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CHAPTER 1

As Victoria Slaughter sat in the rose garden
at Magnolia Hills, the plantation her father owned in Atlanta, she
thought about the conversation at breakfast with her father. Her
father explained to her that he’d met a very nice young man while
he was away on business in Boston. He went on to tell her that he’d
invited him to visit them. He would be arriving on the noon train
in three days. He also made a point to tell her that he was single.
He reminded her that she should consider getting well acquainted
with this young man, because she was still unwed at twenty. Miles
Slaughter never let his daughter forget her marital status.

“Father, you can put the thought out of your
head! I will marry when I find the man that I’m destined to be
with.” She didn’t let him get in another word. She left the dining
room in a whirl of taffeta.

Now Victoria sat thinking of a way to make
this young man not want to marry her. She could always be rude and
obnoxious. But that wasn’t the way Victoria was and she couldn’t
embarrass her father that way, even though he might deserve it for
trying to run her life. She was a grown woman and more than able to
make her own decisions. Especially when it came to whom she would
marry or not marry.

She could hear her brother, Joseph walking up
the path. She knew it was Joseph because he always whistled. She
looked up in time to see his sympathetic smile. “Did father send
you out here to change my mind?”

“No, but I do think you should have let him
at least speak his mind. He just wants the best for you, Tori.” He
sat down on the bench beside his younger sister. “Why don’t you
wait until this man gets here before you write him off as a bad
thing?” For a moment they were quiet. He knew her anger was
building.

“Joseph, I want to get married one day, but
only to a man that I’m in love with. Is that too much to ask for?
Father let Judah and Jacob both marry women that they loved.” Her
brother smiled and remembered the courtship that both brothers had
to endure. They both loved their wives very much. Even their
brother John still loved his wife that had been dead for two
years.

“Tori, you need to think long and hard about
this. Don’t blame father, he just wants you to be happy. You know
he still hates that you have been raised without a mother to help
you learn the ways of a southern lady.” Joseph got up and picked a
rose bud. “Here, we all think of you as a delicate rose. We just
want you to be well cared for.”

Victoria held the rose bud up to her nose for
a long moment, then, she touched her brother’s hand. “I know you
mean well. I just want to make up my own mind.” She got up and
headed to the kitchen to help Betsy with the chores.

As she entered the kitchen, she could smell
cinnamon and fresh, sweet apples. She knew that Betsy was making
her famous apple pie that father so loved. Betsy had been with the
family since the wedding of her parents. She had been a gift to the
newlyweds from her grandfather Slaughter. Miles had long since
freed Betsy, but she was a part of the family and had decided to
stay on. He even had her get an education. He said that way if she
ever decided to go out on her own, she would have a better chance.
“Betsy, it smells so good in here. I hope that one day I can learn
to cook as well as you.”

Betsy turned from her pastry and smiled. She
loved Victoria as if she were her own. “You will make a fine cook
one day.” The old woman knew by the look in Victoria’s eyes that
something was on her mind. “Child, you are too young to look so
sad. What has you so down in the mouth?”

Victoria sat down at the table and started
peeling apples as she related the story to her old friend. When she
finished Betsy sat down at the table across from her. “Honey, your
father is very concerned that you haven’t married. He worries that
if he was to die and you not married what would happen to you.” She
patted her hand and smiled. “When you are ready, I am sure you’ll
do just fine.”

They sat in silence for a long while, and
then Victoria smiled, “Betsy, I will try to be nice to this young
man, but that does not mean a thing. I just hope father will be
fair about the situation.” She got up and walked out of the
kitchen. The old woman laughed to herself. That girl is going to
make Mr. Miles toe the line whilst that gent was here. This was
going to be an interesting situation to witness.

Victoria headed upstairs to her room, but on
the way up the steps she paused at the first landing to look at the
painting of her mother. “Oh mother, I wish you were here to help me
out. I know you would know exactly what to do.” Jenny Slaughter had
died giving birth to her sixth child, which was stillborn. Victoria
was only two years old and never had a chance to know her mother.
All she knew was that her mother was a very kind and gentle lady.
She had grace and manners. She was a true lady. Her father had
adored her. That was the reason that he had never wed again. He had
taken on the responsibility of raising his four sons and daughter
by himself, with the help of Betsy.

The next three days were spent preparing for
the guest. The guest room had to be aired. The drapes were taken
down and aired. The bed covers were cleaned and aired. Betsy had
the whole house looking wonderful by the time their guest was to
arrive. When Victoria woke that morning, the sun was shining bright
and the birds were singing. She almost forgot that this was the day
that the mysterious gentlemen would invade their home and her
world.

Betsy came in with a tray of coffee and
orange slices. “Miss Victoria, you had better get up and get
dressed. Your father has been up since daybreak getting ready for
his guest. He sure is excited. He has already left for town. He
said he needed to pick up some things before he picked up his
guest.” She went over to the armoire and picked out a cool blue
dress of taffeta and silk. “This will look real nice for you to
wear at lunch with your guest.” The dress was sky blue with a scoop
neckline that was very modest. The cap sleeves had a dainty row of
white lace that gave the dress a feminine look.

“Betsy, that’s one of my nicest
dresses! I can’t wear that for lunch. Do you want me to seem over
anxious?” She tore out of bed and looked in the armoire. She pulled
out a simple day dress of pale peach with a modest neckline. “Now
this will do just fine. I need to look boring.”

Betsy said nothing as she helped her miss get
ready, but she could not help wondering what the day would have in
store for all of them. “Miss Victoria you look like a picture. That
man is going to flip when he sees you.” She smiled as Victoria shot
her a very unladylike look of frustration.

“Betsy, that is not my intentions and you
know it.”


CHAPTER 2

 


Victoria was in the parlor when she heard the
mild sliding noise as the carriage pulled up to the front porch.
Sauntering over to the window she pulled the curtain back to get a
look at this man from Boston. At first she could not see him
clearly because his back was to her, then he turned and Victoria
caught her breath. Handsome did not even begin to describe his
looks. His hair was the darkest jet black hair and the blue of his
eyes was so deep you could get lost in them. He was tall and had
broad muscular shoulders. She shook her head as if to clear this
man from her head. “Victoria Slaughter, you have got to get control
of yourself before you make a spectacle of yourself. It is not
polite to goggle at anyone.” Admonishing herself as she walked back
to sit in her chair.

As they entered the house, she could hear her
father talking. He was telling him about Magnolia Hill and the
history behind it. She listened for every comment from the man with
her father. Then he spoke. He had a deep husky voice. He spoke very
proper and precise. He did not have the northern accent that she
had expected to hear. But it was not southern either. Could he be
from England or France? This did intrigue her. Oh why did he have
to be so handsome?

Victoria was used to being around handsome
men. She thought all her brothers were handsome. She had even
courted James Raleigh from the neighboring estate, but that was
nothing considering they had grown up together. She and his sister
Laura were the best of friends. Laura would just die if she could
see the man standing in the foyer of her home. But, Laura was away
on a trip abroad with her family.

Her father stepped in the parlor first,
followed by the man with the dazzling eyes. She then remembered
that she did not even know his name. This would be embarrassing.
She would pretend that his name was of no matter to her. She had to
be calm and boring.

“Ah. Zane this is my lovely daughter
Victoria. We call her Tori for short.” Miles turned to her and
touched her shoulder. “Tori, dear, this is Zane Camden.” Zane
stepped up to Victoria and placed a kiss on the top of her
hand.

She could not even begin to try to speak. Oh
Tori, you have got to get a grip on yourself. “It is so nice to
meet you Mr. Camden. Father has spoken very highly of you.”

“Please, call me Zane. Your father also
spoke of you highly, but he did not quite express how beautiful you
are.” Victoria turned pink from the top of her neckline clear to
the roots of her hair. This man had a way with words. Oh, this was
going to be a hard task.

At that moment Joseph entered the room.
“Sorry I’m late, but I had to tend to the horses that were just
delivered. You must be Zane, I’m Joseph.” Zane extended his hand in
greeting, never taking his eyes from Victoria. “It's nice to meet
you Joseph. Miles speaks highly of your way with horses. I will
have to see these horses for myself. I have always considered
myself a fairly good horseman also.”

“Well, Tori and I ride every morning
after breakfast. Maybe you can join us in the morning.” Zane shot
Victoria a look of question. “That’s if the lady doesn’t mind an
extra rider?”

Before Victoria could speak, Joseph said,
“Not Tori, she always loves to have someone new to out ride. She is
the real horseman of the family or let me say horsewoman.”

“Gentlemen, can I offer you some lemonade
while we wait for lunch to be served.” Miles was already pouring
himself a glass. “That would be great Miles. The train ride was
quite exhausting. A cool glass of lemonade would definitely hit the
spot.” Zane took the glass offered to him and handed Joseph his.
Victoria sat down in the armchair beside the window. Joseph winked
at her as she looked up. She knew he could read her very thoughts.
He had that knack when it came to his little sister. He usually
could tell exactly what she was thinking or what her mood was. Out
of all her brothers, Joseph had always been the closest to
Victoria.

Betsy stepped into the parlor to announce
that lunch was ready. Victoria went ahead of the men into the
dining room. Betsy had prepared a wonderful lunch for their guest.
The menu included fresh peas from the garden and corn pulled just
this morning. Betsy even baked her sweet honey rolls and an apple
pie. The meat was hen basted with orange juice and pepper. The
aroma was delicious.

“Miles you are one lucky man. A man could get
used to this fine cooking. Victoria have you learned to cook this
well?” On this comment Joseph choked on his lemonade.

“Zane, Tori is not the kitchen type.”

Miles laughed and looked at his only
daughter. “Our Tori has spent too much time in the stables, and not
enough time in the house learning household things. That’s entirely
my fault. I’ve always treated her like one of the boys in a
sense.”

“Victoria, how did it feel growing up with
four brothers watching over you?” He looked at her and waited for
her response.

“I felt over protected. But I love them all
very much for it. They could get quite out of hand though.” She
looked at Joseph and grinned. “I never got to ride out of the ring
by myself.”

Miles laughed at his daughter’s description
of her over protective brothers. “They were afraid for her to get
out of their sight. It always bothered Tori that she never had any
time for herself. But as my sons married and moved into their own
homes on the land, it all changed. Now she just has Joseph and John
to look after her. You will meet John later. He is out on the north
corner of the land checking on a downed fence.”

“Well Victoria I feel sorry for the man
that decides to court you. He probably will not have the chance.”
He gave her a grin that was earth shattering and Victoria had a
very hard time swallowing the food that she had just put in her
mouth.

“Oh, she has had one beau, but he is abroad
with his family. They have been friends since they were small.”
Miles added as he poured more lemonade in Zane’s glass. “We are all
fond of the Raleigh’s. Maybe they will arrive home before you
leave. You would get along well with Ronald. He is in the importing
business. That is where our fine dishes came from.”

As everyone finished their meals and retired
to the front piazza John rode up. He dismounted and walked up the
front steps. “Zane this is my son John, John this is Zane.” The two
men shook hands.

“Good to meet you. You will have to forgive
my appearance, but it can get really dusty out there. John walked
over to the rail beside Victoria and propped on it.

“Miles you have a nice place. It is so lush
and green here. I live in town and it is all cobblestone and dirt.
I have pastures and a stable in the country. I have always wanted
to put a house out there. But my business keeps me in town most of
the time.” Zane exclaimed.

“What business is that?” John asked as he lit
up a cheroot and offered one to the other men. “Well,” taking a
cheroot from him, “I own a shipping line in Boston. That’s how I
met your father. He came into my office to check on his
shipment.”

“Zane here has a very profitable business.
He’s well known in the north as well as the south. He wants to
expand his relations south.”

Victoria stood up and walked toward her
father. “If you gentlemen will excuse me, I will retire to the
garden.” Miles patted her hand as she walked to the front door.

“Miles you have a beautiful daughter.
How have you kept her single this long?”

Miles smiled at his sons. “Between her
brothers and her spirit, I haven’t met a man yet that could keep up
with her for very long. Poor James Raleigh has all but given up on
winning her heart. I think that’s why he went abroad with his
family. He needed to get his mind off her.”

Zane lifted one eyebrow as he thought of the
feisty little Victoria. He wondered if anyone knew the real reason
that Miles had brought him here. He knew that Victoria had no idea,
but what about his sons. He would have to speak to Miles soon.

As if he could read his thoughts, Miles spoke
up. “John, Joseph, now that Victoria is out of earshot, I would
like to explain why Zane is here.” Miles sat down in a chair and
began to explain his plans for his daughter. “I am hoping that
Victoria will want to wed Zane.”

John stood up to argue with his father and
was stopped short. “John, I know Victoria’s opinion on marriage,
but son, she is twenty years old. The people in town are starting
to think of her as a spinster. I know I have never thought much of
what the town’s people thought, but Victoria needs a husband to
tame her. One other thing, all of you have lives and one day I
won’t be here to take care of her. I know she can learn to love
Zane as your mother and I learned to love one another.”

“You know that Victoria will have a raging
fit when you inform her of your plans. I married Maggie out of love
for her and Judah loved Elizabeth as did Jacob with Rachel. You
can’t expect her to just fall in love with a stranger. No offense
to you Zane, but my sister has her own ideas about love and
marriage.”

“No offense taken. I can well
understand your worries. I plan to court your sister as any other
young man would do. I hope that she can learn to care for me. I was
as thrown with the idea at first too, but now that I’ve seen your
sister, I can honestly say that the idea of taming that vixen is
not bad.”

Joseph was on his feet at once. “That is my
sister that you are calling vixen. She is an innocent young woman
with no knowledge of what the world has in store for her. If you
hurt one hair on her beautiful head, you will pay a very high
price. If she desires to marry you after you have properly courted
her, then you will have our blessing.”

Miles had known that his sons would react
vehemently to his plan. Jenny, his late wife, would be thoroughly
appalled at the idea. But he was getting on in years and he knew
that one day Joseph would marry and hopefully John would remarry.
If he died before then, that would leave Tori alone. He could not
have that on his conscience. He had to act now before it was too
late. On that thought he looked at his sons. “I need to know that
Victoria will be well taken care of when I leave this world. She is
my pride and joy. She can’t stay here alone.”

“Father, Joseph and I are here. We would
always take care of Tori. You know that.”

Miles spoke up, “But what if you remarry and
Joseph takes a wife. You can’t just move Tori in like furniture.
She needs a home of her own. You know I have willed Magnolia Hills
to Tori, because all of you wanted to make fresh starts of your
own. Zane would be a good master of Magnolia Hills.”

“Father, have you even discussed this with
Tori? She has a right to make up her own mind.” Joseph knew how
Tori felt about this. It was only fair that she be given a chance
to voice her opinion. He knew though, that his father thought in
the old ways. He thought that the father picked the husband and the
daughter readily gave in. He had not changed from his own father’s
ways.

Miles stood up and walked over to the porch
railing. “Zane, I’m sure you would like to be shown your room and
rest since your long trip. Joseph, could you show our guest to his
quarters.” Joseph stood up and walked to the door. “Zane, maybe
after your rest, you would like to see some of the grounds.”

“Yes, that would be splendid. I think I will
change into more comfortable clothing and join you in an hour out
here on the porch.” Zane knew he had a long way to go with these
men. He would definitely have a long haul with Victoria. But it
would be an intriguing one. He could still smell the scent of
lavender from her. She was the most beautiful woman he had seen in
a long time. Her hair was like the rays of the sun and her skin was
like the petals of a rose. She had the slightest hint of color to
her cheeks. He could tell that she probably did not follow the
ladylike rule of no sun to the skin. He would like to get to know
what other traits she had. He could imagine the feel of her skin to
his. Her lips were a delicate pink. If he did not get his mind off
her soon, he would blow this whole thing by his lust for her. He
would have to take this as slow as possible, but it was going to be
hard.


CHAPTER 3

That night Judah and Jacob showed up for
dinner with their families. Judah’s wife, Elizabeth was very quiet.
She always worried over their two children the whole time they were
there. They had an eight year old daughter named Mary and a six
year old son named Charles. Jacob’s wife was quite the opposite.
Rachel was very talkative and outspoken. She usually was the life
of any gathering. They had only one child. Little Erica was four.
She was the apple of her grandfather’s eye. He loved all his
grandchildren equally, but Erica was special because she looked
just like her late grandmother Jenny. She had the same auburn hair
and big hazel eyes. She also had the attention of anyone she
wanted. She had a way about her that no one could resist.

The conversation over dinner was mostly about
Zane. Everyone wanted to know about his business in Boston and how
he liked the south so far. Judah kept very quiet though. He watched
the whole gathering with careful eyes, taking in every comment made
by this man from Boston. Something did not seem right here. He
would speak with his father later.

After dinner everyone retired to the parlor.
The men enjoyed cigars as the women enjoyed pastries. “Zane, don’t
forget about the ride in the morning. Tori and I usually leave out
right after breakfast. You can pick your ride.” Zane glanced at
Victoria. She did not lift her head. She
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