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SAVAGE…

He moved. Striding toward her, where she lay.

She leaped up at last, standing defensively beside the bed. But it made no difference. He reached out for her, caught her wrist, wrenched her into his arms. His chest was bare and she felt the fevered heat of it burning through the thin white fabric of her nightdress.

“You’ve no right,” she began brokenly. “You can’t come here like this—”

But he had. And he didn’t speak a word, just captured her face between his two palms, found her lips with his own. Forceful, passionate.

Savage …

“You were just in my room,” he told her huskily. “What did you come for?”

“To say good-bye,” she whispered.

“No. The truth.”

“I came …”

“For me. For this…” His mouth covered hers again. Demanding, heated, passionate, undeniable.


Give a gift to yourself or someone you love…

A Magical
Christmas

[image: ]

Heather
Graham

On sale in October in a beautiful Topaz hardcover edition. Be sure to look for it at your favorite store and enjoy an additional special bonus gift of a free paperback of your choice with the purchase of A Magical Christmas


Heather
Graham

[image: ]

CAPTIVE

[image: ]

A TOPAZ BOOK


TOPAZ

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books USA Inc., 375 Hudson Street,

New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.

Penguin Books Ltd, 27 Wrights Lane.

London W8 5TZ, England

Penguin Books Australia Ltd. Ringwood,

Victoria. Australia

Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue,

Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4V 3B2

Penguin Books (N.Z.) Ltd, 182-190 Wairau Road,

Auckland 10, New Zealand

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices:

Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England

First published by Topaz, an imprint of Dutton Signet,

a division of Penguin Books USA Inc.

First Printing, August, 1996

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Copyright © Heather Graham Pozzessere, 1996

All rights reserved

EISBN: 9781101576052

Topaz Man photo © Charles William Bush

[image: ] REGISTERED TRADEMARK—MARCA REGISTRADA

Printed in the United States of America

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

BOOKS ARE AVAILABLE AT QUANTITY DISCOUNTS WHEN USED TO PROMOTE PRODUCTS OR SERVICES, FOR INFORMATION PLEASE WRITE TO PREMIUM MARKETING DIVISION. PENGUIN BOOKS USA INC., 375 HUDSON STREET. NEW YORK. NEW YORK 10014.

If you purchased this book without a cover you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”


To Kate and Chris Ryan, Linda and Dean Ryan, Sharon Spiak and Carl Litwin, and Kathryn Falk and Kenneth Rubin—thanks for lobster at Chum-ley’s, steak at Le Bar Bar, brown beer at Jekyll & Hyde, coin-op machine parties, and so many other great times. Thanks for making business pleasure, and for giving me one more reason to be so very grateful for what I do for a living.


[image: ]


CAPTIVE


Table of Content

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Epilogue


Prologue

The Hostage

The Florida Territory
Early fall, 1837

She was dead. Almost dead. So close to dead that she could nearly taste the metallic silver of the blade that threatened her throat, feel the hot stickiness and choke on the pulsing red spill of her own blood …

But then a harsh, deep cry went out, shattering the air. The warrior about to murder her paused. The blade did not touch her throat. The cry, the shout of command that had broken through the carnage, had been so fierce that it stilled even the jubilant sounds of pillage, murder, and glory from the savages who had so recently won their battle and now set upon their victims, some stealing rings and trinkets, some giving the coup de grace to maimed and anguished men, some seeking murder, some seeking scalps.

The shouted cry stopped them all. It had all been cacophony; the day was suddenly and incredibly still. Teela stared up at the warrior, who seemed to have frozen in motion. A fierce warrior, one with blunt-cut ink black hair, an all but naked bear-greased body, and mahogany eyes that impaled her with hatred One who had wanted her life. She stared back at him, hating him equally.

Enough. She didn’t know quite what was going on—why the sudden ringing command of one warrior should stop this carnage—but she had endured enough. She’d not been part of a U.S. Army war party. She had only been on her way to leave this savage place. So savage, even in its beauty. Even now, as the sun fell, the sky was streaked with a rainbow of golden colors, yellows, oranges, crimson. The sun would fall soon, and the moon and the stars would rise and cool breezes would blow away the heat.

And she would most probably still die as the darkness blanketed the wild, raw, beautiful land …

Perhaps she was in this wretched danger because most of her escort had been chosen from men who had often served beneath her stepfather—hardened, ruthless soldiers who had prowled these swamps for endless months now, and battled the Seminoles and others on their own wild lands. Not perhaps—most certainly it was so. Few whites were hated by the Indians as much as Michael Warren. That hatred extended to the men who served him.

And, so it seemed, to his daughter.

And perhaps she knew full well in her heart that the soldiers had often been as cruel and rapacious as any “red” man could be. Perhaps she could not even blame the Indians for their hatred of her father and anything and anyone that he had touched.

But she had brought them no harm. And a few of the men on this escort service had been nothing more than green boys, too young, too innocent, to deserve such a death in the wilderness. Dear God, she did not deserve such a death in the wilderness!

“Bastard!” she cried suddenly to the warrior who still held her by the waves of her hair. She kicked into his gut and groin with all of her strength, desperate to be freed from him, even if it would be for nothing more than the last few seconds in which she might draw breath.

He gave out a cry. A furious cry of deep masculine pain, and to her relief and fleeting pleasure, his hand eased its death grip from her hair as he doubled over with pain.

She tried to rise from the place where she had fallen against a cypress. Tried to run. But the Indian was screaming again, reaching for her. Her arm was caught, and she was thrown back to the ground. The brave’s knife, already deep, dark red with the life’s blood of so many of the men who had fallen around her, was rising above her breast.

Then that powerful voice of command that had stilled the action of the massacre before rang out again. Even as she blinked and gasped for air, Teela saw that the muscled warrior was wrenched from atop her. She didn’t dare wonder why. She rolled over, struggled to her knees and to her feet, and started to run again. She wouldn’t die without fighting, without trying.

Fingers tangled into the length of her hair. She cried out in agony as she was determinedly dragged back. She struggled fiercely, catching hold of her hair yet not managing to free it from the firm grasp of that large bronzed hand. Even as she tried to kick and flail again, she found herself spun around, plucked up by the waist, and tossed back to the ground. She thought, fighting hysteria, that she was back where she started.

No. This was worse. Much worse.

For this man now straddled her, capturing her wrists, pinning them to the ground high above her head with the use of just one of his wickedly long-fingered hands. She was blinded by the blanket of sun-torched auburn hair that fell in a tangled sheath over her face. Twisting brought the merciless pressure of his thighs closer about her hips. Each gasp for breath, every effort to scream, all but caused her to choke and strangle upon her own hair.

Then it was swept from her face. She felt those fingers stroking her cheeks, sweeping away the wild and tangled strands. She opened her mouth to scream, and yet the sound never left her throat, and for shattering moments, still moments, moments in which she could feel or hear nothing but the pounding of her own heart, she stared into the eyes that seemed to pierce into her and through her, pinning her to the ground with every bit as much strength as the arms and legs that held her so fiercely….

They were blue eyes. Shockingly, vibrantly blue. A blue that could burn cobalt with anger, lighten like a summer’s sky with laughter. A blue that had haunted, compelled, fascinated, and drawn her before, perhaps for the very bronze of the face they shone from within.

Running Bear.

They had a name for him here in the dark green shadows and dangerous rivers of grass in the swamplands. They had a name for him among his people.

One that fitted him, one that had become his on the day he had left childhood behind within his tribe and taken the black drink. It was a fitting name for one who would be both fleet and graceful and powerful as well. She knew about him because she had made a point of knowing about him; her fascination had been complete. Today he was half naked, clad in doeskin breeches, silver necklaces, hide boots, and nothing more. The fantastic, ripple-muscled strength of his chest and shoulders was plainly visible. He wasn’t heavy; she was certain that he would have shared his portion of food with any man, woman, or child of his people in need, but despite that, the raw force used in his expeditions through the land had apparently kept him honed like a razor, and enemy or not, white man, red man, he was an extraordinary example of the male physique. His hair was ebony but rich, and with a wave that betrayed his white heritage, the same as the majestic blue of his eyes. His face combined his races; it was an exceptionally strong face with high, broad cheekbones, a stubbornly squared chin, long, narrow nose, wide, full, sensual lips, high forehead, arched ebony brows, and those eyes.

She closed her own against them, her heart racing. She knew those eyes, knew them too well, had felt their blue fire before.

He was Running Bear now.

But he had been James McKenzie that first night she met him. So savage here with his bared flesh and simple silver adornment. She’d seen him first in a white frilled shirt, black breeches, crimson waistcoat, and black boots. She’d seen him in the white man’s world, seen the elegance of his movement across the dance floor, heard the eloquence of his arguments when he’d spoken. Feminine hearts had fluttered excitedly, for that aspect of danger had somehow remained about him. There was a vitality, a tension, a heat, that seemed barely contained within him. Yet his appearance had been that of a civilized gentleman. Indeed, she had met him as one.

No. He had been neither civil nor a gentleman that night, either. He had taken on the guise, and he had played the white men’s games, and that had been all. And the blue fires had blazed in his eyes because he had raged with bitterness already, for though white guns had not taken his family, a fever caught within the swamps where they had ventured to escape the white settlers had done so with equal precision.

He had hated her that night. Hated her for her father. Yet even then, to his own great horror she was certain, he had …

Wanted her. And no matter how he had infuriated her, she had felt that wretched fascination. Almost beyond her own power, something that compelled her to walk to him when she should have been running away. He wasn’t of her world. Even as she longed to cry out that she wasn’t part of the things her father did, she wanted to hate him for the very way he assumed that she was, despise him for the very contempt he seemed to feel, and cast so ruthlessly her way. But even then—

“Look at me,” he commanded her, and laughter seemed to bubble up within her again, for she was surrounded by savages, some of them half dressed and glistening bronze in the sun, others clad in doeskin breeches and colorful cotton shirts, feathers and ornaments. All of them armed with knives and axes and guns.

And still, his English was so perfect, his voice so cultured. Look at me. He might as well have commanded that she pass the tea.

Her eyes flew open and she met his again, and she wondered if his coming would mean that she should live, or just die more slowly.

Even he couldn’t change the fact of whose stepchild she was, or all that her father had done.

She gritted her teeth hard, fighting the trembling that had seized her. She wouldn’t cower before him! His bitterness had always been great; he had never loved, perhaps he had not even liked, her. He had even hated her, and perhaps himself sometimes, because she had been white. And still, a strange wild fire had burned between them, and she knew that he had been entangled in it as well, and at times even, perhaps, she had drawn his admiration. She had never cowered before him, not yet. She had never betrayed her fear, and she suddenly vowed to herself that she would not do so now.

“So you are a part of a war party. Kill me, then, and have done with it!” she challenged him. “Slaughter me, slice me to ribbons, as your people have done with these men.”

“It was a fair fight,” he warned her, eyes narrowing.

“It was an ambush.”

“The captain leading your party ordered the direct annihilation of two entire tribes, Miss Warren, men, women, and children. Babes still within their mothers’ wombs. Yet to you these soldiers should have been shown mercy?”

“I know there is none within you!” she cried. She hesitated. She knew that he spoke the truth about their captain. She knew it; she had seen him in action. What good did it do now to admit that white men and red were merciless, brutal, and cruel? “There is no mercy to be found in this wretched hell, I am well aware, so do whatever you will! End it!”

He arched a brow, then leaned down closer to her. “End it? But we savages do so enjoy torturing a fiesty victim!”

Her blood seemed very cold. Ice within her. Yet where his body touched hers, it seemed she was still afire. She closed her eyes again, listening as the warriors rummaged through the soldiers’ belongings. They sought food, she knew, above all else. It had been a military tactic to attempt starving the Indians into submission.

“What were you doing with these men?” he demanded.

Her eyes opened again upon that set of blue ones that so determinedly pinned her to the ground as the pillage went on around them. It didn’t matter. She didn’t want to look. He had power among his people. Enough to stop another from carrying out her murder But no chief could stop hungry men from seeking food or whatever other spoils of war they might now seize.

Thank God the darkness was coming to cast its cover over the men who had perished. Over the Indians who searched the corpses so desperately for any small morsel of sustenance.

She couldn’t even blame them. She’d been ill when she’d first heard her stepfather describe with relish his exploits against the Indians. The Americans who complained of brutal tactics didn’t realize that they dealt with “subhuman” people he believed. The Indian question really needed to be settled permanently. Wretched little Indians grew to be wretched big ones, and they were much more easily dispatched when they were small.

Not all the soldiers were monsters. She’d met many good ones. Fine men, courageous men, kind men. Men who longed to leave the Indians in peace, to learn to live together.

But under the circumstances they would all pay for Colonel Warren’s military prowess, as he described his maneuvers.

“What were you doing with the men?” James repeated angrily.

Her eyes went directly to his. “Leaving,” she told him.

“For where?”

“Charleston.”

He arched a brow again, and she thought that she sensed anger within him. Yes, she’d been running away. She’d had no choice. She’d never be able to make any-one realize that she despised Warren as deeply as any enemy might.

But damn it, since she’d met James, he’d been telling her to go away!

He was suddenly up, on his feet, having pounced there with the speed and agility of a graceful great cat. Again she thought to run, to escape them all, to hide somehow, to make it into the swamp and to St. Augustine. She twisted with her swift speed to rise, but she didn’t even manage to turn. His hands were on hers, drawing her up, suddenly slamming her close to his own body. Once again his eyes knifed into her, impaling her, and had he held her or not, she could not have moved at that moment.

“Fool!” he charged. “You will not be going anywhere now!”

“You’re the one who has always told me to leave,” she reminded him fiercely. “You’d have thrown me off your precious land were it possible. You told me to go—”

“And you didn’t listen.”

“I was trying—”

“Apparently, you didn’t listen in time,” he snapped, and she became very aware again that she was flush against the heat and force of his body. “Leave my side now and you are dead, Miss Warren, don’t you see that?”

A dizzying sensation overcame her. Dead men lay around her, and she didn’t dare look at them. She didn’t want to recognize them. She was afraid that she would pass out. Tears suddenly sprang to her eyes as she thought of the men. She had hated some of them. But others…

He had a strange perception. Or perhaps he had lost a few white friends here tonight as well. She wondered at the emotional tugs he must feel in his own heart. His only blood brother was white. His nephew was white, his father had been white. And he had tried very hard to stay out of the fighting, but events had made that impossible.

She heard the anguished cry of a man. Her face must have gone very pale, and her enemy must have had some shred of mercy, though he would deny it. He shouted out a command in his Muskogee language, then started dragging her away by the upper arm. “Don’t look down and don’t look back!” he ordered brusquely.

She tried not to. Tried very hard not to see the carnage. A Seminole brave, a feathered band around his head, his chest bare and painted blue, a breech clout all that covered him, lay in death over an army corporal. They all but embraced. A terrible cold seemed to seep into her. Her teeth chattered. In a moment she would burst into tears. Never, never in front of this man.

He had a horse, a beautiful animal. A bay mare, with her ribs showing only slightly. Teela found herself thrown up on the animal, and he swiftly mounted behind her. In a few minutes’ time, they had left the scene of the ambush behind. She didn’t know where they were going. His people were so much on the run now that such a thing as a village scarcely existed, except very deep and hidden in the swamp. The women could be far more vicious than the men when they chose, so she prayed that he wasn’t taking her to where many of her own gender awaited. Seminole punishment included scratchings with needles, often doled out by the women. Or she could endure ear and nose clippings and other maimings …

She felt ill as they rode and rode, the sights and sounds and memories of the savage assault all weighing down upon her. Had any of the men lived? Did they lie in torment? Did they have a chance of survival?

James was silent, anxious only to ride hard, so it seemed. Lush foliage was thrashed around them. Darkness had fallen, and she couldn’t have begun to tell in the pine-carpeted green darkness in which direction they traveled.

At first she thought that he had merely brought her to a river to drink. Then she saw that a hootie, or shelter, had been thrown up hastily in the copse near the water. Cabbage palms created the roof, and warm blankets carpeted the floor space.

He had come here alone, she thought, and she was grateful. Even when he roughly set her upon the ground, she was grateful. She didn’t want to face any other members of his tribe. She didn’t want to face him. How strange. She had lived long days and nights in fear, longing for just the sight of him.

As Michael Warren’s stepdaughter, she had always been in danger of much more than a swift and certain death.

Set upon the ground, she stiffened her spine. She walked to the water, fighting a new wave of hysteria and a flood of tears.

“So you were leaving Florida,” he said suddenly from behind her. “Going back to graceful drawing rooms, fine company, and the elegance belonging to the life of such a well-bred young lady.”

She gritted her teeth, stiffening her spine still further.

“I wasn’t trying to go back to anything.”

“You were just trying to leave—this wretched wilderness?”

She spun around. Her lips trembled, her eyes were liquid and wild. “I was trying to leave the wretched battles and the horror and the—death!” she whispered. She gained some control. “Your friend meant to slit my throat.”

His arms were crossed over his naked chest. Ink black hair streamed over his shoulders, a single band with no adornment wound around his forehead. “I’d have killed him very slowly had he done so,” he said in a low, smooth voice.

“How reassuring,” she murmured. “I could have cheered on your efforts from heaven.”

“Or hell,” he commented dryly. Then he asked furiously, “Why did you leave my brother’s house?”

“I had no choice.”

“Jarrett would never have cast you out.”

“I had no choice,” she repeated stubbornly. Perhaps he understood.

Perhaps he never would.

He strode to her then, and she longed to back away. But there was nowhere to go except the river. And she wasn’t prepared. He was moving with his fluid grace and a startling swiftness. He was on her before she could have gone anywhere at all, even if she had determined to cast her fate into the water.

His hands were on her arms, and she was against him again, against all the fire and vibrance and fierce, furious life of the man. And before she could struggle, he had her hand palm down upon his naked chest. “You left Cimarron,” he said huskily, “but not for home then, when you could have sailed right out of Tampa Bay. You forged across the territory! What then? Did sense come to you at last? Did you run from the war?” he demanded harshly. “Or did you run from this? Bronze flesh, copper flesh, red flesh?”

She wrenched her hand away from him with all her strength. Dear God, but she was so emotionally entangled, and his passions and his hatred for her were all that seemed to rule him. “I’m not afraid of you!” she cried out furiously, fingers knotting into fists at her sides. “I’m not afraid of you, you—”

“You should have been afraid,” he told her. “You should have been afraid a long time ago. You should have run back to the chaste gentility of your civilized Charleston drawing room the second you set foot in this territory. Damn you, you should have gone away then!”

“Go to hell!” she cried to him.

“I think I shall get there soon enough,” he assured her.

She’d scarcely been aware that he’d moved, but he was close in front of her once more. His hands were on her shoulders once again. He was still moving, backing her along the riverbank, until she was forced against an old, gnarled cypress, and as he spoke, the hot whisper of his words came from lips just inches away from her own. “Weren’t you sufficiently warned that there was a war on here? Didn’t you hear that we pillaged, robbed, raped, ravished, and murdered? That red men ran free in a savage land?” His voice didn’t rise. The depth and emotion within it deepened. “Didn’t you hear? Or didn’t it matter? Was it tantalizing to play with an Indian boy? Touch, and back away, before you got burned?”

“Anyone who touches you is burned!” she cried out. “Burned by your hatred, your passion, your bitterness. Anyone is burned—” She broke off with a gasp, for he suddenly jerked her shoulders and jerked them hard. The fierce blue of his eyes sizzled into her heart and mind. And the words he spoke then were but a whisper, vehement in their warning—or promise.

“Then, my love, feel the fire!”

His hands then were upon her bodice. She fell back against the tree as she heard the rending of fabric, and felt the fire indeed, the sweeping liquid inferno of his lips upon hers, ravaging, demanding. Her lips were parted by the force. His tongue filled her mouth. She wanted to hate him, rake his eyes out. She wanted to scream and shout and cry and never surrender, for he never would, he would die before he accepted any terms of surrender. And she tried. Tried to twist from his onslaught, tried so very hard not to feel the fire that ignited within her, scalding the blood that surged throughout her like a river, seizing sweet, mercurial hold of her limbs and being. She fought like a tigress, in fact, bringing her arms up between them, pelting him with her fists. But she found herself plucked up and slammed hard to the ground, where her fall was barely cushioned by layers of pine and moss, and where the rich, verdant scents of the earth arose to encompass her with new sensation.

He straddled her, caught her wrists. And she ceased to struggle, but stared with hot fury into his eyes, her fight and accusation now eloquently silent. And her hands were suddenly free, yet still she didn’t move.

“What in God’s name am I going to do with you?” he demanded very softly, and she lay still as she felt the stroke of his fingers upon her throat, the caress of his hand pushing away torn fabric to close over her breast, the palm rotating over the hardened peak of her nipple.

She knew. She knew exactly what he was going to do with her. Knew that his lips would be tender now when they touched hers, coercing them to part, demanding still, but so seductive. Indeed, she felt the fire. It burned her heart and mind, seared her flesh, ignited her soul. His lips descended upon hers once again.

“Bastard!” she charged breathlessly.

“Perhaps. But tell me to leave you be. Say it with your eloquent words, and mean it with your soul!”

The earth could cave in, and she would not want him to leave her now.

“Bastard!” she repeated softly.

“I know, I know,” he moaned, his lips finding hers once again, his fingers threading into her hair. Once again the sheer force and hunger of his kiss seduced her. Then she felt his lips upon her throat, his hands upon her torn clothing. His mouth closed over her breast, his tongue played over and savored the nipple, and once again a scalding seized her, liquid fire coursing from that intimate spot he touched, filling her limbs and core. She cried out incoherent words, her fingers tearing into the ebony length of his hair. His hands and mouth continued a wild ravishment upon her. She heard again the rent of fabric as he sought her in his haste.

She felt again the fever of his lips, his hands. Upon her belly, the smooth flesh of her hips, the length of her thighs. She felt the searing wet heat of his tongue laving her belly, touching her inner thighs, his fingers, touching, finding, his tongue again …

She cried out in the wilderness and fought him anew. Fought the passion, and the hunger, and all the raw, explosive things he awoke within her. It was a battle lost, for the fire she had touched was one that burned indeed, a conflagration that was caught by the wild winds of the wilderness and sent flying to the heavens. Sweet waves of ecstasy burst into the soaring golds and crimsons of that fire, and she shrieked out in the night, closing her eyes, opening them again only to find that his blue gaze was now pinning her to the moss-strewn ground, and that he had leaned to one side to loosen his breeches. Before she could speak or stir, he was with her, enveloping her in his arms when she gasped and shuddered, her body accepting the swift, knifing invasion of his. He seemed to fill her, and fill her anew. Sink into her until she thought that she would scream and split and die, then withdraw, and fill her again, and with each touch, bring her closer to that magic once again. Yet the swift seduction of his first thrusts gave way quickly to something much more reckless, ruthless even. Savage.

A hunger so deep, it swept her away once again. Brought the earth against her back, the breath ripping from her body. Slick, rippled bronze muscle slammed against her breasts; rock-hard hips commanded the rhythm of her own. The fire of his sex burned within her, steel, hot, touching her, filling her, burning within her …

Exploding within her …

A liquid fire. Encompassing her body, seeming to seep throughout it, touching all of her with all of him. She trembled as ripple after ripple brought her back down to the bed of moss, down into the moonlit darkness, once again into the slick, powerful arms of the man who held her.

His weight moved from her. An arm cast over his forehead, he stared up at the stars now covering the night sky. After a moment Teela pulled the tangle of her hair from beneath him and tried to gather the remnants of her clothing. She felt him watching her. Her bodice lay in pieces; nothing was salvagable. She ignored his piercing blue gaze and stood naked, walking to the water’s edge. She knelt down and bathed her face in the coolness of the river. She felt him by her side, and looked ahead. “Feel the fire!” she whispered softly, bitterly.

“You should have known better than to play with an Indian boy from the very beginning,” he said, his voice husky.

She stared at him hard. “I never played,” she said with dignity, and rose again. Looking around the ground at the ruined fabric, she murmured, “It will be a cold night.”

He stood, walking back to her. “I will warm you through it. In the morning we’ll worry about something for you to wear.”

She lifted her chin. “I don’t intend to stay the night.”

“You wanted to play the game. It is well under way. You didn’t run to your drawing room soon enough. Now, Miss Warren, you will be my guest.”

“Prisoner, so it seems.”

“Whatever. You will stay.”

He plucked her up from the ground, his eyes upon her as he walked to the shelter he had created in the woods. One easily made, easily destroyed, as his few belongings were easily carried through the wilderness he knew so well. His land, a savage land. And land he had vowed he would keep. There would be no surrender; his people would be the undefeated, the unconquered.

Now he set her down upon the furs within the shelter, giving her one to cover her shoulders as she shivered. He offered her water from a leather gourd, and she drank, then returned it.

“You’ll never keep me if I choose to take my chances and leave,” she promised him. “I came from a drawing room, but I’ve learned your jungle of cypress and palms.”

He arched a brow. “A challenge? Then let me assure you, if it is my choice, you’ll never escape me.”

“Damn you—”

“Teela, would you escape me to meet another brave anxious for the beauty of your hair—ripped away along with your scalp?”

“I’d escape you to find freedom from this travesty. Not all Seminoles are barbarians—”

“What a kind observation, Miss Warren!”

“Nor are you any more a Seminole than you are a white man yourself! Don’t tell me about the bronze of your flesh—even your mother carries white blood in her veins. Indeed, you are actually more white than Indian—”

“Teela, one drop of Indian blood suddenly turns the color of a man’s flesh, and you are worldly enough to know that it is so. Look at my face, and you know that I am Indian.”

“I look at your face and know that you are a creation of two worlds!”

“Then know this—life has made me Indian in my heart, and you must not forget it.”

“Life is making you cruel—”

“Enough, Teela. Enough for tonight.”

She gritted her teeth and swallowed hard and lay down upon the furs and skins. A moment later, she felt him beside her, felt his arms come around her and pull her close. His nakedness sheltered her. The smoothness of the wall of his chest created warmth against her back.

Enough …

Enough for tonight. She had started the day assuming she would be on a ship, bound for a new life, or the old life, a life she had once known very well. One she had once left behind easily enough, but which could now shelter her from the pain that had come to exist within her heart.

Then she had nearly lost her life, and now …

She closed her eyes tightly. So she had played with an Indian boy!

No, she hadn’t played. She had fallen in love. She was the white girl. Yet he was the one with the past, with a hatred for all that she represented, with the bitterness for a love now long lost.

And nothing more than a fiery passion for her, one he could not deny, yet loathed within himself.

But he held her now, held her through the night. He had saved her life. She knew it, no matter that she threatened to leave him. She knew that she could not wander through the swamp and hope to explain to a band of Seminoles in a chance meeting that she had never wished them any harm. She was alive now because James had either happened upon the army party taking her northward, or because he had come—for her. Either way it didn’t matter.

He was her enemy still.

His choice.

Dear God, what would the future hold, what could the future hold?

Yet as she wondered that, she felt a stinging threat of tears press against her closed lids. To ponder the future, she had to remember the past.

And the first day she had come here, to this savage land.

And to the first night she had seen him, in all his glory, the strikingly handsome, civilized man in his elegant suit with his impeccable manners, yet the savage danger beneath the smooth veneer all the while.

The first night … when he had touched her.

And she had first felt the fire.

It had not been so very long ago.


Chapter 1

The Marjorie Anne cut cleanly through turquoise waters on one of the most beautiful days Teela Warren could remember seeing in all her life. Gentle white puffs of clouds appeared like dream creatures in a sky a glorious shade of powder blue. The sea breezes were easy, soft, so gentle beneath the benign heavens. They felt delicious, cool, and promising against her cheeks as she stood near the ship’s bow, her heart beginning a slow thunder against her chest.

They were nearly there. Tampa, the rough, tough city grown up around the military post at Fort Brooke. Gateway to a savage wilderness.

Well, she would take the wilderness, if only she could.

Sometimes, on the ship, the sweet promise of adventure had been strong. The weather had not always been so sweet; storms had come, and an angry sea had tossed and buffeted the ship. And she had loved it all, standing at the bow as she did now, feeling the wind. There was something about it that promised freedom, something that let her forget …

It had helped that her apelike guardian-escorts were not good sailors. Trenton Wharton was a good six feet two inches tall, and well over two hundred pounds; Buddy MacDonald was a bit taller and even heavier. Either one of them could easily pick up a half dozen grown men at the same time—and certainly stop a wayward young woman right in her tracks—but neither seemed to have a decent sea stomach whatsoever.

But, alas! What difference did it make? There was nowhere to escape on the open Atlantic, in the Florida Straits, or the azure Gulf of Mexico. All that she could possibly do was face the wind, feel it with her flesh, and with her soul, and dream. Of freedom.

Her fingers tightened and tensed over the rail as she watched the sea before her, the land seeming to come closer and closer.

She wasn’t quite sure when she and Michael Warren had grown to despise one another so completely. If she could only go back, she could perhaps change things. She’d been young when he’d married her mother, but her real father had been dead scarcely a year, and she had loved him with all her heart. Michael Warren had entered her world and taken her into his own, treating her just as he might a green private in one of his army companies. Discipline! It was his life. He made it hers. More than once he had seen fit to break pine branches over her shoulders and back. He had legally adopted her, and with his discipline and determination—sympathy had no place in a well-ordered life—he had buried her own dear father deeper and deeper with each passing year. Her mother had tried to reason with her. Point out that Michael Warren was a good man, just an army man. Strict and determined to keep his household in the same good order as he kept his men.

But he wasn’t a good man. He might have convinced her mother that he was good beneath his hard exterior, and he no doubt believed it himself. He prayed often enough. Turned to the good Lord daily, and attended church with an extraordinary vigor and regularity. But to Teela, no amount of churchgoing could atone for deeds done or the manner of a man, and though, for her mother’s sake, she had tried to find that goodness in him, she could not. He reveled in cruelty; he enjoyed inflicting pain. She could hear the pleasure in his voice when he spoke with his friends and fellow officers into the wee hours of the night in her real father’s plantation hall. He liked war; he liked killing. Most of all, he liked killing Indians. They were all firebrands of hell. It didn’t matter the age. He’d fought in a number of the Creek wars; he’d fought at times with Andy Jackson when Jackson had been a military power in the field before he had become the president of the United States, only recently replaced by his friend Martin Van Buren.

Van Buren might be the president now, and Jackson might have retired to his plantation to live out his days as a gentleman farmer, but Jacksonian politics were still being played. Jackson’s determination that the Indians must move west had not ended with the Creek wars, or the sad migration of the Cherokees. The government remained intent on moving the red men out of Florida. And the Florida Indians remained intent on remaining right where they were. It left a field of war, and a great deal of work that Michael Warren relished completely.

Michael Warren had earned medals for his heroics in the War of 1812 against the British, but those medals meant little to him. He hadn’t really enjoyed fighting the British; he loved fighting the Indians.

Military life had often taken Michael Warren away. And while Teela’s mother had lived, life had been bearable, even enjoyable for Teela—since the army had so frequently kept her stepfather far from home. But last summer, when Michael had first been temporarily assigned as a regular army commander in the “hellhole” of Florida, as he called it, Lilly Warren had died. Gentle, sweet, and delicate as a rose, she had simply seemed to fade. In death she had been as beautiful as she had been in life, her radiant auburn hair spread out in a fan over the white satin bedding of the coffin, her lovely features at peace. Teela had watched her fade, had sworn to herself that she would stay as long as her mother needed her, and then turned her back on the graceful plantation that should have been her inheritance. Warren’s name was now on the property deed, even if Teela’s real father had built the place brick by brick. It didn’t matter, and she was certain her father would have understood why she had to abandon it. Teela wasn’t staying with Warren.

The pity of it was, she soon discovered, she was under-age. She certainly couldn’t leave until her mother was properly buried, laid gently and lovingly to her eternal rest. Michael Warren naturally returned for his wife’s funeral. But even as Teela mourned Lilly, kneeling at the coffin, Michael paced behind her, describing the future he had in mind for her.

Letting him know in no uncertain terms that she didn’t intend to stay and accept any of his dictates had proved to be a tremendous mistake. She’d found herself locked in her room. Nor was Warren a fool. He never left any of the gentle household slaves to guard her. No. She could not coerce or trick or charm anyone into easing his guard—military men were set to watch her. The one time she managed to leave the house, she was dragged back.

Only to discover that she was to marry the very wretch who had forcefully dragged her back.

But no matter what Michael Warren did to her, there was only so much he could force.

She had walked down the church aisle with Warren, taken the hand of her “betrothed”—and point-blank flatly refused to wed in the very midst of the ceremony. Warren, of course, had been humiliated. And admittedly, she had been terrified of him that night, and with good reason. The lashings he had dealt her with his belt were barely healed. But though he had drawn her tears that night, he had not drawn submission.

She had hated him all the more, and her resolve against him had grown stronger.

The good thing—it had seemed—was that he had been permanently assigned to Florida almost immediately following the near wedding. At least Teela had thought it good at the time. Michael Warren lived by his own strange code of honor. He was her stepfather, allowed by God’s own law to dictate to her and attempt to beat her into submission. He was a good churchgoer, a Godfearing man, even though Teela was a little amazed by his concept of Christian charity, and of good and evil. But in his absences, though she was watched, though she had scant chance for escape, she also had a certain freedom. She was delighted when he left.

Delighted, in a way, with the terrible news that came forth from the Florida territory. There was fierce war raging down there. The government had imagined that it would be an easy thing to force the Seminole Indians out to new lands in the West.

They’d underestimated their adversaries. The Indians had dug in, hard. Into a savage land where they could strike and hide, disappear, and return out of darkness and swamp to strike again. Many soldiers had been massacred.

Michael Warren might not come back.

It was wrong to pray for a man’s death. She tried not to do so. She didn’t pray that he’d die. She simply prayed that he’d disappear. Be swallowed into the swamp.

But Michael hadn’t been swallowed.

He had sent for Teela, and so she was now approaching the coast of a savage land where warfare was being waged on a brutal and desperate scale.

She sighed, watching the water. It was a land where many before her had come seeking freedom. Long before her stepfather had been sent to the frontier Florida territory, she had been intrigued by newspaper and magazine stories. Slaves escaped their masters to run south, to join with the Indian bands there. For decades now Creeks and other Indians had found themselves pushed southward by the encroachment of the white man. They had joined with tribes all but extinct. Newly immigrated Creeks, Muskogee-speaking Seminoles, Hitichi-speaking Mikasukis, were all grouped together by the white man as Seminoles, Cimmarons, renegades, runaways.

Treaty after treaty had been signed with them. Wars had raged. Treaties had been broken. And finally absolute violence had erupted with a December slaughter now known as the Dade Massacre, and since then the situation had only worsened. Teela read, and she listened to the army men, and she had no choice but to know her stepfather’s opinions. The Seminoles, once quite loosely banded, had a hero now, a war chief or mico, a leader of extraordinary capabilities, a man called Osceola. Under his leadership the Indians had learned to fight and run, to create death and havoc and damage, and disappear into the wildness of their swamps. Amazingly—since the general white consensus had been that a few companies of good regular army men should be able to quell the disturbances of a handful of savages—the Seminoles had pitched the country into a dreadful war. Americans were expansionists. They wanted land, and they didn’t care if the Indians were on it or not. Reservations in the western section of the country would do for the native people, so the Seminoles were ordered to emigrate.

Some had indeed been transported west.

Many more had dug in, moving more swiftly than the wind, more silently than the whisper of a coming twilight. White settlers—men, women, and children—had been horribly slain and mutilated.

Entire Indian villages had been decimated.

But still they fought on. With an uncanny ability. And the trained and civilized army sent by the United States government was all but helpless against the tactics of the natives.

Only Michael Warren would insist that a stepdaughter be brought into such wickedly dangerous circumstances, Teela thought. But then, Michael Warren assuredly believed that she should either learn to follow his dictates, or else deserve to die a wretched death at the hands of savages. Besides, according to Warren, they were close to a truce at the moment. March had brought another treaty.

The problem was, like all other agreements between the whites and the Indians, this one seemed to be failing.

Soldiers were starting to raid villages again.

Seminoles were attacking white farms and plantations. The war continued even as Teela traveled toward the wild frontier of the peninsula. The long way, all around the length of the east coast down the Atlantic and up the west coast within the Gulf of Mexico, because Warren would most probably be assigned to Fort Brooke, although it seemed that the sporadic fighting was now taking place just about everywhere.

Teela didn’t care. She despised Michael Warren, but she was anxious to see the frontier territory of Florida, the exotic birds she’d read so very much about, the sunsets … she wasn’t even afraid of the mosquitoes, or the hardships of a military fort.

While Lilly had lived, Teela had strived to be everything her mother had expected her daughter to be. She had entertained her mother’s friends—and even Michael’s associates—with all the grace and hospitality taught her by Lilly’s gentle hand. She had played the spinet and sung ballads for their guests, gone to teas and balls and dances, flirted and charmed to the exact expectations of her society. She had never missed church; she had followed Lilly constantly to bring aid to the needy and ill. She resented none of these things—in fact, she had enjoyed nursing, and would have loved to have studied medicine.

But Lilly was gone now. And there was no pretense between her and Michael. She loved Charleston, but not beneath her stepfather’s dictates.

She lifted her chin to the wind, smiling slightly, and wondering to herself just why she was so excited to be coming here. The things she had read had fascinated her. She wanted to see the swamps and the hammocks, the spectacular sunsets, the exotic birds. Even feeling the wind aboard the ship, she felt a sense of excitement. It seemed that life, no matter how deadly or dangerous, would be vivid here. Splashed with color. She was eager for the very wildness that was promised and threatened, for the beauty, however savage it might be.

And however much she might see, she reminded herself ruefully, for assuredly, if Michael Warren had summoned her here, he’d had a reason for doing so. She would probably find herself betrothed again. And this time Michael would have surely chosen someone old and grizzled—but rich, of course. And strong. Strong enough to force the issue with a reluctant bride, since Michael would be wary of her now himself.

Never, she promised herself silently. He could do many things to her. He could not force her to wed, and he never would. This frontier land would not be like Charleston. And Michael would frequently be engaged in battle. There would have to be a greater chance here for her….

A chance of what? she wondered.

Freedom, something whispered in her heart.

A ship’s whistle suddenly sounded, and Teela became aware of a flurry of activity as orders were shouted, orders to trim the sails and bring the ship about.

They were approaching land.

Teela forgot her own reflections as she looked toward the shore, both fascinated and, admittedly, a little dismayed by the view that stretched before her.

The stockade itself was crude and wooden with high walls and towers, something that almost seemed to grow out of the earth itself. The small community surrounding the fort was little better, just a conclave of poor wooden houses, fences, domestic animals, and dirt roads. But she realized that the poor fledgling city was surrounded by a frame of startling beauty. The river, shimmering green, stretched through the growth of trees and foliage that forged inland, while the bay itself seemed touched by the light of a thousand diamonds, creating a dance of blue and aquamarine upon the horizon. There were beaches, too, encircling the city, white sand beaches that looked as if they were soft silk thrown out to buffer whatever thorns and brambles might he within the land beyond.

“Miss Warren, we’re nigh to docking,” Teela heard, and turned quickly, first to her left, then right. Her stepfather’s watchdogs were with her, both a little green. Indeed, Trenton, who had spoken, was green, his flesh nearly matching the color of his eyes. Poor Buddy was almost as white as the sand of the beaches. But despite their distress, both men were back in full uniform.

“It don’t look like much, I know,” Buddy told her apologetically. He was a freckle-faced farm boy out of Tennessee, born and bred to a military tradition, with the call of duty above even that of honor. But he was a nice young man with a good heart, and she was glad that he tried to cheer her now.

“It looks wonderful,” she said. It was only partially a lie. The beaches and sea and sky were extraordinary. Only the fort and houses were wretched.

They’d come into the harbor. Shouts were loud; half naked men leapt about the rigging as the ship was steered and then pulled into her berth. Ropes were thrown to the dock and the ship was secured. The gangway was set down. Before anyone had disembarked, soldiers came quickly aboard, meeting with the captain.

“News is always the first thing needed,” Trenton said, his voice somber.

“It’s good news just to see the city standing, and not in ashes,” Buddy agreed.

The group of soldiers who had come aboard with their messages and information disbanded, and the kindly old naval captain of the ship came hurrying toward Teela. “Fuzz-bucket!” Trenton murmured of the captain.

“He’s a navy boy,” Buddy said sorrowfully.

“Some of them have use, and some of them don’t,” Trenton observed. “Though I admit, I myself am happier at the fort when we’ve the extra bodies of the marines assigned to duty there. It’s just that this particular navy man—”

“Miss Warren!” Captain Fitzhugh bellowed. She tried not to smile. Her watchdogs were right. He was a strangely mincing little man with a big belly, small, skinny legs and little feet, and a face full of white fur. He was continually worried, a fussy little man.

“I’m in great distress! Your stepfather was to have been here to greet you, but he had been detained farther north, battling the heathens!” He made the sign of the cross dramatically over his chest.

“Ah, dear! What a shame,” Teela lied, her tone remorseful, her eyes sparkling.

“Not to worry. Some good friends of us all, Josh and Nancy Reynolds, who run a fine shop here, will greet you ashore, see to your provisions, and escort you inland to Cimarron, where a regular army escort will soon arrive to bring you to your father.”

“Thank you,” Teela told him. Sweet, blessed Jesu! She was to be on her own to first taste this wondrous new place! She would have fallen to her knees with gratitude were not so many men watching her. She smiled, and on the captain’s arm she descended the plank to set foot on Florida soil.

Perhaps the houses were little more than log shanties. Perhaps the fort was rough—and half the soldiers and civilians more heathen-looking than she imagined the savages were. It didn’t matter. She felt a thrill of exhilaration as she came ashore, and as they came down the dock to the dirt city street, she was greeted with a warm cry. “Miss Warren, Miss Warren!” A second later, she saw a pretty, plump woman with brown hair beneath a wide-brimmed hat approaching her, a huge, muscular man just beyond her. The woman flashed a smile to Captain Fitzhugh and offered her hand warmly to Teela. “Welcome, we’re delighted to have you here. We’ve heard so very much about you—”

She broke off with a little gasp as her husband elbowed her in the ribs. “Josh Reynolds, Miss Warren, and we do welcome you, and don’t you worry none, we don’t go judging people by Charleston standards.”

“Josh!” Nancy in turn elbowed him.

Teela was a bit startled to realize that gossip was strong enough to precede her to this wilderness, but she couldn’t help but smile since it had served to make her more interesting to this warm and giving pair.

“I’m very glad to be here,” she told them.

“Are you, then?” Josh queried, seeming surprised to look at her and determine that it was the truth. “Many such a lady as yourself would scorn our poor city.”

“Ah, but then you’ve heard the gossip about me already, right?” Teela teased lightly in return.

“Oh, we don’t go listening to gossip!” Nancy began, but she broke off and started laughing. “Miss Warren, you may just do fine here in our wilderness.”

“Pure paradise!” Josh corrected her.

Twenty minutes later, Teela wasn’t quite sure how Josh had managed to find his life a paradise, here or elsewhere. He and Nancy ran a store that offered just about everything in the world. They supplied a number of the traders and sutlers who tramped into the interior of the state, though, as Josh told her, there was darned little left of any white civilization in the interior. Too many times the army had been forced to desert its various posts. If the Indians weren’t bad enough, there was always the fever, and the fever took away more men, women, and children than did war.

Despite the troubles, though, Josh and Nancy were thriving. The whole front section of their log dwelling was store. They sold food, medicines, tools, clothing, boots, liquor, and even farm animals. They sold coconuts and exotic wild bird feathers, mostly brought in by the Indians. If an object could be acquired at all, it would be sold at their general store.

In the back there was a kitchen and parlor combination, one big, drafty room, but with a fire burning cheerfully in the hugh hearth. Though they were moving into spring, the days were still just a little chilly. Beautiful, Teela thought, with the sun coming through the windows, but inside the cabin it was wonderful to feel the touch of the flames. Wonderful and wild. Josh and Nancy had a full house, with toddlers seeming to be everywhere and the oldest of their children only seven.

A very different kind of paradise, Teela thought, but sitting in the parlor, playing hide-and-seek games with the little, enormous-eyed children, she realized that she was happier than she had been in a long time. Josh was attending to customers, and Nancy was determinedly finding Teela the proper size of good boots for the south Florida terrain.

If only Michael Warren were never to come …

She was down upon her knees playing ball with the three-year-old when she sensed that someone was with her. She spun around toward the door that led to the shop and was startled to see a very tall man with ebony hair standing there, watching her with the child.

“My apologies, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

He was an exceptionally good-looking man, somehow both rugged and elegant, his appearance entirely commanding. The little girl she was playing with let out a shriek of happiness and went to him, crying out, “Uncle Jarrett, Uncle Jarrett!”

He caught the little girl, sweeping her up, giving her a sound kiss on the cheek, and setting her down upon the ground once again. By then Teela was standing, watching, waiting. “Jarrett McKenzie, Miss Warren. My wife and I have a home down the river, and if you’re in agreement, you’ll be our guest until Captain Argosy returns to bring you to your father.”

“How do you do,” Teela murmured, “and yes, of course, thank you very much.”

He watched her for a moment. “You must be disappointed to have missed your father.”

“Stepfather.”

“Ah … This must be a strange and frightening land without him here to greet you.”

“I’m not frightened easily, Mr. McKenzie.”

He smiled suddenly. “Good. My ship is at the dock. I’ll see to it that your things are brought aboard, and I’d like to leave within the hour while the sun is still high.”

“Thank you.”

He turned to start back through the doorway into the shop. “Mr. McKenzie!” Teela said softly, calling him back. He paused, arching a brow at her.

“You don’t seem to care for Michael Warren very much. Why are you doing this for him?”

He seemed startled, either by her question or intuition. He smiled slowly. “I wouldn’t send you into the wilderness alone, Miss Warren. My wife would never allow it.”

“But you don’t like my father.”

He hesitated, then shrugged. “Miss Warren, I did not say that.”

“Mr. McKenzie, I don’t like him, either.”

The man laughed suddenly. “Well, then, maybe we can keep you at Cimarron as long as possible, eh?”

Then he disappeared.

Teela didn’t see him again until she was on his ship, with Nancy and Josh at her side, giving all kinds of last-minute advice. She needed to be careful of all swampland, it bred fever. She needed to watch out for insect bites, for snakes, and for ’gators. ’Gators were mean—she wasn’t ever to let anyone fool her on that fact!

“Ain’t too many deadly snakes, just four to be exact. Rattler, pygmy rattler, coral snake, and cottonmouth. They’ll leave you alone if you leave them alone.”

She was just up the gangplank on the deck. The ship was much smaller than that which she had sailed in on, with a crew of only five. She could see one sailor rolling his eyes as Nancy continued her advice. Teela smiled.

She heard the deep, rich voice of her host behind her then. “She does seem like an intelligent young lady, Nancy,” Jarrett commented.

“Forewarned is forearmed!” Nancy said with a sniff. “You be careful yourself,” she chastised firmly, then gave Jarrett a huge, warm hug. “There’s a blanket for the baby in that satchel for Tara, Jarrett McKenzie. You give the wee one a mighty hug for me. And Tara as well. Tell her I’ll come out soon.”

Josh was shaking his head. “Nancy’s afraid to come.”

“Afraid?”

“Ah, well, the settlers here are just getting over their fear that the Seminoles might attack Tampa at any time,” Jarrett said.

“It’s a dangerous river,” Nancy said.

“Not with me,” Jarrett said softly, offering Nancy an encouraging smile. He shook Josh’s hand and gave Nancy a kiss on the cheek. “Get off my ship, now! I’ve a good twenty-four hours to home, and I’m anxious to see my wife and child.”

“Remember, we’re here if we can ever help you,” Nancy called to Teela as her husband escorted her firmly from the ship. She waved in return.

Before long, they had cast off from the dock. Teela kept waving to the couple.

When they were just leaving the city behind them, Teela gasped suddenly, seeing two men in army issue uniforms come tearing down the dock where the small ship had been berthed.

McKenzie stood behind her, she realized. “Friends of yours ” he asked.

“Not exactly,” she murmured uncomfortably. “They’re my—escort.”

“Watchdogs?”

“But really not bad fellows, considering.”

“Do we go back for them?” he asked politely.

“Oh, no. Please, no!” she exclaimed.

“They can find Cimarron themselves, you know.”

She sighed, looking down into the water. “Perhaps. Maybe we should go back. Michael would be furious if he knew they were left behind purposely.”

“Would he really?” McKenzie queried.

She spun around. His eyes were dark. Almost as dark as his hair. There was definitely a devilish light to them now. He leaned toward her, his voice a conspiratorial whisper. “Then we definitely leave them.” He raised his voice suddenly. “Men! Full sails. Let’s catch what breeze there is. Let’s move from this place!”

Then he turned and left her, and she couldn’t help but smile as she left her first taste of this strange new territory behind her and moved ever inland.


Chapter 2

Cimarron

As James rode through the trail of trees that broke onto the lawn, he stared at his brother’s house, and felt a welcome lightening within his heart. He’d helped build the house, he’d lived the dream of its creation with his brother, and to this day he loved it.

They’d planned to build another together. One that would be his home. Though they’d both grown up for the most part among the peoples who had traveled into Florida and become Seminoles to the whites, they’d both grown up with their good Scots father as well, and they’d been tutored in white ways as well as Indian custom. James knew how to plan and build such a home, and he also knew how to manage fields, cattle, and laborers. He was also familiar with the works of Defoe, Bacon, Shakespeare, among others, just as he had been taught the fine music of Mozart and Beethoven.

But he’d fallen in love when he was very young with an Indian girl. Deeply in love. And he’d joined her clan, because he’d been needed there. And through his mother’s bloodlines he had found himself in line to be a mico for a band who had pleaded for his leadership, and so he had lived with his people in a sprawling, beautiful hammock….

Until war had come.

But no matter how bitter the war that raged, no matter how deep the pain and anger that too often guided him still, he loved his brother, just as he had loved their father, the most enlightened man he had ever known of any race. Since his birth, his life had always been entertwined with his brother’s—no war could change that.

“James!”

He heard his name called from the porch, and he dismounted from his horse, seeing his sister-in-law, Tara, emerge from the house and start down the steps, running to greet him. He stood by his horse, waiting. When she reached him, he spun her around and hugged her, then set her upon the ground again. She was a stunning woman, golden blond, blue-eyed, as delicate as porcelain, yet absurdly strong and determined. She had made his brother the perfect wife.

She touched his cheeks, as if assuring herself of his health, then stepped back, frowning. He was clad in denim pants and a rawhide vest, with a band about his hair and moccasins on his feet. She shook her head. “It’s still cold!” she chastised him.

“Tara, it’s never really cold.”

“It can be cold enough.”

“It’s spring.”

“The air is cool.”

“How’s my daughter?”

Tara’s eyes went alight and she smiled. “Growing like a weed. She is an incredibly beautiful little lady, James. She is so smart. And so good with the baby!”

“Ah, yes! And how is that little rascal nephew of mine?”

“James, he remains an angel,” Tara said indignantly. “He isn’t much
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