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            Gabriella Rivers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 1866

        Near New Orleans

      

      

      

      I glanced at the clock on the mantle.

      Just six hours to go.

      I sat on the floor of my father’s library, half a dozen open crates surrounding me on one side. Half empty bookcases on the other.

      How was I supposed to get this done in such a short time?

      How was I supposed to even do it at all?

      I placed a worn leather-bound copy of Ivanhoe in one of the crates. This one was easy. My father had read it over and over, leaving it lovingly worn.

      His collection of pipes was easy, too. I had another crate half filled with pipes, cigars, and a tobacco tin.

      My father should be here to do this himself.

      I never even came into his study, much less handle his personal items.

      It felt invasive.

      And just plain strange.

      A little depressing, too.

      Despite the ticking clock, I needed a break.

      Standing up, I dusted my long, threadbare long black dress.

      Black was the only color I wore anymore.

      Granted, it had been a year since the war had ended and I could have been forgiven by others for shedding the colors of mourning, but that wasn’t who I was.

      I’d lost too much. I might never wear another color.

      First, my brother had fallen at the Battle of Gettysburg.

      Our boys should never have crossed that Mason-Dixon lane.

      But… no…. they just had to do it.

      They just had to go up there and face an enemy that never ended. An endless supply of Northern soldiers just kept coming.

      Then not even three months later, my fiancé had been taken down at the Battle of Chickamauga. I found it no consolation that the Battle of Chickamauga was touted as the deadliest battle of the war and that many widows had been made that day.

      The whole war was senseless and unnecessary.

      Men and their stupid cause.

      Their cause had gotten them all killed and left the rest of us to pick up the pieces.

      I went to the window and watched as a wagon slowly made its way down our road.

      Damn them.

      They were early.

      Christopher Beaumont and his minions were not supposed to set foot on our property for another six hours.

      Well. He would just have to wait outside until the agreed upon time. Then I would think about unlocking my doors.

      My doors were bolted and they were going to stay that way until the last possible minute.

      I walked to my father’s desk and picked up the letter. Though I had it memorized, I read it again.

      

      
        
        Gabriella,

        I have such unfortunate news.

        I am well. Your mother is well. And your sister is well.

        Yet I am sorry to say that the house will be going to a man named Christopher Beaumont.

        He paid the taxes I couldn’t.

        I’m so sorry. I know how much you love River Oaks.

        Your loving father

      

      

      

      The paper crumpled as I lowered it to my side and closed my eyes. There was no time for tears now. Sadness was a luxury I didn’t have time to engage in.

      Not now.

      That time had passed.

      All I had time for now was to move forward.

      Many houses had been burned during the war.

      River Oaks had been spared and I had been grateful only to have it taken away anyway by that same enemy.

      If I had any nerve at all, I’d set fire to it and burn it to the ground myself.

      But I didn’t have the heart.

      Even if I and my family weren’t living in the grand old house, at least it still stood.

      It had served us well. I could only hope that the future owners, no matter what low life they were, treated the house with respect.

      And as long as the house stood there was always a chance that my father could somehow buy it back.

      I stared out the window at the oak trees shading the house and dirt road. Gray moss draped from the old trees, clinging to their limbs.

      My brother and I used to climb onto one of the tree’s low dipping branches and tug at the moss.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. This place held so many bittersweet memories. Perhaps leaving here was a blessing in disguise.

      The packing wouldn’t get done by itself. And I was the only one to do it.

      After checking the door locks to both the front and back doors, I got back to work.

      Packing away someone else’s life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Christopher Beaumont

          

        

      

    

    
      I was early.

      But that was my nature.

      As a lieutenant general in the Union army, I took everything I did seriously.

      Sometimes I felt like I’d missed out on getting any pleasure from life.

      I’d gone from West Point straight into the Union army. At twenty-eight, my life had been one responsibility after another.

      The war had stolen everything from me.

      I had no wife. Not even a fiancé. No children.

      And being an only child, my family’s lineage would end with me.

      The war had not only stolen everything, it had left me without a direction.

      And an inheritance that I had no use for. My father’s will had been very specific.

      He’d been wily, my father. Or at least he had thought he was. His will specified that the money he left me had to be spent on a house and land.

      A house and land that he’d bought at auction merely three weeks ago.

      That was pretty much it.

      I had no use for a house and land.

      My life was too complex.

      I had been born and raised in New Orleans by my father. My mother had died in childbirth and my father, heartbroken, had never remarried.

      He’d thrown himself into his business and unlike most everyone else in the south, he’d prospered during the war.

      Blockade running.

      My own father and I had succeeded in our own way on opposite sides of the war.

      He’d never forgiven me for choosing to fight for the north.

      That was my cross to bear.

      But I hadn’t been willing to compromise my beliefs even if it meant raising arms against my own people.

      My father had survived the war only to be struck down suddenly in a robbery gone wrong.

      It was odd that he’d updated his will only three weeks prior.

      Even though I hadn’t had a single letter from him for five years, he’d left everything to me. His only child.

      But he’d gotten back at me in his own way.

      You must use the money on the house and property. The same property that he’d acquired at auction.

      Did he seriously think he was going to turn me into a property owner?

      But I had outfoxed the old fox. I had promptly donated the house my father had bought to a convent.

      I was on my way to meet Sister Maria. To give her the keys and the deed.

      Then I would be on my way.

      I wanted nothing to do with the south that had born and bred me or the north that I had defended.

      I wanted nothing to do with my father’s money.

      I was my own man and had been since the day I’d left for West Point neigh unto eight years ago.

      Although I had no clear direction in my life, I did have a vague idea.

      I’d heard a lot of men talking about the west.

      I doubted it lived up to the dime novel hype, but it would be far away from both sides of this war.

      By being born on one side and fighting for the other, I was on what little remained of a crumbling fence.

      It was time to put all this behind me.

      To go west.

      And find a new beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Gabriella

          

        

      

    

    
      I kept my head down and ignored the knocking at my door.

      Christopher Beaumont could go to hell for all I cared.

      I had no obligation to open my door for anyone until six p.m.

      And since it wasn’t even two o’clock in the afternoon, I still had a few precious hours left in the home I’d grown up in. The only home I’d ever known.

      In fact, I’d never slept anywhere other than my own bed. Never. Not in my entire twenty years.

      Nonetheless, the knocking made me nervous, so I left my father’s study and went upstairs to my bedroom.

      I put my hands on my hips and surveyed my room. All my belongings were packed into two trunks and enough things in a valise for a couple of days. All the brightly colored dresses and ball gowns that I’d worn before the war were still in my bureau where I was leaving them. I had no use for them.

      I would spend the night in New Orleans, then travel north to Vicksburg where I’d join my parents.

      At least I still had family. Despite the loss of my brother, my fiancé, and my home, I still had my parents.

      I would get through it.

      I poured a glass of water and walked to the tall French window framed by dark blue velvet drapes held back on either side by a tie.

      From my window I had a view of the back yard.

      Standing back, I peeked out to see if I could get a glimpse of whoever was milling about what was still my home for the next few hours.

      A brush of movement below caught my attention.

      I nearly dropped my glass of water.

      Two women dressed in black, much as I was, walked through my mother’s flower garden.

      Long veils covered their heads and they wore white collars at their throats.

      The two women were nuns.

      I’d been expecting a dastardly man named Christopher, and instead I got two nuns.

      Oh no!

      Ignoring a visit by nuns was not the same thing as ignoring the man who had stolen the house out from under my family.

      I set my glass on my well-worn dresser top and picked up my hairbrush.

      I had to fix this. My mother was a devout Catholic and she would have my hide if she knew that I had let women of the cloth walk around outside our home while I purposely ignored them.

      I quickly pulled my long brunette hair into an up do and wove a black ribbon through my hair. The extent of my adornment.

      Smoothing my skirt, I examined my appearance in the mirror. Fortunately, I wore a black dress suitable for both packing boxes and traveling. It would also do for receiving guests.

      Maybe they had heard that we were moving and had come to pay their respects.

      That had to be it. My family had been a strong supporter of the church before the war and even through the war, they had donated supplies to the church that had then gone to the soldiers.

      I didn’t have much to offer the nuns in the way of refreshments.

      I would offer them water and biscuits. And perhaps some wine.

      Dashing from my room, I raced down the stairs, my feet barely touching the floor.

      I’d been so caught up in hating the man who’d bought the house that I hadn’t considered that I might have actual visitors.

      I had to make this right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Christopher

          

        

      

    

    
      I followed what was known as the River Road along the Mississippi, the steady clip clop of my horse’s hooves the only sound. My horse, a dapple gray named Horsefly, had been with me since the day I’d ridden off to West Point. He was a good horse. Afraid of nothing. And I’d put him through some dicey paces.

      I’d thought to ride out, do my due diligence, then continue on toward Baton Rouge.

      And I would have, too, if not for the storm coming this way. The dark clouds and swift wind left me with no choice but to change my plans.

      Although I was early, by the time I arrived at the house I’d bought with my father’s money, the nuns were already there.

      There were supposed to have been two of them, but there were three sitting on the front veranda of the house.

      The previous owners had probably already gotten out as I expected.

      I slid off my horse and tossed the reins over the hitching post.

      Why someone would want to live out here, nearly two hours from civilization was beyond me.

      Even more baffling was why my father had bought it. What had he planned on doing with a tobacco and cotton farm?

      It was a question I would never have an answer to.

      I just needed to take care of my business and move on.

      The three nuns watched me as I walked up the steps to the veranda.

      They sat around a little table with a tea set. Three delicate blue and white cups and saucers. Something I would expect to see in town.

      Out here, though, it looked out of place.

      The women looked out of place, too, though I supposed that they would use the house as a convent.

      The oldest one, with lines at the corners of her eyes, actually looked more approachable than the younger two. The middle-aged one wore a stern expression that I instinctively avoided.

      The youngest one had big, sad eyes that watched me with something akin to resentment. But, Mon Dieu, she was beautiful. Full and bow shaped red lips and long brunette hair pulled back with a few escaped strands fluttering around her face.

      My gaze locked onto hers before I caught myself having thoughts of kissing the girl.

      The girl was a nun, for God’s sake.

      “Good afternoon,” the oldest woman said.

      “Good afternoon,” I said, sweeping my hat from my head and drawing my attention away from the youngest of the three.

      I was not a religious man by any means, but I respected the choice these women had made. An admirable life of service.

      “You must be Mr. Beauchamp,” the nun said.

      “Yes,” I said. “I apologize for any interruption.”

      “There’s no need to apologize,” she said. “Allow me to make our introductions. I’m Sister Maria. This is Claire.” She nodded toward the middle-aged woman. “And this is Gabriella.”

      Gabriella. I couldn’t imagine a more beautiful and fitting name for such a lovely young woman.

      At the moment, however, the lovely Gabriella was glaring at me with eyes more akin to daggers than those of a peaceful woman of service.

      Sometimes wayward or homeless girls were put into convents by their families. This girl—Gabriella—was likely one of those. I had no doubt that Sister Maria and Sister Claire would have her straightened out in no time.

      “Well,” I said. “I want to see inside the house, but I’m going to walk around outside before dark. Please excuse me.”

      With one of the nuns looking at me as though she would like to slap my palms with a ruler and one shooting daggers at me with her eyes, leaving them be, at least for now, suddenly seemed like my best option.

      I went back downstairs and grabbed my horse’s reins to lead him to the barn for the night. In light of the storm coming in, it looked like I was going to be spending the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            Gabriella

          

        

      

    

    
      So that was Christopher Beaumont. Not at all what I had expected.

      But then the whole situation was not what I had been expecting.

      Sister Maria had told me that it was Christopher’s father who had bought my family’s house and land at auction.

      Shortly thereafter, he’d been shot in a robbery, leaving everything to his son. Christopher.

      So Christopher had donated the house to Sister Maria.

      It could have made me feel better about him, but it didn’t.

      He’d just taken my family home and tossed it to the church. Not caring that had been in someone’s family forever. Someone’s home.

      I didn’t care that the nuns would take good care of the house.

      That they would be using it to help those in need.

      I hated him and I would hate him until the day I died.

      It took every ounce of willpower I had not to tell Sister Maria this. Hatred was not tolerated by the nuns.

      But she’d obviously seen enough in my eyes to keep me from interacting with Christopher.

      I couldn’t have spoken to him if I’d had to.

      Seeing him ride up on his dapple-gray horse to my house like he owned the place set my blood boiling.

      It was worse that he sat tall in his saddle and that he wore the blue uniform of the union army.

      It was worse that he rode his horse as well as any of the southern boys I’d grown up with.

      Worse that he was a handsome man with the bluest of blue eyes that seemed to see into my very soul.

      “Come, Dear,” Sister Maria said, gathering up the teacups on the delicate china tray. “You no doubt still have lots to do. Sister Claire and I will help.”

      I reined back my anger and reminded myself that the nuns were merely doing what they were supposed to do. It wasn’t their fault that my father couldn’t pay his taxes and the house had been bought by some carpetbagger who then left it to his son. Or that the son had tossed it to the church like a bag of unwanted clothes.

      I thanked Sister Maria and picked up the tray.

      Sister Claire held the door for us.

      I didn’t know what to make of Sister Claire. She didn’t have much to say, but that didn’t bother me so much. What did bother me was that she looked tough enough to come out on top of a tangle with a wildcat.

      I’d noticed that she’d directed some of her own anger toward Christopher. And even though I had no reason to defend him, I certainly felt sorry for him.

      Along with my respect for the nuns, I also had a healthy dose of fear, especially when they acted like Sister Claire.

      I’d had my own palm rapped with a rule a time or two. Enough so that I knew better than to cross one of these ladies.

      As we walked through the foyer, the sound of thunder rumbled in the distance.

      And for just a moment, before I caught myself, I went on alert.

      The thunder sounded far too much like artillery fire.
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