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Chapter 1


McLean, Virginia


March 2014


Like duelists on the field of battle, they faced one another from opposite sides of their king-sized bed.


“ ‘Until death do we part.’ Or have you forgotten?”


“It’s just that we’re not… I mean, I thought it would be better for me… for us, that is, if—” Jessica stopped in mid-plea, knowing that beneath her husband’s eerily calm exterior, there lurked a very angry man.


“I’m only going to say this one time, Jessica. I have no intention of ever letting you go.”


“Richard, please hear me out.” She took a deep breath, hoping to steady her faltering nerves. “I don’t want any alimony. There will be no scandal. And no divorce lawyers to—”


“Obviously, I need to remind you that, seven years ago, we took a vow before Almighty God, pledging ourselves in holy matrimony,” Richard intoned as he stepped toward her.


Staring at her husband, she noticed that the tips of his ears were bright red. Had his ears always been that color? Surely, she hadn’t pledged herself in holy matrimony to a man with terra cotta-colored ears?


Jessica choked back a hysterical laugh, knowing that if she remained in the room with Richard much longer, she might go off the deep end. After weeks of nail-biting vacillation she’d finally gotten up the courage to ask him for a divorce, and he’d shot her down with no more effort than it took to swat a fly.


Unable to look her husband in the eye, Jessica dropped her gaze, noticing the small, precise monogram stitched onto the cuff of his Brooks Brothers shirt: RB. Richard Bragg. The “wonder boy” of the ultra-right wing, he was the chief spokesman for the Traditional Family Movement, able to make or break political careers with a single, glib sound bite.


“Perhaps it would help things… um, our marriage, that is, if you would be willing to—”


Jessica didn’t see the blow until it was too late; the force of Richard’s backhanded slap whipped her head to the right. As she gasped for breath, her cheek felt like it had just been blowtorched, the pain radiating along her jawbone and up to the top of her skull. It was the first time that Richard had ever hit her, Jessica was stunned by his show of violence.


Knowing that her husband despised any type of emotional display, she hastily wiped at the tears that rolled down her cheeks.


Richard stepped over to the nightstand and snatched a tissue out of the box. “You drove me to that,” he said without apology as he handed her the Kleenex. “After all that I’ve done to provide for you, I can’t believe this is how you repay me.”


“I… I’m sorry, Richard.” Despite the ready words of contrition, Jessica knew there was no reason to apologize. She’d always been a dutiful wife.


“Being an understanding husband, I’m willing to overlook your irrational behavior. Dr. Metzer mentioned that the drugs might have some ill side-effects.”


The drugs. By that he meant the pharmaceutical cocktail that was supposed to change the indicator on the home-pregnancy test from pink to blue. It had been Richard’s idea to send her to an infertility specialist. A woman incapable of bearing children had little to no worth in his carefully scripted world. As the barren months had slipped past, the deprecating glances at her midsection had made Jessica feel like some worthless abomination. Richard didn’t want a wife; he wanted a womb. And yet he refused to divorce her to seek out more fertile fields. Because he was one of the more visible leaders of the Traditional Family Movement, Richard would never willingly grant her a divorce. The pundits would skewer him alive on the flames of public opinion if that ever happened.


“Did you take your temperature this morning?”


Hesitantly, she nodded, fearful of what that loaded question portended.


Without so much as a glance in her direction, Richard began to loosen his silk tie, causing Jessica to inwardly cringe at the thought of his pale, brittle hands perfunctorily moving across her body. Years ago, she’d stopped pretending to enjoy it, even as Richard had stopped acting as though it was anything other than a reflexive biological act. Place part A into socket B. The bodily symbol of a loveless marriage. Until death do we part.


Resigned to her fate, Jessica automatically started to unbutton her blouse, stopping in mid-motion when her husband’s wristwatch emitted a high-pitched chirp.


Brusquely, Richard pushed at the buttons that rimmed his expensive timepiece. “I’ve got to catch a flight to New York,” he muttered, yanking his tie back into place.


Knowing that she’d been dismissed, Jessica hurriedly left the room. Grateful for the reprieve, she headed to the living room to await Richard’s departure.


When, several minutes later, she heard the heels of Richard’s Italian loafers rhythmically click against the polished marble floor as he strode down the hall, she steeled her emotions, telling herself that he’d soon be gone. Plastering a demure smile onto her face, she watched as he set his garment bag down before he approached her.


“I haven’t previously mentioned it, but I made arrangements for a contractor to come by tomorrow morning to install a wall safe in my study.” As he spoke, Richard jingled the coins in his pants pocket. Merely annoying in the early years of their marriage, his habitual coin jingling had begun lately to grate on Jessica’s nerves with a wracking intensity. “I need a place to store the deed to the house, wills, that sort of thing.”


About to point out that was why they had a safe deposit box at the bank, Jessica held her tongue. She’d learned long ago never to contradict him.


“And don’t forget to pick up my dry-cleaning,” Richard continued. “I need my tux for a fund-raiser on Friday night.”


“No, I won’t forget,” she replied dutifully.


Placing a hand on her shoulder, Richard leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, the same cheek that he’d earlier brutalized with the back of his hand. “While I’m gone, I want you to reflect on the reasons why we committed ourselves to one another.”


“Yes, Richard. I will do that,” she acquiesced without argument, willing to say anything to get him out the door.


Moments later, as she watched the gray Lexus back out of the driveway, Jessica clutched her stomach and moaned, assaulted with waves of pent-up anxiety.


Well, there’s one surefire way to cure that, isn’t there?


Like an addict in search of a fix, she made a beeline for the kitchen. As she reached for the cookie jar, she caught sight of a framed picture with the embroidered words “Home, Sweet Home.” Averting her gaze, she sank her teeth into a double-fudge cookie, needing the comfort that only chocolate could provide.


Admittedly, it hadn’t always been like this. There had been a time, early in the marriage, when she’d believed that if she tried hard enough to be a good wife, Richard would reward her with affection and respect. She didn’t require love—merely the occasional kind word.


Who am I kidding? Everyone needs love.


As that thought crossed her mind, Jessica wondered when she’d become so pathetic. On days like today, it was hard to recall that she’d once been a free-thinking college graduate bent on a career in journalism. Particularly since she now guarded her every word, her every gesture. Richard had long ago sapped the joie de vivre right out of her, like some blood-sucking parasite.


Glancing at the crumbs littering the floor and countertop, she angrily shoved the cookie jar away from her. Unable to even enjoy the simple pleasure of a sugary treat, she stepped out of the kitchen to retrieve the vacuum cleaner from the hall closet.


As she walked past the oversized mirror in the foyer, Jessica came to a standstill. Shoving a hank of shoulder-length, auburn hair behind her ear, she stared at her reflection. Her hazel-green eyes were red-rimmed, and her left cheek was splotchy from where she’d been hit: a visible reminder that something had dramatically changed in the dynamic of their relationship. It wasn’t simply the fact that her husband had struck her; it was that some dark, malevolent force had finally bubbled to the surface. Before today, Richard’s abuse had always been verbal in nature; the man was an expert at battering her to a pulp with a disparaging turn of phrase. Now that the abuse had been ratcheted to the next level, she feared what he would do next, well aware that there was nothing she could do to protect herself from—


No. That’s not true. I can walk away from the marriage.


Longingly, Jessica stared at the front door, imagining the freedom that beckoned from the other side. While the will was there, she had no means with which to leave. Unlike the average person who could simply go to an ATM machine or get a cash advance on their credit card, she had no direct access to monetary funds other than the household allowance that Richard doled out at the beginning of each week. That would buy her an airline ticket and a night’s hotel room, but little else.


Suddenly inspired, her gaze darted to the closed door of Richard’s study. On numerous occasions, she’d seen him exit from there with her weekly cash allowance in hand.


Galvanized into action, Jessica rushed down the hall and flung open the door to her husband’s home office. With a confidence she didn’t necessarily feel, she walked over to Richard’s imposing antique desk and yanked open the center drawer. At a glance, she could see that it contained nothing more valuable than a few pens, some pencils, and several rolls of antacids. The next two drawers were equally disappointing.


Not about to retreat, Jessica tugged on the bottom drawer, surprised to find that it was locked. Certain that was where Richard kept his petty cash, she dashed out of the room, quickly making her way to the attached garage next to the kitchen. A few seconds later, rummaging through the tools stored on a shelf affixed to one side of the garage, she found what she was searching for.


With the tool clutched to her chest, Jessica made her way back to Richard’s office. Unraveling the cord, she plugged it into the wall socket behind his desk. The electric pruning saw jerked slightly against her tightly clutched hand.


“Carpe diem,” she murmured. Time to seize the day.


Pressing the saw blade against the wooden drawer, Jessica felt a giddy burst of excitement as small chips of wood flew up at her. It gave her a sense of empowerment that she was unaccustomed to feeling, unable to stifle a peal of hysterical laughter at the sight of the metal blade working its way through her husband’s hundred-year-old mahogany desk.


It didn’t take very long to saw through the locked drawer. Setting the tool aside, she thrust a hand into the butchered opening, her fingers making contact with a metal strongbox. Anxious to see what it contained, she placed it on top of the desk. Then, taking a deep breath, she lifted the lid.


The moment she did, Jessica’s mouth fell open.


Oh, my God… can all of this money be for real?


Trembling, she slid a hand across the neatly stacked rows of green and white. “Yep, it’s real, all right.”


Picking up one of the banded packs of crisp hundred-dollar bills, Jessica guesstimated that she was holding $10,000 in her hand. Given that there were many more packs of similar size and denomination still in the box, Richard must have over a million dollars hoarded in his desk drawer.


No wonder he wanted a wall safe installed.


Where in heaven’s name did all of this money come from? Richard surely didn’t accrue it by putting his loose change in a jelly jar every night. Was he skimming from the coffers of the Traditional Family Movement? Was he taking bribes from lobbyists? Did she even care? She wanted her freedom, and here it was staring her right in the face.


Because she’d entered into her marriage with $300,000—the inheritance that she received after her parents, Benjamin and Glenda Reardon, were tragically killed in an auto accident—she decided that she would take half that amount. A fair settlement by anyone’s standard.


After grabbing fifteen banded packs of hundred dollar bills, Jessica hurried back to the kitchen, retrieving a canvas shopping bag. After dumping her booty into the sack, she snatched the framed piece of embroidery from the wall.


“Home, sweet home,” she snickered before smashing the frame against the granite countertop. Twisting her wedding band off of her finger, she carefully placed it on top of the broken glass. Then, removing a banana-shaped magnet from the refrigerator, she retrieved a numbered receipt, which she carefully placed beneath the gleaming gold ring. “Heaven forbid that I should forget Richard’s dry-cleaning.”


As she marched down the hall a few moments later, canvas bag in hand, Jessica brightened at the thought that, at thirty-one years of age, she was about to become her own woman.














Chapter 2


Greenbrier County, West Virginia


September 2014


“Give ’em hell, boys!”


Although it was late in the day, the sulfurous tang of gunpowder hung thickly in the air as volley after volley of intense firing raged between the two battle lines. Trying to rally his troops, a blue-clad officer scrambled over a rocky ravine waving a bayonet. A group of soldiers followed close behind, the thrill of combat gleaming in their eyes.


Rising from an earthen embankment, a line of gray-uniformed skirmishers met them head-on, yelling raucously as they fired their muskets.


Jessica Reardon jerked like a puppet on a string, startled to find herself in the path of a charging cavalry trooper. Before she could leap out of the way, the soldier’s mount came to an abrupt halt, showering her sneakers with a layer of dirt. The uniformed rider thrust his arm in her direction, the elaborate gold braid on his gray coat sleeve glistening in the fading sunlight.


“Miss Reardon, the 4th Cavalry under the command of General Sitwell is preparing to charge. Are you ready to shoot?”


Jessica removed the lens cap from the camera that hung around her neck. “Ready to fire at will, Captain Stoddard.”


It was the 150th anniversary of the Battle of Lewis Creek, and as a reporter for The Greenbrier Dispatch, Jessica was there to cover all the action. The event had drawn throngs of Civil War reenactors, intent on recreating a bit of West Virginia history—although, one hundred and fifty years ago, it’d been hotly contested as to whether this area of the eastern Alleghenies belonged to the Commonwealth of Virginia or to the newly formed state of West Virginia.


“Ma’am, would it be impertinent to ask if you will be in attendance at this evening’s regimental ball?”


Jessica gulped, unnerved to discover that beneath Captain Stoddard’s nineteenth-century uniform and courtly manners, there lurked a twenty-first century man on the make. “To tell you the truth, Captain Stoddard—”


“Please, call me Bruce.”


Jessica nervously fumbled with the menu button on her camera. “Um, as you can see, Bruce, I left my hoop skirt at home.” Hopefully, her would-be admirer had the smarts to know that no self-respecting southern belle would dare dance the Virginia Reel garbed in khaki shorts, a T-shirt, and an Orioles baseball cap.


“Without your fair beauty to grace this evening’s festivities, I shall be a lonely cavalier, indeed.” With a theatrical sweep of the arm, Bruce removed his plumed hat. “Farewell, dear lady! I am afraid that duty calls.” That said, horse and rider charged across the battlefield.


Watching Bruce Stoddard disappear over a grass-covered knoll, Jessica exhaled a pent-up breath. She was there on a journalistic assignment and not to fill her dance card for some ridiculous reenactment ball. To prove, if only to herself, that she really was a newspaper reporter-at-large, she raised the digital camera and took a few snaps.


Admittedly, “reporter-at-large” primarily meant doing the human interest stories that no one else at The Dispatch wanted to do. Last week, she’d interviewed Okie Phelps, head of the Greenbrier Turkey Shoot Club, who was kind enough to go through his entire repertoire of wild animal calls. The week before that, she’d gotten the big scoop on how Mrs. Lucy Albright, 87, resident of Big Stink Lick, kept raccoons out of the cornfield.


While she’d never win a Pulitzer reporting on how pumpkin vines deter furry trespassers, working as a journalist—even if it was for a small town paper that only went to press three times a week—was reward enough. And if the editor liked her piece on this weekend’s reenactment, she had a shot at getting bumped from freelance reporter to full-time news writer. She could certainly use the extra money.


Turning away from the battlefield, Jessica retrieved her car keys from the zippered pocket on her knapsack before making her way down a well-worn footpath toward the rows of parked cars in the lower field. It was late in the day, and she’d already gotten enough interviews to write a story for next week’s paper.


As she neared her vehicle, Jessica inwardly cringed at the sight of her sixteen-year-old Ford Bronco sandwiched between a luxury SUV and an aerodynamically designed mini-van. No doubt about it, her three-thousand-dollar clunker stood out like the proverbial sore thumb.


Opening the car door, she readjusted the faded T-shirt that covered the ripped driver’s seat before easing herself behind the wheel. As she did, she wrinkled her nose at the Bronco’s musty smell, a permanent odor that no amount of air freshener could alleviate.


Fingers crossed, she turned the ignition key. “Okay, Houston, all systems are go,” she chirped happily at hearing the engine roar to life. The Bronco was less than perfect in the reliability department.


After shifting into reverse, Jessica slowly backed out of her parking space, ignoring the noxious, gray smoke spewing from the tail pipe. Once clear of the parking area, she made the turn onto Route 219.


Jessica knew that she’d eventually have to fork out the money for an auto mechanic: the Bronco was in desperate need of a tune-up. As well as a new starter. And though money woes were a regular obsession, she didn’t mind living hand to mouth. Tucked away in the back of her mind was the memory of the alternative. So while she was currently strapped for cash, at least she was forging her own life. Footloose and fancy free. Or at least she would be once her divorce was finalized.


“Holy crackers! Where did that come from?” Flipping on the windshield wipers, Jessica glanced at the dark clouds suddenly storm-trooping across the western sky, a doozy of a storm that had just rolled over the mountains with no advance warning.


When, in the next instant, the engine suddenly stalled, she let the Bronco coast to the side of the road as she berated herself again for not having bought a new car battery when she’d had the extra money. Fortunately, she didn’t have too far to walk because the Bronco had petered out only a hundred yards from the turnoff to the house. From there, she only had to traverse half a mile to reach dry clothing, freshly brewed coffee, and a warm meal.


With a resigned sigh, Jessica pulled the keys out of the ignition, depositing them in the pocket of her khaki shorts. After tucking her ponytail into her baseball cap, she stepped out of the vehicle. The moment she did, a logging truck, heading in the opposite direction, splashed a sheet of water across the front of her body.


“Just what I need,” she muttered, the misery index instantly compounded.


Long minutes later, catching sight of her house through the grove of sugar maple and oak that timbered the hillside, Jessica’s shoulders sagged with relief. Barely able to put one foot in front of the other, she had a whole new appreciation of why her hilltop residence was called Highland House.


Six months ago, she would never have guessed that she’d be living in a two-hundred-year-old house that actually came with its own name. And it was all hers—lock, stock, and barrel—bought at auction on the Greenbrier County courthouse steps for the sum of $125,000. Paid for in cash. Although there was no getting around the fact that the ramshackle, two-story, red brick house was in desperate need of some TLC. Which, loosely translated, meant another $125,000 would be needed for essential repairs. It would take at least three times that amount to bring Highland House back to its former glory.


Feeling an ache in the back of her calves, Jessica slowed her pace. As she did, she glimpsed a lightning strike in the near vicinity, the stentorian crackle followed by a stereophonic boom. Then, as though it was hurled by Zeus himself, another bolt plunged from the sky. Stunned, she watched it make contact with an ancient maple tree, a heavy limb crashing to the ground, fissured by nature’s most merciless slayer.


Terrified of being struck by lightning, Jessica tucked her head and sprinted in the direction of the house.


She was almost to the front porch when, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of motion in the trees. In the next instant, she heard a spine-tingling, lion-like roar. Curiosity getting the better of her, Jessica came to halt and stared at the stand of maples. Unnerved, she had the distinct impression that some sort of otherworldly creature with glowing red eyes was peering at her through the foliage. Which was a totally preposterous notion. Given the large deer population in the area, it was probably a doe or a buck.


But could a doe or a buck have made that bone-jarring roar?


Since she didn’t think it likely, Jessica wondered if it wasn’t a bear. Or perhaps a—


Suddenly, without warning, a burst of orange flames jettisoned across the wooded grove. The fiery blaze lasted for several seconds, as if it had been shot from a gigantic flame torch.


“Oh my God!” she screamed, petrified.


Worried that this was fast turning into a storm of biblical proportions, she rushed toward the porch, making a beeline for the front door. Yanking it open, she lunged inside the dimly lit foyer. After bolting the door, she fumbled for the light switch.


“Could things get any worse?” she muttered, disheartened to discover that there was no electrical power. Since it would soon be nightfall, there was no time to wallow in self-pity. She needed to locate a flashlight and some basic emergency provisions before it turned pitch dark.


Several minutes later, flashlight and candles in hand, she decided to set up camp in the library. It had more furniture than any other room in the house and boasted a beautiful set of French doors that would provide ample daylight if she was still without power come morning. It also happened to be her favorite room in the house.


With the toe of her wet sneaker, Jessica pushed open the library door. The flashlight cast a golden beam that illuminated the room’s peeling wallpaper and cracked plaster ceiling. Buster, her recently adopted Maine Coon cat, lazily stretched his orange and white body along the back of the sofa.


“Hello, big guy. Hope you don’t mind the company.”


After setting the flashlight on top of the mantel, Jessica placed several candles in strategic places out of Buster’s reach. The constellation of flickering lights created a soft, romantic ambiance. She only needed Mister Darcy to walk through the door to complete the fantasy.


Oh, be still my heart.


Just then, Buster lurched from his cozy perch and Jessica was surprised to see that the fur on the back of his neck was standing on end.


“Hey, what’s the matter, fella?” When her question met with a feline growl, she smiled and said, “Surely, a mighty hunter like you isn’t afraid of an old thunder—”


Jessica’s breath caught in her throat when she suddenly heard the unmistakable sound of the porch floorboards creaking and groaning under a heavy weight. When she next heard a loud, rattling sound, her heart forcefully pounded against her breastbone.


Someone is trying to open the front door!


Terror-stricken, she rushed over to the mantel and grabbed the flashlight, clutching her pitiful weapon to her chest. Long seconds passed as she stood rooted in place, the rattling sound eventually ceasing.


On the verge of giving the “all clear,” Jessica instead shrieked as the French doors suddenly swung open. The swoosh of cool, moist air caused the candles to erratically sputter. In the next instant, a tall, soaking wet man stepped into the library.


Seized with a burst of unadulterated fear, Jessica let the flashlight slip through her fingers, and it shot frenetic beams of light onto the baseboards as it rolled across the floor.


Deciding to make a run for it, Jessica spun on her heel.


Only to pull up short when she saw that the intruder had a gun in his hand. And it was pointed directly at her.














Chapter 3


Terrified, Jessica opened her mouth to scream, but the shriek was so firmly lodged in her throat that she barely produced a tinny squeak. The fact that the gunman’s face was obscured by a wide-brimmed hat and thick, overgrown beard amplified her fear, inducing a full-body paralysis.


“What are you doing in this house?” the intruder demanded as he lowered his revolver and shoved it into the holster belted around his waist.


He wants to know what I’m doing in my own home?


Quite frankly, she didn’t know how to reply. Particularly since the fiend could rape and murder her, in her own home, and it would be days before she would be missed by anyone.


Because the intruder had the advantage of size, standing several inches over six feet, her only hope was to land a perfectly executed kick to his testicles.


About to launch her attack, she was thrown off-kilter when her assailant unexpectedly staggered toward her. Doing a fair impersonation of a Weeble, he wobbled to and fro before crash-landing on the sofa with a heavy thud. He rolled his head as he made one of those uniquely male sounds, midway between a groan and a grunt. After that, he went eerily silent.


In a state of total shock, Jessica hurriedly retrieved her flashlight from the floor and shined it over the intruder’s prone body. At seeing the Confederate uniform jacket, she exhaled a gusty sigh of relief.


“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” she huffed. Not only was he one of those Civil War reenactors that she’d seen earlier in the day, he was also stinking drunk. Why else would he have passed out on the couch like that? Given that the house had been vacant and abandoned for several years, her Confederate intruder probably thought that Highland House would be a good place to wait out the storm.


As she inched closer to the sofa, Jessica closely scrutinized the drunken man. “Kinda difficult to guess your age, let alone your species, with all of that facial hair,” she muttered, suspecting he wore a fake beard that he’d pasted on for the reenactment. In the real world, men didn’t grow beards like that unless they were Amish or they spent their days pushing a shopping cart and begging for quarters.


Curious, Jessica impulsively reached down and tugged on the reenactor’s beard. “Oh, Lordy! It’s real.”


In the next instant, a bolt of lightning discharged nearby, brightly illuminating the library. The man jerked slightly. Then, to Jessica’s horror, his eyes opened.


“My beloved,” he whispered hoarsely, before his eyes again closed.


Yep. Drunk as a skunk.


Annoyed that the inebriated man had picked her sofa to pass out on, Jessica strode over to the French doors and closed them, noticing for the first time a leather saddlebag in the corner of the room. Hoping there wasn’t a horse hitched to the front porch, she tucked the flashlight under one arm as she crouched beside it. She needed to find some ID to contact the man’s family, so she unbuckled the clasp and unceremoniously dumped the saddlebag’s entire contents onto the floor.


She was surprised by the odd assortment of items she found as she rummaged through an old-fashioned toothbrush with prickly bristles, a sterling silver cigar case, several half-burnt wax candles, a wooden comb, an ivory-handled knife and fork, a worn-out pack of playing cards, and a pair of wool socks that looked like they’d seen better days. She next unfolded a newspaper clipping from The Richmond Times dated September 20, 1864. A fake, obviously. Earlier in the day, she’d seen plenty of “authentic” nineteenth-century wares for sale at the reenactment.


“Okay, so where’s your wallet?” she muttered.


Discovering a pair of leather packets that looked promising, Jessica opened one of them. Rather than the man’s ID, it instead contained a wad of phony Confederate paper money and several gold coins. To her dismay, the other leather purse only contained bullets and gun cartridges.


Her frustration fast mounting, she plucked a soiled envelope out of the pile. Shining the flashlight on it, she could see that it was addressed to a Colonel Gideon MacAllister.


“Finally, a name. Sometimes snail mail really is the best way to go,” Jessica opined, as she stuffed all of the items back into the saddlebag.


At hearing Gideon’s ragged breathing, Jessica rose to her feet and tiptoed over to the sofa. For several seconds, she stared at the man who was sprawled across it. “A little gamey smelling, aren’t you?” she said to her drunken guest, able to detect the scents of gunpowder, campfire smoke, and pine needles.


Noticing the way that Gideon’s legs were shoved against the side of the coffee table, Jessica put down the flashlight so that she could grasp his booted feet by the ankles, enabling her to swing his legs into a less contorted position. Then, telling herself that she was simply being a Good Samaritan, she grabbed a throw pillow. Removing Gideon’s rain-dampened hat, she gently placed the pillow behind his head. When she did so, she experienced a strange tingling sensation in her fingertips. As though she’d been hit with a low-voltage burst of electricity.


Chalking it up to some kind of weird electrical discharge caused by the raging thunderstorm, she immediately withdrew her hand.


Deciding to leave the room, Jessica’s gaze fell upon the gun holster and sheathed sword belted around Gideon’s waist. Inwardly groaning, she knew both items had to be removed. Even though the revolver was undoubtedly loaded with blanks—per reenactment regulations—she didn’t want him accidentally setting it off, or ripping a hole in her couch with his sword.


After she unhooked the metal buckle at his waist, she grasped hold of Gideon’s upper shoulder and rolled him toward her, no easy feat given his size. Then she yanked the belt out from under him because she simply wanted to get the unpleasant task over and done with. She then eased Gideon onto his back, relieved that he was three sheets to the wind and therefore blissfully unaware of what was happening to him.


Setting the menacing-looking weapons on top of the coffee table, Jessica took one last gander at her unwelcome houseguest. There was something hauntingly familiar about him, although she felt certain they had never previously met.


Flashlight in hand, Jessica headed for the door. “Pleasant dreams, Gideon MacAllister.”


*  *  *


Certain that he’d just heard a woman’s voice, Gideon vainly struggled to open his eyes. What is she doing here? The house had been empty since the fire. Perhaps she was fleeing from the Federal troops and had sought refuge there. If so, he must tell her that there was no refuge to be had at Highland House. As he knew all too well, the only refuge was in death.


Now, with the end close at hand, Gideon felt a profound sense of relief. He had been waiting for death, longing for it even. So many deaths on his hands. His beloved’s death on his hands.


Feeling a heavy, oppressive weight on his chest, he tried to pull some air into his weakened lungs. His efforts were to no avail; each breath was more shallow than the one before it. Perhaps he was already dead. That would certainly explain the demoniacal, red-eyed beast that he’d glimpsed as he’d approached the house, the winged serpent looking as though it’d been spawned in the fiery abyss. He had expected Charon to ferry him across the River Styx. But Satan’s dragon could perform the task just as well, he supposed.


Enveloped in a still silence, Gideon wondered what had become of the auburn-haired woman with the steadfast gaze. It doesn’t matter, he told himself. Nothing in this world was of any consequence. Soon enough, he would arrive at Hell’s gate.


Punishment for a life that could have been better lived.


*  *  *


Still navigating by flashlight, Jessica wearily headed upstairs, irked that the telephone book had no listing for a Gideon MacAllister. Although she wouldn’t have been able to call anyway because the land line was dead, and she’d left her cell phone in the Bronco to keep it from getting wet.


Entering her bedroom, her gaze was immediately drawn to Buster. The furry imp had already settled in for the night, curled on the pillow next to hers.


“Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t invite him,” Jessica said in response to Buster’s inquisitive stare.


Normally, she’d be scared to death at having a stranger asleep on the sofa. But because this particular stranger was out like a light, she wasn’t as worried as she might have been. In fact, she suspected that come daybreak, her “guest” would cut bait and run—a killer hangover and shamefaced embarrassment dogging him all the way home.


“I should probably have left some Alka-Seltzer on the coffee table,” she said with an amused chuckle.


In a hurry to get out of her damp clothing, Jessica strode over to the armoire. Opening it, she set the flashlight on one of the shelves. She then kicked off her tennis shoes, too tired to bend over and untie them. Next, she yanked off the T-shirt, unsnapped her bra, wiggled out of the khaki shorts, and removed her panties, carelessly flinging all four items into the nearby laundry basket. Having brought a towel with her, she quickly dried off before she donned clean panties and a ribbed tank top.


No sooner had she pulled the tank top over her head than the flashlight went dead, throwing the room into complete darkness.


“That’s just great,” Jessica muttered disagreeably when the flashlight failed to magically turn back on after she gave it the time-honored whack.


Unable to see a thing, she carefully maneuvered over to the four-poster bed, managing to bang her knee in the process. The day’s events had taken their toll. She plunked down on the edge of the mattress. The last hour had unraveled like a bad Fellini film, except in this instance truth really was stranger than fiction.


As if sensing her distress, the big Maine Coon positioned himself on her lap, gently kneading Jessica’s thighs with his paws before curling into a fluffy ball. The soothing sound of Buster’s purr worked its magic, and Jessica happily reciprocated by stroking her cat under his chin.


Just feed ’em, give ’em shelter and affection, and in return they give you unconditional love. Why can’t all relationships be like that? Why couldn’t my marriage have been like that?


It had been six months since she’d walked out on her husband. Her legal separation from Richard Bragg incited a brouhaha, and his reputation had been sliced and diced by a public eager to yank the right-wing poster boy—who’d always been quick to lambaste the lack of morals in Washington—off his self-righteous high horse. Not that Jessica cared. To her mind, Richard had dug his own grave, although she suspected that he blamed her entirely for his fall from grace.


She also suspected that Richard was none too pleased about the $150,000 that she’d taken from his desk drawer, but he’d made no mention of the money in the deposition that he’d given as part of the divorce proceedings. Well and good since she’d already spent the cash, having used most of the money to buy her house. Granted, Highland House wasn’t much of a residence, not yet anyway. But it was hers, and she would never give it up.


“What’s your take on all of this, kitty?” She gently rubbed Buster behind his ears. “Is love nothing but a dirty, four-letter word?” Her query was met with one of those disinterested, leisurely yawns that felines seem to have perfected over the ages.


Pulling back the quilted coverlet, Jessica snuggled into the feather-tick mattress. For several seconds, she restlessly tossed and turned until her body finally settled into a comfortable position. She then slowly descended into the enticing realm of deep sleep.


As her unconscious self stood on the periphery of a dream, she caught sight of a glowing light in the shrouding darkness. Intrigued, she walked toward it. No—“walk” wasn’t the right word—she floated toward the light, her body unfettered by the gravity of the waking world.


No sooner had she passed through the luminous sphere than Jessica emerged in a wooded ravine. Standing in the middle of a path that was illuminated by dappled sunlight, she knew that she was in a place called Sweet Springs. How she knew this, she couldn’t say. The name had simply popped into her head as though it was common knowledge. Or a bit of hidden knowledge that had suddenly been revealed.


Her attention drawn to the sound of rustling leaves, Jessica turned her head, smiling at the sight of a fawn nibbling on a bush. Startled by her approach, the animal quickly scampered through the woodland.


Farther down the path, Jessica saw a lone woman, her long, plaid dress seemingly out of place in the midst of the forested wilderness. Because the woman seemed vaguely familiar, Jessica moved toward her, not stopping until she and the other woman collided, their bodies, their thoughts, their joys and fears melding together.


In that instant, they became one and the same woman. A fusion of body, mind, and soul.














Chapter 4


Sweet Springs, Virginia


Summer 1860


Grabbing hold of her voluminous skirt, Miss Sarah Pemberton carefully navigated her way over the rocky terrain.


Moments earlier, she’d glimpsed a fawn darting through the forest, the reason she’d strayed from the path. A mountain wilderness such as this was a thoroughly exotic realm to a young lady born and raised in the port city of Norfolk, Virginia. Indeed, nearly everything about this Allegheny paradise was enchantingly beautiful, putting her in mind of a Highland scene from a Sir Walter Scott novel.


Gazing across the verdant hillock, she sighed pensively. Although she’d arrived several days ago, she’d had scant free time to explore the scenic wonders that surrounded the mountainside spa. Because of her father’s death two years ago, she’d been forced to act as a lady’s companion to her stepmother, Mrs. Etta Pemberton. Despite the fact that her father had financially provided for Sarah in his will, her stepmother obstinately refused to turn over her inheritance, claiming that her father had intended for the money to be used as a dowry.


While Sweet Springs was, without question, the most elegant of all the Virginia spas, and even though, by all accounts, the 1860 summer season would likely be the grandest in recent memory, her stepmother had made it abundantly clear that she was there only to take the water cure. It was her stepmother’s adamant contention that a regimen of hydro-therapy, administered three times daily, would alleviate her chronic rheumatism. Soirees, dancing, and musical evenings would do nothing to aid the curative process.


Rendered awestruck by the majesty of a centuries-old oak tree, Sarah failed to notice the pitted ground beneath her booted feet. Suddenly thrown off balance, she pitched forward, her foot ensnared in a hole. To her utter embarrassment, not only did she land in an ungainly heap of plaid poplin and starched muslin petticoats, but her straw bonnet flew off her head, landing in a blueberry bush several feet away.


As she drew herself into a seated position, Sarah heard the pounding reverberations of an unseen horseman’s mount. Hurriedly, she tried to stand up, dismayed to discover that her right foot was thoroughly wedged in the hole, and that she was unable to pull it free.


“Whoa!”


She winced at hearing that deep, masculine command, mortified that a stranger might be privy to her absurd predicament.


A few seconds later, as the horseman dismounted and approached, her breath caught in her throat. Standing before her was surely the most handsome, finely fashioned man she’d ever set eyes upon. Without question, he had a more manly bearing than her fiancé, Mr. Oren Tolliver.


The gentleman bowed at the waist and said, “Allow me to introduce myself: I am Gideon MacAllister. And I am at your service.”


“I can assure you, Mr. MacAllister, that your help is entirely unnecessary,” she replied, extreme embarrassment lending a churlish note to her voice.


“I beg to differ.” As he spoke, the horseman plucked a leafy twig from her coiffure, presenting it to her as proof.


Unable to help herself, Sarah smiled. The handsome stranger had rightly taken her to task for her peevish remark. “As you can see, my foot is stuck in this hole, and I am unable to extricate it,” she informed him, lifting her skirt a few modest inches in order to reveal the extent of her predicament.


Immediately going down on bent knee, Gideon said, “I shall be happy to assist.”


Without further ado, he took hold of her foot and began to gently jiggle it. Due to their close proximity, her gaze roamed to his broad shoulders, superbly outfitted in a coat of dark blue broadcloth.


“How long do you and your stepmother intend to stay at Sweet Springs?” Gideon politely inquired.


Taken aback by the question, her jaw slackened. “How on earth did you know that I’m here with my stepmother?”


“I know a great deal about you, Miss Pemberton,” the rascal had the audacity to reply as he liberated her foot from the hole. “After catching sight of you at the springs, I took the liberty of making a few inquiries.”


Sarah could feel her face pink with heated color. Never before had so a handsome man sought her favor.


Taking hold of her hand, Gideon assisted her to her feet.


Goodness, but he’s a tall man, she mused as they stood side by side, gauging Gideon to be nearly a foot taller than her betrothed.


“While there’s a bit of swelling, I didn’t detect any broken bones.”


“Your prognosis relieves me,” she said in a staid tone of voice, self-consciously aware that she lacked the vivacious charm of a belle.


“You will do more harm than good, Miss Pemberton, if you continue to stand on that injured foot. Will you allow me to carry you to my mount?”


Unable to meet his gaze, she breathlessly nodded.


Swinging her into his arms, Gideon carried her to his horse, which was tethered to a low-hanging tree limb. As he lifted Sarah to the saddle, he instructed her to hook a leg around the pommel. He then retrieved her straw hat from the blueberry bush.


“I thank you, sir.” After securing the hat on her head, Sarah straightened her shoulders, attempting to regain her ladylike composure. No small feat given the unusual circumstance in which she now found herself.


Taking the reins in his hands, Gideon walked beside the horse as he led it along the bridle path. In the near distance, she heard the insistent hammering of a determined woodpecker, the sound mimicking the insistent pounding of her heart.


They’d not gone far when Gideon began to softly chuckle.


“And what, may I ask, do you find so amusing?”


He turned his head in her direction, sunlight brightening his eyes to one of the most mesmerizing shades of blue that she’d ever seen. “I’m delighted at my good fortune. It’s not every day that a man is able to rescue a damsel in distress.”


“So you fancy yourself a knight errant, do you?”


“Alas, I’m only a gentleman farmer come to Sweet Springs on holiday.”


“Allow me to rectify that.” Sarah leaned toward him. Lightly touching, first one shoulder, then the other, she said playfully, “I dub thee, Sir Gideon, Knight of the Allegheny Mountains.”


His smile broadened. “I am honored, fair lady.”


Flustered, Sarah redirected her attention to the red brick hotel that was just coming into view. Replete with neoclassical pediments and porticos, it caused many a traveler to approach Sweet Springs in a state of awe, mistaking the magnificent, white-columned piazza for a far-flung, ancient temple. Unlike her stepmother, whose sole purpose in visiting the spa was to take the cures, the vast majority of guests were southern-born aristocrats who retreated to these mountains in droves to escape the debilitating heat of their native climes, as well as partake of the endless rounds of balls and social outings. With good reason, Sweet Springs had earned its reputation as the Almack’s of the Allegheny Mountains.


“Were you aware of the fact that Thomas Jefferson designed the hotel’s main building?”


“I am impressed, Miss Pemberton. Clearly, you are as intelligent as you are beautiful.”


Uncertain how to respond to such warm-hearted praise, Sarah nervously fidgeted with her skirt. Educated at the Westbrook Ladies Academy, she had once hoped to enter the teaching ranks. However, having recently been apprised by her stepmother that she was to be given in marriage to a distant relative of her stepmother’s, Mr. Oren Tolliver of Wheeling, Virginia, her dreams of becoming a teacher had been thoroughly dashed.


Not wishing to dwell on her unhappy situation, Sarah turned her gaze to the emerald green lawn that surrounded the hotel, where swarms of elegantly attired guests leisurely strolled the manicured paths.


“Miss Pemberton, are you all right? You suddenly have about you a forlorn expression.”


“There is no need for concern. I am quite all right.” As she spoke, Sarah furtively perused the vicinity, relieved to see neither her stepmother nor Mr. Tolliver. Earlier in the week, Mr. Tolliver had joined their party, ostensibly so that the two of them could become better acquainted before their upcoming nuptials.


“Since I must shortly beg leave of your company, may I ask for the honor of dancing the first waltz with you at tomorrow’s ball? Assuming, of course, that your ankle has sufficiently healed.”


Unschooled in the art of coquetry, Sarah blurted the first thing that came to mind, “Sir, I will gladly dance the first waltz with you.”


“Truly, you’ve made me a happy man, Miss Pemberton.”


The ardent reply caused her to heatedly blush. Perhaps a more devoted woman would have refused to dance the first waltz with a man who was not her betrothed. She, however, could not lay claim to such devotion.


When they reached the end of the drive, a livery servant took the reins from Gideon. Hands freed, Gideon reached up and effortlessly plucked her from the saddle, cradling her close to his chest. More than a few heads turned in their direction as he proceeded to carry her up the long row of stairs that led to the hotel’s grand piazza. She noticed that a few gentlemen even went so far as to wink in approval.


Horror struck, Sarah caught sight of her stepmother and Mr. Tolliver waiting for them at the top of the steps.


As Gideon set her upon her feet, Sarah immediately tried to explain the reason for her odd predicament. “I was out taking the mountain air when I… I had an accident. Fortunately, Mr. MacAllister came to my rescue.”


Etta Pemberton shot Gideon a withering glance. “Mr. MacAllister, you say? I do not recollect making this man’s acquaintance. How could you permit a stranger to take such liberties? Not to mention the fact that you have made an utter spectacle of yourself.”


“I don’t really have… that is to say that…” Sarah’s explanation faded into silence, words escaping her.


Stepping forward, Gideon said, “While my actions may seem somewhat inappropriate, the seriousness of your stepdaughter’s injury warranted bold action. If any blame is to be cast, it should fall upon my shoulders, and not Miss Pemberton’s.”


“Be that as it may, Miss Pemberton’s thoughtless behavior caused us to miss our afternoon tea,” Oren scolded, openly glaring at Gideon as he spoke.


Forcing a smile onto her lips, Sarah hastily attempted to make the proper introductions between the two men. “Mr. MacAllister, may I present Mr. Oren Tolliver.”


While Gideon bowed respectfully, Oren did not return the courtesy, much to her chagrin.


“I will have you know that I am Miss Pemberton’s fiancé,” Oren asserted.


“Then you are an enviable man, indeed,” Gideon said with a wistful expression.


Just then, a group of distinguished-looking gentlemen strolled past, including the governor of the state, all of whom greeted Gideon in passing. Although it seemed an innocuous exchange, she could see that it infuriated Oren, who did not have the benefit of so esteemed an acquaintanceship.


Knowing that her fiancé was overly sensitive about his humble origins, Sarah attempted to smooth his ruffled feathers. “Mr. Tolliver is a newly elected member to the Virginia legislature,” she informed Gideon, trying, without much success, to infuse a note of pride into her voice.


Gideon raised an interested brow. “These are troubling political times, to say the least. Clearly, our state’s legislature has a great task before it.”


“And where do you stand, Mr. MacAllister, on the troubling issue of secession?”


In the wake of Oren’s blunt query, a tense silence ensued.


“It will cause me great pain should Virginia fall victim to the tide of extremism that is sweeping across the South,” Gideon replied after a lengthy pause, obviously taking care with his words.


“Humph!” Oren’s lips twisted into a nasty sneer. “While that is a fine sentiment, I happen to know that you Virginia bluebloods can’t wait to march into battle so as to maintain your cherished institution. You and your kind would willingly throw the whole country into war before you let anyone take your slaves from you.”


“Not every landowner in Virginia is a slaveholder,” Gideon said quietly. “Slavery is an institution that I find particularly repugnant. Moreover, I will not take up arms to safeguard one man’s right to own another. However, if Virginia becomes a battleground, I will fight to defend my home.”


“You Southerners should be forewarned that God is on our side.” Oren emphasized the pronouncement by puffing out his chest like a bantam cock. “And he will smite all rebellious sinners from the face of this hallowed ground.”


“Sir, I shall not dignify your remarks with a reply,” Gideon countered with an air of cool self-assurance. He then reached for Sarah’s hand and, bowing gallantly, he grazed his lips across her knuckles. “Until tomorrow evening, Miss Pemberton.”


As Gideon took his leave, Oren snorted derisively and said, “The gall of the man to think that he’ll see you again. These Virginia cavaliers are as arrogant and self-serving as they come.”


Sarah made no reply as she watched Gideon descend the long flight of steps.


Good-bye, my handsome knight. Until we meet again.














Chapter 5


“You’re still here? I was sorta hoping you’d be gone by now,” Jessica muttered as she entered the library, annoyed at finding Gideon MacAllister up and about. Particularly since last night he’d taken center stage in the strangest dream she’d ever had, a full-length costume drama right out of Gone with the Wind.


It made Jessica think that she’d spent way too much time at yesterday’s Civil War reenactment.


As they stood across from one another, Jessica couldn’t help but notice that Gideon possessed a pair of brilliant, cerulean blue eyes. As in truly dazzling. Not to mention, he had a beautiful head of wavy, sandy-brown hair. Although there was no getting past the long, bushy beard.


Glowering, Gideon grabbed a newspaper off of the nearby end table. “How in God’s name can you possibly explain this?” he demanded to know as he thrust the paper in her direction.


Jessica snatched yesterday’s edition of The Greenbrier Dispatch out of his hands. “School Board Approves Auditorium Fund,” she read aloud, puzzled by his heated reaction. “I admit it’s not the catchiest of headlines, but the kids need a new basketball court.”


Gideon jabbed his finger at the front page. “Look at the date!”


“September 25, 2014.” Still baffled, she shrugged and said, “What’s the problem with that?”


“The problem is that when I awoke yesterday morning, it was September the twenty-fifth… eighteen sixty-four.”


Oh, God. He’s a certifiable wacko.


The instant that fearful thought crystallized in Jessica’s mind, the newspaper slipped through her fingers, falling in a heap onto the floor.


“Have you nothing to say, madam?”


“I, um, don’t know what to, um—” Jessica broke off in mid-stammer, unable to form a single coherent thought.


Abruptly turning away from her, Gideon stepped over to the coffee table and retrieved a large, hardbound book. “And I would be most interested to hear what you have to say about this.” He held the volume in front of his chest, enabling Jessica to see that it was a Time-Life book on the Civil War that she’d checked out of the Lewisburg public library in order to gather background material for the reenactment.


Jessica stared at the volume, at a loss to know how to respond. Either the guy was off his rocker or he was playing the mother of all practical jokes. Given that his revolver and scabbard were in plain sight, she sincerely hoped that it was the latter.


As Jessica nervously peered at Gideon, she noticed that his face was flushed an unnatural color. Moreover, his breathing had become labored, and there was a feverish glimmer in his eyes.


Suddenly struck with the uneasy realization that Gideon MacAllister might be gravely ill, she pried the Time-Life book from his hands. Then, taking Gideon by the elbow, she guided him toward an armchair. “Perhaps you should sit down and rest.”


Wordlessly he slid into the chair, his head slumping against his chest. Despite his height and broad-shouldered mass, he didn’t appear to have the strength to shoo a fly.


When, a few seconds later, he began to shiver, Jessica hurried over to the other side of the room and snatched a throw blanket out of a wicker trunk.


“Is there anyone I can call for you?” she anxiously inquired as she tucked the woolen plaid around his chest and shoulders.


The question met with an unresponsive silence.


“My Bronco conked out yesterday,” she continued, hoping to get a reaction from him. “But as soon as I get a jump-start, I’ll drive you home, okay?”


To her relief, Gideon’s eyelids slowly opened. “I am home,” he murmured hoarsely.


In your dreams, fella.


On the verge of setting Gideon straight, Jessica instead clamped her mouth shut, thinking it best not to berate a sick man. As his eyelids again draped over his pupils, she surmised that Gideon MacAllister needed to see a doctor ASAP. The man was so far-gone he had no idea as to his whereabouts. Unfortunately, with the Bronco out of commission, she had no way of getting him to a medical office.
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