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  SOUTHERN LEGACIES #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 #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 LEGACIESS #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?




  My thanks to my son and daughter




  who are always there for me,




  Chere—the perfect editor.




  Chapter 1




  

    

      You are cordially invited to a




      Medieval gala to be held at




      Castle Beckworth




      Dover, England




      1 May 2000 at 8 o’clock p.m.




      Your host—Peter Atkins—expects




      your presence there




      RSVP—Regrets only


    


  




  The messenger who hand-delivered the gold-engraved invitation bowed before leaving Buchannan Hall on the outskirts of New Orleans. Moira Daly, the Buchannan family housekeeper, closed the door to the antebellum manor house and sniffed.




  “Uppity Brit!” she said, hurrying to find her boss—a man she had cared for like her own flesh and blood—in the solaria to the rear of the house.




  “This was just delivered by an uppity British-type.”




  “Moira, I’m shocked!” Nick softly admonished her, feigning shock.




  He opened the envelope, impressed it had been hand-addressed. With the invitation came an additional note.




  

    

      Your travel arrangements will be




      coordinated when you arrive in London.




      Your wardrobe for the gala will be waiting




      for you at the castle.


    


  




  Laney joined him, Nick handing her the invitation.




  “What do you think?” he asked.




  “Sounds interesting,” she replied, easing into an oversized chair.




  “What about our schedules? Mine is pretty open. I mean, it’s good to be a best-selling author. What about you?”




  “We’re through. I shot all the final scenes earlier before I started to show. The movie will wrap soon anyway.”




  “Then I’ll make the arrangements tomorrow.”




  “Nick?”




  “Hmm?”




  “Who’s Peter Atkins?”




  “Multimillionaire playboy. I met him a few years back when I did a book tour for one of the novels—God, which one was it? Anyway, he’s a nice enough guy, a little eccentric, but…”




  “Why is he inviting us?”




  “He’s known to have gala parties, some lasting for days. He invites people he’s either never met or met once before, giving a whole new meaning to the term networking. People go, become friends with each other and with him,” he said, sitting beside her, his hand gently massaging her stomach.




  “Well, I hope he gets a costume big enough to cover a house because I’m going to be there.”




  “Honey, you’ll be beautiful. I’ll give him a call and advise him so my beautiful pregnant wife will be even more so.”




  “You are too kind, my Lord!” she said, smiling.




  Nick took her in his arms, kissing her and thinking back.




  * * * *




  Austin Nicholas Buchannan had been born and grew up on the outskirts of New Orleans on one of the last working plantations in the area. The estate had been in his family since the early 1800’s, always profitable. When the War Between the States broke out, his ancestors proudly raised the Stars and Bars and sent their sons off to defend the Confederacy and the Southern cause. It survived two major battles—the battle of New Orleans some thirty or more years before then the Northern siege of the city in April 1862. Fighting was what the city’s residents were good at, but Beasty Butler’s occupation proved to be an entirely different ordeal.




  Fortunately for the Buchannan family, their plantation remained self-sufficient, meaning they didn’t have to worry about going into the city for supplies. If they felt the need, they would go in, trade for what they needed and quietly leave.




  For some reason that remained unknown to him, the house and lands had been spared from the wrath of either side and slipped into a safe limbo for the duration of the war. All he did know—he loved the place—end of subject.




  He and his brother Matthew had been raised to run the estate once their parents passed on. One huge problem with this arrangement—Matthew didn’t want to put his life into the family home. Of the two, he wanted to see the world, make his fortune and enjoy life though that hadn’t been in the cards either.




  At nineteen, Matthew left Buchannan Hall to strike out on his own but disappeared from his New York apartment. After an extensive search for him turned up nothing, their mother didn’t recover from the shock of the loss. His father had to put her into one of the elite private sanitariums catering to the rich. Somehow, in a brief stint of sanity, she committed suicide and finally found the peace she’d sought for a very long time.




  Nick’s father, strong through the search for his son and the memorial service at the family crypt plus the time afterward, could not handle the loss of his wife. His life went into a tailspin, the man dying of depression and loneliness a year later. Alone, Nick buried himself in the family business. He went to LSU, getting a degree in business. At twenty-four and successful, he’d become wealthy in his own right but unfulfilled.




  Nick left the plantation in the capable hands of the family’s lawyers to take his college degree and go into the Navy where he became a member of the elite SEALs. After his hitch, Nick returned home, the estate still profitable and running by itself—Nick still restless.




  The business degree looked good on a resume but had gotten him nowhere. He applied to the New Orleans Police Department then worked his way up to the Special Investigations Unit, thanks in part to his SEAL training. He enjoyed it, deeply involved in several key busts and cases.




  Nick’s reputation in law enforcement became legendary throughout Louisiana. It had been widely held if Nick got a case, he would keep working on it until he solved it. Once his financial background had been forgotten, he’d been accepted with no question among the ranks.




  Nick made it up through the ranks to deputy chief—the youngest ever to accomplish this in the department’s history. Given command of the SIU and the complete loyalty of his men, Nick Buchannan had a reputation for being fair, backing an officer—without question—if they needed it. One catch—if crossed, Buchannan became meaner than a mad bear. This made his men fiercely loyal to him, creating an excellent working situation. They appreciated the small fact Buchannan would never ask anything of his men he himself would not do, giving them even more confidence and reason for their intensely loyal feelings.




  Everything worked out well until a case came across his desk that tested Nick to his limits. He and his partner had been assigned to take down a drug czar who, it had been confirmed, operated in a warehouse on the docks. Rare for a deputy chief to work a case like this because of rank, it intrigued Nick. In taking down the kingpin and his men, Nick took a hit in the back by an errant bullet. It lodged in the muscles by his spine, causing temporary paralysis from the waist down. Nick refused to believe it had happened to him and fought to get his life back under control.




  It took him a long time—a little over a year—to recover. While laid up, Nick wrote a novel dealing with a cop in the mountains of Colorado. The book broke onto the New York Times bestseller list, Nick again excelling at what he did. He retired from the department due to his back not healing the way it should have. He felt fine but his superiors remained wary, afraid of it endangering him or his men. He understood but not happy, he refused to accept the failure. What really angered him—his own body had let him down.




  One of the doctors who operated on him told him if he took a hit in just a certain way, he could be paralyzed for the rest of his life. Nick couldn’t handle it and became very good friends with anything able to take the pain away. That led to his meeting Laney, his life good again.




  * * * *




  He went into New Orleans one night to a club for another party with the bottle. He settled in at a rear table watching everything going on around him. The waiter served him his drink before two very attractive women came over to join him. He invited them to sit down with him and they did. The blonde moved close—too damned close! He stopped her from going over the line when he pushed her hand away from his leg. They decided he would be no fun and after a short while, they left him—Nick very relieved.




  He stood up to leave, figuring to call it an evening. Making his way to the exit, he saw her. His heart felt like it had stopped, his breathing very slow. Frozen, Nick stared at her. Time stood still as something told him this would be the future Mrs. Nicholas Buchannan.




  He couldn’t believe the beauty of her sapphire blue eyes, their fire and their devilish glimmer. Like Nick, she stood tall and slim with a gorgeous mane of very long jet-black hair. In his mind, she defined perfection and he knew then and there he had to have her. Do I stand a chance?




  Finally, he found the drive to move his feet forward, walking over to her and desperately praying he wouldn’t make an ass out of himself.




  “Hi, I’m Austin Nicholas Buchannan. My friends call me Nick.”




  “Aren’t you the author who wrote Murder on Pikes Peak?”




  “My one and only stab at being an author.”




  “You should write more. Your book’s really very good,” she commented, smiling.




  “Thank you, Miss…uh?”




  “Delaney Johnson…Laney.”




  “I take it you have a strong Irish tie?” She nodded. “So do I.”




  “Interesting,” she said, smiling again. He would learn later she’d been glad he hadn’t recognized her from TV.




  That had been five years ago and she had virtually saved his life.




  * * * *




  An actress, Delaney Johnson had a recurring role in an LA-based daytime soap and worked on finishing a feature film entitled Chasing Angels—a Civil War era piece. She admitted to wracking up a good many frequent flier miles.




  “It’s strange. I came in here, not looking for a date and now I don’t want to leave unless I’m on your arm,” she said, staring into his emerald green eyes then at him—tall and very well built, his dark hair just beginning to gray, his mustache giving him a devil-may-care look. Unbelievably, she enjoyed talking with the Nick Buchannan. She had read his book and really liked his work. She told him to write more and kept staring at him when a waiter served their drinks.




  “I’m sorry, I never ever do this!” she apologized, blushing and glad for the dim lighting because she felt her face hot as if on fire.




  “I’m just as guilty.”




  “Wow!” she said, fanning herself, already sensing the heat between them.




  “Should we go somewhere quieter?” he offered.




  She nodded and he guided her out of the club. They walked to his parked car then stood talking. People passed by them but they never noticed.




  Nick placed his hands on either side of her face and, while she gazed into his eyes, he kissed her. Sparks flew between them, Laney feeling the heat between them intensify. She’d had other men but nothing happened like this—ever!




  “Nick?”




  “Laney?”




  “Do you believe in love at first sight?”




  “Very much so. Why?”




  “I think I’m in love with you.”




  He gazed at her as she smiled back at him.




  “Will you marry me, Laney?”




  “Most definitely!” she exclaimed, throwing herself into his arms.




  “Are you sure?” he asked.




  She nodded, trying to catch her breath.




  “I’m a great believer in gut feelings. My first sight of you and I fell hard for you and we had yet to say a word to each other.”




  “Same here.”




  “When?”




  “When what?”




  “When do we get married?”




  “Is tomorrow too soon?” she asked.




  He shook his head, laughing.




  * * * *




  In Washington, Chase Earnhardt answered the phone just after midnight.




  “Yeah, what?”




  “Chase? Nick.”




  “This had better be good! You’ve interrupted an excellently decadent dream.”




  “I need a huge favor.”




  “What?” Chase asked, trying to get his wits together.




  “I need you to be my best man.”




  “What century, my friend?”




  “Tomorrow morning—actually later this morning.”




  “Today?” he yelled, bolting up in bed as if he’d been shot. “Are you…”




  “I’m quite serious, very sober and quite happy.”




  “Then I am your man, Nick. Congratulations! Who is the hapless victim to your charms?”




  “Delaney Johnson.”




  “The actress?”




  “He wants to know if you’re the actress?” Chase heard him say to someone. Chase laughed.




  “You mean you are marrying her and don’t know her?”




  “She said to say yes, she is.”




  “Amazing.”




  They had been friends since the Navy. When Nick returned to New Orleans, Earnhardt joined the Secret Service then retired to the private sector to consult or analyze and occasionally investigate some of the more difficult and intriguing cases calling for his special expertise. Standing six foot three and not overly muscular, he had sandy blonde hair, piercing blue eyes and a hellacious tan. Not a thing he wouldn’t do for Nick and vice versa, he made the flight from Washington to New Orleans, arriving by nine. No way would he miss his best friend’s marriage.




  * * * *




  Nick found himself staring at Laney. An unsurpassed beauty, she became more so as the years went by. She had an amazing intelligence he admired. Married a couple of years now, she was seven months pregnant with their first child.




  “What’s wrong?” she asked.




  “Not one damned thing. Come here!”




  “Be careful. I’d hate to crush you!”




  “Never. You won’t,” he said, pulling her to him before kissing her. “I thank God each day you came into my life and now, with the baby on the way, my life is complete.”




  “How is it you always know the perfect things to say?”




  “Why, ma’am, it’s my heritage as a Southern gentleman and my wife is perfection.”




  “Whatever it is, it’s mine, you’re mine and I love you!”




  Nick grinned then stood, picked her up and took her upstairs to their bedroom. After gently laying her on their bed, he took his clothes off, leaving them on the floor where they fell. He went to his wife, removing the loose-fitting dress she wore then her lingerie.




  “How are you feeling this morning?” he asked when he gently rolled her over to rub her back. Laney had been told about sleeping on her stomach during the later months of her pregnancy but she couldn’t sleep any other way. Nick massaged her back, Laney enjoying it immensely.




  “You always know what to do to make me feel blissfully happy.”




  “Baby, you are not that hard to please, believe me.” He began to kiss her back, the dampness on her skin sending chills through her. She turned over as Nick continued to love her. His lips at her neck, he took her to heaven with his touch. He gently took her breasts in his hands, his thumbs playing over her nipples. Laney pushed herself toward him, needing to be as close as possible to him. Nick laid her back down and continued his way down her body. Still holding her breasts, he worked his way to the one spot he knew would send her emotions out of control once he touched it.




  Her body shook out of control, her fingers entangled in his hair—Laney holding on for dear life. She pulled him to her, begging to kiss him. When his lips met hers, her eyes widened at the feel of him entering her, her body holding him as if she feared she would lose him. Ever so slowly, he moved back and forth within her. His pace quickened, his cock impatient inside her velvet warmth. They found heaven together, Laney screaming from the explosion she felt inside her body.




  Nick slid to her side and laid his head on her stomach. He felt the baby, active as ever, and it gave him one of the warmest sensations of his life. Laney had given him everything he could ever want and he loved her more than life itself.




  They fell asleep in each other’s arms, Nick’s hand resting on his wife’s stomach feeling their child’s kicking—life definitely good for them!




  Chapter 2




  “Did the invitations go out?”




  “We just finished delivering them—the one to the Buchannans last.”




  “Good. Is your contact at Heathrow ready?”




  “Yes, sir, the moment their names show up on the passenger manifests, she’ll let me know.”




  “And she knows I’m only interested in the Buchannans?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Let’s discuss the rest of the plans. Do we have Castle Beckworth?”




  “Yes, sir, your special requests have been completed. Giles is very good at that but he would like your final approval.”




  Atkins nodded.




  “My Buchannan Hall?”




  “Yes, sir, as you ordered.”




  “Transportation? Wardrobes and appropriate duplicates?”




  “The butlers and waiters will be dressed as good men of the cloth. Giles and Rogers will be dressed as bishops, your trusted confidants—as in the old days.”




  “Very good. See to the other arrangements we discussed.”




  Carson left him.




  Atkins had found a truly perfect assistant when he hired Carson Burke. He had no qualms or aversions to any of the orders Atkins gave him. In some ways, he seemed to sadistically enjoy all this. Atkins’ plans would happen, as he desired, largely due to Carson’s work.




  A man possessed, Peter Atkins wanted revenge and would relish every single second while he took back everything taken from him. He paged Burke.




  “Carson, have you set the plans for our special guests after the party?”




  “You have already made arrangements for the lady. He will wake up in his London hotel room, a bottle in his hand and, hopefully, a massive headache.”




  “Excellent,” Atkins complimented, pleased. The next few weeks or maybe longer would indeed be satisfying.




  * * * *




  “Hello?”




  “Nicholas Buchannan for Peter Atkins?”




  “One moment, please.” While she waited for her boss’ call to go through, Julie Ford buzzed Nick to pick up the extension in his office.




  “Atkins, how are you?” he asked, a hint of an Irish accent speaking on the phone.




  “Good, I wanted to let you know my wife and I will be attending your gala.”




  “That’s good but you were supposed to advise me if you would not be able to attend.”




  “Yes, I know. We have another concern though.”




  “And that is?”




  “My wife is seven months along and we wanted to let you know so her costume could be altered appropriately.”




  “Ah, let me think. That’s fine. In fact, I have the perfect one in mind,” he said, making some notes.




  “Thanks. Should we advise you of our reservations?”




  “That would help. E-mail me as soon as you are confirmed.” He gave Nick the needed information and they hung up. Atkins called Carson, advising him of the latest.




  “It will be taken care of.”




  “Thank you. I want you to make preparations to take care of Mrs. Buchannan. We want her and her baby to be given extra special care and consideration, now don’t we?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Atkins laughed. To think of Nick Buchannan actually helping with the plans for his stay in Britain became the icing on the cake because it would give the man something else to blame himself for in his last moments of life.




  * * * *




  “Earnhardt?”




  “It’s me. I just wanted to let you know Laney and I are going to England for a few days.”




  “Is that wise? I mean…”




  “Yes, Uncle Chase, she should be fine. We’ve been invited to one of Peter Atkins’ gala events. Get this, it’s a medieval theme.”




  “I can see you as Robin Hood, in tights no less.”




  “Good God! What am I getting myself into?”




  Chase laughed.




  “I want all the gory details when you and Laney get back.”




  “Speaking of which, can you come down here while we’re gone? That way, if anything happens, I can get hold of you immediately.”




  “Is the new father nervous?”




  “Very. I’d rather go undercover than endure this waiting.”




  “Sure, Nick. When do you leave?”




  “Wednesday morning. We’re flying to Atlanta then into Boston. We’ll fly out of Logan on Thursday morning to be in London sometime that night.”




  “I’ll be down early Wednesday morning.”




  “See you then.”




  Hanging up, he looked at the reservations, chuckling at their conversation.




  “I have a flight out of Washington,” he told Laney, knowing her answer.




  “Can’t do.”




  “Why?”




  “I don’t think the baby would like the Concorde. Do you mind?”




  “Okay, how about Boston, Dallas or New York?”




  “Boston sounds good.”




  “Okay, I’ve routed us to Boston out of Atlanta and we’ll catch an early flight from Logan and get into London that evening.”




  “Sounds like a plan.”




  Nick confirmed the flights then checked London for a hotel.




  “What kind of room should we get?”




  “A comfy one! How long are we staying?”




  “I think a week. I want to make it worth it and easier on you. It will be a bit before we can do this again.”




  “Sightseeing?” she asked, coming over to his desk to look at what he searched for on the Internet.




  “I already know what sight I want to see.”




  “I guess room service will be very busy?” she asked.




  “Extremely. I want to enjoy you as much as I can before the baby is born. Right now, I don’t want to share you with anyone.”




  “I love you, Nick,” she said as he pulled her onto his lap.




  “And I love you, darlin’. I never thought my life could be this good. You came into my life that night and I have definitely been blessed in more ways than I could ever have hoped for!”




  She kissed him, taking his hand and placing it on her stomach.




  “Little Buchannan is doing gymnastics again, or is it soccer?”




  “I can’t get over how awesome this all feels.”




  “Just remember, it’s up to you whether there are more little ones running around after us. I mean, the house is large enough.”




  “Think of all the fun we can have increasing the size of this family.”




  “I like the way you think, Lady!”




  “Then find us a comfortable place to stay so we can practice.”




  Nick grinned while they studied the various accommodations to be had in London. After searching, they decided on a hotel, made the reservations and received confirmations. Nick e-mailed Atkins about the British Airways flight they would arrive on and where they would stay in the city.




  “Now, what?” she asked.




  “Well, I could always clear my desk of everything…”




  “Let’s go upstairs,” she suggested, leading him to the portrait-lined staircase, arm-in-arm. It seemed the family members from generations past watched over them as they passed by. They loved this house and the warmth it held. They both knew it’d be the perfect place to raise the next generation.




  * * * *




  Peter Atkins had been in the middle of a report when a window appeared indicating he had a new message waiting. Clicking on new mail, he became curious about the sender since he did not recognize the screen name of nbnopd. Opening it, he found the news he had eagerly waited for. Printing it out, he called Carson. When Carson joined him, Atkins handed him the printout.




  “I love it when things fall into my hands. Thank your contact at the airport and send her a bonus.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “You’ll make the necessary arrangements?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Giles is…”




  “…Waiting for your final approval.”




  “Fine, we leave tomorrow. Castle Beckworth is perfect for what I intend to do.”




  “The money you contributed to the maintenance fund did help immensely. We have the castle all to ourselves for at least two weeks unless you need it longer.”




  “It’s good to be king, isn’t it, my friend?” he said sarcastically.




  “Yes, sir, it is.”




  “Have you contacted Conan MacGyver?”




  Atkins’ cop on the take, he would steer everyone wrong if any questions were asked.




  “He will do as instructed as soon as the need arises.”




  “Did you advance him the funds?”




  “It has been handled.”




  “And Mrs. Buchannan’s costume?”




  “Ordered along with the second one and the woman to wear it. She understands what she has to do.”




  “Excellent.”




  * * * *




  Chase arrived Tuesday night, taking his usual room at the estate.




  “You’re early.”




  “I wanted to spend some time with you two before you left and I thought I’d take you to the airport, too.”




  “Works for me.”




  “Where’s Laney?”




  “Shopping for some last minute stuff. She’s having trouble finding good-looking clothes that fit her.”




  “Come on—she can’t be that big? What are you two having? Twins?”




  The two friends laughed. Chase knew Nick worried about her. His first try at fatherhood, the whole experience had been new to him. Chase could tell his friend’s demons had worked overtime on this one even though Nick wouldn’t admit it.




  “You know, there’s still time to cancel this thing.”




  “I know, but…no, I’m not. We’ll be fine. We’re going to have a good time.”




  “Nick, who are you trying to convince—me or yourself?”




  “You know me too damned well, my friend.”




  “And proud of it, I’m happy to say!”




  They returned to the study where Nick had a Brunswick pool table always waiting for a game. They had a long-running challenge to see who could win the most games. Presently, it sat almost dead even though they had been on different ends of the line at times. After Nick totally blew off one game, Chase decided to do some delving.




  “Nick, what’s up? I know something’s bothering you. Talk to me.”




  “I have a bad feeling about this.”




  “Why?”




  “I don’t know. I only know this Atkins by his publicity. Hell, we had a brief meeting years ago I barely remember. There’s something bothering me and I can’t put my finger on it.”




  “Want me to check him out?”




  “Yeah, why don’t you?”




  “I’ll be back.” Chase went into Nick’s office and started working at the computer then made some phone calls. When Nick joined him a while later, after giving him time to use his classified codes in peace, Chase didn’t look happy. He sat down in a big leather chair in front of his desk.




  “What did you find out?”




  “Peter Atkins came on the scene about a year after your brother disappeared.”




  “My brother? What’s Matthew got to do with this?”




  “Well, to make a long story short, Peter Atkins could be Matthew if he’d had plastic surgery done.”




  “Come on, Chase, that’s grasping…”




  “Look.”




  He did some computer imaging, knocking Nick for a loop.




  “Then, if Matthew’s alive…”




  “He could be seeking revenge against you. I’d cancel.”




  “I can’t until I have proof.”




  “Then, if you go, for God’s sake, use extreme caution. He could want to kill you and he’s got the edge over you with Laney and the baby.”




  “Shit!” Nick sat and thought about the possibilities. Staring outside, he cursed. “Keep checking and e-mail me in London.”




  “You’ve got it, Nick. Just be careful—for all your sakes.”




  * * * *




  Chase drove them to Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport, seeing them off on their flight to Atlanta, the first leg of their English vacation. He kissed Laney good-bye, telling her to make sure she took care of his niece or nephew. She assured him she would then he and Nick shook hands.




  “I’ll let you know as soon as I find something out.”




  “My laptop will always be on.”




  “Good. Have a good trip and try to enjoy yourself.”




  Nick rolled his eyes.




  “Chase, all of my training is telling me it’s a trap.”




  “Your instincts are usually on target.”




  “But if it is my brother, I have to face him.”




  “Keep in contact, my friend.”




  Nick vowed he would then he and Laney boarded their flight to Atlanta.




  * * * *




  Chase went back to the city and the local FBI office to use their computer. Somewhere, there had to be the information he looked for. Most of what he found out had to do with finances and holding companies plus dalliances over the years with some of the world’s most beautiful and wealthy women.




  He knew something had to be missing but what? When he left the Federal Building, he realized he had already put in over twelve hours on his investigation, finding out everything he didn’t need to know. What’s still eluding me?




  * * * *




  Thursday evening, British Airways flight 2251 from Boston to London landed at Heathrow, taxiing to the concourse. The Boeing 747 landed smoothly, coming to a stop at the gate where passengers would disembark to go to their next destinations. Walking down the concourse to present their passports and have their luggage checked, Nick noticed a uniformed driver standing with a sign bearing his name. Once through customs, Giles met them, taking their luggage. After he stowed their suitcases in the trunk of the Mercedes they would travel in, he took them to the hotel—The Four Seasons. Once there, he informed them he would pick them up around eleven to take them to Dover and the party.




  Nick thanked him then waited for him to leave before he said anything. He went to the phone, called room service and ordered a late dinner for them while Laney showered. When she came out, she wore a very thick terry robe from the hotel then sat at a dressing table, drying her hair. Nick came up behind her, rubbing her neck.




  “How are you feeling?”




  “Tired. I think the baby’s tired, too.”




  “Dinner’s on its way and I ordered tea for you.”




  “Do you still want to go to the pub tonight?”




  “No, baby, I’m going to make sure you get your rest. I’ll be here if you need anything.”




  “You don’t have to.”




  “I want to, sweetheart,” he said, smiling. “There’s plenty of time to go to the pub later before we leave.”




  After a knock on the door, room service brought in their meal. Nick had ordered shrimp with pasta and Laney ate like she hadn’t eaten in weeks while Nick watched her.




  “Whoa, Lady! Hold up!”




  “Your child made me do it. This kid’s hungry!”




  He laughed.




  “All Buchannan men have huge appetites.” She smiled. “What?”




  “According to several opinions I trust, as well as a distinct ultrasound, we are having a boy.”




  “You’re sure?”




  “I’m carrying high, the baby’s inherited appetite and this picture…” She showed him the ultrasound photo she had received the morning before they left for Atlanta. Nick’s eyes widened with joy as he held the framed picture.




  “A son?”




  She nodded.




  He hugged her, showering her with kisses as he held her. On cue, their son began moving about, the two of them laughing while she held Nick’s hand over her stomach.




  “Oh, no!” Laney cried as she ran for the bathroom. She washed her face and leaned against the cool marble-tiled wall. Nick ran in.




  “Are you all right?”




  “I don’t think Junior here likes flying,” she commented as she came back to the table to sit.




  “I’ll pour you a cup of tea.”




  “Make it strong… Oh, shit!” she cried, running back to the bathroom.




  Nick heard her crying. He went to her, finding her sitting on the floor leaning against the wall pale and clammy. Nick comforted her.




  “Baby, calm down. It’s all right. Come out and I’ll give you the tea and I’ll get them to send up some toast. I’ll be with you until you’re over this.”




  She held him, her grip on his arm like iron.




  He picked her up and carried her to their bed then massaged her back while she drank the tea, finally falling off to sleep. When he made sure she slept soundly, he left her just long enough to take a shower then return to her. Sliding under the covers, she moved to him, her body next to his. He held her, concerned then finally fell asleep, Laney’s head on his shoulder.




  * * * *




  They woke the next morning to the phone ringing. Nick answered it, learning Giles waited for them in the lobby. Nick apologized, telling him they needed an hour to get ready.




  “How do you feel?”




  “Better. I didn’t have that in the beginning, remember?”




  “And you also haven’t been flying for almost twenty-four hours, either. Hops to LA weren’t near what the last two days have been. At least, I split them up to give you a breather.”




  “Thank you. It did help. Nick, I love you.”




  “I love you, too, darlin’!”




  They showered together. Nick and Laney washed each other while they made love with the hot water running over their bodies. While Nick toweled her dry, he looked at her.




  “Are you sure you’re up to tonight?”




  “Yes. You’ll be there to take care of us. How can we go wrong?”




  He smiled. While she put on her make-up, he packed a quick overnight bag for them. Breakfast delivered to their room, they ate before going downstairs to meet Giles. Nick informed the desk they may be returning late and they left, getting into the same Mercedes from the night before then Giles headed for Dover.




  * * * *




  Nick quickly checked his messages, no new e-mails waiting. Could no news be good news? He closed his laptop and they left, Nick still uneasy—Laney his first priority. He hoped after his overprotectiveness, he’d be relieved to find nothing to worry about.




  One thing kept nagging at him—if indeed his brother had survived, then trouble could be right behind. Matthew and he had drifted apart after Nick graduated from college. His brother had been extremely jealous and made some loud comments accusing Nick of being their parents’ favorite to begin with.




  He knew Matthew strongly resented him but he couldn’t do anything about the fact he found success while his brother hadn’t. Not to be mistaken, Matthew found success but not in what he thought the old man would accept. Nick remembered how his brother had tried to make everyone feel guilty because he decided to run off to New York to find himself.




  Then Matthew Buchannan disappeared, virtually falling off the face of the earth. Many agencies helped in the search for him but their efforts produced no leads and no brother. Instead, their mother went crazy and committed suicide before their father fell into a fatal depression, leaving Nick alone against the world. He spent years trying to find his brother to no avail. Matthew did not want to be found. Now this… Why after all these years?




  Laney dozed off, leaning against him. He held her, hoping all his concerns would prove to be unnecessary—Laney the most important person in his life. He had to put her and their son first even if, God forbid, he died trying.




  * * * *




  A line of cars stood in the long winding driveway to Castle Beckworth, pleasing Peter Atkins, even though he had more interest in two of the guests than the others. He had given his approval on Giles’ work to prepare the castle for his gala ball and so far, everything ran on schedule and perfect.




  He greeted some of the early guests, having Rogers show them through Castle Beckworth. Checking his watch, he became concerned about his special guests. He hoped they hadn’t changed their minds, deciding not to attend.




  Carson joined him, advising him Giles had called. Just leaving, they would be about an hour late but Giles advised him he might be able to make up some time if he didn’t hit any traffic.




  Atkins cursed. They had come way too far to have everything fall apart on them now.




  * * * *




  Chase found what he searched for. He had been able to get information on both Matthew Buchannan’s last few days and the first known of Peter Atkins then listed his lady loves up to the older woman—Martha Godwin—who died and left her entire estate to a very young man named Peter. He delved into backgrounds and tested everything he could.




  “Hot damn!” he said, finding records from a private hospital in Sweden. He placed a call to Doctor Joseph Gustavson, a noted plastic surgeon.




  “You do understand I cannot just give out this information to anyone?”




  “This is a dire matter with possible implications to the White House and several European heads of state. All we have are possibles of the suspect. If you could send me the before and after photos of our subject, it will easily clear this person of any suspicion. It won’t be made public knowledge and I swear your name will be kept out of this matter. You will not even be called to trial. All we’re trying to do is complete a lifeline for purpose of intent, psychology and history.”




  “It’s against my better judgment but, yes, I will get them to you. I will messenger them to you later this morning.”




  “Thank you.” Chase gave the doctor an address then, after hanging up with him, called the FBI office in New Orleans and told Carolyn to expect it and call immediately when it arrived so he could pick it up. He knew he could trust her with anything.




  Chase sat back, always comfortable in Nick’s office at Buchannan Hall—good, because he knew he had several hours to kill before he received the information from Sweden. He decided to shoot some pool.




  Chapter 3




  “Baby, we’re here. Wake up, Laney.” Nick gently woke her, extremely concerned about her. Until their arrival in London, her pregnancy had been exceptionally easy. Had it been anything else, he and Doctor Mansfield would never have considered the possibility of going. She still had another month and a half to go and, from the last visit three days earlier and the photo of their son, everything seemed to be fine.




  As soon as they got settled into the castle, he would make a call to her doctor and advise her of what had happened. All of a sudden, this gala get-together seemed to be becoming a frightening part of their lives and he didn’t like it—especially if their host turned out to indeed be his brother.




  “Hey?”




  “Hey, babe. You all right?”




  “Yes, I think so. Where are we?”




  “Approaching the castle.”




  “My God, it’s huge!” she observed, looking at the castle looming over them.




  “From what I’ve been able to read, the castle had been built in 1180 in the Medieval English style. It is at the point of the shortest crossing through the English Channel going over to the European continent. As you can see, it seems to take forever to get there from the countryside.”




  “Is that the channel over there?”




  “Yep.”




  “Impressive but intimidating.”




  “Any castle, in order for the ruler—whether lord, laird or whatever—to protect those who lived either inside or just outside of the gates, had to be impregnable. Many had been built with a side to the water for either defensive purposes, supplies from elsewhere or a good means of escape.”




  “I was just going to ask about escape.”




  “If they had the means. In Scotland, they have caves underneath castles where, if the loch is low, they can leave or enter if need be.”




  “Interesting. I can’t wait to see the inside.”




  “After you take it easy. I’m worried about you, m’lady.”




  “I'll be careful. I promise!”




  “I’ll be with you to make sure.”




  “Good!”




  “We’re almost there, Mister Buchannan.”




  “Thank you,” Nick replied. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Fortunately, Laney didn’t pick up on his concern. He didn’t like what his instincts told him, especially when he desperately needed to know more.




  Their chauffeur went onto a side driveway to an entry slightly hidden from view of the main entrance.




  “Mister Atkins asked that you be escorted to the guestroom where he’s had your costumes for the evening laid out. Your wife can relax before the festivities begin. If you’ll follow me, please…”




  “Thank you,” Nick said as he put his arm around Laney.




  * * * *




  “Yes?”




  “The Buchannans are in their quarters.”




  “Very good. Anything I need to know?”




  “The lady is not feeling well. It seems he is concerned about the baby.”




  “Thank you, Giles. If you need to make any changes to help accommodate them, go ahead. You needn’t wait for my approval because I trust your judgment.”




  “Yes, sir.” Giles thought of one thing he should check on and took off to another part of the castle.




  * * * *




  Laney could not get over the size of the castle. Once in their suite of rooms, it amazed her how spacious and warm the place seemed to be. Tapestries hung on the walls and she noticed a huge bed and other furnishings she had not expected to see. She went to the fireplace to warm herself in front of the blazing fire that took the chill off from their trip.




  “I can tell my education is sorely lacking. This is beautiful. I had always thought the furniture would be heavy and uncomfortable.”




  “I guess I know about as much as you do but medieval isn’t something I delved into. I’ll take my nineteenth century United States but who knows, maybe my interests will change due to this trip.”




  “I hope it’ll be fun and I haven’t ruined it for you.”




  “How could you ruin anything for me? I love you too damned much to let that happen.”




  “I love you, too. I’m just not used to feeling puny like I have been.”




  “When we go home, we’re taking an extra day in Boston so the two of you can rest.”




  “Good. Maybe we can start deciding on his name.”




  “How about Austin Nicholas?”




  “No! I refuse to have him called Junior the rest of his life.”




  “I’ll have to think about that and let you know.”




  “How about Eric James?”




  “Eric James Buchannan? I like that!”




  “That was easy. Did you hear that, Eric?” she said, running her hand over her stomach, the baby active as usual.




  “You’re beautiful, Lady!”




  “And you are the best looking guy I’ve ever laid eyes on!”




  He checked his watch then went to the door, checking to see if it remained locked.




  Nick went back to her, gazing into her eyes and brushing the side of her face lightly with his knuckles. His hand went to the back of her neck, the light touch of her hair exciting him as he gently pulled her into a long passionate kiss. Even though they had been married over five years, he still couldn’t believe he’d wed such a gorgeous and fantastic person.




  Laney returned his kiss with as much feeling as he gave it, her arms going around his neck. He pulled back to kiss her neck, unbuttoning her blouse and gently sliding it off her shoulders and down her arms. He slid her skirt off then her lingerie, leaving Laney standing naked before him.




  She unbuttoned his shirt and took it off him before she removed his pants and boxers. She slid to her knees and gazed up at him. He bent to help her but she stopped him as she took him, caressing then fiercely loving him. Watching her take his cock deep into her throat sent his emotions reeling. Heat raced through him feeling the warmth of her mouth surrounding him while she brought him to the edge. No one else had made love to him like this and, as she always did, Laney sent his emotions skyrocketing.




  “My God, woman…”




  “Yes, my Lord, your wish?”




  “I like this place!” He grinned, reaching down to help her up. Once she stood, he held her, his fingers playing with her nipples while his hands held her breasts. She moaned with desire when his tongue gently touched her nipples, loving her as he teased her. Nick lifted her up then gently laid her in the middle of the bed. He straddled her, making sure to keep his weight off the baby.




  “Do you want to keep going?”




  “Yes! My God! Please, don’t stop!”




  “Is my Lady begging?”




  “I don’t care what you call it. Just do it!”




  “My wife need never beg me—ever! I am, as I have always been, at your service.”




  “Love me, husband!” she demanded.




  He groaned when she took him, her hand warm holding him. Then he grinned when she guided him to her where he gently entered her. He tried to love her without hurting her but she pulled him to her, wrapping her arms around him. Kissing, they both went to the height of their love. Nick’s cock pounded her causing Laney to scream. He kissed her—her scream taken into his body.




  She trembled before he gently rolled to her side. He held her, kissing her more as he drew her into his arms, his leg over hers.




  “Thank you for being my wife.”




  “I feel the same every day I wake up next to you.”




  “Please, baby, don’t ever leave me!”




  “What’s the matter?” she asked, looking at the glint of fear in his eyes.




  “Promise me!” he repeated, almost demanding.




  “I swear! I’ll never leave you! I promise! My God, I love you too damned much to leave you or let you go! But I want you to make me the same vow.”




  “I do! I swear I’ll never leave you. I love you too damned much and my life has been so perfect since we met at the bar that night.” He kissed her but a knock on the door interrupted. “Shit!” he cursed, Laney snickering.




  “Mister and Mrs. Buchannan? Mister Atkins would like to see you before his party begins.”




  “We’ll be there in a little bit. My wife is just getting up.”




  “Very good, sir,” they heard the butler say.




  “Shall we?”




  She nodded then he carried her to the shower where they bathed together. Nick helped her dry off then to dress in the outfit waiting for her.




  * * * *




  “The Buchannans will be with you shortly.”




  “Thank you, Giles.”




  His associate left then Atkins turned to Carson. They laid out a map of the English Channel and the Irish waterways he needed to use to further his plan.




  “The caves are ready?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “The boat?”




  Carson nodded.




  The men looked at each other while Atkins thought for a moment.




  “Do we have everything set up in the village? They will keep quiet?”




  “They have been paid handsomely for what you’ve asked them to do.”




  “Excellent!” Atkins turned, lifting his glass in toast.




  “Gentlemen, to revenge and success!”




  They joined him in the toast then quietly went to leave.




  “Giles, Rogers—remember you are costumed as the king’s bishops. You will remain close to him throughout the evening.”




  The two men nodded standing next to each other, both already in costume wearing crimson vestments over white papal robes. The moment Buchannan entered the Great Hall of the castle, they would appear at his side and would follow him throughout the evening.




  Carson grinned, having found no others better at their jobs or with their talents than these two and the good thing—their undying loyalty to him. He turned to Atkins, waiting for his next move. In a simple outfit, he wore a tunic over matching hose and brown leather boots. He’d be able to slip into the crowd and do his part to assist Atkins in his plans for the evening.




  Atkins, dressed in royal blues, looked every bit a king. Over his regal tunic, he wore a long cape held by a huge brooch of a family crest. Carson looked at him and bowed deeply.




  “King Peter, I am at your service.”




  “Once the evening is underway, keep an eye on them and me. I will give you the signal letting you know the plans for my special guests have begun.”




  “Do you think he suspects?”




  Atkins shook his head.




  “I doubt it because, if he did, I don’t think he’d be here.”




  “Maybe he does know and wants to meet with you.”




  “No, I doubt it. But then, you could be right. Did you get a chance to find out who he called?”




  “Yes, sir. A Doctor Mansfield. He’s concerned about his wife and child.”




  “Interesting. Carson, that will be all for now. Remember to keep your eye on me for my signal.”




  “Yes, sir.” Carson left him, the evening’s plans sending thrills through him. He would enjoy helping Atkins carry out his revenge.




  * * * *




  Atkins went over a few last minute details until the door quietly opened and closed after the key turned in the lock.




  “If you plan to seduce me, we have very little time.”




  “I think the village harlot can take care of her king quickly and amply,” a female voice said, approaching him. He turned and smiled. Before him stood a beautiful woman dressed as the village whore, wearing a black chemise with a black lace robe over it. Her hair down, she’d made herself look as if she had just left an amorous customer.




  “Whitney, my dear, I don’t want you downstairs tonight. I’d rather you’d wait for me upstairs.”




  “Why, does being married to me embarrass my Lord and Master?”




  “No, and you know it but everyone here thinks I’m a jet-setting playboy. I can’t have you hounding my every move.” He laughed as she frowned.




  “I will come to you throughout the night and the king will pleasure his wife and mistress or whatever you want me to call you.”




  “That sounds so good. May I pleasure my Lord now?”




  “What did you have in mind?” he asked, a lighter side to his personality appearing as it only did with his wife. She slid down the length of his body and pulled his hose down, grinning because he had gone with the tradition of not wearing a stitch under his outer clothing. She kissed him, his arousal pleasing her while she played with him then took his shaft in her mouth and made love to him. He groaned within moments—she had definitely pleased her king. He held her hair, his fingers clenching when she brought him to the second climax only she could do for him.




  “Again, Your Majesty?”




  “I wish but I need to attend to some things before the party plus visiting with the Buchannans beforehand.”




  “Are you sure about this?”




  “Very.”




  “Please, be careful. If you feel any pains coming on, come to me so I can take care of them.”




  “I will and I promise I will come to you later so we can continue what you have started.”




  “I’ll hold you to that, Matthew.”




  * * * *




  Nick helped Laney with her outfit for the evening. First, she slipped into the lightweight chemise, then into a regal blue overdress made of a lightweight fabric—a beautiful light blue velvet surcoat, an outer coat with a sash she had him tie loosely. Nick stood back eyeing her.




  “It falls so well that you don’t look like you’re seven months along.”




  “Why, thank you, kind sir!” she replied, a ladylike bow following. “Ooh, I don’t think I should’ve done that. I might not look it but I sure as hell feel seven months pregnant.”




  “Will you be all right?” he asked, helping her up.




  “As long as you are with me, I’ll be fine.”




  He kissed her then turned to his outfit of a knight with the trappings for his rank to the king. He slipped into a white tunic-style shirt that went to his knees and a light green woolen surcoat—this definitely one a warrior would wear. Nick pulled on his hose then the soft leather boots followed by an Irish tartan held by a silver brooch with the family crest on it. The last thing he put on—his scabbard, complete with the sword it held. Laney smiled.




  “My God, you are one handsome knight, Lord Buchannan.”




  “If I’m not mistaken, the family ties go back to Ireland. I just don’t know where since I’ve never gone back further than the New Orleans Buchannans.”




  “We’ll have to look into it when we get home. It’ll give me something to do while Eric sleeps.”




  “No, you’ll sleep when he does. You’ve got me worried, Lady! If your doctor hadn’t reassured me you’re reacting normally to all the travel and jet lag, we would have left here as soon as I hung up with her.”




  “I love my overprotective husband. Thank you.”




  Nick pulled her close, holding her while worried about her and the baby—Eric, he had a name now—but still concerned about their host. It bothered him he could be this close to his brother who could possibly want to do him and his family immeasurable harm. Nick kissed her hair, smelling like strawberry—her favorite. He pulled back, gazing down into her eyes then smiling as he kissed her, one that deep down, he feared could be the last one he would ever give her.




  * * * *




  “Matthew, please!”




  “Mama, there’s not enough room in this huge house for the two of us.”




  “Son, sit down. We can…”




  “No, Father. You both favor Mr. Success Story. Well, he’s all yours. I am out of this family. I can’t deal with this anymore. I have tried and tried but I can’t please you because Mr. Perfect does everything right and I don’t so I’ll make it easy on everyone. I’m leaving and I won’t be back!”




  “Martin, do something!”




  “Matthew, stop. I won’t let you leave here!”




  “I’m legally an adult. I have to take charge of my own life and I won’t live here. I refuse!”




  “What’s happening?” Nick asked, walking in on an apparent argument between his parents and his brother.




  “Damn! I can’t even leave here without seeing you!”




  “Leave? What…”




  “They’re all yours, big brother. You’ve done your damnedest to push me out of this family and this house. Well, you got your wish! I’m leaving and never returning!”




  “Matt, please!” Nick pleaded, putting his hand on his brother’s shoulder.




  Matthew pulled back and punched his brother in the mouth, knocking him back in surprise.




  “Get your hand off of me! You ever touch me again—in fact, if I ever see you again—I will kill you! I swear I will!”




  “Matthew…”




  * * * *




  Nick, with Laney on his arm, descended the stairs to the Great Hall of Castle Beckworth, a room set up with three long antique tables arranged together as a U. As host, Peter Atkins sat in the lord’s chair, his companion for the evening to his right. Two places waited to his left for Laney and Nick. The other guests made up the remainder of the seating arrangements as their costumes dictated.




  “Delaney, I’m glad to finally meet you. Nick hadn’t married yet when we met years ago.”




  “It’s good to meet you. I’m sorry if we’ve caused any…”




  “Don’t worry about it. As you can tell, the party is faring well. Nick?”




  “Peter?”




  “Glad you could make it.”




  Nick shook his hand, then held Laney’s chair before he sat down.




  “You both look splendid. Does your gown fit you well enough?”




  “For now. Eric’s not as active as he had been earlier.”




  “Eric?”




  “Eric James Buchannan—we know we’re having a boy.”




  “Wonderful news! I hope the three of you enjoy the evening.” Atkins controlled the rage inside him, hating how his perfect brother would provide the male heir to the family.




  Atkins clapped his hands and the entertainment began. A young lady came to the center of the room, reciting an Old English poem then a jester with his tricks followed by an acrobatic troupe. Through it all, the guests ate and enjoyed themselves. Going with tradition, Laney shared a cup with Nick, sipping the ale and leaving the rest for Nick. She asked for a cup of tea, a monk bringing it to her.
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