.”




  “No, let me help you.” She hurried to the table and gathered some bandages.




  He started to protest, but her deep blue eyes drained his resistance. “Are you sure you can do this?”




  “Yes, sit here on the bed.”




  She pushed his coat from his shoulders. A piece of metal, about the size of a small nail, protruded through the wound. “You really should take off your shirt.”




  “We don’t have time,” he said. “We’ve got to get away while we can. Just pull out the shard and bind the wound.” He clenched his teeth, as if to confirm the urgency of their situation. Another projectile struck the ground. The lantern atop the wooden table rattled. The light flickered.




  She dislodged the fragment and pressed a bandage over the injury.




  “I’ll hold the dressing in place,” he said. “You’ll find long strips of material in my black bag.”




  She wrapped the wound and tied off the ends.




  “I’m not used to being a patient,” he said. “You’re most kind to help me. Now, we must leave.” He grabbed his coat and reached for her hand.




  Outside the tent, the soldier had returned and held the reins to a large, roan horse. Prentice mounted the steed, draped his coat in front of him then motioned to her. When she reached up, he grabbed under her arms and lifted her sidesaddle onto his lap. He slipped an arm around her waist and took the reins with his free hand.




  “Miss Montgomery, this is not going to be an easy ride. Put your arms around me and hold on as tight as you can.” He glanced back at the soldier. “Tell Captain Milford I’m taking a patient to my home. God willing, I’ll be back to help him before daylight.”




  Without waiting for an answer, he kicked the animal in the flanks. The stallion quickened into a trot. Another kick and the horse broke into a gallop.




  “Oh, my head.” Olivia loosened her grip and pressed a hand against her stitches. “That helps but—” She teetered backwards and grabbed for him.




  “I’ve got you. I won’t let you fall. Once we reach the woods, we’ll slow down.”




  “It’s so dark, how can you see where you’re going?”




  “A sliver of a moon is all I need...the darker, the better. Maybe the Yankees won’t see us. I’ve hunted and explored these woods since boyhood and could find my way home blindfolded.”




  Before long, they approached an earthen embankment, a sally port, and he urged the horse up and over the slope. “We’re leaving the fort now. From here on we’ll stay off the roads and keep to the shelter of the woods and ravines. We should reach Lakeland within the hour.”




  “Lakeland?”




  “That’s the name of my plantation, at least what’s left of it. The Yankees stole most of the furnishings, and their visits have taken their toll on the house. At least it’s still standing and provides shelter for my sister.”




  “You’re leaving me alone with a woman?”




  He stopped the horse. In the dim light that filtered through the trees, he saw tears roll down her face. He took his hand from her waist and gently wiped her cheeks. “I don’t have a choice. As an officer, my duty lies with my men. Every time I look into their eyes, I see the faces of those who wait for them. I can’t save them all, but I have to try.”
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