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SOUTHERN LEGACIES BOOK 1: THE GHOST AND THE WOLF

Whiskey Creek Press Torrid March 2007

A vision in white lures Yankee soldiers south to prison.

Known as the Wolf, a Confederate officer scouts for Jefferson Davis.

Can love keep the ghost and the wolf together?

SOUTHERN LEGACIES BOOK 2: HIS LADY AVERY

Whiskey Creek Press Torrid May 2007

Admiral James Logan is a Confederate blockade runner.

Avery Barrett steals his heart.

Will Yankees, past history and pirates keep him from his Lady Avery?

SOUTHERN LEGACIES BOOK 3: WOUNDED HEARTS

Whiskey Creek Press Torrid June 2007

Ann Rutledge lives on the border of the war between the North and South, her world torn apart.

Justin Capwell comes to her rescue until a Yankee unit tries to break him.

Can Ann save him as he saved her or will wounded hearts never mend?

THE HALLS OF BUCHANNAN

Whiskey Creek Press Torrid August 2008

Nick Buchannan finds Delaney Johnson, his life perfect.

An invitation to England threatens to bring Nick down.

Can he hold together long enough to save his wife and the halls of Buchannan?

SOUTHERN LEGACIES BOOK 4: REDEMPTION IN BLOOD

Whiskey Creek Press Torrid October, 2008

Wanted by the Yanks, Russell Steele does everything he can to undermine them while looking for the Southern salvation.

Jordan Winthrop is the answer to his search.

Will their love become redemption in blood?

SOUTHERN LEGACIES MEGABOOK

Whiskey Creek Press Torrid September 1, 2009

The Ghost and the Wolf work separately to undermine the Union while together in love.

Avery and James find a life together even though the civil War threatens them on a daily basis.

Ann and Justin learn exactly how wounded hearts can be mended even in wartime.

TEMPTATIONS

Whiskey Creek Press TorridDecember 2010

THREE’S COMPANY

Dale has been admiring Sam since she came to work with him though his overbearing wife made sure he behaved.

Sam has felt a unique sensation between her and Dale but figured him to be untouchable until he is free to be with her.

When sparks fly between them and he invites her to Mexico to be alone, she finds there’s more than meets the eye to his invitation. Will three’s company be a problem or exactly what they want?

ON BROADWAY

Kent comes off an intense undercover assignment only to be assigned to a protection detail for a Broadway star.

Emerson is being stalked but when a handsome detective is assigned to keep her safe, sparks fly.

Despite their age difference, will they find temptations on Broadway and beat the odds?

TEMPTATION OVER CENTRAL PARK

Whiskey Creek Press Torrid April 2011

William Garrett saves a damsel in distress.

Kim Pennington loves and needs excitement in her life.

Will their temptation over Central park change their lives forever?

TEMPTATIONS 2: MOONLIGHTING & SCHOOL’S OUT

Whiskey Creek Press TorridOctober 2011

MOONLIGHTING

When Rory takes on two guys to work the late summer harvest and get ready for a cold Minnesota winter, she doesn’t realize she’s getting way more than she ever hoped or asked for. Patrick and Danny take jobs at a ranch where their competitive natures take over even when it comes to the owner. Will they earn a decent wage working for her or will competition push them in to moonlighting and temptation?

SCHOOL’S OUT

Tracy Jenkins takes every single class Professor Spencer Jillette teaches at law school. While a good student, she has an ulterior motive since she’s got a crush on him. Jillette has the same feelings about his favorite student. School policy forbids teacher/student relationships but once school’s out, watch what might happen.

BLOOD LORDS BOOK 1: MY LORD BALTIMORE

Torrid Books May 2012

A one-sided age-old love affair has Finian Lord lusting after a gorgeous blonde.

Cambria’s attraction follows her through time thanks to a brand in her genetic make-up.

Will Finian protect her from his enemy or will she be forever calling him My Lord Baltimore?

TEMPTATIONS 3: FIRE & IN THE HEAT OF THE NIGHT

Torrid Books July 2012

FIRE

Geri Neal has wanted to be a firefighter all her life but when a heroic act puts her in the spotlight, she begins to reevaluate her life—especially after her boyfriend dumps her. Jamie McQueen is another firefighter going through the exact same problems in his life which rocks his confidence to the core. Will a therapy session at a private beachside clinic ignite a fire between them or douse the flames before they are lit?

IN THE HEAT OF THE NIGHT

Cameron Downes walked into a bar to cool off when her car overheated during one of the worst heat waves on record. Bryan Hartford saw her walk into his life and decided he had to have her—no matter what? Will a love found in the heat of the night survive Nature’s wrath as Hurricane Irene pounds the East Coast and will the heat between the be cooled or fired up?

BLOOD LORDS BOOK 2: MY LORD RICHMOND

Torrid Books August 2012

Broderick Richmond is a vampire with some issues—one being that he outlives his therapists.

Paige Banfield takes on the mysterious man’s case only things heat up in more ways than can be expected. When his past comes after him, will she be able to call him My Lord Richmond or will he be lost to her for eternity?

TEMPTATIONS MEGABOOK #1

March 2013

Six tales of temptation involving a dozen unique personalities: Dale and Sam, Kent and Emerson, Rory, Patrick and Danny, Tracy and Spencer, Geri and Jamie, Cameron and Bryan—all brought together by innocent events only to heat up their lives with temptation.

Dedication

To those who have fought for what they believed in…

The Legend

It is said that a man roamed northwestern Virginia in the upper Shenandoah Valley—a shadowy figure some had dubbed the Midnight Rider. Rumored to have close ties with someone high up in the Confederate Government, some believed he had Jefferson Davis’ ear when it came to the campaigns in the valley. No one saw this mysterious man but they felt the effects of his clandestine visits when all had been said and done.

Stories told of the man riding a magnificent black stallion, the two literally disappearing into the darkest night without a trace. No matter what people saw—or didn’t see—it made no difference because this man undermined some of the Northern Army’s best. They would make their plans yet somehow, the rebels met them and turned promising strategy into failures.

The Union put a hefty price on this spectre but hopes of catching yet another one of Davis’ covert operatives became slim at best.

Prologue

Summer, 1864

Since the war had shifted in its concentration, Southern victories had become fewer and farther between. The Union had virtually cut the Confederacy off from the outside world thanks to the blockades plus the tides had shifted significantly after the losses suffered at Gettysburg twelve months before. Still, the South fought for what they believed in—state’s rights—and they would continue to do so for as long as they could.

Action had been heavy in the Shenandoah Valley but as the war wore on, the concerted effort in the region continued. So did the work of several covert agents of the Confederate Government and upper echelon of the Army of Northern Virginia. These operatives worked clandestinely in order to try to break the increasing strength of the enemy. Their identities known to a select few, they all had one common link between them—if caught, no help would officially come for them.

Rumors had been flying that one of them—a man known only as the Midnight Rider—had been in the area of northwestern Virginia in and around Winchester, Front Royal, and Antietam plus as far as Harper’s Ferry in West Virginia. With the North bearing down on the region south of Pennsylvania in both Virginia and Maryland, he had his work cut out for him.

In an effort to try to catch the mysterious scout, most federal officers posted extra patrols overnight. Despite their best efforts, they knew they’d failed since several times plans made had been bollixed meaning there had been a leak or worse. Nothing earth-shattering happened that would appear in history books later when the war would be chronicled but it had been little things that slowed the enemy army’s advancements or successes.

Due to this, wanted posters went up around the area offering money for any information on the traitor but there had been no luck. Of course, with no face to identify the suspect there had been no arrests made. Washington extremely distressed when they learned of yet another force working against their efforts, Lincoln and his colleagues wanted whoever this man turned out to be in Old Capital or any other prison so long as they put a stop to his efforts.

“I want this covert action stopped—all of it,” Lincoln had been quoted as saying.

* * * *

Ripping one of the handbills off a tree, a man read it and laughed as he crumpled the piece of paper and threw it to the side. Taking a drag on his cigar, he mounted his coal-black horse named Midnight and spurred him into a gallop. Nearing Confederate-held territory, he urged the horse on until he crossed the line and could be assured of some time to breathe.

Ian Stanford had been picking up bits of information throughout the area during the better part of the War Between the States. While he had not been able to get the one shred that might turn the war in the South’s favor, he had the satisfaction of being able to add some stumbling blocks to the North’s aggression on his beloved South.

Born in southwestern Virginia near Blacksburg, he grew up on a tobacco farm. His family had continued to make money from a literal cash crop and despite the war and its effect on the local economy, Stanford Tobacco still fared well. No matter what, men smoked—on both sides of the militarily drawn lines.

His foray into covert affairs came from a sunny afternoon shortly after South Carolina seceded. Several men stopped in the shop his family ran and while they waited for their purchases to be bagged, they discussed the fact they headed back to enlist in what would later become a division of the Army of the Potomac.

“I hear Lincoln’s mounting an army to destroy the dissidents,” one said.

“I plan to be on the winning side in this one. Where do they get the right to break apart the country this way?”

They mentioned where they planned to join up and once they’d left the shop, Ian went to a map and began trying to figure out where exactly they’d be located. Making note of the information, he had no idea when he could use it but if the right moment arose, he would. That moment came sooner than he expected.

On a move south, a man wearing the uniform of a Confederate major stopped in to purchase some chewing tobacco.

“Sir, I realize this is more than likely a strange thing to ask but I believe I have some information for you which might help in your plans for the upcoming skirmishes.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Ian told him what he’d overheard the afternoon before and handed the officer his notes. Thanking him, the major took them and his purchase then left the shop. A few days later, another officer walked in, this time a colonel.

“My commanding officer would like to meet with you if you’re interested in working for the cause.”

Ian didn’t have to think about it and immediately agreed to a meeting a few days later. By the time the meeting had ended, he had a new role in life—that of Confederate scout. His orders gave him the freedom to go wherever the information led him and the names of several officers higher in rank he could contact with anything of interest.

“I will take care of the notifications,” the general said. “Remember, you’re on your own and without protection because we really cannot admit knowledge of your actions.”

“Yes, sir, I understand and thank you.”

To this day, Ian had no clue who he met with that day and that’s how he preferred it. If anything happened to him, then he wouldn’t endanger anyone else. If asked who he received orders from, he could honestly say he didn’t know. That philosophy had saved his neck once or twice but he knew he couldn’t always depend on it to keep him alive—not with hostilities the way they sat. Now, he only wanted to get home to safety and lay low until he could learn whether the lines between the armies moved further north or south. I’ve been very fortunate…

* * * *

Lilith Bonham gazed across the expanse of Black Willow Manor. A good-sized parcel of land, she’d been very fortunate that it had not been more involved in the ongoing war.

“Miss Lilith, will there be anything else before lunch?”

“No, thank you, Cordelia,” she said.

The maid left her alone to her thoughts, Lilith realizing she spent entirely too much time with them. Since her father had been imprisoned up North after the war began, she had not ventured too far away from the family holdings. It’s the only thing I have left…

A year after her father had disappeared thanks to the Union, she’d received word he’d been killed while trying to lead an escape effort from the prison he’d been held in. A noble end, she knew in her heart his death had not come about that way. While always being a strong man when it came to bravery, Timothy Bonham lacked in many ways. Honestly, she’d always known he’d either followed someone else or had been goaded into doing something that would get him killed. Let people believe what they want…

Pulling her shawl around her shoulders, she turned and walked back into the room. Locating her needlework, she sat and worked on it though her favorite hobby held nothing for her anymore. No, the war and times had changed all that and she wondered what she should do. Do I keep the house or run farther south? What about the family holdings? I can’t just up and leave…

Of course, if the war came closer—especially if the North moved any further into Virginia—then she’d have no choice, but until that happened she wanted things to remain as relatively normal as possible. Does normal even exist any longer?

In the far distance, she heard cannon fire and cringed as it seemed to come closer each day. She’d already had several visits from Confederate units who camped on the lower end of the property before moving on. She’d given them what she could without depleting her household supplies but she knew it would only be a matter of time before they went through the stores. Then what the hell do I do?

The horrid thought came to her that her next visitor could be wearing Yankee blue. The stories and rumors ran rampant as to how the invading armies treated their enemies. One story had gone through the area telling of a woman who’d been accused of harboring a man thought to be a spy for Davis. She refused to think about what had been done to the poor woman but as it turned out, the spy had been an imagined idea so the heathens could do as they pleased then leave her in shame. The only truth to the story—the poor woman shot herself so she would not be used by the Yanks again. Would I have that kind of strength or resolve?

A knock on the door sent Cordelia running. Once Lilith made sure Cordelia had hidden herself somewhere safe, she opened the door.

“Yes?”

“Ma’am,” the man said as he removed his hat. “My men’s mounts need water…”

“There’s hay in the barn and I see no problem with them taking from the stream.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” he said. “We’ve been…”

“Please, I don’t need to know. If ever I have visitors wearing another color, I can’t tell them what I don’t know.”

“Yes, ma’am, and thank you. We may be here an hour or a little longer before we move on.”

“Take your time. I’d offer you some food but I have barely enough to survive on. The last unit nearly cleaned me out.”

“For that I’m sorry, ma’am. With the blockades, it’s going to get harder and harder to survive.”

“That is what scares me as I’m not sure what my plans are.”

“Word of caution—be ready to move.”

“Thank you, Captain—is it?”

“Yes, ma’am, and again, my men and I thank you.”

She watched the officer walk across the porch then down the steps to his horse. He tipped his hat before riding off to meet his men. Once he did, they headed to the stream which meandered its path through the one end of the estate. Closing the door, she locked it and called Cordelia.

“It’s safe now—they’re watering their mounts and taking some hay.”

“They seemed nice enough…”

“Cordelia, do you have any idea where you might go if we have to evacuate?”

“No,” she replied. “I’d like to stay with you…”

“But if you cannot due to circumstances?”

“I can make do. Some of my relatives live…”

Lilith put her hand up.

“Please, don’t say anything more. What I don’t know may save your life…”

“You are a special woman, Miss Lilith. When I go to market, all the other women stand there talking about the war and spreading more rumors. You—you don’t seem to care…”

“It’s not that I don’t care but what good does it do me to speculate? The ones who tell stories and spread gossip are the ones who will pay the price in the end. If I know nothing, then I can die knowing I did so telling the truth while protecting those who’ve come and gone in my life.”

“Even the strangers?”

“Even them,” Lilith said. “Even them…”


Chapter 1

Heading back toward Blacksburg, Ian Stanford tried to figure out what he would do while he waited for the next chance to do his job. While he’d been in service to the Confederacy, he couldn’t honestly tell anyone what he did meaning his father and family friends thought him to be on the run to avoid conscription in the Southern Army. If only I could say something…

His father had been adamant about Stanford going into the service considering his physical ability and the fact he considered his son officer material. When informed Stanford had no intention of enlisting, his father all but disowned his son. He left his father’s home, made one last check on his own property then headed to the upper end of the valley. What the hell do I tell him now?

Stanford rode down the highway heading deep into the center of his beloved Virginia. Along the way, he heard reports of skirmishes further down the road and decided for safety’s sake to veer off and take a circuitous route home. The road he chose headed in the direction of Lynchburg, another town very familiar to him from when his father had him delivering tobacco orders before the war started. Thinking back, he remembered his overnight stays and the dalliances of a young man. Gone are the days…

Of late, he had not been with a woman in a long while. The last thing he needed had been innocents being tortured or killed because of him. It made for a lonely life and one he’d become accustomed to though he had times when need got the better of him. War is definitely hell!

As he rode further, he heard the sounds of a loud raucous camp off to the side near the stream that ran along the roadway. Slowing Midnight to a walk, he passed by where the sound seemed the most intense then tethered Midnight to a tree in the shadows. Making his way back to the perimeter of the camp, he leaned against a tree and listened to their conversation.

“That mansion we passed a few miles back—it seemed like a good one to visit.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I’ve heard about a woman who lives alone out here. If she is by herself, maybe she’d like some company.”

“But we have orders…”

“And if she’s harboring traitors then that overrides the orders. We’ll be heroes for sure if we can bring in one—especially that one I’ve heard about.”

“What—the Midnight Rider?”

“Yeah, that’s him,” the first one said.

“Jones, don’t you realize that whole story is a fairy tale? Nobody—and I do mean nobody—could be that damned lucky. Hell, he’d have to be sitting right next to the brass to get his information and if he did, none of them are talking about it.”

“Could be they’re embarrassed. I wouldn’t want to have it known I had a leak—or a traitor—like that in my outfit. Doesn’t help get a promotion, does it?”

“But there have been leaks—look at what happened a few years back with the railroad west of here. The Union should’ve held onto those trains and had something to transport troops with.”

“You know you’d never enjoy a train ride from one battle to another—that’s for the higher-ups…”

The group laughed, Ian smiling. The fact that—though difficult in some places—the Confederate Army had moved the engines and the cars overland through parts of the valley to good rail, rebuilt them then used them—had been quite a feat and a good thing for the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad but that had been over two years ago. I’ve done a lot of damage since then…

“Well, do we go back?” the first one asked.

“Let’s get some shuteye first,” one other said. “I’m too relaxed to move.”

When Stanford heard what they planned to do, he left the tree and hurried back to where Midnight waited. Leading him from the seclusion of the small woods, Stanford mounted him and trotted off before urging the horse into a gallop. He figured to head to the next town and do some research into this mysterious woman who lived alone. If I can help her…

* * * *

A short time later, Stanford rode into the small town and headed to the bar in the hotel. Asking for some stew and ale, he ate his meal then felt the woman serving him out.

“I’ve heard about a woman living on her own who has property in the area. Is that true?”

“What’s your interest?”

“I thought she might need some help on the land.”

“Lilith Bonham is her name, she lives at Black Willow Manor and she needs more than help on that land—she needs common sense.”

“Why?”

“From what we hear, her father died escaping a Federal prison. She’s been on her own in that big house ever since. I hear tell of several groups of soldiers stopping by and camping on the land near the stream. Won’t be too much longer before those gray uniforms change to blue.”

“Might be sooner than you think,” Stanford muttered under his breath before speaking to the server. “Do you think I might have a chance?”

“Maybe but then again, she’s a stubborn one. If she had any sense, she’d make her way south and out of the line of fire. We hear them cannons in the distance every day…”

When Stanford paid his bill, he left the woman a generous tip. When she disappeared into the kitchen, he took his leave and left the hotel. Mounting Midnight, he made his way to Black Willow Manor and decided to do some surveillance work before he went up to the house and met the lady in question.

With Midnight safely hidden in the line of black willow trees which evidently gave the estate its name, Stanford found a position and waited. Time would tell as to whether this had been a good idea or not.

Near sunset of the next day, he stretched the stiffness out then froze. Several sets of hoofbeats pounded the road on the other side of the stream. Cautiously looking in that direction, he noticed the four Yanks he’d watched earlier the day before. Taking a deep breath, he waited until they went a little further to where the bridge crossed the creek and the road leading to the entrance of Black Willow Manor and beyond.

Going to his saddlebags, he pulled out some face paint and other things he needed for his disguise and set to work changing his appearance. From various things he had overheard while in town, Miss Lilith Bonham had one hell of a stubborn British streak running through her body. Blonde and beautiful, it bothered some that she never married. Of course, if she had, she might be a widow right now or a wife waiting for her husband’s return—all the same scenario no matter how one looked at it.

Adding the fact her father had been killed escaping a Northern prison, he figured the soldiers could have been sent after her. If he knew enough to be put in prison and didn’t tell his interrogators, it would logically figure she might know something, too. Sending a unit after her…

When he finished becoming an aged yet proper British gentleman with a limp who used a walking stick, he grabbed Midnight’s reins and led his horse up to the rear of the house. Finding a place to hide his beloved steed in a breezeway near the back door, Stanford made sure of the horse’s safety before making his way closer to the house. As he came around the front of it, he slipped behind some bushes and waited. A few moments later, the Yanks rode up the driveway and dismounted.

As they went up the steps to the porch and the front door, Stanford held his breath and let it out slowly, grateful for the onset of the evening’s darkness.

The mouthy one from the camp loudly rapped on the door, the sound echoing through the peace of the early evening.

Stanford heard the door open a tiny bit a few minutes later and a voice trying to hide its fear speak.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Ma’am, we need whatever you can give us…”

“There’s nothing left,” she replied.

The moment he heard her answer, the soldier pushed his way into the house followed by the others. The door slammed behind them, Ian knowing exactly what would happen next. This needs to end…

Slipping from his hiding space, he made his way back to the rear of the house and checked the doors finding the one to the kitchen unlocked. Checking the sword cleverly hidden in the walking stick, he took a deep breath and became a British gentleman with a limp.

“I want you to leave,” he heard Miss Lilith Bonham saying. “I told you there is nothing left.”

“And I believe you’re lying to us. If we wore gray…”

“I’d tell you the same thing. I’ve been cleaned out because of this damned war.”

“Then I believe you can give us something else instead.”

“I believe the lady has already given you her answer,” a voice with an obvious British accent stated.

All eyes turned to the man coming into the living room from the direction of the dining room, his need to lean on his walking stick evident.

“Another traitor?”

“We cannot be considered traitors when you are way too far south of where your regiments camp. What are you—rogues?”

“I’d watch it before you wind up with two gimpy legs.”

“I told you I want you to leave,” Lilith Bonham repeated.

“Again, my niece has stated her position. I suggest you respect it and leave the premises. I’m quite sure your superiors are missing you by now. I’m also positive a letter from me to one of my British associates could change the way this war turns out…”

Ever the actor, it appeared a previous injury or malady had taken its toll on him.

The one who seemed as if he had been in charge of the foursome went to pull his weapon then thought better of it for some reason. The look in his eyes gave his true feelings away—he believed the man standing in front of him could cause trouble for them.

Ian Stanford watched them as he more intently and inwardly smiled. Knowing the Union had tried to gain British favor in the war, Stanford played on that. Hell, they have no idea if I know someone in high places or not…

They watched the men leave, mount up and ride away. Once they’d disappeared into the darkness, the tension in the room eased.

“I’m glad that’s over,” he said, still keeping in character.

The mistress of the house closed the door, locked it and turned.

Stanford tried figuring her out but she held her emotions well.

“I want you out now,” she demanded. “You can leave the same way you came in.”

“But…”

“Get out—now!”

* * * *

Hearing the sound of hoofbeats approaching the house then someone issuing orders, Lilith waited for Cordelia to hide before opening the door. Cautiously looking outside while praying she had not been seen, she saw Union blue standing on the porch and froze. Why me?

Their knock on the door caused her to jump, Lilith inwardly cursing. Pulling her shawl more tightly around herself, she took a deep breath before opening the door a few inches and peering out.

“Yes—who is it?”

“Ma’am, I’m Captain Mahan, United States Army—open the door.”

Placing her foot behind the door, she opened it a little more and looked at the men facing her.

“Leave me alone.”

“We need whatever you can give us…”

“There’s nothing left,” she replied.

“That’s for me to decide,” he said, shoving the door open more before barging inside the house followed by the others. The door slammed as one of them stood by it barring any chance of escape for her.

“I beg your pardon,” she said indignantly while inwardly shaking. “You can’t just barge in here…”

Lilith stood her ground as bravely as she could though she trembled. Thank God for the thick shawl…

The man repeated his demand, Lilith still standing firm in her refusal to give in to them.

“I can and I have…”

“Get out!”

“And I believe you’re lying to us. If we wore gray…”

“I’d tell you the same thing. I’ve been cleaned out because of this damned war.”

“Then I believe you can give us something else instead.”

“I said leave!” she demanded as she tried to sidestep his advance toward her.

“I’d watch…”

“I believe the lady has already given you her answer,” a voice with an obvious British accent stated.

All eyes turned to the man coming into the living room from the direction of the dining room, his need to lean on his walking stick evident while Lilith froze having no idea who this stranger might be.

“Another traitor? And who might you be?”

Anger rose inside Lilith. Even though the stranger who’d joined her as if he might be a part of the family took over the conversation, she couldn’t help the hatred overwhelming her. She heard the Yank threaten to make the man standing behind her walk with two limps, the man’s answer serving only to infuriate the soldiers.

“I told you I want you to leave,” Lilith Bonham repeated.

“Again, my niece has clearly stated her position. I suggest you respect it and leave the premises. I’m quite sure your superiors are missing you by now,” the man said, slowly making his way to her side.

Niece—just who the hell does he think he is?

“Uncle,” she began through gritted teeth, “you should be resting.”

“I’m fine, child, though our guests worry me,” he assured her, Lilith detecting something in his accent—the sound of home comforting her.

“We need supplies…” the captain began.

“You are too far south, aren’t you?” the man pretending to be Lilith’s uncle asked.

“That’s none of your concern,” another said.

“You’re trespassing,” Lilith stated. “I want you gone!”

“Sir, I believe you should leave. We cannot help you in any way and the lady is being extremely polite.”

After a few more elongated minutes, the men finally left though Lilith had a feeling they’d be back. She quickly closed the door then watched them leave from the small window next to it. Once they’d turned onto the road, she turned to the stranger, her eyes full of hatred.

“Who the hell do you think you are—Uncle?”

“The thanks I get for saving your life and this grand old house…”

“Get out,” she demanded. “I don’t have an uncle.”

“You’d better hope they believe you do. If they doubt our little charade, they could decide to come back and I guarantee they won’t be as nice as before.”

“But my father…”

“Let’s cut to the chase—you and I both know the truth about what happened to your father and I am very sorry…”

“How?”

“I make it my business…”

“Why would you do that?”

“It’s a part of my job. Another part is staying one step ahead of the damned Yanks. Believe me, you’ll thank me later.”

“No, I won’t because I want you out of my life. My God, I don’t even know who you are.”

“For now, I’m your Uncle Ian,” he said, checking the windows. “I’ll be happy to leave once I can be sure they will not be coming back here and that you are safe.”

“What do you care?”

“At this point, I’m not sure.”

“Then why don’t you leave me alone? I’ve survived this long without your benevolence…”

“If they come back, they will take you in ways I won’t begin to describe and when they’re done, they will either kill you or take you North as a spy. Either way, this house and the outbuildings will be burnt to the ground. Is that what you want?”

“A spy? I highly doubt it. Women…”

“I’ll tell Belle if I get the good fortune to see her again,” he said, referring to Belle Boyd of Front Royal and one of the South’s spies. “With your father’s situation, they could figure you have knowledge of what he wouldn’t tell them.”

“I…”

“Look, we can do this one of two ways—we can be civil with each other until we’re sure they won’t be coming back or I can take you upstairs to your room and tie you to your bed. Which is it?”

“You wouldn’t…”

“Try me,” Stanford replied, his accent gone with his limp.

“Then if we’re going to be civil—who the hell are you?”

“You can call me Ian,” he answered.

“I’d like to call you other things.”

“I can imagine but right now, I’m the only thing standing between you and things you don’t even want to think about. As long as I’m here, they will stay away.”

“But they believe you to be handicap—”

“And I hope they keep believing that or we’re both in deep trouble.”

“I don’t believe I want to know.”

“It may be best,” Stanford said, checking outside once more.

* * * *

Damn, she could be my downfall…

As that thought occurred to him, he saw a shadow trying a feeble attempt to sneak back up to the house. He unsheathed his sword and, back in character, he opened the door and limped out onto the porch.

“I know you’re out here!” he yelled. “I see the Union Army doesn’t train their troops in the art of being covert. Now come out where I can see you.”

Hearing Lilith hold back a gasp as she came to the door, he motioned her back into the house.

A man stepped boldly from where he knelt by the hedge and stood at the bottom of the steps.

Stanford went to meet him, his hand tightly gripped on the hilt of the sword.

“I believe we told you and the others to leave here.”

“My captain doesn’t believe you—either one of you. He thinks you might be that spy.”

“Spy? In my condition? I hardly think so…”

“Maybe it’s an act,” the soldier challenged.

Stanford looked at Lilith then turned back to the soldier.

“Let’s take this conversation away from her delicate sensibilities. I’d hate for her to think anything bad about me seeing as I am her only living relative thanks to your side of this insidious conflict.”

“You talk real pretty for an Englishman…”

“What’s that have to do with anything?” Stanford asked as they walked toward the stream.

“I never heard someone talk like you.”

“Why did you come back?” Stanford asked, changing the subject.

“I told you—my captain thinks you’re that spy who’s been causing trouble for our side.”

Ian Stanford tried to draw him out more without being obvious though he did keep an eye on the stream’s current. Having decided earlier the day before that here had to be one of its deepest points as well as one below the estate, he knew he had one chance if he wanted to risk it.

“What spy?”

“Some guy they call the Midnight Rider.”

“Interesting but I gave up riding a while ago thanks to the leg—too hard to mount up.”

“He said you could be actin’…”

“I wish because if that proved to be the case, I wouldn’t be limping. I would have chosen a stronger character and not one considered weak and in need of protecting.”

“I don’t understand…” the soldier said as they stood on the bank of the stream. “Can’t you handle the sword?”

“I use it mainly as a deterrent. One needs strong legs in order to parry and thrust.”

“Do what?” the man said, obviously confused by what Stanford had said.

Stanford stepped back a few feet and looked at the young soldier. He raised the sword and demonstrated what he meant by the various fencing moves he’d mentioned. Unexpectedly, he drove the sword through the man’s chest.

“You are him, aren’t you?”

“Yes, but you will never tell anyone you’ve had the pleasure,” Stanford said, adding a killing thrust to the near fatal wound he’d already inflicted. “Where are the others?”

“Down the road about a mile,” the man gasped evidently believing his answer might save his life.

Refusing to remove the blade until he could be sure the soldier would never tell his secret, Ian Stanford waited until the man breathed his last breath before yanking the sword out of the man’s body and shoving him into the water. As he’d figured, the depth of the water allowed the body to float downstream and away from the estate.

Finding a soft leaf, Stanford cleaned the blood off the blade then threw it into the water as well. Watching it float behind his victim, he made sure the evidence of their meeting no longer existed.

Turning to the house, he began composing a story to cover them in case the other three returned to find out about the soldier. In the meantime, he’d have a talk with the lady of the house about immediate relocation. And she’ll be stubborn enough not to move… Damn it!

As soon as he reached the bottom step to the front porch, she met him. Taking a deep breath as he stopped to wait for her, he watched her—a pint-sized beauty who didn’t deserve what life had given her.

“Where is he?”

“Downstream by now, I guess,” Stanford answered.

“You…”

“Yes,” he said matter-of-factly. “I did it as an act of self-defense and to save you from what his captain has planned for you.”

“Don’t you think his death will bring them back here?”

“More than likely it will,” he replied. “I’ve been working on a story to give them but you must agree to whatever I come up with. Any hint we aren’t in agreement and…”

“Isn’t there another way?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, there is.”

“What?”

“Leave here and head farther south. I can get you to a safe house south near the Virginia state line. They’ll help you get settled somewhere safe until this God-awful war is over.”

“And if I choose to stay here?”

“I had really hoped you wouldn’t ask that.”

“Why?”

“Because it would save a lot of time if I could get you out of here and go on my way. Then, we’re both out of each other’s way.”

“I’m not sure that’s possible.”

“It’s one of two options, ma’am,” Stanford stated.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s one way or the other—survive or die.”


Chapter 2

The calendar might have said late June but Lilith felt as if she stood in the middle of a cold snap. Pulling her shawl around herself, she couldn’t shake the feeling, especially after Ian’s revelations about her future. She’d known all along that she might have to leave Black Willow Manor but the harsh reality hit her hard.

Until now, the North had not been standing on her front porch. Reality had come calling and now she had to make some life-altering decisions. The fact this strange man had walked into her life posing as her uncle then took charge had opened her eyes quickly to the future.
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