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“IT IS YOUR DUTY AS a Montgomery to protect your legacy.”

Lieutenant Cullen Smythe observed the head of the Montgomery family expound on the obligation that being his heir apparent meant to his cousin, who promptly drank down another shot of whiskey.

Clayton Montgomery would have none of his grandson’s blatant disregard of the responsibility that had been placed upon his shoulders. A tall man, the elder Montgomery used his height to his full advantage. He walked over to his grandson’s side and slapped the glass out of his hand, crashing it to the floor in a million pieces.

Wade leaped up into the old man’s face. For a brief moment, Cullen thought he would have to step between the two. Thankfully, Wade lowered his gaze and stepped back.

Cullen shook his head. When he rode up the winding road lined with massive live oaks with their waving curtains of gray moss, he had not pictured his return to the home of his youth to have gone as it had.

For well over a hundred years, Montgomerys had lived along the Ashley River. Sitting back from the river’s bank, the brick house reigned over the plantation. A brick arch centered the home, with two sets of curving wrought-iron staircases leading up to the entrance.

To the side of the entrance, columns ran up to the covered porch that wrapped around three sides of the house. A veranda of considerable proportion sat in the back and faced the grand garden. The smell of heady jasmine, roses, and magnolias filled the early spring air. Magnolia trees flanked both sides of the garden, giving the magnificent plantation its name.

This was the place he considered his home. His heart belonged to Magnolia Bluff and his Southern family. He had been raised here alongside his cousins, Percival and Wade. How many days they had spent along this riverbank!

His mother had given birth to him in the room that overlooked the river. Even after his mother died from the fever, Cullen had stayed until his father remarried. Situated seventeen miles outside of Charleston, it had been a perfect place to spend his childhood. He had thought of it often on the Cayne.

Memories comforted him on those long voyages. How vivid the pictures in his mind of the sights of the river: fishing in the overgrowth under the live oaks, canoeing on the river, and racing their horses through the gray beards of the Spanish moss on the giant trees along the little-used river road. The trouble the three of them found—it had always been the three of them, until now—Percival was gone.

“Good Heavens, Cullen, talk some sense into your cousin!”

Cullen didn’t move a muscle on his face but looked directly at his grandfather. He stared into the cold gray eyes of a man whose orders rarely got questioned. Clayton Montgomery’s heritage gave credence to the man’s arrogance...generations of Montgomerys living off the South Carolina soil.

“I believe Wade understands exactly what is expected, Grandfather.”

Cullen glanced over at his cousin, whose eyes bored into the man in front of him with a hatred Cullen had never seen from Wade. Where had the carefree, fun-loving soul gone? Had it died with his brother?

Wade’s appearance hadn’t changed. He was an exceptionally handsome man. With thick, golden hair and clear blue eyes, his face bore a cool recklessness that females found wildly attractive. He had only to smile to have them flock around him, but he wasn’t smiling at the moment.

Lieutenant Cullen Smythe was twenty-five years old, the same age as Wade...a year younger than Percival had been. Cullen stood six feet, the same height as Wade, but that was where the similarities ended.

Cullen had dark brown hair, long sideburns, and a neatly trimmed mustache. His nose was narrow, slightly aquiline, and his jaw firm and angular. His face was bronzed golden by his time in the sun.

He was a deliberate sort, never one to make an impulsive decision. He had an air of authority, a quality that served him well in the Navy. No one dared question one of his orders, not with his eyes boring into them. He had been told they seemed to pierce into the depths of one’s soul.

It had been Percival who had been fearless and brave. More than once, his older cousin had stepped between him and Douglas Montgomery. Cullen’s uncle—Wade’s father—had been a mean drunk. Percival thought nothing of protecting the younger ones from his father’s wrath when the man would drink himself into oblivion.

Percival had become his father’s target during those times. Percival had not shirked from his father’s hand. Cullen understood the way Percival thought: as long as his father’s rage was directed at him, the others—Wade, the girls, his mother, and Cullen—would not be harmed. Percival’s scars, the black eyes, a broken arm, and bruises from those confrontations served as a badge of honor to Cullen.

Clayton hadn’t turned a blind eye to his son’s irrational behavior. Many times, Douglas had been thrown into the guesthouse set off to the left of the main house until he slept off the effects of his binge drinking. But Clayton could not always keep his son in check when Douglas went on one of his rampages. He had allowed the boys to hide in his room if he wasn’t home when Douglas’s temper exploded.

It had been here, in his grandfather’s study, that Cullen had always felt safe. It seemed a fortress in his young mind, formidable with its dark, heavy furniture and the realistic mural of horsemen in battle, swords drawn. Tonight, the room had lost its appeal, replaced with a morbid foreboding.

The darkness that had invaded Magnolia Bluff since Percival’s death over a year ago had not faded. Percival had been the chosen one: the darling of his mother, the successor to his grandfather, the invincible brother...for that was what they were...the three of them, Percival, Wade, and himself—brothers.

Cullen remembered the anger that filled him with the news that Percival had died — thrown from his horse! The drunken fool! No one had to tell Cullen that Percival was drunk. There had been no better horseman around these parts. Cullen could still hear Percival brag that he was a better horseman drunk than sober. The reality...he hadn’t been.

“Explain to Cullen why you won’t hold to your word! I doubt—” Clayton was ruthlessly cut off.

“I told you, Grandfather, I would take care of the situation. Surely, Randolph Wragg does not hold to our conversation after Percival’s death.”

“Confound it, Wade! Don’t take me for a damned fool. You know well that there was and is an understanding. You gave him your word.”

“Word? He came to me while I was grieving and laid guilt upon me about Percival’s honor...”

“He asked you to hold to Percival’s engagement to Clarissa. Hell, all of Charleston knows you are engaged to the lady and are waiting only for an appropriate time to announce it. It has been over a year. It is time. Where is your honor? Your sense of duty?”

“By God! What more do you want from me? Did I not give up my commission in the Navy because of my duty to Magnolia Bluff?”

Cullen took a deep breath. Wade had resigned from the Navy shortly after the news came of Percival’s death. It cut him deep to see Wade depart. They had been back together since the day they entered the Naval Academy.

Cullen had little memory of his mother. Dolly Montgomery Smythe died when Cullen was five from the fever. His father, Jonathan T Smythe, had seen fit to leave Cullen at his mother’s Southern home until he remarried.

Shortly after Cullen turned thirteen, he left to live in Philadelphia and did not return until after he had become a cadet at the Naval Academy alongside Wade. The dream of joining the Navy had been Percival’s...the three of them together against the world.

When it came time to apply to the Naval Academy, Percival held back, allowing Wade the opportunity. Guilt gnawed at Cullen at times, knowing that Percival sacrificed his dream for his brother. Both brothers could not leave home. One had to stay and look after the family.

Wade had met up with Cullen at the Naval Academy in 1852. The next four years had seen the cousins side by side in Annapolis while school commenced and the summer cruises aboard ship.

Leave saw Cullen in Charleston; he returned to Philadelphia only for brief periods of time. His heart pulled him to the place he considered his home. After three years on duty, Cullen’s father requested that he return home due to family issues that had developed in Philadelphia.

Cullen had complied and resigned from the Navy. It would be official as soon as he returned to Washington. But he had not passed up the opportunity to return to Charleston when his ship docked in port. He had not seen the family since Percival’s death.

“Come, Wade, it could not be that bad. Clarissa Wragg is a lovely creature,” Cullen said in hopes of calming the tension.

The response was a glare. Wade shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Not now.”

Clayton’s color heightened. “He fancies himself in love with none other than Josephine Wright.”

A sudden frost hung in the air on Clayton’s words. The venom in his voice couldn’t be denied, uttered as if the girl were a leper. An awkward silence ensued.

Finally, Wade smiled, his normal, charismatic smile twisted. “Josephine Buchanan Wright, Grandfather.”

Good Lord! Understanding suffused throughout Cullen as he recognized the name. He stared over at Wade. Had his cousin lost all his good sense!

“Wade!” escaped Cullen before he had time to contemplate his utterance.

“Don’t look at me like that, Cullen. I know better than anyone whose daughter she is, but she is also Henry Buchanan’s granddaughter. Is not the Buchanan name as old and respected as ours?”

“Watch your tongue, Wade Montgomery. Montgomerys don’t go back on their word. At least honorable Montgomerys, like Percival...”

Wade flew into a rage. “Percival was allowed to choose his bride. Why do I have to honor his engagement?”

“You know well the reason,” Clayton shot back with the same passion. “How long have I covered for your father’s ill-fated judgment? Only to discover Percival inherited one of his weaknesses. I have kept nothing back from you. Percival accepted Wragg’s dowry before the marriage.”

Unbelieving what he heard, Cullen broke into the conversation. “Percival gambled?”

A look of anguish crossed Wade’s face. He ran his fingers through his disheveled hair and shook his head. “Tell me there is another way.”

Clayton said nothing and settled back into his chair behind the desk, confident he had won the argument. He lit up his pipe, took a puff, and blew smoke up in the air.

* * * *
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IN THE EARLY MORNING haze, the water of the river was placid. Live oaks and pines lined the banks in the undergrowth. Birds woke with a song; frogs chirped; the wind rustled through the leaves. The familiarity of the sights and sounds gave him comfort. Love of this place bore deep in his soul.

Heavens above! He believed he was drunk.

Cullen chugged down the rest of the bottle. He drew back and threw it into the water, disturbing the quiet and waking his sleeping...unconscious cousin.

“Don’t be so loud,” Wade uttered with the greatest of difficulty. Squinting, he stretched upward. He held his head in his hand.

“It’s dawn. We need to return to the house.”

“Dawn be damned!” Wade groaned.

Cullen had never seen Wade wallow in self-pity. He hadn’t been the sort. The Wade he had known was a man of action: one to plan and manipulate to get his way, usually by the skin of his teeth...living on the edge...pushing the limits. He had always managed one way or another until now.

Cullen glanced back over the water and then again at Wade. His expression had changed. One corner of his lips drew upward, and his right eyebrow arched.

“You could do it.”

For a moment, Cullen didn’t comprehend Wade’s meaning. He grimaced. “For the love of God, Wade! Are you trying to pawn off your fiancée on me?”

“Would it be the worst? You need a Southern woman to keep you warm at night, not one of those frigid beasts in the North. Why Clarissa is one of the loveliest women in all of South Carolina...”

“I couldn’t care less if she was the belle of Charleston. I’m not intoxicated enough to consider taking a wife.”

“She is rich as well.”

“I have no need—”

“Ah, yes. I know well enough. The Smythe money! You are a free man to choose who to spend your life with. You have no obligation to uphold the honor of the Montgomerys!”

“You talk nonsense, Wade. You make it sound as if a gun was held to your head. We have kept in correspondence. You sounded satisfied with the arrangement. Out with it. Have you compromised the lady?”

“Josephine? No...” Wade stammered, shaking his head. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me,” Cullen shot back. “I would love to understand why you have fallen for the daughter of the man responsible for your father’s death.”

“Father killed himself—”

“After he was bled dry by Brantley Wright. The man is a professional gambler. Grandfather says he is a cheat.”

With an unsteady hand and confused expression, Wade waved Cullen off. “Grandfather blamed Wright for Father’s shortcomings. You knew Father as well as anyone. It was not only his drinking. Father gambled away a fortune, cutting to the quick of the Montgomery’s heritage. I believe more so than Grandfather has admitted. Percival...Percival alluded to it when he informed me of his choice of bride.”

“And yours.”

“Ah, yes.” Wade chuckled to himself. “My choice.”

Wade rubbed his forehead and looked up at Cullen. The years between them gave credence to an understanding of what it meant to be a gentleman of the South. A gentleman’s reputation was his lifeblood.

A Southern man’s character could never be questioned—loyalty, honor, duty to one’s country, God, and family. It was the tie that binds, but he saw that Wade was deeply troubled. It disturbed him.

“What is it, Wade? Tell me. Are we not brothers?”

Wade pressed his lips together tightly and nodded. “Always. You, Percival, and me. Now it is only us two. I trust no one as I do you.”

Cullen said nothing. He did not mention Andrew, Wade’s younger brother. It was not only the four-year difference in their ages but their views on life that separated the brothers. Wade had always been one who lived life to the fullest; Andrew, the silent, studious sort. He was attending medical school in Philadelphia.

“As I also do, Wade.”

“Since Percival’s death, I have done all that Grandfather has requested. He is determined that I replace Percival. He has told me more than once that the whole of Magnolia Bluff will be mine. I will be its master.”

Cullen remained silent. His grandfather believed in the sanctity of the family. That meant the name Montgomery, which he did not carry. The rebuff annoyed him beyond measure. Wasn't he as much blood as Wade?

Yet, Magnolia Bluff would never be his because of the name he carried, no matter how much he loved the place. He carried a good name, but one that wasn’t Montgomery.

“I’m not Percival, nor will I ever be,” Wade confessed. “I fear I will be a disappointment to Grandfather. I have been already.”

“Come, Wade, do not cloud the issue. It is not Grandfather who bothers you. It is the girl. I have never seen you in such a state about a woman.”

Wade turned from Cullen and stared blankly across the river. “Charlotte became fast friends with Josephine at Madame Tamline’s French School for Young Ladies. They have become inseparable...I saw her for the first time here at Magnolia Bluff. I mean, the first time since she was grown...a far cry from the time you rescued her down at the Battery. Do you remember?”

Cullen nodded. It seemed a lifetime ago, but he remembered pulling a young girl from the water. He had been so angry with the child that she had put lives at risk until he learned it had not been her who had done so...

“It doesn’t explain why you pursued a relationship,” Cullen pressed.

“Christ, Cullen! You have never been in love, have you?” Wade glanced back over his shoulder and then turned away again. “I knew I was committed. She knew. I didn’t mean for it to happen. We both...both understood my situation with Clarissa. Josephine refused to meet with me. But I would arrange a meeting whether she wanted it or not.

“I convinced her I would make it work...I lied.” Wade paused and choked back his emotions. “Somehow, she knew about the debt Percival left. She told me her father had arranged a dowry for her...that maybe it would cover what was owed. I told Grandfather I was withdrawing from Clarissa.

“He flew into a rage and laughed at me. Told me that the account that Wright set up for his daughter held no more than twenty-two hundred dollars. A far cry from Clarissa’s. It would leave the estate with debt it cannot pay and a blemish once more on our honor.”

A silent breeze swept over the river, a chilling one in the early morning air. For a time, neither said a word.

“You are holding to your engagement,” Cullen said it as a statement, not a question.

“Yes,” Wade admitted in a voice no louder than a whisper. “I have to find the courage to tell Josephine. I fear I’m not brave enough. I don’t know how to walk away from her...”

Cullen clasped his cousin’s back. “Then, I will do it for you.”
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THE EARLY SPRING MORNING gave way to the promise of a warm day. A puff of a breeze came over the still pond and stirred the water ever so slightly into a ripple. Cullen stood at the foot of the elongated bridge that connected the garden in the Groves, the Buchanan family plantation, to the meadow where the cows grazed.

It was here that Wade told Cullen to meet Josephine. It had been their spot — a perfect place for lovers to rendezvous. Hidden away from prying eyes, huge live oak trees dripped with Spanish moss that shielded the view around the pool.

The lush garden filled with blooming azaleas wove around the banks of the pond. Its touch gave way to a sense of peace and tranquility Cullen had rarely experienced. For a moment, he soaked in the beauty, a façade of the world around them.

Cullen had accepted this life...this belief that his people were God-ordained in so much that their wants and needs came before all else. It wasn’t until he moved North that doubts emerged, doubts that he could no longer ignore.

But today...today wasn’t to question the life around him. He had a mission. He pulled his pocket watch out of his pocket. He was early.

A rustling sound interrupted his thoughts. He looked up over on the other side of the bridge. A woman ran down the slight incline. She held up the hem of her skirt while the low grass whipped her ankles. Her hair ribbon blew off as she hurried, giving way for her raven hair to tumble down her back.

She wore a rose muslin gown with a high collar and puff sleeves. Her cheeks blushed from her exertion with the warmest of smiles. Moreover, she had the look of one rushing to the arms of her lover. He could not take his eyes from her.

The night of his return, he had attended a dinner party of Charleston elite. Beautiful women at every turn of his head, none more so than Wade’s intended, Clarissa Wragg. Clarissa was a stunning woman, her dark hair upswept with ringlets that framed her classical oval face. Her brilliant blue eyes sparkled in the candlelight. Beaus surrounded her and waited on her every whim.

Yet she had done nothing for him, not like the one who ran toward him. She was breathtakingly beautiful.

Laughing aloud, she hurried across the bridge and called out, breathless, “Wade. Wade. I’m here.”

Screened from her view by some overgrown azaleas and trees, Cullen stepped out. Startled, she stumbled.

He reached out instinctively and caught her by her shoulders. In his grasp, she gazed up at him and met his eyes. Her dark eyes widened, but slowly the fright subsided with a flicker of recognition.

He had seen those eyes stare at him years before when he had saved her from drowning. Lord, she had been only a child. She was a child no longer. The eyes that flared back at him were fully a woman’s.

Red-faced, she pulled back and glanced around him. Troubled, her smile disappeared. “I am afraid I have made a mistake. I was—”

“Expecting my cousin,” Cullen offered. Bowing his head slightly, he continued, “Wade could not make it this afternoon. I came in his stead. You may remember me, Cullen... Lieutenant Cullen Smythe.”

She shrugged in a self-conscious way. “I remember you. One doesn’t forget being pulled from the depths of certain death.”

“An over-exaggeration.”

“Not to me,” she said in a low voice. Her chest heaved as if she regained her composure. “Wade was looking forward to your visit.” She looked him over in his blue uniform. “You are in the Navy. Wade said you served together until he was called home after...the unfortunate incident. I did not realize you had arrived.”

Her voice faded and left an awkward silence. She broke her gaze and glanced around the grounds, then back at him. “Wade is not coming?”

Cullen had never been one to panic. Moreover, this task had seemed so simple. Yet, he could find no words. He stood there dumbfounded on how to handle the words he had to utter.

“Again, I need to apologize. I thought my note...”

“Note?” She glanced back over her shoulder. Only then did either of them notice a petite mulatto girl, a pretty thing, stood on the edge of the bridge with a letter in her hand.

“Miss Josephine, I tried to tell you when you dropped the note in your bedroom. You left in such a hurry. I had no time to stop you without drawing attention.”

A look of panic flashed on Josephine’s face. “Oh, Gillie, did anyone...?”

Gillie shook her head. “I do not believe so.”

“Your girl reads?” Cullen asked the question without thinking of the consequence of putting Josephine on the defense.

Cullen had sent a note in Wade’s usual manner to inform Josephine of his arrival, but it had not been Wade, but Cullen. Cullen had only requested a moment of her time. Obviously, Josephine had not read it but reacted only to the note being delivered.

But the girl had to have read the note to realize Wade would not be waiting for her mistress. Slaves were not allowed to read...or most were not. It, also, did not pass his notice that this girl, Gillie, seemed quite fluent in her speech.

Josephine snapped her head back around to Cullen. Her eyes hardened. She said coolly, “Gillie is not my girl. She is my companion.”

Cullen let it go. It would serve no purpose to dispute Josephine’s claim. He, too, had been raised here in the South. He had heard all the justifications for keeping the institution: the slaves were content; they would not know how to take care of themselves. Moreover, Southerners hated being told what to do. That in time, they would resolve the slavery issue themselves.

The question became when that time would come. Only when he moved up North did he understand the magnitude of the cruelty and injustice of slavery. He supposed everyone had their own way of dealing with the issue. If Josephine felt this girl was her companion, he would not argue, at least not at this moment.

Cullen stepped toward Josephine. “Again, I apologize. I need only a moment of your time.”

Her eyes were solemn, without any show of emotion. She folded her hands in front of herself. “What has happened?”

“I’m afraid I’m a bearer of bad news, Miss Wright. I have been asked by my cousin to extend his deepest regrets, but he is breaking off any further communication or meetings between the two of you. He understands that you may have misunderstood your relationship, but he needs to uphold his responsibilities and hold to his engagement to Miss Wragg.

“I am certain you will understand his position. He doesn’t want to cause you harm by a continued association...”

She looked mortified. Her bottom lip trembled. She stumbled over her words. “He’s not coming...ever? He is holding to marry Clarissa?”

“He hasn’t done anything to compromise you, has he?”

“Compromise?” she gasped, visibly shuddering. “Oh, Mother in Heaven! Did he say he had?”

“No, no,” he assured her. “He said he had not. It is only you seem distressed.”

He did not add that although Wade gave his word he had not compromised Josephine Wright, looking at her in this light, in this place, doubts emerged. Wade had never had an issue bedding a lady on his choosing...unless Wade had other plans.

Slowly, the realization sank within him Wade had had honorable intentions in this less than proper courtship. Wade played with fire and got burned, but it was not his cousin who held his sympathy.

Josephine stood there as she came to her senses. She fumbled to get herself presentable. The girl, Gillie, ran over to her mistress and twisted Josephine’s hair back into a bun.

“Miss Josephine, we need to return to the house. Oh, my, you don’t even have your bonnet,” Gillie said in a nervous manner. She shot Cullen a look of suspicion from the corner of her eye. “Your grandfather requested your presence down in the parlor. He wasn’t happy...far from it. We have a visitor.”

Josephine gripped Gillie’s hand while the girl pinned her hair in place and wheeled around to face her. “Who?”

Gillie hesitated. “Mr. Wragg.”

Josephine covered her mouth with her hand. Shocked. “Oh, Heavens to Betsy! Why does he want to see me?”

Cullen’s head snapped to the sound of hooves crossing the bridge. His attention upon Josephine, he had not observed two horsemen who headed toward them. He recognized them readily even though he had not seen either for years: Henry Buchanan’s grandsons, Harry Lee and Buck Haynes.

He held no doubt that they recognized him as well. There was contempt in their eyes. The elder, Harry Lee, rode ahead. He wore no hat, exposing his deep auburn hair, tousled back from his sunburned face. Tall and lean in the saddle, he rode with an arrogance that illuminated his fine horsemanship.

The shorter one seemed content to follow in his brother’s shadow. His hat sat snug over his large ears. He reined in beside Harry Lee and leaned over his saddle.

“Well, well, well, what do we have here?” Buck asked with a contemptuous smile. “Here we thought our dear cousin was rendezvousing with Wade.”

“Doesn’t mean he’s not here. Look over in the undergrowth. Don’t trust any Montgomery.”

Harry Lee exchanged looks with Buck. Buck nodded and maneuvered his mount around the small group.

“My cousin isn’t here,” Cullen said coolly. “I was out for a morning ride. Thought I would ride by the Groves and pay my respects.”

“I had heard you were on leave here in Charleston. A lieutenant now in the Navy!” Sarcasm oozed in his voice as his eyes raked over Cullen. “Come for Wade’s wedding? Should be a doozy. I hear Randolph Wragg is sparing no expense on his only daughter.”

Josephine’s face drained of all color to a whitened ash. She had lost the tears welling in her eyes, replaced with blazing anger. Her hand whipped around Gillie and pushed the girl behind her. The action didn’t go unnoticed by Cullen.

Cullen stepped forward, hoping to take the disgruntled pair with him and away from Josephine. “Perhaps you can ride with me...”

Harry Lee pressed his lips together with a gleam in his eyes. “Don’t think so, Yankee. We came down here on business. Grandpa Henry sent us to find Josephine.” He looked directly at her. “Going to tan your hide.”

“Get going, Harry Lee,” Josephine demanded. “You got no business here. Take Lieutenant Smythe up to Grandpa Henry. He’ll be quite mad if you offend a guest.”

“Is that what you call your visitors...guests? Think there are other words I would use.”

Josephine reddened as Buck laughed. Cullen felt his hand clench tight.

“Here we thought you were only entertaining Wade.”

Cullen’s hand tightened together into a fist.

“Guess they share more than just blood.” Harry Lee tossed his head back and laughed.

In one quick motion, Cullen jerked Harry Lee off his horse. He had enough of the insinuations. He pulled back his arm and punched Harry Lee, first with a right, and then a left. The next, Harry Lee lay sprawled on the ground. Behind him, Cullen heard a horse neigh and a thud.

He spun in response to see Buck befuddled, crawling to his knees with his horse running away down the path. A gun sat on the edge of the bridge, flung from Buck’s fall. To the idiot’s back, Gillie silently dropped a fallen tree
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