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Chapter 1

Natchez, Mississippi

September 1863

Shaelyn Cavanaugh leaned against the railing of the second-floor gallery of her home and focused on the two men coming up the road, their blue uniforms unmistakable. They rode at a swift pace, a trail of dust behind them.

Since Natchez, Mississippi, surrendered to the Union forces, it wasn’t unusual to see blue uniforms, especially since they’d made Rosalie, the home next door, their headquarters. But the two men didn’t turn into Rosalie’s drive as she expected.

Her breath caught in her throat when she glimpsed light auburn hair, much like her brother’s, gleaming in the sunlight. “Ian!”

His companion had raven-black hair, though it too reflected the sun’s light. Traveling with Ian, he could be only one man—the one she had promised to wait for. “James.” Her hand gripped the wrought-iron railing, her knuckles white. Tears blurred her vision. Her heart beat a frantic rhythm in her chest as excitement surged through her veins.

“They’re home!” she cried. “Mama!”

She lifted her skirts and ran for the outside staircase at the back of the house. “They’re home!”

She jumped, missing the last few stairs, and hit the veranda at a run, her skirts held high as she ran into the house through the French doors in the small sun parlor.

“Mama!” Shaelyn darted into the central hallway, her footsteps clicking on the marble tiles as she ran to the front door, flung it open, and rushed headlong into a pair of strong arms. She rested her head against a firm, hard chest, and squeezed tight. A button pressed into her cheek, but she didn’t care. They were home. “Thank God,” she whispered into the uniform.

“Well, that’s quite a greeting,” a deep, rich voice as smooth as drizzling molasses responded. Laughter rumbled in his chest. “Not expected, but certainly welcomed.”

“Hmm. Where’s mine?” his companion asked in the clipped tones of New England.

Shaelyn recognized neither voice nor accent and turned her head to glance at the auburn-haired man. Ian Cavanaugh did not look back at her, which meant she did not have her arms around James Brooks.

Her face hot with embarrassment, Shaelyn pulled away from the man. She drew in a shaky breath and stared. The most beautiful pair of soft blue-gray eyes she’d ever seen stared back. “Forgive me. I thought you were someone else.”

“Obviously,” the man replied. “Perhaps introductions are in order, although after your greeting, it may be too late.” Amusement gleamed from his eyes as a wide grin showed off his white teeth in a charming smile. She wanted to touch the dimple that appeared in his cheek. “Major Remington Harte.” He gestured to the man beside him. “This is my second in command, Captain Vincent Davenport.”

“Miss.” Captain Davenport bowed from the waist.

Shaelyn nodded in his general direction, but her focus remained on the major. She’d never seen hair so black or so thick. An insane impulse overwhelmed her—she wanted to run her fingers through that mass of thick, shiny hair and feel its silkiness. Struck by her own inappropriate thoughts, she stilled. He wasn’t James. She shouldn’t want to run her fingers through his hair.

“Are you Brenna Cavanaugh?”

“What?” Startled, Shaelyn shook her head. “No, I’m her daughter, Shaelyn.”

Footsteps rang out down the hallway. Shaelyn dragged her gaze away from the man in uniform for just a moment as her mother joined them at the door. “I am Brenna Cavanaugh.” A sweet smile accompanied the hand she offered the major. “May I help you?”

Introductions were quickly made, and Shaelyn watched the exchange of pleasantries, but her gaze was drawn back to the major. He looked dashing in his uniform. The dark blue complimented his eyes quite nicely. The material molded to his body, emphasizing his broad shoulders, lean waist, and slim hips. He stood tall, well over six feet she guessed, as her gaze swept the length of his body with admiration. She noticed a silver-tipped cane in his hand, which he leaned on. He must have been injured in battle.

She had always loved seeing a man in uniform. They stood differently: straighter, taller. Proud. They acted differently, too, as if wearing a uniform had something to do with how the world perceived them.

Her gaze met his and she felt the warmth of a blush creep up from her chest. A smile parted his full lips and her face grew hotter. She’d been staring at him and he knew it.

“Is this about Ian, my son?” Hope colored her mother’s tone, a hope she had tended carefully, like one tends a garden.

“Or James Brooks?” Shaelyn added.

“May we go inside?” Major Harte gestured toward the open door.

“Where are my manners?” Brenna smiled. “Of course.” She turned to Shaelyn. “Please show our guests into the sun parlor, dear. I just finished making tea.”

With effort, Shaelyn dragged her gaze away from the major and the pulse throbbing in his neck, above the collar of his uniform, which had mesmerized her. “Please follow me.”

Major Harte’s uneven footsteps echoed in the hallway and the tip of his cane tapped on the marble tiles as Shaelyn showed them into a small, comfortable, sun-filled room at the back of the house, while Brenna pushed through the swinging door to the kitchen. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

“Thank you.” The major moved to the fireplace and rested his arm on the mantle while Captain Davenport sat on a rattan love seat.

Shaelyn sank into a chair across from the captain, her fingers settling into one of the rattan grooves, and let out a slow breath—anything to still the anxiety plucking at her spine with its icy fingers and chilling her from the inside out. After a moment, the heat of the major’s gaze rested on her, negating that chill. He didn’t speak as she turned to face him, nor did he smile, but the warmth in his slate-colored eyes captured and held hers.

She opened her mouth, but no words issued forth. She didn’t know what to say. Or do. She’d never had to entertain Union officers, although her brother had marched off to war wearing blue. In all truth, she hadn’t entertained in a very long time, and the lessons her mother had taught her about proper decorum and genteel manners simply escaped her.

Captain Davenport didn’t speak either, and a heavy stillness filled the room, the only sound the rhythmic ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner. An ominous sense of foreboding stole through Shaelyn with each passing minute. Her heart pounded, not with excitement now, but with dread. A lump rose to her throat. She knew, deep down, whatever the reason for these men to be here, no good would come of it.

Brenna entered the parlor and broke the silence. “Shaelyn, would you please pour?” Her mother placed a silver tea service on the table in front of the divan and took a seat in her favorite wicker chair.

Shaelyn rose from her seat, though her entire body trembled. With shaking hands, she lifted the teapot and started to pour. A few drops of the dark brew spilled onto a linen napkin on the tray and stained it brown.

She glanced up and caught the major’s wince before he addressed his second in command. “Captain, would you be so kind?”

“Of course.” Captain Davenport leaned forward and took the pot from her hands.

Shaelyn gave him a tremulous smile. Every muscle and sinew in her body tensed with apprehension as she moved behind the settee, her hand resting on her mother’s shoulder.

Captain Davenport handed Brenna her teacup and attempted to give one to Shaelyn as well, but she declined without a word, afraid her voice wouldn’t work over the lump constricting her throat.

Major Harte straightened and limped over to the chair opposite the divan, a grimace tightening his features. Shaelyn watched his painful progress and a surge of sympathy rippled through her.

“Now, Major, please tell us why you’re here. If it’s bad news, don’t make us wait, I beg you.” Brenna’s voice shook as she said the words. She grabbed Shaelyn’s hand and squeezed.

He hesitated. Shaelyn wanted to drag the words from his mouth. Whatever he needed to say, she just wished he’d do it. He took a deep breath. She prepared herself, swallowing hard against the bile burning the back of her throat.

“Mrs. Cavanaugh, are you the owner of Cavanaugh Shipping and the steamboats the Brenna Rose, the Lady Shae, and the Sweet Sassy?”

“Since my husband passed away,” Brenna replied. “Yes, I am, but Shaelyn runs the business. She’s quite good at it, despite this terrible war.”

“And are you the owner of record for this home, Magnolia House, and the warehouse and shipping office located in Natchez-Under-the-Hill?”

“What is this all about, Major?” Shaelyn asked. She didn’t like the expression on the major’s face at all. He seemed sad almost, as if he didn’t relish what he needed to do, and her dread intensified, those icy fingers no longer plucking at her spine, but squeezing her heart. She stiffened against the blow that was sure to come.

He removed a document from his uniform pocket, slowly unfolded it, and began to read. “By the order of the government of the United States, for the duration of this war or until they are no longer needed,” he said softly, “you are hereby commanded to relinquish your home, steamboats, warehouse, and shipping office to the Union Army. Specifically, me.” He glanced at Shaelyn, an apology in his eyes.

“What!” Shaelyn let go of her mother’s hand and came around the sofa on legs that felt like wooden stumps instead of flesh and bone. “You can’t do that. They belong to us.”

She stopped in front of Major Harte and stared at him. The brief moment of sympathy she’d had for him vanished, and her face burned with anger. Indeed, her entire body felt as if fire consumed her. She grabbed the document from him, but her hands shook so badly, she couldn’t read the paper in front of her.

“Indeed, I can, Miss Cavanaugh,” he said, his voice no longer soft, but commanding and strong. “I have my orders.” The expression in his eyes hadn’t changed, though. They were still apologetic.

She knew the army, on both sides, frequently took homes and other possessions, but it didn’t assuage her anger one bit. “Why my steamers? And my home?”

“The Union Army has need of your boats to transport men and supplies and your home, being in such close proximity to Rosalie, is perfect to quarter my men.”

“What are we supposed to do? How will I support us if you take my steamboats? Where are we to live?” Incredulity made Shaelyn’s voice sharper than normal. Although she was usually unflappable, even in the most dire of circumstances, this whole tableau had her feeling like she was someone else, someone she didn’t even recognize. “What if I refuse, Major? What will you do then?”

A muscle jumped in the major’s cheek as he stood to tower over her. “You have no choice in this matter, Miss Cavanaugh.” His voice remained strong, but the warmth of his eyes conveyed another message. “It’s nothing personal. Consider this your contribution to the war effort.”

The lump constricting her throat threatened to suffocate her. She took a deep breath and swallowed hard.

“My my mother and I have already contributed far more to this blasted war than you could ever imagine.” Her voice barely above a whisper, she almost choked on the words. “My father suffered a stroke when war was declared. I watched him struggle for life for two months before he succumbed.” She blinked against the tears filling her eyes. “I have heard nothing from my brother or my intended in over a year. I can only hope they are still alive and were not at Gettysburg. I have lost two riverboats to shell fire. They lay at the bottom of the Mississippi, along with the people who were aboard.”

She drew in her breath, tried to control her shaking body, and tried but failed to control her temper. “Now you will take my home and my business, and I am to give it to you graciously? I don’t believe I can, Major.”

A strong desire to do him bodily harm made her clench her fists as he stood before her, his expression impassive.

“I am sorry for your losses, Miss Cavanaugh, but we have all made sacrifices,” he replied softly. His gaze held hers and he shifted his weight to his other leg, as if mentioning the word sacrifices made him remember his own. “Some more than others. It is the way of war.”

“Your war, not mine!” The words exploded from her, despite the constriction in her throat. How much more would this blasted war take? How much more could she give? Had she brought this on herself by applying for a government contract? She’d been denied, of course, and immediately tried again and again. Had she drawn attention to Cavanaugh Shipping by her sheer persistence? Instead of getting the contract she so hoped for, she had her possessions taken.

A small sound drew her attention. Shaelyn tore her gaze away from the major and glanced at her mother. Brenna had not moved, had not uttered a sound except for a small whimper, but her face had lost all color. Her chin trembled and tears shimmered on her lashes. Pain and confusion flashed in her eyes. Shaelyn’s heart came close to shattering.

She had promised her father she would always take care of her mother, a privilege she gladly accepted. She wouldn’t break her promise now. She took a deep breath and managed to smile at her mother to let her know it would be all right.

“I’m certain you are a reasonable man, Major.” She forced her gaze away from Brenna and faced the man who stood to take everything from her. “We have nowhere to go, sir. No family left, no friends able to take us in. The war has seen to that.” She took a deep breath and tried to keep her anger under control. “Perhaps we can strike a bargain?”

• • •

Intrigued, Remy cocked a dark eyebrow. He hadn’t missed the look she’d given her mother, nor could he mistake the devastation on the older woman’s face and his part in putting the desolation there. He hadn’t had this issue with the other homes where some of his men were now staying. “A bargain, Miss Cavanaugh? What did you have in mind?”

“Perhaps we can discuss this privately,” Shaelyn suggested, and nodded toward Brenna.

“Of course,” he conceded, and followed her from the parlor. They stepped across the hall, toward the front of the house, and into a well-appointed study. Remy limped to the desk and leaned against it, taking the pressure off his leg in an effort to alleviate the pain, which never seemed to abate.

Shaelyn shut the pocket doors then moved to the center of the room. A ray of sunlight fell on her, and Remy sucked in his breath.

Heaven help me, she is a beauty. Damn Jock MacPhee!

Her light auburn hair, twisted haphazardly into a loose knot atop her head, left wispy tendrils to frame a lovely, heart-shaped, and at the moment, angry face. Bright patches of color stained her cheeks. Dark brows arched over smoldering eyes the color of cobalt. Her pert nose turned up slightly at the tip. He had no doubt her mouth, now compressed in annoyance, broke hearts when she smiled.

She had spirit. He’d give her that. Her rage was tangible; he felt the heat radiate from her from across the room. Her eyes never left him. They sparkled with dangerous intent.

“You have my undivided attention.” He hid a smile as she stomped toward the desk, the lace at the hem of her dark plum skirt swishing like ocean foam. He wondered briefly if the skirt had had lace originally or if she had used it to hide a badly frayed hem like so many other young ladies did during these difficult times. She wore no hoops or crinolines beneath her skirt, but he did glimpse pristine white petticoats and the tips of her worn, scuffed shoes.

Shaelyn said nothing. The expression on her face spoke for her. Remy kept his gaze steady on hers, frankly admiring her blushing cheeks and flashing eyes.

“You’re staring daggers at me, Miss Cavanaugh. Does the color of my uniform offend you?” he asked, unable to resist.

“The color of your uniform makes no difference to me, sir.” Her eyes narrowed as she spoke, yet still glittered like rare dark sapphires. “What offends me is the color of the blood that runs so freely because of this war. What offends me is the way you all do whatever you all damn well please, without thought for the consequences of your actions. What offends me, at the moment, is you!”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Miss Cavanaugh.” He’d always admired a woman with strength and courage, with character, with what his mother called fortitude. Shaelyn Cavanaugh seemed to have all that and more, and he rather enjoyed this confrontation, despite the circumstances, despite how her attitude had changed. It made him feel alive in a way he hadn’t felt in quite some time. “Regardless of your feelings, this is the way it is. You must accept it as fact.”

He straightened and took a step toward her. Before they’d left the parlor, she’d been willing to swallow her anger and strike a bargain. Now, however, she didn’t seem so willing. “I find it remarkable how much your manner has changed since we left the parlor.”

She glared at him, her head tilting back on her slim neck, but she didn’t move, didn’t back down.

His attitude softened as she stood in front of him, defiant and bold. He expected her wrath, even her resentment. Almost welcomed it. He would have been in full fury if his home and business were taken away. “You wished to strike an agreement?” he reminded her.

“My mother is an excellent cook. She will prepare meals for you and your men and I will clean, do your laundry—” she paused and licked her lips “—and anything else you need to have done if you will allow us to stay in our home.”

Her words finally penetrated his brain. No wonder she looked at him as if she would happily stab him through the heart. His blood ran cold as he realized she assumed by confiscating her home, he’d be asking—no, telling—them to leave, throwing them into the street. He’d seen it happen before. No doubt they had, too. Truthfully, he had planned to ask them to leave, though Jock had asked him to allow Shaelyn and her mother to stay. He hadn’t quite made up his mind….not until he met her and then everything changed in a split second.

He should disabuse her of her misinterpretation at once but just…didn’t want to. No one had dared to stand up to him such as she had in a very long time, and the longer they stood staring at each other, the more fascinated he became. She drew in her breath, the flesh above the décolletage of her white blouse turning red. A vein throbbed along the side of her neck, drawing his attention to the soft column of her throat. His gaze rose higher and he watched the subtle shading of her eyes darken to almost violet.

He hid the smile that threatened to turn up the corners of his mouth. “You and your mother may stay with conditions.”

“And what would those conditions be?”

“You will treat my men with respect, regardless of the color of their uniform or the reasons they are here.”

“I would have it no other way,” she told him, her mouth set. “By the same token, I will have the same from you. My mother is a kind, gentle woman, Major, and naive in many ways. I will not have her abused or mistreated, by either you or your men. If we must treat you and yours with respect, then I demand you treat my mother that way as well.”

“You aren’t in any position to make demands, Miss Cavanaugh.”

“I understand. I still ask you to honor my request.”

Remy’s heart skipped a beat as he gazed into her flashing eyes. They didn’t merely sparkle; they danced in her lovely face. He detected no fear in those glimmering orbs of blue, just fury. What would she look like with her temper—or her passion—unleashed?

“It will be as you wish, Miss Cavanaugh,” Remy conceded. “My men will show your mother the respect she deserves.” He took another step forward and smelled the warm, inviting fragrance of her perfume. The alluring scent conjured images in his mind, images better left alone. He wanted to touch her, to kiss the spot on her neck where her pulse throbbed, to rub his thumb against her lips and feel them soften. “And what of you? Do you not deserve the respect of my men as well?”

“I expect nothing less.”

Intoxicated. That’s what he felt. As if he’d drunk all the whiskey his father distilled. Her scent wafted gently to his nose and a vivid vision filled his mind. He saw her in his arms, saw them making love until they were both breathless, moonlight glowing on her bare skin, passion flushing her lovely face—

She’s taken, promised to another.

The reminder did little to stop the kaleidoscope of visions cascading through his mind. With a bit of disappointment, Remy mentally shook himself and moved away from her, more to save himself from her sensual, alluring fragrance and the images in his mind than anything else.

“I realize this is an inconvenience for you, Miss Cavanaugh, but I will try to make it as pleasant as possible.” He gazed into her eyes. The most peculiar sensation settled in his chest, one he could not define, but which made his heart a little lighter. “I suggest we both make the best of a bad situation. I am willing to allow you and your mother to stay. Do we have an agreement?”

Slowly, she let out her pent-up breath and stuck out her hand. He grasped it firmly and a jolt of desire slammed into him. He wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her tempting lips. Now. If she felt it too, she gave no sign.

He pulled his hand away quickly and cleared his throat. “Please show me the rest of the house.”

“As you wish.” She led him out of the study, her hands balled into fists at her side, and into the central hallway. Remy followed, admiring the subtle sway of her hips beneath the plum skirt, the long line of her back, the wispy tendrils curling at the back of her neck, begging for his touch.

From the study, they took the marble-tiled corridor toward the rear of the house. She poked her head into the sun parlor, where Brenna held Captain Davenport in subdued conversation. Her mother looked up. Shaelyn said not a word, but the expression of relief on the older woman’s face could not be denied.

Shaelyn opened the swinging door to the kitchen a moment later and stood aside. She said nothing as he inspected the room, but her anger smoldered. The heat he’d felt earlier shimmered around her. He couldn’t concentrate on the room’s appointments. Instead, he felt the intensity of her stare and turned to face her.

A blush spread across her face, but her eyes never left his.

Is that a challenge I see?

He tore his gaze away from her and walked around the kitchen, opening all the cabinets and drawers, inspecting their contents, satisfied his stay at Magnolia House would be a comfortable one.

He finished looking into the cabinets and moved to a door to his left. His hand rested on the knob. “Where does this lead?”

“The cellar, backyard, and a small room where one can remove muddy boots.” Her answer was clipped, bordering on rude. “Also the servants’ stairway.”

Remy ignored her tone as he nodded and limped to another set of doors. “And these?”

“Servants’ quarters.”

He opened the door to the first room, noticed it was clean, the small bed made, but vacant, as if no one had resided there in a long time. “Where are they now? Your servants, I mean.”

“Gone. I couldn’t afford to pay them anymore.”

He closed the door and walked around the butcher-block counter in the middle of the room. A set of carving knives sat on the surface, and he wondered if he should remove them before they became an enticement for her.

Another swinging door led to the dining room. Shaelyn pushed through it a few steps before him and let it swing back. He drew in a deep breath and stopped the door from hitting him in the face with his hand.

This is going to be more difficult—and more entertaining—than I thought.

He didn’t take more than a moment to glance around, but in that time he saw all he needed to see. The dining room table, covered in a lace cloth, seated twelve comfortably. Extra chairs lined one wall and a long sideboard sat across from it against another. The hutch stood empty—perhaps the fine china had been sold to put food on the table.

Shaelyn left and waited in the hall. Impatient, her foot tapped a beat on the marble floor. Remy grinned and slowed his pace to annoy her a bit more.

The ground floor of Magnolia House held a myriad of surprises, not the least of which was a billiard table in the game room and a fine piano in the music room. No artwork adorned the walls, but he noticed bright squares on the wallpaper where pictures had once hung. No carpets covered the floor, either, and the rhythmic tap of his cane seemed very loud, especially in the room he suspected was the formal parlor, which contained not a stick of furniture, not even a plant. Perhaps the furniture and paintings had been sold as well. Or bartered.

“This is a lovely home, Miss Cavanaugh.”

“Yes, and I’d like to keep it that way, Major. I would appreciate it if you and your men leave it exactly as you find it.” She led the way upstairs to the bedrooms at a quick step. Remy followed slowly, using his cane and the carved banister for support. After so many hours on horseback, his leg felt like a foreign appendage made of lead as he placed one foot in front of the other on the treads. Each time he put pressure on his leg, a fresh wave of pain shot through him. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Still, he endured, welcoming the burning rush. His circumstances, like so many others, could have been much worse and he could have died, several times, since the day he’d been shot.

Shaelyn waited at the top of the stairs, her fingers gripping the banister, knuckles white. He looked at her for a moment, saw how stiffly she stood, and forced himself to move faster. He had too much pride to show her his weakness.

When he reached the landing, he took a deep breath. He didn’t apologize, nor did he acknowledge her as his gaze swept the upstairs hallway.

There were six bedrooms in all on the second floor, some with adjoining sitting rooms, some without. All led out to the gallery, which encircled Magnolia House. He inspected each bedroom, mentally naming who would occupy which.

The manse more than met his expectations. His officers, those who had elected to stay with him and not somewhere else in Natchez, including the apartments over the Cavanaugh warehouse, would be quite comfortable here for the duration of their stay. The proximity to Union headquarters at Rosalie was perfect.

Between the last two bedrooms stood a closed door. Thinking it held linens and such, Remy opened it. A smile curved his lips.

“The bathroom,” Shaelyn said from behind him.

The small room contained a commode, a sink with brass spigots, and a large clawfoot bathtub. “Indoor plumbing,” he remarked with pleasure. He entered the room and faced the sink, then turned the tap and waved his finger beneath the flowing water. Steam rose to coat the mirror and he wondered if there was, perhaps, a copper tank somewhere in the house that kept water heated. It didn’t surprise him. Sean Cavanaugh owned steamboats. Surely he could devise something…or pay someone to devise something. Remy didn’t ask though. Instead, he wiped the steam away and caught his grinning reflection. And something else—a tile-floored structure in the corner of the room. “What is this?”

“We call it a rain bath.” Shaelyn moved into the room, opened the wooden door, and pulled the lever connected to the pipe leading up to a wide, round brass…thing. Water flowed onto the tile floor, like it sprinkled from the sky during a rainstorm, before she turned it off. “Instead of taking a bath, you can stand in here and let the water flow over you to get clean.”

He’d heard about them, but had never seen one. And couldn’t wait to try it. The structure gave a completely new way to keep clean, and after what he’d been through, cleanliness was something he valued. He said nothing more as she moved past him and stood by the door to the last room, her arms folded against her chest as she waited for him.

Remy poked his head through the doorway. He liked the stark simplicity of this room. The walls were papered in a soft white with sprigs of purple violets and green leaves. The draperies repeated the pattern. An intricately carved four-poster bed took up space between the French doors leading to the gallery. The bed looked inviting with its plump pillows slanting against the headboard.

“This will be my room.”

“But…but this is mine,” Shaelyn sputtered.

“No longer,” he said as he made his way down the hallway. “Have your possessions removed before dinner. Your mother’s also.”

“And where am I supposed to sleep?”

He turned and grinned at her, couldn’t help it. “You could stay with me.”

Her eyes widened and color stained her cheeks. She drew in her breath sharply. “How dare you even…suggest…such a thing!”

Remy shrugged. “It’s your choice.” The idea of her warming his bed brought a vivid image to his mind.

“I am not that sort of woman!” Her eyes flashed with pride.

He took pity on her and relented. She didn’t know him, didn’t know his sense of humor. She couldn’t have known he wasn’t like most men, who would have taken advantage of this kind of situation. “You may move into the servants’ quarters for the duration,” he said over his shoulder as he continued down the hall.

“I thought we had an agreement, Major. You said you’d try to make your stay as pleasant as possible.” She caught up with him and grabbed his arm, stopping his progress. Her eyes narrowed. “You said—”

“I know what I said, Miss Cavanaugh.” He looked at her small white hand on his arm and felt an infusion of warmth seep through his sleeve. Her touch ignited a fierce yearning in him. In another time and place—he didn’t allow himself to finish the thought. “I am allowing you and your mother to remain here, but make no mistake. I am in command. My orders will not be questioned. I don’t accept it from my men and I won’t accept it from you. Do I make myself clear?”

Shaelyn nodded and stepped back, releasing her grip on his arm.

“I’m glad we understand each other. We are in the middle of a war. We all must make sacrifices.”

“Yes, Major, we are in the middle of a war,” Shaelyn said, her voice strong with defiance, her body stiff and unyielding. “But your battle has just begun.”

She spun on her heel and sashayed down the stairs. Remy watched her, fascinated. “If it’s a battle you want, Miss Cavanaugh, it’s a battle you shall have.”


Chapter 2

Shaelyn heard his words and cringed as the front door slammed shut behind her. She needed more than a moment to gather her thoughts and bring her temper under control. When she told her mother of the agreement she’d made with Major Harte, she wanted to be perfectly calm. Right now, calmness seemed beyond her capability.

She walked the garden path to the edge of the bluffs. A stone bench shaded by magnificent magnolia trees awaited her, and her gaze swept the horizon as she sat.

“Oh, Papa.” She stared at the Mississippi flowing so peacefully below her. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t stop them from taking everything—the house, your business, your beloved riverboats. I couldn’t save what you loved so much.”

She allowed herself the luxury of a few tears then took a deep breath and forced herself to stop. Crying never solved anything. Although her heart remained close to breaking, she would carry on, as she had done every day since the Civil War broke out, since burying her father and watching her brother march off to join the battle.

Sean and Brenna Cavanaugh had not raised a spoiled child. Shaelyn had not been coddled overmuch, although she knew she had been loved deeply. Her parents always encouraged her to be confident and independent, spirited and outspoken—within reason—and she’d done her best to make them proud. She wouldn’t let the Union occupation of her home change her.

A soft breeze rustled through the trees and several leaves fluttered to the stone path, the scent of autumn heavy in the air. For the moment, a sense of peace flowed through her, as if Sean Cavanaugh understood. “Thank you, Papa.”

Her resolve once more restored, she rose and took two steps toward the kitchen door before a rumbling noise caught her attention. She looked up. Not a single cloud marred the darkening violet sky stretching into the distance. The sound grew in volume until it seemed to thunder all around her and the earth shook beneath her feet.

Shaelyn followed the flagstone path around to the front of the house, her feet lightly skipping over the stones in her haste. She stopped and stared at the sight before her, unable to move a muscle.

The entire Union Army filled her driveway. Or what seemed like the entire army. Wagon after wagon pulled to a stop on the circular path. Men in uniforms jumped over the sides and quickly set to work.

The front door of the house swung open. Captain Davenport came out and stood on the steps, his hands on the wrought-iron balustrade. A wide smile parted his lips.

“I see you found us without problem.” Shaelyn heard him say as several officers climbed down from the carriages. They joined him at the top of the stairs.

One of the officers, a man with gray in his sideburns, shouted, “Start unloading. Bring the provisions into the house.”

The men formed a line up the steps, past the officers, and into Magnolia House’s central hallway. Item by item, they unloaded the wagons. Sacks of flour, sugar, and coffee were tossed man to man down the line. Barrels were rolled up the steps and down the hall.

Shaelyn raced up the curved staircase and pushed her way through the circle of officers on the veranda, her focus on Captain Davenport.

“Are you in charge of this this chaos?” The temper she had tried so hard to control simply broke loose. She couldn’t help it, nor could she stop it. “You couldn’t have them pull around to the back of the house to unload the wagons? There is an entrance to the cellar, right off the kitchen, Captain. Look what they’re doing to my floor!”

Captain Davenport turned and glanced at the dirt being tracked into the house. Scratches from the barrels marred the beautiful marble. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t realize—”

“No, of course not,” Shaelyn exclaimed. “Why should you realize what you’re doing to my house? You’re only here for a short while. Why should you care if you leave my home in shambles? You won’t be here to make it right!” She threw her hands up in disgust and pushed past him, slamming the front door in the face of a young private tossing a sack of flour to the next man in line. The sack hit the door with a thump.

“My word!” one of the officers exclaimed. The statement traveled through the closed door and open windows into the hallway, where Shaelyn stood trying to calm herself before she approached the major. She drew in her breath and watched the line of men standing in the corridor, waiting for the next item to be passed their way.

Another voice, one she did not recognize, floated through the open window. “Who is that lovely young woman?”

“That,” she recognized the clipped speech pattern of Captain Davenport, “is Miss Shaelyn Cavanaugh. She is the daughter of the woman who owns this home. Beware. She has a temper.”

“So I see,” the second man said with a chuckle. “When will she be leaving?”

“She’s not.” Again, Captain Davenport answered, his accent placing him from Boston, an accent Shaelyn had become familiar with when she attended school there. “She came to an agreement with Major Harte. She and her mother will be staying.”

“Is the major out of his ever-loving mind?” A third voice joined the conversation, and Shaelyn wondered if the tall man with the gray in his sideburns had uttered the question. It didn’t matter. She had no intention of learning their names. “What is he thinking?”

“I wasn’t privy to the conversation. All I know is they are staying. Mrs. Cavanaugh will cook and that young lady will be cleaning up after us.” He paused then ordered, “Please put my trunk upstairs in the hallway.”

Shaelyn moved away from the door and stormed into the library with one purpose—to give Major Harte a piece of her mind.

He didn’t look up from the paperwork spread out on the desk—her father’s desk. “What can I do for you, Miss Cavanaugh?”

“I see your word means nothing,” she stated, her voice cracking in her ears.

Remy finally glanced at her. One dark eyebrow rose in question. “Excuse me?”

She pointed toward the hallway and the line of men standing idly, waiting to pass more foodstuffs. Mud from their boots splattered on the marble tile. “Your men are ruining my home! Why drag everything through the main house when there’s a perfectly good entrance to the cellar in the back?”

Remy looked past her, his mouth settling in a thin line. “I’ll take care of it.” He rose from his chair with a wince of pain, grabbed his cane, and left the room. Shaelyn followed. Their footsteps tapped on the marble floor; her two to every one of his, despite his limp.

“Vince,” Remy said when he walked out the front door and stepped into the pile of flour. White puffs shot into the air. “Have the men bring the wagons around back to unload.” He glanced down at his boots and the flour coating the high gloss shine. “And have someone clean this up.” He turned to Shaelyn. “Satisfied?”

“No, Major,” she said, her voice sounding strange to her own ears. “What would satisfy me is having you leave.”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.” He turned on his heel and went down the hall in his uneven gait, his back ramrod straight as he returned to the study.

Shaelyn watched his progress and exhaled slowly. This is not going to work at all. I don’t want these men here.

She knew she had no choice though. Neither did anyone else whose home had been invaded by these men in blue, but at least Shaelyn and her mother were being allowed to stay. So many others found themselves homeless. Shaelyn squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. She turned to face Captain Davenport and the other officers. Her cheeks burned as she eyed each man and waited for one of them to give the order.

They stared back at her, almost mesmerized.

“Well?” She cocked an eyebrow and put her hands on her hips. “Will one of you give the order or shall I?”

The man with the gray in his sideburns gave an exaggerated bow. “My pleasure.” He turned toward the men and gave the command. In moments, the men rushed to obey.

Shaelyn turned on her heel and marched toward the kitchen. One battle won. How many more to go?

Her mother was standing on a step stool when Shaelyn entered the kitchen, pulling glasses from a cabinet high above the sink, then bending low to place them on a rolling cart. Fading sunlight coming in through the window created a warm glow around her. “You shouldn’t be doing this, Mama.” She took the glasses from her mother’s hands, placed them on the cart, then helped her from the stool. “Why are you bringing all the glasses down?”

“I thought I’d make some cold tea for those poor soldiers. They must be very thirsty. Did you see all the food they brought in?”

“You mean dragged through the house?” she asked, her tone tart. “Yes, I saw. I also saw the scratches on the floor, which I will try to remove later. Leave it to a man to make things harder than they should be. I suggested to Major Harte he bring everything into the cellar.”

Brenna frowned, the delicate lines around her eyes becoming more pronounced. “Suggested? Or did you use that tone with him?”

Shaelyn said nothing, but stared into her mother’s eyes. She clearly saw the reprimand in their azure depths.

“I thought as much. Shaelyn, you can’t—Never mind. I can only hope someone is looking after your brother like this.” She sighed then started to rinse the glasses. “I could feed an army for a month with all the food they brought.”

“You’ll probably have to.” Shaelyn struggled with a sack of flour some young man left in the middle of the floor. She dragged the sack into the pantry.

“What, dear?” Brenna went back to rinsing glasses, but spoke over her shoulder. “I knew everything would be all right when you poked your head into the parlor and gave me that look. Oh, Shae, I was so relieved. I didn’t think I could bear having to leave—”

“Mama, this isn’t all good, as you might think. In order for us to stay, I made an agreement with the major.”

“An agreement?” Brenna grabbed a dishtowel and a glass. She turned slowly, her eyes wide with confusion. “What kind of agreement?” Her voice trembled.

“You’re going to cook for Major Harte and his men. And I’m going to clean up after them.”

Visibly relieved, Brenna smiled. “That’s not so awful, dear.”

Shaelyn shook her head. “There’s more. We’re to move our belongings into the servants’ quarters.”

Brenna tilted her head as she commented, “Still, it could be so much worse, Shae. We could be homeless like so many others. Why, I just heard Mrs. Merr—”

“I don’t want them here.” Bitterness colored her voice, but she couldn’t help the caustic bite of her words. The sound of men stomping up and down the cellar steps echoed in the kitchen before sweet, blessed silence met her ears.

Brenna took a breath and opened her mouth to speak, but never had the chance. Her gaze drifted past Shaelyn. “Yes, Major?”

Shaelyn jumped and whirled around to come face-to-face with Major Harte. She knew he’d heard her comment and her face grew warm with embarrassment.

“Might I have a moment of your time?” he asked, his voice congenial, as if he’d heard the acid tone in her words but chose to ignore it. “I’d like you to meet the rest of my officers. At least, those who will be staying here.”

“Of course, Major,” Brenna replied, and to Shaelyn’s mortification, patted a stray auburn lock back into place then actually smiled at the man.

Shaelyn stood rooted to the spot and gazed into the major’s eyes. He offered his hand to her and grinned. She noticed how one corner of his mouth quirked a bit higher than the other, making his smile a little crooked…and definitely sweet, in a little boy way. “Miss Cavanaugh.”

She drew herself up straighter, appalled she could even think his smile sweet. “I have no desire to meet your men.”

“But meet them you will and you will be pleasant.” His tone demanded obedience.

She chewed her bottom lip in indecision, caught between her desire to defy him and the command in his voice. The understanding and sympathy she saw in the warmth of his eyes confused her. She glanced at his hand then back at his face. His stern countenance convinced her. Disobedience would not be tolerated. She rushed past him into the hallway, her face aflame as if it were on fire. She leaned against the wall and drew in a deep breath to still the swift beat of her heart.

“Time, Major,” she heard her mother say, then watched them leave the kitchen, Brenna’s hand tucked into the crook of his arm. Shaelyn moved away from the wall and followed.

Remy’s officers rose from their seats as he and Brenna entered the parlor. He brought her mother to stand directly in front of them. Shaelyn watched from the doorway where she stood.

Remy turned and faced her. “Miss Cavanaugh, would you please join us?”

She had no choice, she knew. Resentment reared its ugly head, but she tamped it down. With a great deal of reluctance, she joined her mother in front of the men.

“Mrs. Cavanaugh, Miss Cavanaugh, please meet Captain Bonaventure.”

“Daniel, please,” Captain Bonaventure, the man with the gray in his sideburns, said as he took Brenna’s hand and brought it to his lips. His thick, woolly mustache tickled her hand and she giggled with delight.

“You must call me Brenna.”

Shaelyn gawked at her mother, surprised by her warm, inviting manner. She shouldn’t have been surprised, though, as Brenna had always been a gracious hostess, no matter the circumstances. Brenna’s face beamed and a momentary flash of guilt rushed through Shaelyn. She should take the example and be kind to these men, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. As it was, she had to grit her teeth when Brenna uttered “A pleasure, Daniel” with much warmth.

Daniel blushed then looked at Shaelyn. “Miss.”

“Captain,” Shaelyn replied coolly. Every muscle in her face strained with the effort to keep her smile firmly in place.

“Captain Peter Williams.” The next man in line bowed before Brenna. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, his light brown eyes bright with all the promise of a life ahead.

“Lovely to meet you, sir.” Once more, Brenna flashed a beautiful smile, welcoming these intruders into their home as if they were about to share afternoon tea, or were being introduced at a grand ball, instead of having their home overrun by blue uniformed men.

“Aaron Falstead.” A young man, no older than her brother, came forward, exuberance in his step and in his manner. How he reminded Shaelyn of Ian with his charming grin. He bowed from the waist before he took Brenna’s hand. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Brenna nodded in that regal style she had. “And what is your rank, sir?”

“Captain, ma’am.” The man blushed to the tips of his dark blond hair, turning the few blond whiskers on his face almost pink as he stepped back into line.

“Randal Beckett, ma’am. Captain.”

“Lovely to meet you, Captain.” Again, Brenna’s manner conveyed a warm welcome. Shaelyn clenched her jaw then narrowed her eyes when Captain Beckett winked at her.

The last man in the group stepped forward and again, Brenna’s hand was kissed. “Captain Courtland Ames, ma’am. Please call me Cory.” He glanced at Shaelyn and nodded in her direction.

“There is one more officer,” Remy said quietly, “but he hasn’t arrived yet. Perhaps—”

“Please excuse my lateness, Major Harte.”

Shaelyn heard the familiar voice from behind her and whirled around. Angus “Jock” MacPhee, old family friend and honorary uncle, stood in the doorway, a huge grin stretching the ginger mustache across his upper lip. His light green eyes twinkled merrily as he opened his arms wide.

“Uncle Jock!” Shaelyn rushed across the room and flew into his arms.

“Sassy, lass,” Jock murmured in her ear. “I thought ye might like to see a friendly face.”

“Oh, Uncle Jock, I’m so glad you’re here.” She squeezed him tighter. Tears burned her eyes and her heart beat a frantic rhythm in her chest.

“’Twill be a’right, Sassy lass.”

Shaelyn pulled away when she felt her mother behind her.

Brenna fell into the circle of Jock’s arms. “Angus MacPhee, you are the most surprising man,” she whispered as she rested her head against his broad chest then burst into tears.

Shaelyn stood back and watched while Jock rubbed Brenna’s back in a reassuring manner, offering comfort.

“Don’t cry, my fine Irish rose. Everything will be all right,” Jock murmured, his thick Scottish brogue more pronounced than usual.

Whatever brave face Brenna had shown to the world, her inner turmoil and pain were now more than evident. Shaelyn knew her attitude hadn’t helped, and a strong sense of guilt overwhelmed her as she watched the man she’d known all her life lead her mother to a chair by the window.

The other officers gathered around Brenna, their voices a low hum as they, too, offered comfort.

Shaelyn felt someone watching her and glanced at Major Harte. Sympathy radiated from his eyes. The simple expression was her undoing. The tears she’d fought so hard to contain clouded her vision as she ran from the room.


Chapter 3

Remy watched Shaelyn run into the hallway, but not before he saw tears fill her magnificent eyes. The rush of sympathy he’d felt earlier doubled, then tripled, and the inclination to comfort her surged through him. And yet, he wouldn’t allow himself to move forward.

As long as they were here, he would be in command, and the sooner she learned that, the better off she’d be. That didn’t mean he couldn’t be pleasant, show her he was a man of his word, a man of honor.

He glanced at Brenna. As gracious and sweet as Jock said she was. There would be no fireworks, no battles, no questioning of his orders from her. Her tears had dried, leaving tracks on her cheeks, but the smile now spreading her lips remained as warm as when they’d first met. She sat on the rattan sofa, surrounded by his men, the last rays of the sun coming in through the window to highlight her dark auburn hair, the color of rich mahogany.

A smile twitched the corners of his mouth. No wonder Jock MacPhee had suggested this home and the Cavanaugh steamers. The Scotsman loved this woman, and had for quite some time, if the warmth glowing in his light green eyes was any indication.

A long sigh escaped him and the pain in his leg throbbed with each beat of his heart. He shifted his weight and leaned on the cane, his constant companion for the past three months. There was much to do and he had no time for the relentless reminder of his injury, nor for the love for Brenna he saw reflected in Jock’s eyes.

“Gentlemen,” he said as he turned and limped over to his officers. “I have assigned your rooms. If you’ll join me in the study, we can begin getting settled.” As one, his men rose and departed the room, their boot heels heavy on the marble tile in the corridor, leaving him alone with Mrs. Cavanaugh.

He studied her for a moment. A handsome woman by anyone’s standards. An ageless beauty, enhanced by her sweet nature, with not one hint of her daughter’s fiery temper. No raised chin, no daggers shooting from her clear blue eyes, which regarded him now with curiosity.
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