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    Near Charles City, Virginia

    


    Late September 2004

  


  

  

  Relieved to be rid of bickering attorneys and whiny clients for five days, Christine Olson turned onto a paved country lane leading to the Cameron estate. Oak and pine canopied the path, guiding the way like heavenly arches. Trilling sparrows flitted among the brambles and shrubbery, and the red flash of a cardinal darted in front of the silver Integra. She was pleased to see the area had escaped the wrath of the recent hurricane and wondered how twisty, rural roads were more efficient than hour-long commutes on freeways.


  After nearly a mile, the path narrowed to a single, graveled lane. The car hit a pothole and thumped. Swerving to avoid a downed tree, Chris brought the Integra to a halt. She got out and cursed at the flat left, front tire. Perhaps the area hadn’t escaped totally unscathed from the storm after all. Still a couple of miles from her friend’s house, she withdrew a cell phone from her purse to warn Judith that she’d be late. Nothing. She could have sworn the battery had been fully charged. Ringing phones all day at the office, and as soon as she found herself stranded in the middle of nowhere... She tapped the phone and tried again. Dead.


  Should she walk or wait for help? The wind picked up in gusts, hinting at an evening cloudburst. As much as she disliked the idea of being caught in the darkness alone, she liked the thought of walking through a potential thunderstorm even less.


  Resigned that someone would eventually come looking for her, she returned to the Integra. After twenty minutes of waiting and no sign of help, she tried the phone again. Nothing. Clouds were building, and daylight faded in the western sky. Chris decided that she’d rather not wait all night and opened the car door.


  A classic red Mustang pulled up behind her. A blond-haired man, with a very Southern-looking goatee and sparkling blue eyes, rolled down the window and leaned out with a wave. “Are you in need of some help, ma’am?”


  Ma’am—Southern men certainly were polite. “I have a flat tire and my cell phone is dead. If you could call the auto club, I would be grateful.”


  But he was getting out of the car and walking toward her. A very wolfish-looking black dog followed him. “There’s no need for an auto club. If you have a spare...”


  Unable to imagine anyone stopping to help a stranded motorist in Boston, she opened the trunk. “I’ll pay you, of course.”


  He flashed a friendly smile and lifted out the jack. “That won’t be necessary.”


  The muscles in his arms bulged as he jacked up the car. She surmised from his casual attire of a T-shirt and faded blue jeans that he must be a hired hand for one of the estates. “Do you work around here?”


  Groaning, he loosened the lug nuts of the flat tire. “You could say that.”


  The flat tire was on the ground and the spare, on the car. She watched while he finished and lowered the car to the ground. “Then you know the Camerons?”


  “I do.” He returned the jack to the trunk and wiped his dirty hands on his jeans. “I’m Geoff.”


  Geoff Cameron. Why hadn’t she realized? Feeling a tad foolish, she offered her hand. “You’re Judith’s brother. I’m...”


  “Ms. Olson. Judith has mentioned you often.”


  As he shook her hand, she was drawn to his robust, masculine grip. “Please, call me Chris.”


  “Chris,” he agreed. His hand lingered.


  Finally, he let go, and she cleared her throat. “Judith has spoken about you on occasion.”


  A devilish gleam entered his eyes. “All bad, I’m sure.”


  Chris laughed. “As a matter of fact, she admires your horsemanship.”


  “She’s never bothered to tell me that.”


  Another laugh. Chris pointed to the dog, which, appearing more like Geoff’s shadow, was smaller than a wolf. “Who’s your friend? He looks like a black coyote.”


  Geoff winced. “His name is Saber. He’s a Belgian sheepdog or Groenendael, as they’re called in Belgium.”


  A rare breed. She should have guessed a family like the Camerons wouldn’t own a simple mutt. “I meant no insult.”


  Excited, the dog wagged his tail and barked. Geoff gave a hand signal, and Saber quieted and sat.


  “Well trained, too.”


  “Chris,” he said, becoming serious once more, “will you be able to make it to the house now? Judith is looking forward to seeing you, but I see we have yet another tree to worry about. Since it’s on the road, I’ll need to clear it before the storm moves in. We had a few trees down when Ivan came through.”


  The recent hurricane. “I hope things weren’t too serious.”


  “Fortunately, most of it went north of here.”


  “That’s good. Yes, I’ll be fine. Thank you, for everything.”


  Giving her a dazzling smile that sent a shiver along her spine, he picked up the flat tire and put it into the trunk of his car. “I’ll see this gets fixed.” One more smile, and he climbed into the Mustang.


  They had met before. But where? She couldn’t recall.


  “Geoff?” Foolish thinking. She waved a hand in dismissal, letting him know that it wasn’t important. She got into the Integra, and the cell phone rang. Odd—she could have sworn it wasn’t working. Even stranger, no one was there. The upcoming storm must have caused a glitch.


  Chris put the car in gear and started forward again. Behind her, Geoff turned off onto a side road. The trees thinned, and black cattle grazed in a field. Although rural Virginia was great for a getaway, she was uncertain how anyone tolerated living in such isolation. She preferred the city’s theaters and multitude of museums.


  The road wound its way through another forest. Wind whipped in increasing gusts, and oak and sycamore trees swayed. At the top of a ridge, a zigzag rail fence lined the road. After several hundred yards, prancing bronze stallions atop brick pillars marked the lane. Green patina revealed the statues’ age. A massive sign with a Colonial-looking script hung to the side—Poplar Ridge.


  Turning onto a road lined with poplar trees, Chris traveled another mile before braking. White marble columns lined the portico at the lane’s end. The three-story red brick mansion had adjoining two-story wings. Ivy climbed the bricks, and black shutters surrounded the windows of the graceful Georgian architecture. Aware that Judith’s family possessed wealth, she hadn’t realized just how much. Feeling even more foolish about asking Geoff if he was a hired hand, she let out a breath and released the brake. The drive circled to the front of the estate.


  Arriving none too soon, she swung the door open as rain began to fall. She threw her jacket over her head and ran through drizzle to cascading steps. On the door hung a brass knocker in the shape of a horse head. Everything screamed of horses. But then, hadn’t that been the cement that had tied her to Judith during college? The knocker barely dropped from her hand before Judith squealed with delight and drew her into a wooden-floored hall covered by a burgundy Persian wool rug. An immense hand-painted vase stood on one side of the entryway, and a bouquet of yellow flowers sat atop a Colonial table on the other. Halfway across the hall, a polished walnut staircase wound its way to the second floor.


  After an exchange of hugs and greetings, Judith led the way down the hall.


  Eighteenth-century oil portraits lined the walls. Eyes from the past followed Chris as if monitoring her movements. In the drawing room, flower and leaf designs encircled the plaster ceiling. Similar plaster moldings ran along the top and sides of the fireplace mantel. A warm fire invited her. Rubbing her hands, Chris held them over crackling flames.


  Judith handed her a brandy snifter. “Here,” she said in a soft Virginian accent, “the house gets drafty this time of year. This will warm you. I’ve told the cook to bring a late supper.”


  “That won’t be necessary. I’ve already eaten.” Chris sipped the amber liquid. It tingled her throat. “Judith, has it really been four years?”


  “Five.”


  “Impossible.” Chris wrinkled her nose in disbelief. “But you haven’t changed.”


  Judith’s heart-shaped face had retained her dimpled smile, but her blonde hair had been shoulder length in college. Now it stretched the length of her friend’s back, down to her waist. Five years? How could she have let that much time slip away? She turned to set the brandy snifter down, but the fine red wood of the table made her hesitate. Genuine mahogany.


  Judith motioned for her to have a seat, and Chris sank to the sofa. The tapestry covering with horses and hounds on a hunt seemed vaguely familiar. She traced a hand over it.


  “How did we finally manage to get you down here, Chris? I’ve lost track of the times that I’ve invited you.”


  Chris glanced up from the tapestry design. “I finally got a break in my caseload.”


  Relaxing her shoulders, she settled back and told Judith about a hopeful promotion to senior associate at the law firm, as well as her unfortunate circumstances in meeting Geoff.


  Judith traced a finger over her brandy snifter. With a feverish smile, she brought Chris up to date on the special man in her life. Just as they had during college, they once again shared their deepest secrets.


  Swirling the amber liquid, Chris sipped from the snifter and gazed into the firelight. As the flames danced, they grew soothing. Almost hypnotized, she thought of a chilly autumn day after a carriage ride. A hot cup of apple cider, not brandy, was in her hand. A man sat beside her. His deep laugh reassured her, but his face... His features remained hidden in the shadows, but she sensed a quiet male strength.


  “Chris? Are you all right?”


  She blinked back the scene, and Judith’s concerned face came into focus. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”


  “You looked lost.”


  Chris shrugged. “I guess I was. Sorry, Judith. You were saying?”


  “Nothing important. Is something wrong?”


  She shook her head. “But I was wondering if you still have the stallion Raven?”


  Judith peered over the rim of her snifter. “Raven? We’ve never had a horse by that name.”


  Certain the horse would be here, Chris frowned. “A black stallion—he has a white star on his forehead. You’ve shown me a picture. He used to pull the carriage.”


  “Chris, you may have seen a picture, but it wasn’t here. I only wish it were. He sounds wonderful.”


  “I could have sworn...” Baffled, Chris settled back again. How could they have sold Raven? He might have been a bit of a rogue, but... But what? Unable to finish the thought, she forced a smile. “I must have been thinking of someone else.” Dismissing the idea with a wave, she said, “Never mind, it wasn’t important.”


  “You’re exhausted from the drive. If you’re not hungry, why don’t we call it a night? We’ll go riding in the morning. I’ll show you the stallions, and you’ll see for yourself there’s no black one.”


  Judith rose and led the way. Carpeting muffled the creak of the wood stairs. A porcelain lamp bathed the landing in light. Hand-painted gold birds fluttered across the base in an endless circle. For some reason, Chris imagined oil lamps. Yes, that was it—oil lanterns, and candles on special occasions. All of the rooms had been alighted in a brilliant blaze. Judith continued past the first door, but Chris stopped by the door to her left. A hint of a sweet floral fragrance lingered in the air.


  “Chris, your room is over here.”


  Chris placed a hand to her head and blinked. Where was she? Poplar Ridge. “The trip must have been more tiring than I thought.”


  Judith went into the bedroom and switched on a light. Chris joined her. Her leather bag rested on the cedar chest at the foot of the canopy bed, and the sheets were turned down.


  “Feel free to hang your things in the wardrobe or put them in the dresser. If there’s anything else you need, let me know.” Judith gestured to the door at the far corner near the fireplace. “The bathroom is across the corridor in my room, or if you prefer, you can use the one down the hall to the right. I’ll warn you ahead of time, that’s the one Geoff uses, so I won’t vouch for its tidiness.”


  “I’ll be fine,” Chris replied. After exchanging goodnights, she withdrew her toilet bag. The coarse, uneven wood of the dressing table suggested a homemade antique. A heavy-bodied mirror with horse heads hand carved in the frame was attached to the dresser. As she touched one, she imagined hot breath on her palm. An unknown sculptor had truly captured the horse’s spirit.


  The tired-looking woman in the mirror was another matter. A wrinkled blouse and tousled hair confirmed the day had indeed been a long one. She had better attend to necessities and get some sleep. Chris stepped into the corridor. A door across the way led to Judith’s room. If she used the other bathroom, she just might run into Geoff again. Suddenly relishing the thought, she headed that way.


  Several stairs guided the way down to the west wing. In the hall, mounted to wallpaper with a floral design, brass sconces lit the way. The frosted upright globes hinted they must have once been used as gas lamps. Chairs and tables blended into the wall like shadows, but she easily found the bathroom. At the opposite end, another door opened to a darkened room. Geoff’s room.


  She resisted the temptation to peek and closed the door. Rumpled towels lay over the rim of the claw-footed bathtub. More towels and washcloths had been hastily thrown in the wicker hamper. A brown-tinted prescription bottle sat on the counter, and a ceramic crock filled with water for Saber was on the floor. Judith needn’t have worried. The disarray wasn’t overly problematic. At least the toilet seat was down.


  Curious about the prescription, Chris reached for the brown bottle but withdrew her hand. She had come here hoping for the opportunity to see Geoff, not pry. As she brushed through her cinnamon-colored hair, she sensed someone behind her, staring intently.


  In the mirror, an outline of a reflection appeared. A man—the same man she had envisioned by the fireplace, only this time she could make out his features. His blond hair touched the top of his collar, and a moustache swept up slightly at the ends. His blue eyes were identical to Geoff’s. Startled that he had entered without knocking, she spun around.


  No one.


  Chris took a deep breath and returned her gaze to the mirror. The image had vanished. Either her imagination was working overtime, or the brandy had been extremely potent. Swiftly, she readied for bed and returned to her room. Pressures at work had caught up with her. After a good night’s sleep, matters would seem clearer. Slipping beneath the bedclothes, she turned out the light and listened to the house creak in the wind. An hour of tossing and turning must have passed before she drifted.


  
    * * *
  


  Clad in a gray uniform, Geoff stood outside the red brick mansion. Extending an arm, he helped her from a carriage drawn by a large black horse. The hem of her light-blue, silk dress rustled against the brick walk. His firm, but gentle, hand caught her arm playfully and tugged her to his embrace. With a smile, he brushed his lips against hers and whispered in her ear, “I love you, Margaret.”


  
    * * *
  


  Enveloped in darkness, Chris sat up with her heart racing. The dream had been incredibly real. A sweet fragrance lingered, like an expensive perfume. Sniffing the air, she tried placing the scent. She had smelled it earlier in the evening outside the other bedroom door. Honeysuckle.


  She hopped out of bed. Beneath her bare feet, the wood floor felt cold. Breaking out in goose pimples, she donned a robe, went into the main hall, and knocked on the door to Judith’s room.


  Opening the door, her friend stifled a yawn. “What’s wrong, Chris?”


  With a shiver, she rubbed her arms. “I’ve had a weird dream.”


  Judith gently squeezed her arm. “You’re in a strange place. Why don’t we make some tea?”


  Chris nodded, and Judith led the way to the east wing. Less lavish than the west wing, the walls were painted off white, and Chris surmised this section was the servants’ quarters. The stairs wound down to the kitchen. In the new surroundings, Chris breathed easier. A long, unused hearth fireplace was the only sign of age. Soft fluorescent lighting had a calming effect, and the visions even seemed humorous and unreal.


  After placing a copper kettle on the stove, Judith sat beside her at the butcher block table. “I think your difficulty sleeping goes beyond the long day. What’s troubling you?”


  Not surprising—even during college, Judith had the uncanny ability of seeing through her. “I’m not sure. It may sound strange, but ever since arriving, I’ve had the feeling of déjà vu. Even Geoff, it’s like I should know him. I regret not visiting before now.”


  The kettle whistled. Judith poured water into rose-patterned china cups and dunked the tea bags. She brought the steaming cups to the table. “You’ve refused my invitations.”


  “There was always something going on, and I never found the time.” Chris blew on the tea, then cautiously took a sip. “But now I seem to be working overtime dreaming up ghost stories.”


  Judith’s eyes widened. “Ghosts?”


  Clapping a hand over her mouth, Chris snickered. “Judith, you never told me that you believed in ghosts.”


  “I don’t,” Judith responded, becoming indignant. “Still, I have seen some mighty strange things around here.”


  “What sort of things?”


  “Another time. I doubt my tales of unusual happenings will help you sleep.”


  “You’re right, and I’m fine now.” With Judith on her heels, Chris made her way to the stairs. Unlike the main stairway, these steps were cloaked in darkness and they creaked—almost groaned—with age. Barely able to see a hand’s length in front of her, she stumbled but caught her balance. She should have let Judith lead. They passed through an unused bedroom to reach the main hall. A light cast the landing in shadows, and another flight of stairs led the way to a third story. “Judith, where do those stairs lead?”


  “To the third floor. There are a couple of bedrooms up there, but we use them for storage now. I don’t think anyone’s been up there in years. When I was little, I used it as a play area. You’d probably find some of my toys still up there. It does have a spectacular view of the grounds and river. I’ll show it to you before you leave.”


  Chris looked forward to seeing the view. As she glanced up the stairway, a chilling breeze ruffled her hair. She was drawn to it. Something or someone awaited her. Without thinking, she placed a hand on the banister and took a step up. Judith tapped her on the shoulder, reminding her that it was the middle of the night.


  Yawning, Chris nodded. Exhaustion had gotten the best of her. Yet she was unable to move. Exhaustion, she silently repeated to herself.


  As she was about to turn away, the breeze swept through her hair again. A man whispered in her ear. She easily recognized the voice as belonging to the man in her dream. His little prank had gone too far. Chris whirled around to confront him. But only Judith was there.


  Judith blinked in confusion. “Chris?”


  Determined to find him, she scanned the hall, wondering where he could have disappeared to so quickly. Maybe he had slipped into a nearby room. Certainly Judith had seen him, but her friend kept staring at her, blinking. She had better not bring the incident to Judith’s attention. It would only give her added cause for concern. “Never mind. Shouldn’t we be getting some sleep?”


  “An excellent idea,” Judith agreed.


  By the door to her room, Chris glanced to the staircase leading to the third floor.


  Though his words were unintelligible, the man spoke. Not real, she told herself. She bid Judith goodnight. Shutting the door behind her, she groaned in frustration. While Judith may believe in ghosts, she didn’t. Could Geoff have been playing some sort of trick? She hated puzzles with no answers—mysterious ones even less. Without switching off the light, she jumped beneath the sheets. No further dreams disturbed her.


  
    * * *
  


  The grandfather clock in the hall struck twelve times. In the drawing room, Geoff stood near the fire. Relieved the long day was finally over, he poured a cup of tea and rubbed his eyes.


  “Geoff...”


  Judith stood by the doorway in a pink robe with matching threadbare slippers. He suppressed a laugh. “I wish your pompous boyfriend could see the lady of the house now.”


  She arched an eyebrow. “Leave David out of this. You don’t look so great yourself, but then you never do.”


  “It’s chilly out there.” He rubbed his hands together for emphasis.


  Dropping the sisterly jabbing, she continued, “The storm came up about the same time Chris arrived.”


  “I met her. It’s good that she got here when she did. There are flash flood warnings now.” He took another sip from a mug. “You obviously have more on your mind than the weather.”


  Judith edged closer, then upon seeing Saber curled on the sofa, her face reddened. “I wish you wouldn’t let the dog on the furniture. Saber!” She pointed to the padded dog bed in the corner. Tucking his tail, Saber hopped from the tapestry sofa and slunk over to the bed. “Geoff, you know I don’t like him up there. His nails catch on the fabric.”


  Geoff hung an apologetic head. “Okay, I’m appropriately reprimanded. What’s on your mind?”


  All too aware that he wasn’t sorry, she scrunched her face in annoyance. Her expression faded, and she took a deep breath. “Have you noticed anything unusual?”


  “Unusual?”


  Judith swallowed noticeably. “Umm... you know...”


  “No,” he answered a little more abruptly than he had intended. He cleared his throat. “Why?”


  She shook her head. “It’s not important. By the way, Chris told me about her little adventure. Thanks for helping her.” Geoff nodded, and Judith giggled. “Heaven knows why, but I think she likes you.”


  With a sarcastic laugh, Geoff winked. “It must be my charm.”


  “Brothers,” Judith hissed.


  Now he had her really riled and couldn’t resist upping the stakes a little more. “Then you shouldn’t mind if I ask her out to dinner one of these evenings. I’ve heard about Northern girls being wild women with loose morals.”


  “Geoff!” She raised a finger in protest. “I expect you to be on your best behavior.”


  He held up a hand in Scout’s honor. “Best behavior.”


  “And get that smirk off your face.”


  His smile faded. “You needn’t worry, sis. I can’t think of anything I might have in common with a city girl.”


  “Geoff...”


  He overheard her mutter something about insufferable brothers on her way from the drawing room. With another laugh, he placed his empty mug on the mantel and caught a whiff of honeysuckle. Geoff sucked in his breath. God, he hated that scent and had hoped to never smell it again. A warning—sickeningly sweet to the point of intoxication. Get a grip. He checked Saber for a reaction. Unmoving, the dog sprawled upside down on his padded bed. This delicate fragrance wasn’t like before, but more like a woman’s perfume. A logical explanation. He breathed out in relief. Judith must have bought a new perfume.


  
    * * *
  


  Raindrops tapped against glass as Chris stared at the gray fog hanging over the area. While horseback riding might be out of the question on such a dismal day, the dull morning would be a perfect opportunity to explore the mansion. Perhaps, even the third floor. Suddenly cold, she wondered why the upper story made her uneasy.


  Breathing deeply, Chris dressed in a plain brown, calf-length skirt and matching jacket. Business casual. Ugh. She had promised herself to leave work at home. Attempting to smooth travel wrinkles from her skirt, she sighed in resignation. It hadn’t helped much. She opened the door as Judith was about to knock.


  An exchange of greetings masked Chris’s low spirit, and as Judith showed her to the dining room, Chris grew absorbed in the surroundings. The crystal chandelier accented glass in the china cabinet, and oil paintings of the Virginia countryside decorated the walls. An African American maid seated her at the massive oak dining table. Freshly cut pink and white flowers brightened the room. “Do you have breakfast like this every morning?” Chris whispered across the table.


  “Only on special occasions and when we have guests.”


  “I’m honored.” Chris unfolded her napkin. As she smoothed the linen across her lap, she noticed the fragrances of honeysuckle and bacon. Her mouth watered as she tried to recall the last time she had eaten such a forbidden treat.


  But a familiar masculine laugh from across the table distracted her. Her heart ached. He would be leaving soon. Perhaps, they could go riding later in the day. At the cottage, she would surrender to him in a tearful goodbye.


  Chris blinked the image away to Judith’s frown. A fanciful daydream—that could be the only explanation. “Sorry. I was thinking about the case I’m working on.” The honeysuckle had all but faded. She hated resorting to lies to keep her friend from thinking she had gone crazy. She leaned forward and asked, “Have you started wearing a new perfume?”


  “No. Why do you ask?”


  “I thought I smelled honeysuckle.” With a shrug, Chris shook her head. “It wasn’t important.” She settled back. “A rest in the country is exactly what I need.”


  A tall man, wearing a russet blazer, strode into the room. His straight stance and broad-shouldered frame reminded Chris of a sixtyish Geoff with striking gray hair.


  “Chris,” Judith said, “I’d like you to meet my father. Daddy, my friend from college, Chris Olson.”


  Judith’s father held out a hand. “Winston Cameron.”


  Chris shook his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, sir.”


  The maid that had seated her popped in carrying a silver tray, while Judith’s father seated himself at the head of the table. “Judith tells me that you had some difficulty prior to your arrival yesterday.”


  “I had a flat tire.” The maid set a plate on Chris’s linen place mat. “Fortunately, Geoff happened by and helped me.”


  “That explains why he was late returning from Richmond yesterday.”


  Surprised by the elder Cameron’s gruff response, Chris detected she had touched on a father/son conflict. She glanced at her plate. No bacon. Puzzled, she looked at Judith’s plate. Ham, eggs, biscuits, but no bacon. Winston Cameron’s plate held the same fare. But she had smelled bacon. Slicing some ham, she reasoned the bacon must have been burned. A perfectly good reason—there was no need to get bent out of shape.


  She reached for her water glass and took a sip, when Geoff entered the dining room. His face. His hair was shorter, and he had a goatee instead of a simple moustache. But there was no mistaking his identity. His face was the same one she had seen in the mirror. Choking back water, she clenched the glass to keep from dropping it.


  He rushed to her side. Catching her breath, Chris waved that she was fine. His dazzling blue eyes—their familiarity was uncanny.


  “Are you all right?” he asked.


  “Yes.” Her voice rasped, and she cleared her throat. “Fine... yes, thank you.” His eyes. Her heart fluttered, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the dream. Get a hold of yourself, Chris. After he had helped her with the tire, her mind must have conjured up the dream. Satisfied with the explanation, she recovered and said, “You seem to have a habit of catching me at awkward moments.”


  “As long as you’re fine, that’s all that matters.” He sat across from her.


  She had never dreamed that a Southern drawl could be downright sexy. The warmth in her cheeks warned her that she must be blushing. With a giddy tingle, Chris felt more like a teenager. Stealing a glance at Geoff, she recalled the strength of his grip. Calloused hands suggested he wasn’t afraid of hard, manual labor, like changing a tire. Yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling they had met before. Not yesterday, but in another place. She envisioned his arms around her and him kissing her deeply. His strong but gentle hand traced along her bare side...


  Chris shook her head before the fantasy played out. As if reading her mind, Geoff smiled. Every muscle in her body froze. His eyes locked onto hers and held her captive. She swore he must be able to read her mind. Certainly, he must feel the attraction. She had no doubt that her body language betrayed her.


  Finally, she blinked, and the spell was broken. Judith nodded knowingly. No longer hungry, Chris smiled to herself and picked at her breakfast. Perhaps she could arrange a few moments alone with Geoff during her visit.


  


  
    Chapter Two

  


  

  

  After breakfast, Judith gave Chris a tour of the house. Overwhelmed by its sheer size, Chris lost count after five bedrooms and at least an equal number of bathrooms. Her friend ran the entire household with only the help of a cook and the maid she had met earlier, and as Chris had guessed the previous evening, the servants’ quarters were in the east wing on the second floor above the kitchen and breakfast room. The main section of the house included the dining and drawing rooms, as well as a formal reception room and parlor.


  In the far west wing, Judith opened the door to the library. “Until Daddy retired, this is where he spent most of his time.” Bookcases full of hardcover books lined the walls. “Most of the ledgers from before the War Between the States were destroyed, but all accounts since then are in here or stored away for safekeeping.” Judith giggled. “There’s even mention of moonshine during Prohibition.”


  War Between the States—Chris had only half believed the stories that the Civil War was alive and well in the South. The massive desk with acorn carvings was made of fine oak. The modern computer with a flat-panel monitor sitting on the highly polished surface spoiled her image of Geoff attending to paperwork in the black leather chair. “Does Geoff use this room as well?”


  “Usually in the evenings. He has a more hands-on approach to farm operations than Daddy ever did, so you’ll tend to find him outside during the day.”


  When Chris touched the chair’s worn leather, it molded around her fingertips.


  “Go ahead. Sit in it, if you like.”


  Chris swiveled the chair around and eased in. It creaked under her weight, and she smelled the strong, masculine scent of aged leather. She visualized a woman writing in a slow, even hand, addressing an envelope in a fancy old-style script.


  “Chris?”


  She looked up at Judith’s bewildered face. “Sorry, I was lost in thought. You were saying?”


  “I wasn’t saying anything. I grew concerned when you became distant again.”


  Leaning back, Chris ran a hand along the desk’s wood grain. “I’m overwhelmed. I’ve never seen anything as elaborate as this house.”


  “I’ve shown you pictures.”


  “Pictures can’t do a place like this justice. And I certainly don’t remember any of your brother. Why have you been keeping him a secret?”


  “Secret? Geoff? I only wish I could hide him away somewhere.”


  Mildly amused, Chris leaned forward. “Until yesterday, I thought chivalry was dead.” She snuggled in the chair once more. “Besides, he has a nice butt.”


  Judith merely laughed. “I can’t say that I’ve ever thought of him in that manner, but I did notice how you kept stealing looks.”


  “Okay, so what’s wrong with him? All of the nice guys are either married or gay.”


  Judith held up three fingers. “Try divorced for three excruciatingly long years, and I’m reasonably certain that he’s not the latter.”


  “Now you’re playing matchmaker.”


  Judith batted her lashes in a wide-eyed, innocent routine. “You didn’t say you were dating anyone.”


  “I’m not.” If she could arrange an evening out with Geoff, it would lend her the perfect opportunity to speak with him alone. She envisioned his arms around her and their partially clad bodies pressed together. His kisses on her bare skin tingled, while his hand moved with agonizing slowness along her inner thigh. Swallowing hard, she blinked back the image. Chris shook her head furiously. “No, Judith, it’s a bad idea. It wouldn’t be right. After all, he is your brother.”


  “It’s already worse than I thought. You meant for him to notice you during breakfast.” Judith’s mouth formed a sly grin. “So why should the fact that he’s my brother make a difference?”


  “Because it could lead to awkward situations.” Chris stood. “Let’s continue the tour.”


  In silence, they stepped into the hall. True, it had been several years since she had been seriously involved with anyone. Geoff’s hand moved from her thigh, touching her in the way she liked. Chris suppressed a laugh. She was horny—for Judith’s brother, no less.


  “Chris, if I intruded where I shouldn’t have, I apologize. I only thought for the short time you’d be here, you might be good for one another. From everything you’ve said, or elected not to say, you haven’t been serious with anyone since Dan from college.” Chris nodded that Judith had guessed correctly, and her friend continued, “Geoff would kill me if he knew I was telling you this, but the divorce took a couple of years to settle. I just thought with you being here, you might get him out of the house and socialize a little.”


  “If the divorce was that messy, then money or kids must have been involved.”


  Judith produced an angry scowl. “Both. Beth eagerly takes the support money, but we rarely see Neal. It just goes to show that sometimes you don’t know a person as well as you think. I thought of her as a sister.” A smile returned to her face. “Never mind our family strife. I want your stay to be relaxing.”


  Relaxing, indeed. At least Geoff wasn’t married, but he did have a son. Wondering about the circumstances, Chris kept quiet. She hadn’t visited to poke her nose where it didn’t belong. A numbing cold seized her as it had the previous evening. With a shiver, Chris hugged herself. She glanced around, checking to see where they were. Off to the right, the flight of stairs led to the third floor. She pointed.


  “There won’t be much of a view today.”


  “I’d still like to see it.” Chris touched the banister. See—no ghosts or goblins. She gripped the rail, and an icy chill radiated from her hand through the rest of her body. She hesitated. Coward. The nip could be chalked up to a drafty, old house. She forced herself to take a step. There—she was feeling more like her old self. But the chill remained, like deathly fingers touching her neck. What could be making her feel this way? She’d never been the nervous sort before.


  Chris blew out a breath and collected herself. At the top, Judith had arrived by the door. Forcing her feet forward, Chris pushed on. Judith swung the wood door open. As it creaked on ancient hinges, a smell of must rushed out. They went into the room.


  Toys lay scattered on the floor. At the sight of a doll with a missing arm, a reminiscent smile crept to Judith’s face. Beside the door was a full-length mirror and a covered sofa. Storage crates were stacked in the far corner. Nothing—absolutely nothing—was out of the ordinary.


  A round, multipaned window overlooked neatly manicured grounds. Judith had been correct. The view was dismal on such a gray day. Fog blanketed the river and grounds. From the stable area, Chris heard a neigh. Peculiar—why would anyone be riding on such a miserable day? Her heart pounded, and she edged up on tiptoes. Hoping to see further, she craned her neck but saw nothing. Convinced her mind was playing tricks again, Chris relaxed.


  Out of the mist, a black horse galloped across the grounds carrying a man in some sort of gray uniform. He brought the horse to a sliding halt and let it graze on seeding grass. He looked her way. Geoff. No, this man had longer hair and a moustache. A smile crossed his face, and he reached out. “Margaret.”


  He said the name again, and Chris ducked away from the window. Short of breath, she jabbed a finger at the window. “Judith...”


  Judith rushed over and looked out. “I don’t see anything.”


  “I saw Geoff riding Raven.” Bolting for the stairs, she’d prove once and for all that she hadn’t imagined all of these weird events. Geoff was outside with Raven.


  By the door, Judith caught her elbow and drew her back. “Chris, Geoff had business in Richmond this morning. And I’ve already told you there’s no stallion by the name of Raven.”


  “But he’s outside on a black horse.” Pointing to the window, she turned back. No Geoff... or black stallion. The grass was neatly mowed. “I could have sworn...”


  Hysterical—she had become a sniveling, whiny female. Repulsed by the image, she concluded that she was losing it. Work hassles hadn’t been troubling her this much. Suddenly lightheaded, she placed a hand to her temple. “I don’t know what’s come over me, but ever since arriving, strange things have been happening. You said there were ghosts.”


  Her friend’s face paled. “The only ghost I’ve ever seen has been a Civil War soldier.”


  Calm now, Chris agreed, “That’s him. He was wearing Confederate gray.”


  “The ghost I’ve seen doesn’t look anything like Geoff,” Judith said, swallowing hard. “You’ll never forget him if you see him. He’s missing an eye. Poplar Ridge was a Union field hospital during the war. I presume he was wounded in battle.”


  Her explanation certainly sounded plausible. “Then it’s possible there might be other Civil War ghosts?”


  “It’s possible, but I haven’t seen any. It also doesn’t explain why this one looks like Geoff.”


  “True. Give me some time, and I’ll figure it out.”


  “I’m sure you will,” Judith responded with a relieved smile.


  “Ghosts,” Chris muttered. “I’ve never even considered the possibility they existed before.”


  “This old house has that effect on a lot of people.”


  Chris debated whether that particular thought was comforting. As they strolled toward the door, she spotted an old-fashioned wardrobe. Odd—she hadn’t noticed it before. Horse heads with flowing manes were etched in the surface. A chilling breeze brushed her face. She reached out, but her hand stopped in midair. “Judith?”


  “Nothing’s in there.” Judith stepped in front and opened the wardrobe. “See, there’s nothing but old clothes.”


  Chris searched through them. Long skirts and bodices with matching pagoda sleeves, shawls, capes, and... a light-blue silk dress. Her knees weakened, but she kept her composure. “Judith...” With glistening white pearls sewn to the bodice, the dress hung in the wardrobe. “It’s the same dress as in my dream.”


  
    * * *
  


  A branch scraping the window woke Chris from a troubled sleep. Visions of the day’s events kept replaying through her mind. Dreams, she reminded herself. They were only dreams. But how could she have envisioned an elegant ball gown down to every detail?


  Throwing off the bedclothes, Chris wandered over to the window. In the wind gusts, the branch scratched the glass. Irritated with the sound, she went over to the heavy-bodied mirror. Dark circles had formed under her eyes. She would have been better off remaining in Boston, listening to her bald-headed boss harp about briefs that she was supposed to conjure up by the snap of her fingers.


  Chris resisted the urge to crawl back under the covers. Besides, the mystery intrigued her. Certain there had to be a logical explanation, she changed into a dressy pair of pants with a sheer yellow blouse and matching scarf. She brushed her hair and dabbed makeup under her eyes to hide the bags. If she hurried, she might be able to speak with Geoff before dinner.


  Comforted by the thought, Chris went into the hall. Empty. For some odd reason, she had been expecting someone. Geoff? The porcelain lamp with birds circling the base cast the landing in shadows. Suddenly, she held doubts. She looked up and down the stairs to make certain she was alone.


  Convinced no bogeyman lurked behind any closed doors, she made her way down the stairs. At the bottom, the pint-sized maid by the name of Laura advised her to check the drawing room for Judith. Snuggled in a wing chair by the fire, Judith sat reading R is for Ricochet.


  Her friend smiled a warm welcome. “You look more rested. Geoff phoned a few minutes ago. One of the mares injured herself, and he won’t be in until after the vet arrives. Daddy says he’ll join us, though.”


  A frown formed before Chris could suppress it.


  With a growing grin, Judith closed the book. “Obviously you were hoping Geoff would be here.”


  “I had hoped to speak with him,” Chris admitted.


  “No more black horses?”


  Chris shook her head.


  “At least that much is good. Don’t worry, Geoff will be here, and I bet he knows a remedy or two that will keep you from worrying about any ghosts; but first, shall we have dinner?”


  “Judith,” Chris chastised, “I merely wish to speak to him to see if he knows anything about the mysterious happenings.”


  Judith snickered. “Whatever you say.”


  Well aware what Judith was hinting at, Chris sighed and followed her to the dining room. A simple evening out would leave her unsatisfied. Once she was in his arms, his eyes would sparkle in approval as he traced a strong, calloused finger over her lips before kissing her. His free hand touched and fondled. Startled by her intense attraction, Chris forced the vision away. She certainly couldn’t share such details with Judith.


  After dinner, Winston Cameron stood in front of the fire and poured snifters of brandy. During the meal, Chris had decided that she had mistaken his earlier gruffness. He was actually quite polite, and she couldn’t help but notice his pride when he spoke about Poplar Ridge. She sat on the sofa and sipped her drink. As flames sputtered and crackled, her whole body relaxed.


  More than an hour passed, and the grandfather clock in the hall struck ten. The elder Cameron set his snifter on an end table and gave a slight bow. “If you ladies don’t mind, I’d like to bid you goodnight.”


  Goodnights circled the room, and Chris stifled a yawn. “I think I’ll retire as well.”


  Judith motioned for her to stay put. “He’ll be here.”


  “You’re taking my wish to speak with him out of context.” Chris relented and sat back, occasionally glancing at the door. The clock chimed eleven. She drained her brandy snifter and stood. “Judith...”


  Unable to keep the yawns at bay, she covered her mouth as a black dog with pointed ears trotted into the drawing room. Geoff was close behind. Unless he had a twin, he was definitely the same man she had seen on the grounds earlier in the day. No two people could look that much alike. Determined to find answers, she reseated herself.


  Judith greeted him, then placed her brandy snifter on the mahogany table. “If the two of you don’t mind...” Stretching her arms, she yawned. “I’ll retire. It’s been a long day.”


  Leaving the room, Judith shot a wicked glance over her shoulder. Alone—she was finally alone with Geoff. Unable to look at him, she shifted in her seat. What should she say? If she started a conversation by mentioning the day’s events, he would think she was stark, raving mad.


  Geoff saved her the bother. “Would you like another brandy, Chris?”


  “Please.”


  He poured amber liquid into the snifter.


  “Thank you.” As she took a sip, she summoned the courage to look in his direction. His blue eyes were smiling—familiar, yet different. She reverted her gaze to the brandy snifter. “Saber doesn’t seem to leave your side,” Chris said, taking great care to keep her voice even.


  The dog sat at Geoff’s feet and stared attentively up at him. “Rarely.”


  “I’m sorry that I said he looked like a coyote.”


  Geoff made a quick motion with his hand, and Saber trotted over to the dog bed. “No harm done.”


  “And how is your mare?”


  “She’ll be fine. Something spooked her and she put a leg through a fence.”


  With his casual manner, Chris felt her muscles relax. She finally got the courage to look up. He had a knowing smile, and his eyes were definitely laughing. Damn him! He was enjoying her discomfort. Determined not to surrender to nerves, she took a deep breath and met his gaze.


  His smile faded, but he continued to study her. For a brief moment, she sensed a similar familiarity. Could the feeling be mutual? She dared not hope. Finally, he poured mineral water for himself and began speaking about farm life. Before long, she was telling him about the hectic pace of Boston and her career.


  The clock chimed midnight. She needed to steer the conversation to the strange events before it got much later and took a sip of brandy for strength. “Judith tells me the house has ghosts.”


  “Ghosts?” He laughed. “Did she mention any by name?”


  “Geoff, I’m serious.”


  He stopped laughing. “I wouldn’t think a sophisticated career woman such as yourself would believe in apparitions.”


  “I’m curious about old legends,” she responded nonchalantly.


  He was silent a moment before speaking. “During the war, the house was used as a field hospital.”


  “Yes, the Civil War. Judith mentioned it.”


  That condescending smile of his was back. “We prefer to call it the War of Northern Aggression here.”


  He was attempting to get a reaction from her. Time was too precious to indulge him in any sparring. “Then there are legends from the war?”


  “They’re not just legends.”


  For some reason, his words made her shiver. “Have you seen the ghosts?”


  “Ghosts, spirits, whatever you want to call them. They’re here.”


  Ghosts—plural. Uncertain whether he was teasing her or telling the truth, Chris continued
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    Author’s Note

  


  

  



  The Civil War scenes depicted in Margaret’s early “memories” are based on McClellan’s Peninsula Campaign in April–June 1862. Her later war experiences are derived from Union raids and activities in 1864 leading up to the Siege of Petersburg.


  Many well-known historians maintain that the Civil War was a “low-rape” war due to the fact that few rapes were reported. Personally, I find this view shortsighted. For one, the historians fail to define what is meant by a low-rape war. Second, a circular defense of their position has been created by citing each other without any factual basis. U.S. National Archives and Records Administration reference archivist, Prologue magazine writer Trevor K. Plante makes this statement about the Civil War: “Army life was hard, and desertion, insubordination, cowardice under fire, theft, murder, and rape were not uncommon.”


  In modern society during peacetime, according to the U.S. Department of Justice statistics, more than two-thirds of rape/sexual assaults committed go unreported. In areas of the world where women have few rights, victims are even less likely to report the crime. Statistics during wartime are more challenging to document because they are often used for propaganda purposes. In addition to the emotional anguish and blame associated with the crime, victims during wartime fear for their family’s lives and rejection from their partners and community, making disclosure less common than during peacetime.


  To assert that Victorian mores somehow imposed gentlemanly restraint during wartime is preposterous. Sexually assaulting black women was not viewed as a crime by either side, and white women making an admission to being raped would have been systematically ostracized. As in modern warfare, fear would have been a powerful incentive for rape survivors to remain silent.
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