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When Emilia Ashley stepped off of the passenger ship in Philadelphia from a London finishing school, she had no idea that her entire world was going to be turned upside down. Her mother, a renowned madam of a Philadelphia brothel and the wealthy Mister Sinclaire were killed in an accident while traveling together. Emily stands to inherit a fortune, but there are stipulations to her inheritance that must be met within a year’s time or she will get nothing.

Dillon Sinclaire can’t allow Emily to get her hands on one of his father’s most profitable investments. He hires a Pinkerton detective to track her down in order to expose her as the daughter of a madam who swindled his father out of a portion of his wealth, preventing her from getting her hands on an inheritance that is rightfully his.

Noah MacLean, a Virginia Cavalier who rode with Mosby’s Raiders during the War Between the States, winds up working for the Pinkerton National Detective Agency in Philadelphia, thanks to his tobacco plantation family connections. He is assigned to track down Emilia Ashley on behalf of Dillon Sinclaire. Though Noah does not trust the sinister Sinclaire heir, he honestly goes about his work, but can he bring himself to turn against Emily Ashley?

The MacLean Brothers

The Cavalier

by Wm Howard

All Rights Reserved.

This is a work of historical fiction. The names, places and events of some of the characters are real, but the actual content of what takes place within the story is fictional.

License Notes

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

© 2025 by Wm Howard

[image: ]

Fiction / Western

Fiction / Historical American West



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue


[image: ]




The April air hung heavy with the scent of pine needles and damp earth, a familiar perfume to the men of Mosby’s Rangers, but something in the demeanor of their commander was a little bit off; he seemed listless and irritated. In place of renewed campaigns, lightning strikes behind enemy lines, the thrill of the chase and the raid, there were whispers of retreat, of dwindling supplies, of an army pushed to its very limit.

Colonel John Singleton Mosby, the 'Gray Ghost' himself, stood before a small contingent of his battle-hardened raiders. His eyes, usually alight with cunning and fierce determination, were full of worry and weariness. The men, who had followed him through countless daring exploits, saw it and felt a chill in the air. They were gathered deep within their familiar territory, “Mosby's Confederacy” in Northern Virginia, where they had carried out their operations with impunity. Now, however, the ground felt shaky beneath their feet.

"Gentlemen," Mosby's voice was low, devoid of its usual fire, "the situation... is critical. I have an assignment that requires absolute discretion, utmost speed, and a willingness to ride into uncertainty; something you may not be able to fight your way out of." He scanned their faces, a collection of beards, sharp eyes, and sun-weathered skin. "This is not a raid for Spoils, nor an ambush for victory. This is a ride for..." He paused, the word catching in his throat. "...a ride of necessity."

He plowed ahead, dreading what he was about to ask of his men, but with full confidence in the fact that they would do their duty, regardless of the mission or its cost. “I need volunteers for a special mission. Three riders, men I can trust implicitly with something more valuable than gold or captured Yankee horses.”

Before he finished speaking, three figures stepped forward from the ranks. The first was Noah MacLean, a man whose quiet demeanor hid a steely resolve and an uncanny way with horses. His eyes were fixed on Mosby with unwavering loyalty. Beside him moved John Munson, lean and restless, known for his reckless bravery in a charge and his ability to track a fox or a Federal patrol with equal skill. The third was Henry Austin, the youngest of the three, barely out of his teens, but possessing the calm nerve of a veteran; all three native sons of Virginia. They were, indeed, among the unit’s most daring riders, men whose names were synonymous with audacity within the Ranger ranks.

Mosby looked them over, a flicker of grim approval in his eyes. "Good. MacLean, Munson and Austin. Follow me."

He led them back to his command tent, the canvas smelling faintly of tobacco and lamp oil. Inside, the usual maps and dispatches were spread out, but the atmosphere was different, heavier. Mosby gestured for them to sit on makeshift stools. The highly unusual gesture made the three riders glance at each other as they wondered what was going on.

"What I tell you now is for your ears alone," Mosby said, his voice barely above a whisper. "General Lee is near Appomattox Court House. His supply lines are cut. His army is surrounded... or soon will be." He looked away for a moment, out at the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees, as if seeking solace in the familiar woods. "Your mission is to ride, with all haste, to General Lee’s headquarters. You will report to his adjutant and await his orders."

He explained the approximate location, a dangerous ride through territory that was a chaotic mix of retreating Confederate stragglers, advancing Union columns, and desperate civilians. It was a journey that required not just speed, but invisibility. They were not to engage, not to fight, only to ride.

"If captured," Mosby warned, his gaze hard, "you know the risks. But if you succeed, you will have carried out a duty of immense importance to the Army of Northern Virginia." He did not elaborate on the nature of that importance, but the implication hung heavy in the air.

They nodded, understanding the gravity of the task without needing it spelled out. There were no questions, only a shared resolve etched on their faces. Mosby clapped each of them on the shoulder, a rare, personal gesture. "Prepare your best horses. Travel light. God be with you. You are dismissed."

They left the tent, the weight of their mission settling on their shoulders. They selected their mounts – sturdy, reliable horses that could eat up the miles. MacLean chose his favorite buckskin mare, he called Whisper; Munson his wiry bay; and Austin a midnight black gelding. They packed a minimum of rations, their Kerr revolvers were belted to their hips, and they slipped Spencer repeating rifles, which they’d taken from a Union weapons depot on one of their raids, into their saddle scabbards. Though they were ordered not to engage, they certainly weren’t going to ride out bare naked, and Mosby would never expect them to.

As they passed the command tent, they looked into the cold, sad eyes of John Mosby, who snapped a quick salute and then quickly turned on his heel to reenter the tent.

The ride was everything Mosby had warned and more. The landscape bore the scars of four years of war, but the signs of impending collapse were raw and fresh. Abandoned wagons lay overturned by the roadside, their contents spilled or looted. Gaunt-faced soldiers, separated from their units, stumbled along the roads, their eyes vacant with exhaustion and defeat. The distant rumble of artillery, once a constant backdrop to their lives, was now closer, more insistent, a relentless drumbeat; a harbinger.

They rode mostly off the main roads, using game trails to pass through dense woods and across swollen streams, still carrying murky runoff from winter snows, relying on their knowledge of the country and their instincts to avoid contact. They saw patrols of Federal cavalry in the distance, their blue uniforms standing out starkly against the greening landscape. They heard the crackle of distant skirmishes. Silence was their shield, speed their primary weapon.

They rode through the night, the moon their only guide, the sounds of the forest a constant companion. By dawn, they were bone-tired, their muscles aching, but they pressed on, chewing on dry biscuits. They found a shady place, well hidden in the deep woods, to rest a few hours the afternoon of the second day, but rode on after dark; the urgency of their mission was a constant spur.

The sun was well up into the morning sky on the third day after leaving Mosby’s camp. They cautiously approached General Lee's headquarters, providing the proper response to the sentry who called out to them. It was not a grand camp, but a collection of tents and wagons clustered around a modest farmhouse. The air was thick with unconcealed tension, the faces of the staff officers grim and drawn.

“We are here on orders of Colonel Mosby,” Noah volunteered. “We are to report to General Lee’s adjutant.” They were led to the tent of Colonel Charles Marshall, one of Lee's aides-de-camp. Marshall was weary, his uniform rumpled, like he hadn’t slept in days, but his eyes held a sharp intelligence.

"Mosby's men?" Marshall asked, both surprised and relieved that anyone could still navigate the surrounding chaos to reach them. His response to their collective nods was a simple one. "Good."

He sized them up, recognizing the cavalier dress of their immediate commander, who in turn, patterned his uniform after General J.E.B. Stuart. He smiled. It was a soft smile, like one given to an old friend one might never see again.

"The General has need of reliable couriers to carry some documents on his behalf."

He produced a dispatch box, not large, but heavy due to its contents. They had no idea what was contained inside the box, but Marshall’s tone alluded to its immense significance. This was not battlefield strategy or a daring raid; it was something very different.

The three riders glanced at each other in turn, an enormous question shared between them.

"These documents are to be delivered to the designated Union officers at a house in Appomattox Court House," Marshall instructed, his voice tight with emotion. "Tie it on the back of your saddle and guard it with your lives, though I pray your lives will not be threatened on this journey."

MacLean took the box and carefully secured it on Whisper’s back; its weight and shape were both alien and heavy. He mounted, feeling the odd object against his own spine. He was not going to enjoy this ride for a number of reasons, most of which were related to whatever was contained in the box behind him.

They were about to start on their way when Marshall strode out of the command tent, holding up his hand. “Wait!”

More glances were shared between the three riders, confused by the sudden change of events.

“Can’t believe we’re being used as couriers,” Austin complained under his breath.

“Yeah. Well, Mosby said it was important,” Munson responded in a similar tone. “So, it’s important.”

“I don’t know if I can move the way I need to if we get in trouble with this thing tied to my saddle,” MacLean commented.

“Wonder what’s the holdup?” Munson ventured as the wait stretched on.

“Probably something else they want to add to the box,” Noah responded.

They considered dismounting, but remained in their saddles, ready to ride as soon as whatever was keeping them was cleared up.

There was plenty of intense activity taking place around the farmhouse. Then, a stir rippled through the camp. Soldiers snapped to attention, officers straightened their tunics.

Emerging from the farmhouse was General Robert E. Lee. He was not in his usual campaign uniform, but dressed in his finest gray, the braid gleaming faintly, a spotless white shirt visible at his neck. His boots were polished, his sash impeccable, the sheath of his saber reflecting the sunlight. He looked every inch the legendary commanding general they had only seen from a distance until that moment.

He walked with quiet dignity towards his magnificent gray horse, Traveler. The stallion, a familiar and beloved symbol to the Army of Northern Virginia, was also groomed to perfection. Seeing the General in such attire, preparing to ride Traveler, struck the three raiders with a chilling certainty. This was no mere dispatch.

Lee mounted Traveler with practiced ease, his posture ramrod straight, his face impassive. He was accompanied by several of his junior officers, also dressed in their best. The small party, consisting of the revered General, his aides, Colonel Marshall among them, and the three travel-worn raiders from Mosby's command, was ready to ride. Noah was ordered to lead off, and he turned Whisper toward the West and held to a pace that was a great deal slower than what he and his companions were used to.

The journey to Appomattox Court House was short, about two miles, but it felt like an eternity. The entire contingent rode in silence, the only sounds the rhythmic thud of hooves and the creak of leather. The air thrummed with unspoken grief and the terrible weight of history.

As they approached the small village of Appomattox Court House, laid out before them was the Union army. Thousands upon thousands of blue-clad soldiers stretched across the fields. Officers, identified by their bearing and their uniforms, were waiting, watching. They stood silent, observing the approach of the small Confederate party, the General on his famous gray horse, the symbol of Southern resistance now riding into their midst. There was no cheering, no taunts, only a watchful, sober silence that spoke volumes of the immense moment and their respect for the legendary chief.

The house they approached was a plain brick building. Union officers stood on the porch and in the yard, their gazes fixed on General Lee. Dismounting along with his companions, MacLean carefully retrieved the dispatch box from behind his saddle. Carrying out his orders, he started toward the porch with the box.

“Hold on a moment, soldier,” one of Lee’s junior officers called out in a low tone, slipping from his horse and striding purposefully toward him. “I’ll take that.”

Knowing his orders were to deliver the box to a Union officer, MacLean glanced in the direction of Colonel Marshall. Marshall nodded, giving him the okay to pass the box to the officer.

The officer took the box, his hand trembling slightly. "You three will wait outside," he instructed the raiders, his voice low and strained. "The General has matters to discuss."

They stepped back, leading their horses slightly away from the house, joining other Confederate officers and soldiers who were also waiting, their faces etched with anxiety and sorrow.

They watched as General Lee dismounted, handed the reins of Traveler to one of those who would stay outside, and then, accompanied by his aides, ascended the steps and disappeared inside the house. The door closed behind them, separating the world outside from the world within. Inside, the fate of the Confederacy, and indeed the nation, was being discussed.

The wait was excruciating. Time seemed to stretch and warp. They stood in the April sunshine in their small contingent of Confederate companions, Union soldiers all around them; soldiers who might recognize them by their uniform and know what sort of carnage typically lay in the swath of their passing. They saw occasional movement near the house, Union officers coming and going, but the core group inside remained closeted. Rumors, like ground fog, drifted through the waiting men – terms of surrender, paroles, the future, bleak and uncertain.

MacLean, Munson, and Austin said little. Words felt inadequate, even disrespectful, in the face of such a moment. They held their horses' reins, their gazes fixed on the silent house, their minds grappling with the unimaginable reality of what was taking place within. This was not the glorious end they had envisioned. This was quiet, formal, and utterly heartbreaking.

Finally, the door of the house opened. General Lee emerged, followed by his officers. The Union officers who had been present formed a line behind them on the porch, General Grant among them. Some nodded solemnly as General Lee passed, while others stood at stiff attention. The atmosphere crackled with the silent aftermath of the momentous discussion.

Noah could hear the sound of his boots as Lee walked with the same quiet dignity he had shown upon arrival. He descended the steps, striding towards Traveler. The raiders watched, riveted. He paused for a moment, looking out over the landscape, perhaps seeing not the waiting Union army, but the four long years of struggle, sacrifice, and loss that had led him to this moment.

Then, with a fluid motion, he mounted the famous gray horse, settled into the saddle, straightened his posture and lifted his chin slightly. He waited several beats, a figure of profound, sorrowful dignity against the backdrop of defeat. He did not look towards the raiders, towards the waiting Confederate contingent, nor even at the Union soldiers. His gaze seemed fixed on something distant, something beyond the immediate scene.

Taking their cue, MacLean, Munson and Austin mounted and sat quietly awaiting the order to move out.

Finally, gently, the legendary General guided Traveler around onto the road leading East. His small entourage fell in behind him, the raiders taking up the rear.

Trailing along behind the entourage, the three raiders considered the weight of the moment, each in his own mind. They had carried the documents that sealed the fate of the Confederacy, had ridden alongside the man who embodied their cause, and had witnessed the moment of its formal end. They were just three raiders from Mosby’s command, but they had been granted the honor of participating in one of history's most agonizing turning points for the South.

There would be no more daring raids behind enemy lines, no riding silently through the woods as ghosts and no more urgent dispatches to carry. The war was over.
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Nothing could have prepared Emily Ashley for the news she received when she was met at the pier in Philadelphia.

As she navigated down the ramp of the passenger ship that brought her home from a London finishing school, she saw Alfred Dennison, Esquire, waiting for her instead of her mother. His appearance and his somber expression were an immediate giveaway that something was wrong.

Was her mother sick? Had she been detained? Why had she sent her attorney and trusted family friend in her place? She greeted the man with a ladylike handshake, feeling him stiffen.

“What has become of Mother?” she smiled. Her smile dissipated as she studied his discomfort.

She was not prepared for the most devastating news that she might have imagined.

“Your mother and Mister Sinclaire were together when they had a very unfortunate accident,” he began. He hesitated, searching for the proper words, and then hurried to finish with the only ones that came to him, “I regret to inform you that neither of them survived.”

The haunting echo of his words continued to assault her even after she was silently escorted the short distance to the elegant home where she had been brought up. The sad-eyed condolences of the ladies who worked within the house were of little comfort to her. She tolerated them, but shrank from them just the same.

Within the apartment at the back of the house where she and her mother had separated themselves from the constant flow of business, she allowed her tears to flow. The plans laid out in letters shared back and forth over the past several months, her education in London, and the bright future they were to share all collapsed upon themselves in an instant.

The wire her mother had sent before she had departed London for her return trip to Philadelphia had been full of hope and excitement. Emily had thought of nothing else, full of hope and excitement during the long journey across the Atlantic, eagerly anticipating the reunion with her mother after being apart for six years.

Her tears were interrupted by Nanna, the cook, who had been with her mother since before Emily was born. She was a Negro, given her freedom by Emily’s mother after the rebellion of the south. Though technically an employee, she had always been a special part of the family and as much of a mother to Emily as had Allison Ashley; oftentimes, more so.

“My dear child,” Nanna said, coming to her and wrapping her arms around her. “Ain’t much of a homecoming, but I’m glad to have you here just the same. It’s been God-awful lonely ‘round here without your mama, and only these snippity primadonnas for company.”

Emily cried in earnest when those warm, comforting arms engulfed her, letting go with everything that had built up inside of her from the moment Alfred had delivered the news to her on the dock.

“You just go on and cry all of that out, child. Ain’t no reason a’tall for holdin’ none of it in.”

Having been allowed to empty herself of all of the tears she was able to cry for the moment, Nanna slipped from beside her into the kitchen. When she returned, she placed a full plate before her and sat down at the table, motioning for Emily to join her.

“You go on an eat, child,” she said. “I won’t take no fer an answer.”

Though eating wasn’t the most important thing on her mind, Emily did as she was told, warming up to the familiar taste of what Nanna referred to as “soul food”. Her appetite awakened suddenly, thanks to the special touch that Nanna had for preparing her favorite foods.

Feeling better, she freshened up and made her way to the front door, across the wide front porch, down the steps and across the yard to where Oscar, another freeman among her mother’s household staff, was waiting with the fancy, fringe-topped surrey her mother always used to go about town.

A bit uncomfortable traveling in the surrey of Philadelphia’s best-known madam, she kept her eyes pinned straight ahead and tried her best to exude the ladylike manners that had been instilled in her at the London finishing school.

Their destination was the office of Alfred Dennison, but she begged her driver to make a detour to the site where her mother had been laid to rest. She did not get down from the carriage to inspect the grave; she only wanted to know where it was so she could return there on her own at a later time.

After the detour, they arrived at Dennison’s office. She accepted Oscar’s extended hand as he helped her down from the buggy.

“I hope it will only be a few minutes,” she told Oscar. “If you don’t mind waiting?”

“I will be right here, Miss Emily.”

“Thank you.” Though Oscar and Nanna had been faithful employees of her mother since before she was born, they were like family to her, and she spoke to them in the same kind way that she would speak to her dearest friends.

When she entered the office of Alfred Dennison, Esquire, Attorney at Law, he looked up from some papers on his desk and then scrambled to his feet. “Miss Ashley. I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

“I realize that,” she responded with a constrained smile. “This is a very uncomfortable duty that I must attend to, and I would rather not put it off. Not to mention it is rather uncomfortable being in the house with all of those...” She cut off the statement, not wanting to use the word, but still making her disgust known by her sour expression.

“I understand,” Alfred replied. Though he had been a regular customer at her mother’s house, he liked to maintain a level of false disdain for the ladies who worked there. In reality, he had several favorites; blondes mostly, but with a redhead and an odd brunette mixed in. He hoped that Emily would be able to overlook the fact that he was a customer and see him as a professional with a job to do or as a family friend.

“Shall we get started, then?” Emily asked. “I’m assuming I’ve inherited the house and the business. If that is the case, then we need to be making arrangements for its sale.”

“That fits in with what your mother laid out in her will. Shall I read it?”

“Yes, of course, I suppose we should go through all of the formalities.”

She listened while Alfred read her mother’s will. Within the will, her mother had stated emphatically that she did not want Emily to continue with the business, but to sell it, the house and all of her property. She was to make use of the funds earned from those transactions to start a respectable business, preferably out west. It was quite similar to the plans her mother discussed in her last letter, except for the part where Emily would be going west alone.

“In addition to what will be gained by the sale of the property,” Mister Dennison continued. “She has left a sizable bank account that will be transferred to an account in your name. I have already taken the liberty to set it up on your behalf.”

“A sizable bank account?” Emily had assumed that her mother barely squeaked by.

“Your mother’s business did quite well over the past five years; nearly tripling during the war.”

“Very well, then.” She moved toward the edge of her seat to be closer to the desk between them. “Will I need to return to sign any papers, or can we dispense with that formality right now?”

“Actually, Miss Ashley, you are mentioned in Mr. Sinclaire’s will as well.”

“Mister Sinclaire?” she whispered, moving back into the chair. She had been told that he was her father, but because of his societal level, it had all been kept very secret. For her to be in his will was a step beyond the bounds of decorum that had been established between him and her mother. However, it was curious that the two of them had been together when the accident occurred. Few and far between had been the occasions when they were seen together.

“Shall I read it to you as well?”

“You might as well.” She could not fathom what trinket he would deem necessary to pass on to the daughter of his call girl, but she saw no reason to delay dispatching whatever item he had for her. “Perhaps I can get this all over within one sitting.”

Mister Dennison smiled, acknowledging her discomfort, and then began reading Reginald Sinclaire’s will. When he finished, he looked up at the pale face of Emily Ashley, who was struggling to digest what had just been read to her.

“So, Miss Ashley, is it clear to you that in order to fulfill the terms of Mister Sinclaire’s will, you will be required to relocate to San Francisco and be married within a year’s time? Once you have fulfilled that requirement, you will become the controlling interest in the gold mining venture in Bear Valley near the California-Nevada border... I might add, is doing extremely well.”

“I understand.” The voice that spoke seemed to be that of someone else. She was lost in a daze. Why had Mister Sinclaire decided to leave such a fortune to her? Had he really cared for her enough to do such a thing? They had barely spoken to each other more than a dozen times over her entire life.

“Very well then.” Mister Dennison took a fountain pen from its holder, dipped it in the ink and drew his flowing signature across the bottom of the page. He then wrote the date as he spoke. “Today is the 10th day of December of the year 1866. Once you have provided your signature, the terms stipulated by Mr. Sinclaire must be completed by the 10th day of December in the year 1867. If you will sign and date here, in acknowledgment that you accept the stipulated terms.” He indicated the places on the document where her signature was required and turned the stylus and ink bottle toward her.

She moved forward in order to sign and date the papers as directed, and prepared to rise.

“Is there anything else?” she asked, not sure what surprise would arrive next.

“No, Miss Ashley, that is all. I will bring the other papers by the house.”

This time, she made it all the way to her feet.

“I have someone who is already interested in your mother’s house and business.”

“Is it a decent offer?”

“I think you could hold out for more,” he replied.

“No need. Go ahead and make the sale. I really can’t get away from the place fast enough.”
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December in Philadelphia could have a bite to it, but it didn’t gnaw at Dillon Sinclaire like his concern for taking full possession of his father’s estate holdings. He recalled that his father had a major interest in a gold mining operation near the California-Nevada border, but it was not included in what was among the possessions left to him in the will. He wanted to know why.

News of his father’s accident had reached him in Argentina a week after it had happened. He had been dispatched to the country to negotiate business interests on behalf of his father. His investigation involved ascertaining the economic impact of expanding British influence as well as evaluating the strength of their own position. The trip back to Philadelphia was tediously slow, putting him on edge before his feet hit solid ground. Discovering that control of the mining operations was absent from his inheritance threatened to push him beyond his patience.

“Samuel is here, sir,” his secretary announced.

“Then send him in,” he snapped.

The elderly woman frowned, reacting to the way he spoke to her, but Martha Wilkes did as she was told.

“What did you find out?” He was in no mood to waste time with pleasantries.

“Yes, sir,” Samuel Coventry began. “I discovered that a concurrent testament has been filed.”

“He had two wills drawn up? Is that even possible? Doesn’t the latest negate the other?”
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