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Prologue

The Gulf of Mexico
April, 1817




Together they lay in the tumbled bed, listening to the creaking of the ship. Celia rested quietly against her husband’s chest, looking around the elegantly fitted cabin with a touch of wistfulness. In the long days since they had set sail from France the cabin had become a safe cocoon to her, a place she did not want to leave. A different world awaited her in New Orleans, one she was not at all certain she was prepared for.

“We are in the Gulf now,” Philippe said, easing her from his chest and sitting up. The muscled surface of his back rippled as he stretched. “The journey is almost over, Celia. We should be home this very night.”

“Home,” she repeated with a forced smile.

Sensitive to the lack of enthusiasm in her voice, Philippe turned and looked down at her, bracing his hands on either side of her slight body. Modestly she rearranged the ruffled neckline of her nightgown and pulled the sheet higher over her breasts.

“Celia,” he said tenderly, “there is nothing to be afraid of. You are going to love New Orleans. You are going to love my family.”

“If only I could be certain they were going to love me!”

Philippe’s family was one of the most renowned in New Orleans. His father, Maximilien Vallerand, was a powerful man, a Creole aristocrat with vast wealth and political influence. In addition to his plantation he owned a small but profitable shipping business. In fact, the vessel they were on, the Golden Star, was a Vallerand merchant ship.

“They already love you,” Philippe said with a smile. “They know all about you. After I finished my studies in France and returned to New Orleans, I could talk about nothing but you. And I read your letters aloud—”

“Philippe!” she exclaimed, a horrified blush flooding her cheeks. Emotions had always been difficult for her to express. To think of her private feelings being aired in front of Philippe’s family—

“Carefully edited versions of your letters,” Philippe said, and grinned at her affectionately. “Certain parts I reserved for only myself.”

Celia stared up at him, entranced as always by his coaxing smile. He was the only man who had ever been able to reach beyond her shyness. Gentle and patient, he made allowances for her that no one else did. In the past men had been attracted by her looks but were always discouraged by her withdrawn manner. They had no way of knowing it was fear, not indifference, that made her so awkward and quiet. But for Philippe it was unimportant that she was not flirtatious or seductive.

“Did you tell your family I was a…an old maid?” she asked.


Philippe laughed. “Twenty-four isn’t old, chérie.”

“Oui, for a woman it is!”

“You could have been married long ago had you wanted it.” He bent over and nuzzled into the soft curve of her neck. “You are a beautiful woman, Celia. You have no excuse for being so shy.”

“I’m not beautiful,” she said gruffly.

“Yes, you are. Extraordinarily beautiful.” He smoothed her long hair, which glinted with the silvery-gold of moonlight, and stared into her soft brown eyes. He brushed a kiss over her lips. “And even if you weren’t, I would still adore you.”

Celia was filled with happiness as she looked up at him. Sometimes it was difficult to believe he was really hers. He was so handsome, with his thick black hair and blue eyes. She had never thought a man could be at once as strong and tender as he was.

“Je t’aime,” she said, her voice soft and loving.

“No, no,” he remonstrated with a smile. “English from now on. In the Vallerand household it is used at least as much as French.”

Celia gave him a mock scowl and replied in her faulty English, “But…it sound better in French.”

“Yes, it does,” Philippe agreed with a smile. Carefully he pulled the sheet from her hands and eased it down to her hips. She stiffened and he laughed softly, his hand skimming over her meagerly clad body. “Still shy with me?…I won’t allow it, chérie. You know me well enough by now to be certain I would never hurt you.”

“I-I know you through letters, and chaperoned visits,” she said breathlessly, doing nothing to stop the exploration of that warm, gentle hand. “But we have not spent much time alone together, Philippe, and…” Her words trailed away as he fondled her breast through the folds of her nightgown.

“And?” he whispered, staring into her eyes.

Trembling, she slid her arms around his neck, forgetting what she had been about to say.

His lips curved with a smile. “It is only because I love you so much that I’ve been patient with you. I want you, Celia. It has been torture, sleeping in the same bed with you and not making you my wife in truth. The vows have been said, and you belong to me till death do us part. But you asked me to wait, and I agreed because I didn’t want you to be afraid of me—or of the intimacies we’ll share.” He kissed her forehead gently. “We’ve waited long enough, ma chère.”

“I…I feel the same, but—”

“Do you?” he murmured. “I don’t think so. You’ll have to show me.” He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her.

She protested feebly, understanding that Philippe’s patience had finally run out. “Philippe, you have been so kind—”

“I don’t want to be kind anymore. I want my wife.” His hands swept over her body, cupping her breasts, pulling at the twisted fabric of her gown. “Show me, Celia,” he whispered against her neck. She shivered at the scratch of his unshaven jaw, and turned her mouth to his.

Suddenly there was a loud rapping on the cabin portal.

“Monsieur Vallerand! Monsieur!” a young midshipman called out, his fist hammering on the mahogany paneling. There was no mistaking the terror in his voice. Celia stiffened in alarm as Philippe leaped from the bed. Not bothering to put on his breeches or even a robe, Philippe opened the door a few inches. “What is it?” he asked tersely.

“Captain Tierney sent me to warn you…” the boy said, gulping for air. “American-made schooner in distress…We went to assist…They just hoisted the Cartagena flag.”

Before Philippe could utter a word the boy disappeared, shouting hoarsely. Beyond the door there was an explosion of noise and movement. “Boardaway!” someone was calling. “Boarders on the starboard bow!” Celia could hear the sound of gunfire and the clash of swords coming from the deck. The ship was under attack!

Startled, she lifted a hand to her throat, feeling her pulse thrash underneath her skin.

“Pirates,” she managed to say.

Philippe did not deny it.

Thoughts whirled through Celia’s mind. She had heard of the privateers who sailed against Spain with letters of marque from Cartagena. They prowled the waters of the Gulf, the Bahama Channel, and the Caribbean. She had heard the stories of their robbery and cruelty, how they tortured their victims, the horrible things they did to women. Fear rose in her throat, and she swallowed hard to keep it down. No, it can’t be real, she thought. It is just a nightmare…oh, let it be a nightmare!

Philippe was yanking on his breeches and boots and shrugging into a white shirt. “Get dressed,” he said shortly, and fumbled in a built-in rosewood cabinet for a brace of pistols.

Teeth chattering, Celia hopped from the bed to the floor, abandoning her modesty in favor of haste. Feverishly she searched through the trunk where some of her clothes were kept and found a blue damask gown. She nearly ripped her nightgown as she pulled it off, then yanked the damask over her body, not bothering with undergarments. Her pale silken hair flew in wild locks, falling over her face and neck, trailing down to her waist. While she searched for a ribbon to tie it back with, she heard bloodcurdling yells from above, and she quivered violently.

“How could this happen?” she heard herself asking. “How could Captain Tierney not know they were pirates? Why aren’t we firing any of the cannon? Why—”

“Too late for cannon fire. Apparently they’ve already boarded the ship.”

Philippe strode to her and took her hand, and Celia looked down as she felt the cold press of metal in her palm. He had given her a dueling pistol, a flintlock made of blackened iron! Slowly she raised her eyes to his.

There was a strange look on his face…alert, urgent, fearful. She supposed she must have appeared dazed, because he shook her gently, as if to bring her to attention. “Celia, listen to me. The gun will fire only once. If they come in here…you understand what you’re to do with it?”

She gave a slight nod, her breath rattling in her throat.

“Good girl,” Philippe murmured, and took her head in his hands, kissing her hard. She accepted the pressure of his lips docilely, still numbed by the realization that it was all really happening. It was too fast—there was no time to think.

“T-tell me it will be all right,” she stammered, clinging to the front of his shirt. “Philippe—”

He wrapped his arms around her, holding her to him. “Of course it will,” he said against her hair. “Don’t be afraid, Celia. I—” He stopped abruptly, giving her a crushing hug before releasing her. Stepping back, he turned to leave the cabin.

Silently his name formed on Celia’s lips. Philippe. As he walked away from her, the shadows in the companionway enveloped him in darkness. He did not look back. She was seized by a horrible premonition. “Mon Dieu, I’ll never see you again,” she whispered, and she felt her knees begin to wobble. Stumbling to the door, she bolted it with shaking hands, then backed into the corner of the room, the pistol cradled against her breast.









Chapter 1




Before ten minutes had passed the sounds of combat died away and hundreds of footsteps seemed to pound the deck. Celia remained in the cabin, longing to open the door and see what had happened. But all she could do was wait with terrified anticipation.

She stiffened with alarm as heavy feet walked the length of the companionway and the door rattled. “Locked,” a voice growled. Celia jumped as a blunt object crashed against the other side of the door, splintering the fine paneling. Swiftly she readied the gun to fire. Another sharp blow, and the hinges creaked in protest.

Celia used her palm to wipe at the cold sweat on her face. She raised the barrel of the pistol, pressing it to her temple. At the touch of the metal to her skin, thoughts raced through her mind. If Philippe had died, she would not want to live. And if she did not use the gun on herself now, she would face a horrifying fate at the hands of the sea bandits. But something inside rebelled at the thought of pulling the trigger. She took a deep breath and steadied her hands.

The door crashed open. Frozen, she stared at the two men who stood there, both swarthy and unkempt, their matted hair held back with kerchiefs, their faces sunburned and stubbled. The shorter of the two held a cutlass in his hand, while the other clasped a bloodstained boarding pike.

Dropping his cutlass, the small but sturdily built man stepped over the sill at the bottom of the doorway. He licked his lips and watched her with keen eyes. “Put it down,” he muttered in a thick American accent, gesturing to the gun.

Celia couldn’t utter a word. Now, her mind insisted, end it now...But her arm lowered to her side. In a flash of self-hatred, she realized she was too much of a coward to take her own life.

“I’ll stake me share of th’spoils now,” one pirate said to the other. His mouth split in a yellow-toothed grin as he walked toward her.

Automatically Celia raised the gun and squeezed the trigger, feeling as if some force outside herself was guiding her actions. The bullet that should have ended her own life buried itself in the man’s chest. A crimson flood spread over his unwashed shirt. Blood spattered everywhere, and Celia heard herself scream as the body crumpled at her feet.

“Little bitch!” Enraged, the other pirate grabbed her and threw her against the wall. The pistol fell from her hand and clattered to the floor. Her head hit the hard surface, and she half-fainted, sinking into a world filled with gray mist. She moaned as she was dragged through the companionway and up to the main deck, where she was dropped to the yellow planking. The ship rang with the sound of voices, and barrels and boxes being moved across the deck. There was a strange smell mingling with the scents of salt water and sea air.

Blinking hard and pushing herself up to a sitting position, Celia saw one of the pirates drop a crate of chickens, some of the live cargo taken aboard to allow the crew of the Golden Star occasional rations of fresh meat. The crate broke open and the frightened birds scuttled in every direction, causing an outbreak of laughter and swearing. As she looked at the scene around her, Celia put a hand to her mouth, afraid she was going to be sick.

There were bodies everywhere, with gaping holes, partially severed limbs, and glassy stares. The deck was coated with blood. She recognized some of the lifeless faces...the ship’s cooper, always so cheerfully busy with his hoops and staves; the sailmaker; the cook; the boy who had served as tailor and cobbler; some of the officers with whom she and Philippe had shared meals. Philippe...Frantically she crawled toward the bodies, desperate to find her husband.

A booted foot shoved her back to the deck. She cried out in pain as a hand tangled in her hair and jerked her head back. Motionless, she stared into the cruelest eyes she had ever seen. The man was smooth-shaven and darkly tanned, his jaw thin, his nose a decisive point in a sharp-featured face. His hair was dark reddish-brown, pulled back in a neat braided queue. Unlike the others of the boarding party, he wore well-made clothes that had been tailored to fit his wiry body.

“You cost me a good man,” he said in a crisp voice. “For that you’ll make amends.” He inspected her slim-hipped, small-breasted body with an asexual glance. She tried to push down the hem of her gown, which had ridden up to expose her bare feet and calves. He smiled, revealing a jagged line of teeth. “Yes. You’ll serve as entertainment for my brother André.” His hand tightened in her hair, bringing tears of pain to her eyes. “André needs a steady supply of women. Unfortunately they never last long with him.”

One of the pirates approached them. He was a stocky young man with heavily developed arms and chest. “Captain Legare, the best of the cargo should take well nigh an hour to unload. Not much gold, sir, but some fine dry goods, cinnamon, brandy, oil in jars—”

“Good. As for the remainder of their crew, lock them in the hold. We’ll set fire to the ship when we put away for the island.” Legare shoved Celia at the young man. “Bind the wench and put her in with the spoils. We’re taking her with us. And tell the men not to touch her. She’s for André.”

At the mention of the Star’s crew, Celia had begun to struggle. “There are some still alive?” she gasped.

The young man dragged her away, seeming not to hear her.

“S’il vous plaît, aidez-moi,” she begged, writhing in his grasp. Realizing he could not understand her, she switched to English. “Please help me. My husband is maybe still alive...He...he will make you rich if you help us. He is a Vallerand, Philippe Vallerand—”

“If he’s alive, it won’t be for long,” the pirate replied coolly. “Legare leaves no one behind. He’s very thorough. Haven’t you heard of the Legare brothers? They own the Gulf. Only a fool would try to cross—”

He was interrupted by her cry of horror. “Philippe!” She struggled so frantically, clawing and biting, that he let go of her with a curse. Celia scrambled to a body slumped over the railing. “Oh God, Philippe!” The shirt over her husband’s back was soaked with blood that seeped from a pike wound. His eyes were closed, his mouth frozen in a deathlike grimace. Sobbing, she searched for a pulse in his throat. There was no sign of life. As she tried to ease his body to the deck, the pirate seized her again.

“This is your husband?” he asked contemptuously. “Fine ransom I’d get for a dead man.” With one efficient shove, he sent Philippe’s body hurtling down to the ocean, where it splashed and floated among the other corpses.

Celia could not breathe. A wave of blackness seemed to rise up from the deck and smother her. Helplessly she collapsed in the pirate’s arms, letting the darkness cover everything.

Locked in the belly of the ship with the booty taken from the Golden Star, Celia awakened slowly. Her hands and feet were tied. Groaning faintly, she sat up and squinted through the darkness. She could see nothing. Exploring cautiously with her feet, she gathered she had been set among a pile of crates, barrels, and casks. The rise and fall of the ship betrayed the fact that the pirates’ schooner was making considerable headway. Captain Legare had said something about an island. She wondered dully how long it would take before the ship came to anchor there.

Her head snapped from right to left as she heard a tiny scrabbling sound. Her breath stopped. Drawing her knees up, she waited tensely, wondering if she might have imagined the noise. Suddenly there was an investigative nibble at her toe. She gave a shrill scream and kicked out with her feet. Mice? Rats? Oh God, how long was she going to be trapped down here with them? In the darkness there were more sounds, the pad of animal feet on the planking, a brief scuffle, a rodent squeaking.

Celia burst into tears, realizing that there was something else besides rodents in the hold. Should she scream for help? No one would bother to come to her aid. Her thoughts were interrupted by a quiet, steady purr somewhere nearby. She jerked in surprise as a warm, furry body brushed against her arm. A cat. Its long whiskers tickled as it rubbed the side of its face against her arm. She moved slightly, and her foot encountered the dead body of the mouse. With a shudder of disgust, she kicked it away.

One paw at a time, the cat crept into her lap. Celia did nothing to disturb it. She had always detested cats, thinking them sly, sneaking creatures, but this particular one she was willing to make friends with. “Mon ami, you’ve done more to protect me than anyone else today,” she said in a watery voice, her head inclined toward the contented creature, who was kneading the fabric of her dress with its paws. The cat soon ventured off to investigate a noise, but later it returned to her lap.

Leaning her head against the side of a barrel, Celia murmured ceaseless prayers until she sank into an exhausted silence. Images floated before her, remembrances of childhood and her family, but most of all of Philippe. She remembered the first time they met. Her father, Dr. Robert Verité, had invited him to dinner. “Philippe Vallerand,” her father announced, welcoming the young man into their small but cozy home. “An American, and one of my medical students...but well-mannered for all that.” Good-naturedly they cleared a place for him at their long table. Bemused, Philippe stared at the enormous family. “Eight children,” Verité said with a hearty chuckle. “Big, healthy brood. A man couldn’t ask for better. Here now, Claudette, change places with your sister so she can sit by our guest. You’re already promised to a young man. Let Celia have the chance to catch one!”

It was all Celia could do to keep from running out of the room. Embarrassed and shy, she sat stiff-backed in the vacant chair next to the handsome stranger.

The family began the meal in its usual noisy way. The Verités all possessed dominating personalities. It had always been easier for Celia, the oldest child, to fade into the background and let the others attract the attention. Since their mother had died ten years before, she had taken care of them all, settling into a quiet domestic role. Men had always found her company pleasant but far from alluring. Long ago she had reconciled herself to becoming a spinster devoted to the service of her family.

Celia watched as Philippe Vallerand adroitly handled a barrage of questions, unintimidated by the clamor surrounding him. His smile was natural and easy, his features clean and fine-edged, his thick, close-cut hair a shade of brown so dark it was almost black.

Mercifully he said nothing to her. It would have terrified her to have to respond to even the most mundane question. But every now and then he would glance at her with those bright blue eyes, and she had the feeling he could read her mind. As the family laughed boisterously at her father’s humorous account of a surly patient, Celia felt something slide from the pocket of her apron and fall to the floor. It was a small book she had been reading in her spare moments. Ducking to retrieve it, she nearly bumped heads with Philippe.

She curved her fingers around the book, and her heart stopped as Philippe’s hand closed gently around her frail wrist.

“I-I have it,” she managed to whisper. The family’s chatter continued above them, but he kept holding her arm, while his other hand gently pried the book from her grasp.

“Rousseau,” he remarked softly. “You like to read philosophy, mademoiselle?”

“S-sometimes.”

“So do I. Would you allow me to borrow this?” The book looked absurdly small in his hand.

She thought briefly of refusing his request, since lending it to him would necessitate the ordeal of having him return it. But her fear of seeming rude outweighed her fear of the handsome stranger. “Yes, monsieur,” she said timidly.

Still, he did not let go of her wrist. “Yes, Philippe,” he prompted, a teasing light in his eyes.

She stared at him in astonishment. Surely he knew how improper it would be for her to call him by his first name.

Her father’s voice resounded over the table. “Young Vallerand, may I ask what causes you to hide under the table with my daughter?”

Flushed and bewildered, Celia tugged at her wrist, but he would not let go. “Yes, Philippe,” she said in a frantic whisper, and was rewarded with a slow smile as he released her.

He returned with the book a few days later, and in his quiet way insisted she take him outside to show him their garden. As they talked, she realized with some surprise that her usual shyness seemed to have disappeared. She confided in him more readily than she did in her own brothers and sisters. She was not afraid of him...not until he pulled her behind a wall of climbing roses and bent his head to kiss her.

“No,” she said, twisting away from him, her heart racing.

“Untouchable,” he murmured against her cheek, wrapping his arms tightly around her. “That’s how everyone thinks of you, isn’t it? You don’t need anyone. You don’t need anything but your books and your solitude.” His lips were hot against her face, seeming to scorch her skin.

“Yes,” she heard herself whisper. “That is what they think.”

“I know it isn’t true.” His mouth played gently at the corner of her lips. “I understand you, Celia. You need to be loved. And you’re going to be mine...”

In the dark, fetid ship’s hold, Celia blotted her tears on her shoulder. It had taken her so long to realize that Philippe’s love for her was real and lasting. He had gone back to New Orleans and stayed for three years until the American war with the British was over and international waters were declared safe once more. Three years of waiting and writing letters, three years of hope and frustration and doubt.

But Philippe had returned to France to make her his wife and take her back to New Orleans with him. Finally she had let herself believe that they would have a life together, and it had all been taken away in the space of few minutes. Now Philippe was dead. She felt ashamed of herself, for not only was she consumed with grief, she was also angry at him. It made no sense to blame Philippe—none of it had been his fault—but still she was angry that he had not been able to foresee the danger. She stared blindly into the stifling darkness while the drowsy cat rearranged itself on her lap. Now that Philippe was gone, she had no desire to live. She could only hope that death would come to her quickly, and that she would have the courage to face it with dignity.

He had several aliases, but his crew knew him as Captain Griffin. Like the mythical monster with the wings of an eagle and the body of a lion, he was swift, cunning, and lethal. Under his command a schooner could outsail any other vessel on the water. He sailed as he did everything else, by instinct. It was because of him that his men worked without the usual sloppiness of pirate crews, for he had made them understand that discipline and efficiency were the quickest means to the end they all desired.

Stretching out his long legs on the beach, Griffin settled his broad back against a grounded pirogue and lit a thin black cigar. After placing the cigar between his lips, he rubbed a hand over his shaggy beard and pushed back an unruly lock of hair that had fallen over his face. His blue eyes, as dark as the sea at midnight, sought and found his own ship Vagabond moored in the harbor.

For the past few days the schooner had been tucked in the safety of the harbor of Isle au Corneille, Crow’s Island. More than a dozen other vessels were anchored there—brigantines, gunboats, and schooners of varying sizes, all armed to the teeth. Almost thirty warehouses—not to mention a village of palmetto-thatched huts, a brothel, and a few large slave corrals—had been built amid the thick groves of shrubs and twisted oak trees on the island.

While Vagabond was at anchor its crew had partaken of whores and spirits, both of which were cheap and plentiful here. Meanwhile at Griffin’s orders the cargo had been appraised and unloaded into relay warehouses. As usual, the spoils of their recent plunders had been divided equally among the hundred men who comprised his crew.

Griffin drew again on the cigar and breathed out a puff of smoke. He was relaxed but still alert. Now that he had been declared an outlaw by the American government, he could never afford to let his guard down. A year ago, his ventures had been more or less legal. Armed with letters of marque from Cartagena, a seaport on the Caribbean coast of South America, he had preyed upon Spanish commerce and garnered a considerable fortune. But along the way it had been impossible to resist capturing a few fat-bellied merchant ships from other nations he had not been commissioned to attack...hence the upgrading of his status from privateer to full-fledged pirate. Griffin’s only hard-and-fast rule was that his ship left American vessels unmolested. Everything else was fair game.

Feeling in need of a drink, Griffin stubbed out the cigar and rose to his feet in a lithe movement. He headed toward the crumbling fort, which contained the closest thing to a saloon the island possessed. It was a dismantled brig, set in the sand and converted into a tavern and dwelling place.

Brilliant with lamps and torchlight, the tavern, dubbed the Cat’s-head, beckoned invitingly. It was filled with unruly seamen. Many of them were Legare’s men, just in from a successful tour of the Gulf. Even in their drunken merriment the men took care to avoid Griffin as he crossed the threshold.

“Cap’n,” a voice hailed from a table in the corner. Griffin threw a glance over his shoulder. It was John Risk, a black-haired Irishman with an able sword arm and a perpetually roguish grin. Risk was the second-in-command and the best cannoneer on Griffin’s ship. He wore a black patch where one of his eyes used to be. The eye had been lost just last year, when he had saved Griffin’s life during a hand-to-hand contest on the deck of a ship they were boarding. A hard-faced whore perched on Risk’s lap, holding a half-empty bottle of rum.

“Cap’n, are we planning to up-anchor soon?” Risk asked carefully.

Griffin reached for the bottle, took a healthy swig, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Are you that eager to leave, Jack?”

“Aye, I’ve had a bellyful o’ Legare’s men boastin’. ‘Twas six prizes they tuck on this trip...well now, didn’t we do the same not three months ago? Next time out we’ll show them rovers how to pack on sail! We’ll come back towin’ ten prize ships behind us! We’ll—”

“We’ll lay low for the time being,” Griffin interrupted dryly. “After all the recent activity, the Gulf is crawling with gunboats fresh from New Orleans.”

Risk scowled. “Aye, Cap’n. If that’s what yer gut tells ye—”

“It is.”

“Ye got the ship stocked heavy with supplies,” Risk said reflectively. “P’raps we’re finally settin’ out to the middle passage?”

An ominous glint entered Griffin’s dark blue eyes. “I don’t run slaves, Jack.”

“Aye, but the money to be made—”

“We make enough doing things my way.”

Risk shrugged cheerfully. “Can’t argue with that, Cap’n. But the divvil knows Dominic Legare makes no scruple of it.” He lifted the rum bottle to his lips, drank deeply, and shook his head. “Six prizes,” he muttered. “Just look at that André Legare, fat bastard, with his bloody big grin, knowin’ his brother Nicky’s going to cut him a nice big slice of the spoils. For doing nothin’ except anchoring his arse in a tavern while the rest of us—”

“Enough, Jack,” Griffin said coolly, and Risk quieted.

Griffin looked in the direction Risk had pointed. André Legare was indeed wearing a grin. As usual, he was surrounded by platters of food and bottles of wine, his large belly overflowing onto his lap. His perspiring face was half-covered by a reddish beard clotted with scraps of meat and grease.

The differences between the Legare brothers were striking. Dominic was a cold, efficient shark, seeming to take pleasure in nothing except hunting and providing for his younger brother. A peculiarly self-contained man, he had never been seen with either women or boys, never drank, never acknowledged pain or required anything for his own comfort. He was excruciatingly meticulous in his dress and appearance. André, on the other hand, was a buffoon, a rotund, slovenly man with a bottomless appetite for food, drink, and women—in precisely that order.

“Dominic’s brought a new woman for André,” Risk commented. “Heard the commotion when they took her off the Vulture—she’s got a scream that’ll make yer ears wither up and drop off. Poor wench. Do ye know what happened to the last one Dominic gave him? She was all—”

“Yes,” Griffin said shortly, finding the subject distasteful. Unfortunately, he’d once happened to see one of André Legare’s victims as the body was being deposited on the shore. The girl had been tortured and mutilated by André’s vicious sexual games. Those who knew of the younger Legare’s treatment of women were repelled, but no one interfered. On Isle au Corneille a man’s business was his own, unless it happened to interfere with yours.

Risk lightly jostled the prostitute on his lap. “Tell me now, darlin’, why is it I never see André Legare with his paws on ye and yer erring sisters?”

“Dominic won’t let ’im,” she replied with a saucy pout. “We makes a good profit for the Legares.”

Risk pretended dismay. “Then...in a roundabout way I’ve added to their pockets? And them already flush with money?” He pushed her off his knee, nearly causing her to land on the floor. “Shove off, darlin’...I’ve lost me yen for love tonight.” As the whore scowled, he grinned and flipped her a gold piece. “An’ do say somethin’ nice about me to the other sisters. I’ll be back again.”

Catching the coin expertly, she slanted a smile at him and strolled away with swaying hips.

Griffin had retreated into the shadowy corner, paying little attention to Risk’s antics. His attention was focused on Dominic Legare and his entourage, who had just entered the tavern and gathered at the opposite corner of the room. Bottles were passed around, brandy and rum splashing over the tables and floor. Carousing and singing drunkenly, they crowded around André while Dominic watched. A presentation was about to take place. When the last notes of the ribald sea chantey died away, Dominic snapped his fingers and gestured to someone behind him.

A roar of approval set the walls to trembling as a woman was dragged out of concealment and thrust in front of André. She was clad in a tattered, bloodstained gown, her legs and feet bare, her arms bound behind her. She should have been in hysterics, but she was silent and outwardly calm. Her gaze flickered around the room. Griffin realized with a touch of unwilling admiration that she was trying to assess her chances of escape.

“Lovely,” Risk muttered. “A choice bit of goods, aye?”

Griffin agreed silently. She was obviously a woman of quality, with fair skin and delicate features. Her tangled blond hair glittered in the torchlight, pale and silvery and rare. He could not look away from her, could only stare while an unreasonable tide of wanting swept over him. She was too thin, breakably fragile. His taste was for robust women who would not be intimidated by a man his size. But he could not repress the thought of what it would be like to fit himself between her slender legs and crush her sweet mouth under his. The image caused a hot stirring in his loins.

Griffin folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the wall, deciding that this was the first foolish move he had ever seen Dominic Legare make. Such a woman shouldn’t be wasted on André.

“Why the hell are we nivver findin’ women like that on our prize ships?” Risk wondered aloud.

After squealing in delight and wiping his greasy face on his sleeve, André caught the woman’s slim hips and jerked her down to his lap. “By God, Dominic, this is the best one yet!” His pudgy hands roamed over her. “So sweet, so soft...I’ll make her scream for me tonight!”

“Yes, mon frère, do what you like with her,” Dominic said. His tone was dry, but his lips were curved in a benevolent smile.

André rubbed his hands over her hair and smooth-skinned face. “I’ve never had a woman with this color hair. I’ll have to make this one last.”

Celia closed her eyes. His breath was rank enough to make her ill. The feel of his mouth on her face was more than she could endure. As he tried to kiss her, she jerked her head to the side and bit his ear, hard enough to taste blood. Screaming in sudden surprise and rage, André let go of her. Quickly she scrambled away and darted through the tavern.

Ignoring the stinging of her bare feet, Celia made her way toward the open door, her pulse racing in powerful surges. There was shouting and laughter behind her. The side of her hip bumped painfully into a chair. It was useless to run, but she didn’t care. The will to live flooded through her, and every nerve screamed for her to escape.

Just before she reached the door a booted foot obstructed her path, and instantly her mad flight was over. She tripped and began to fall. The hard floor rose up swiftly to meet her. There was no way to save herself—her arms were tied behind her back. Suddenly she was caught and pulled upright by an unyielding arm. Gasping, she wondered how someone could have moved fast enough to stop her from hitting the floor. Her unseen rescuer steadied her by the shoulders, holding her facing away from him.


The owner of the foot that had tripped her stood up. “John Risk,” the one-eyed pirate introduced himself with a devilish grin. “Where are ye running to, darlin’? Outside is no place for a lady. Ye’d be caught and ravished in a minute by the rovers on the beach.”

“Help me,” she said urgently, while Legare’s men swarmed around them. For once her English was flawless. “I-I am a Vallerand. Take me to New Orleans. Maximilien Vallerand will reward you well for my safe return.”

Risk’s expression of insolent amusement vanished, and he looked up at the man behind her with a questioning frown.

Celia quivered as the man who held her bent to murmur in her ear. “By what claim are you a Vallerand?” His voice was deep and husky, and it sent chills down her spine. She tried to twist around to see him, but he would not let her.

“I am the w-wife of Dr. Philippe Vallerand,” she stammered. “Our ship...the Golden Star...They killed my husband. It was yesterday, I think...perhaps the day before.”

The fingers on her shoulders tightened, then tightened again, until she let out a cry of pain. The crushing hands relaxed their cruel grip.

“My God,” Celia heard him say softly.

“You...you have heard of the Vallerands?” she asked.

Abruptly Dominic Legare was before her, shoving Risk aside. He looked well over her head at the man behind her, who must have been exceedingly tall.

“My thanks, Captain Griffin,” Legare said “Now you will allow me to take André’s gift back to him.”

Celia was shocked to feel the man’s arm slide around her, clasping her body just underneath her breasts. It was a gesture of ownership. The warmth of his hand burned through her dress. She looked down and saw a muscled forearm covered with black hair, revealed by a rolled-up shirtsleeve. The soft voice spoke again.

“Captain Legare, there is something we will discuss first.”

Dominic lifted his thin brows.

The room became quiet, all eyes turning toward them. It was well known that Griffin was the only man on Isle au Corneille who did not fear Dominic Legare. Until this moment the two men had avoided all semblance of confrontation. They had spoken to each other only once before, concerning a minor dispute between two men from their respective crews. Although Legare’s organization was larger and more powerful, Griffin’s enmity was not something to be taken lightly.

“I have an interest in the wench,” Griffin continued casually. “Are you open to an offer?”

Legare shook his head. “Now that André has seen her, I’m afraid that is impossible. I never disappoint my brother.”

“Fifty thousand—in silver.”

Risk’s mouth dropped open as he stared at Griffin. Slowly he sat down as if his legs would no longer support him.

“No such paltry sum would interest me,” Legare sneered. “I suppose you haven’t heard of the successful run the Vulture has just made.”

“A hundred thousand,” Griffin said calmly.

Ripples of astonishment went through the room, punctuated by whistles and exclamations.

Celia quivered with fear. Why did this mysterious Captain Griffin want her enough to pay a fortune? And if Legare agreed, what did Griffin intend to do with her? The horrifying thought crossed her mind that she might be even worse off in this man’s custody than in André’s.

Legare was silent with surprise. His eyes narrowed. “What is it about the girl that interests you so?”

“One hundred fifty.”

Legare sucked in his breath, then let it out slowly. His sharp eyes glittered with satisfaction at the prospect of refusing Griffin something he obviously wanted. He gave a jagged smile. “No.”

André waddled forward through the crowd, his stomach jiggling. His round face was beet-red with excitement. “Yes, yes! Let ’im fight for her, Dominic! For years we’ve heard all the draff his men spout, boasting about their mighty captain...well, let’s see him fight, now! Put ’im up against our best man.”

Risk fumbled for the bottle of rum and downed a large swallow. “Sweet Jesus,” he mumbled.

Dominic stared at Griffin consideringly. He addressed a question to André, while still looking at Griffin’s expressionless face. “Would that really please you, mon frère? Enough to risk losing the woman I brought you?”

“Aye,” came the ready answer. “We’ll have ’im show us what he’s made of, Dom!”

“Very well. This is the proposal, Griffin: you fight the man I choose. To the death, naturellement. If you succeed, you may have the girl for one hundred and fifty thousand, all in hard money. If my man wins, your ship and all the property you have stored in the relay warehouses belong to me.”

Risk shot up angrily. “What the hell—”

“Aye,” Griffin said in a businesslike manner.

The tavern burst into an uproar. Money began to change hands, while loud wagers flew thick and fast. As the news was shouted to passersby, men began crowding inside frantically. Griffin scowled as he saw some of his crew squabbling with Legare’s men. “Jack,” he said to Risk, “spread the word among ours to keep their heads. We don’t need—”

“Bloody hell, ye think they’ll pay any heed?” Risk demanded incredulously. “Cap’n, ye know what ye’ve started! Things’ll never be the same on the island. Ye’ve always told us to steer clear of any rivalry with Legare’s men—”

“Yes, I know,” Griffin interrupted, his expression grim.

“She’s just a woman! She can’t be worth this! Besides, the spoils in the warehouses weren’t all yers t’ gamble with. A share of the stake was mine!”

“Unfortunately,” Griffin said, “I had no choice in the matter.”

“Ye’d better win,” Risk muttered.

Celia stood with downbent head, dazed and helpless. Some part of her mind understood what was happening, but her thoughts were strangely disoriented.

Suddenly André Legare approached her, tangling his fingers in her hair. She looked into his dark eyes, almost completely concealed by his heavy eyelids and puffy cheeks. His full-lipped mouth was stained at the corners. “I’ll take her until the contest is through,” André said to Griffin, pulling impatiently at the shining strands of golden hair.

Celia turned away from him and found herself pressed against Griffin’s hard chest. There was an eerily familiar feeling about the way his arm felt around her, the heat of his skin through his shirt. Although she was of more than average height for a woman, the top of her head barely reached his shoulder.

“Nay,” she heard Griffin’s voice over her head. “I won’t have damaged goods foisted on me after going to the trouble of fighting for her.”

Petulantly André looked for his older brother, but Dominic was busy selecting a man to put up against Griffin. “I won’t damage her,” he whined, letting go of Celia’s hair. “How do I know you won’t?”

John Risk stepped forward. “I ’spect Cap’n Griffin’s ideas of how to entertain a woman are a wee bit different than yers, Legare. But if it satisfies ye, I’ll look after the sweet cailin. God knows I’m not fool enough to try anything with her.”

André stormed away, spewing loud complaints.

Bracing his foot on the seat of a chair, Griffin drew a knife from his boot to cut the bonds around Celia’s wrists. As she stood between his thighs, she finally had the opportunity to look up at his face. She couldn’t hide her involuntary shiver.









Chapter 2




The sight of Griffin threatened Celia in every way a woman could feel threatened. He was like a savage beast, with a wild mane of sable hair that fell past his shoulders. The line of his jaw was hidden by a thick beard. An open black shirt revealed sun-bronzed skin and a muscular hair-matted chest. He had a long straight nose, sharp cheekbones, and a bold look that proclaimed he would not recognize shame if he stood face to face with it. His eyes were such a fierce, stabbing blue that she flinched. She had never met anyone with eyes that color except for…

Griffin slashed the rope that bound her wrists, and all thought was driven away by excruciating pain as blood began to pump through her arms. The strained muscles of her shoulders exacerbated her agony. Celia swayed unsteadily, her ears buzzing.

Swearing at her, Griffin hooked an arm around her narrow waist. “Damn scrawny woman,” he muttered, sliding the knife back into his boot. “Would you save your swooning for a more convenient time?”

“I-I’ll try to restrain myself, Captain,” she said. Although her tone was meek, there was a thread of sarcasm in it.

Frowning, Griffin pushed her at Risk. “Take her, Jack. And don’t make free with your hands, or I’ll take your hide off in strips.”

“Aye, sir,” Risk said obediently, pulling Celia to the chair beside him. Folding his hands and resting them on the table, he gave her an angelic smile.

Griffin shrugged out of his sleeveless black jerkin and dropped it on the table. Fishing out a short length of rawhide from his pocket, he tied back his wild black hair. Celia watched him with wide eyes. She had never seen anyone like him before. His body was well-conditioned for battle, tall and rangy, but tough and muscled. His hands were huge and callused. Her father would call such a man “full of gristle”. There was a frightening alertness in those shocking blue eyes.

“Wh-what do you want with me?” she whispered. Soft as the question was, he heard it clearly.

“Call it a debt I have to honor.” He stood over her, settling his hands on the back of her chair. “And I always take care of my debts,” he murmured, staring down at her. She shrank away, feeling she would shatter into pieces if he leaned one inch closer.

“I-if you take me to New Orleans,” she said shakily, “the Vallerands will reward you for returning me un-unmolested—”

His eyes glinted with amusement. “If I do take you there, you’ll be received the same whether you’re molested or not.”

“But the Vallerands would not want—”

“And you think I give a damn what the Vallerands want,” he interrupted, his gaze traveling over her body. She froze as she felt his fingertip touch the tip of her ear and slide around the delicate curve. He tickled gently behind her earlobe, as if she were a prickly-tempered cat. “Well, you have nothing to fear from me, my little bag of bones. When I lay with a woman, I like some cushion to her.”

Risk snickered, while Celia jerked her head back to avoid that teasing fingertip. Although she feared Griffin as much as she did the others, there was something about him that provoked a far deeper sense of outrage. Not even Dominic Legare seemed as casual in his cruelty as he did.

Griffin stared at the woman with new interest. She had the translucent skin of a child, softly rounded cheeks, a little snip of a nose. Her mouth was formed with the fashionable rosebud prettiness he usually had no taste for. Long, silky lashes framed her luminous brown eyes. What caught his notice, however, was something oddly inappropriate for such a conventionally pretty face, a mixture of intelligence and dignity that gave her distinction.

Griffin looked over at his second-in-command. “Has Legare chosen his man or not, Jack?”

Risk squinted at the other side of the room with his one eye. “’Tis hard to tell, with the pack we have in here, all gathered ’round—ah, wait, looks like Pounce. Big bear of a man—just might have some reach on ye.”

Griffin responded with a noncommittal grunt, pulling his knife from his boot. The well-sharpened blade gleamed brightly. Tossing it up in the air, he caught it expertly by the hilt. “Pity there’s not room for the cutlass,” he said. “So much quicker that way.”

“Show them a bit of fancy work,” Risk urged, excitement on his face. “Let Legare’s men see why we’ve followed ye to hell an’ back, Cap’n.”

“Nay, I’ll do it without a show.”

Without another word, Griffin turned and walked to the center of the room, where the crowd had cleared away a tight circle. The one Risk had called Pounce, a tall, solidly built man with a hideously slashed cheek, stepped forward.

The din of encouragements, threats, and excited cheers exploded into a frenzy. Terrified by the noise and animosity that thickened the air, Celia leaped to her feet, knocking over her chair. Driven by instinct, she backed away from the ferocious crowd, and felt an obstruction behind her heels. Unceremoniously she fell into Risk’s lap. He had tripped her again.

“Big feet,” he said, answering her glare with an innocent smile. “Always in the way.”

She tried to push herself off his knee, but he kept his arm around her waist. Although he was slim, there was a resilient steeliness in his limbs. “’Tis me duty to keep ye here,” he remarked pleasantly. “Don’t fear I’ll maul ye with these scaly paws, darlin’. Ye’re a sweet temptation, sure…but I know too well that Griffin would start in on me after finishing with Pounce.”

And truthfully, his hold on her was far more impersonal than any other man’s so far. Celia forced her muscles to unclench. “Poor mite,” Risk said, noticing the cracked surface of her lips. “How long since ye last had water to drink?”

“I-I do not remember,” she said in her uncertain English.

“We’ll fix ye after the broil’s over. Vagabond’s got a first-rate cook, serves up grub that won’t sour in yer belly.”


She did not even try to decipher what he had just said. “Your captain…will he lose maybe?”

“Oh, Griffin nivver loses. He’s kin to the divvil an’ fights twice as mean.”

She looked at Risk curiously. His appearance was almost civilized compared to the others in the room. His hair was cropped short, completely unlike Griffin’s wild locks. In spite of the ruined eye and the black patch, his clean-boned face was far from ugly. He was a young man, perhaps even her age. “Why does he do this?” she asked. “What does he want with me?”

“That’s for the cap’n to say. But know this, ye’ll be better off with Griffin than Legare.”

She stared at him bitterly. For a moment she could not think of the right words in English, and then she formed a reply. “You cannot know for certainly.”

“For certainly I do,” Risk said, and laughed. He lifted her off his knee and stood up. “Come, darlin’, let’s have a look at the fight.”

Celia didn’t know how he could see anything with the room in such an uproar. They were all animals bellowing coarsely, with threatening fists and bloodlust on their faces. Occasionally there was a break in the crowd and she caught sight of the flashing of knives in the shifting circle. Risk did not bother to restrain a few vigorous shouts of his own. She strained away from him, but his arm was firm around her waist, and his guard did not slacken.

Pounce was a hulking giant, with a shaggy mane of dirty brown hair. Griffin ducked underneath the arc of a knife swing and aimed a kick at his midsection. As his opponent tumbled to the ground, Griffin launched himself forward. A booted foot caught him squarely in the chest, and he let out his breath as he hurtled over Pounce’s head. Rolling as soon as he hit the ground, Griffin scrambled to his feet. They faced each other once more, breathing heavily, their clothes soaked with sweat.

“The great Captain Griffin,” Pounce muttered. “When I finish with you, you’ll be nothing but a smear on the floor.”

Griffin did not reply, his blue eyes focused intently on the man’s scarred, mocking face.

Pounce attacked with a series of knife thrusts, and Griffin leaped backward several times to avoid the bite of the blade. Shifting their weight with lightning speed, the opponents advanced and retreated in a fight that proved to be a game of balance. Griffin blocked one deep drive with his left arm, twisted in an unexpected move, and plunged his knife into Pounce’s back with chilling precision. The other man died instantly, his large body crumpling to the floor.

There was a moment of astonished silence. Then the onlookers began to cheer and exclaim.

Laughing exultantly, Risk gave Celia a friendly jostle. “Now, darlin’, ye know for certainly ye won’t be ridden by André Legare tonight!”

Celia took a shuddering breath and looked away from him. Her face was stiff and drained of blood. She wrapped her arms around herself. From her point of view, Griffin’s victory was hardly cause for rejoicing. There was no difference between him and the men who had killed Philippe. He was a cold-blooded murderer who would destroy anyone or anything that stood in the way of what he wanted. Perhaps his tortures would be more refined than André Legare’s, but he was no less a monster.

Across the room, André Legare burst into a tantrum, his skin purple against his orange beard, his veins standing out in his puffy face. “I will have her. Dominic, I will…I will!”

Gently Dominic hushed his brother. “Of course, mon frère. You know I would not let him take away my gift to you.”

André quieted. Dominic stepped over Pounce’s bleeding body to Griffin, who had just extracted his knife and wiped the blade clean. “You proved yourself quite handy with the blade,” Dominic remarked in a low voice, while the excited roar in the tavern refused to subside.

Griffin looked at him sardonically. “It was not my intention to prove anything.”

“You did, however. And as we agreed, the woman will be yours. But tomorrow morning, not tonight.”

Griffin was very still. “The woman is mine now.”

“Unfortunately André will be inconsolable if he does not have one night with her.”

A sneer twisted Griffin’s lips. “She wouldn’t survive one night with him. Your brother’s practices with women are no secret, Legare. And she’s as weak as water.”

“I’ll see to it that he is not overly rough with her.”

“You misunderstand,” Griffin said softly. “I’m not open to bargaining.”

Suddenly John Risk interrupted them, having hoisted Celia in his arms and carried her through the crowd. “Here, Cap’n—a prize well-won!” He dumped her frail body into Griffin’s arms.

Griffin looked down at the exhausted woman. Her gossamer hair spilled over his shoulder and chest. Strain had caused her skin to take on a brittle whiteness. The brown eyes were blank, as if she had retreated to an inner world where no one could reach her. It was obvious that the delicate strength he had admired before was fading quickly. He tried to assess how much more she could take before the ordeal broke her.

Dominic Legare gave him a smile of malicious amusement. “You’ll have her at dawn, Griffin. But tonight she will service André. And if you care to begin a quarrel…so be it.”

Griffin cursed inwardly. The crews of both camps were already eager for an excuse to battle—their small jealousies and rivalries had simmered a long time. An argument between their two leaders was all it would take to begin a war.

“Remember that my men outnumber yours,” Legare pointed out. “And you would not risk the deaths of a goodly part of your crew in order to satisfy your desire for a mere woman, would you? Your men would not forgive that—nor should they. In short, Captain Griffin, you know as well as I that you cannot afford the prize you have won.”

Risk’s exuberance dissolved as he listened to the short speech. “What the hell is this?” he demanded.

“Now, about the money—” Legare continued.

“Not a cent until she’s in my hands for good,” Griffin said slowly.

“Bien sûr, we’ll settle it in the morning.”

Risk gaped incredulously. “Cap’n, ye’re not going to let that drunken pig André have ’er for the night! Ye know what he’ll—”

“Quiet,” Griffin said tersely.

“But…” Risk saw the warning look in his eyes and fell silent.

Lowering Celia’s feet to the floor, Griffin sent her stumbling toward Legare with a careless nudge. Dominic caught her by the shoulders. “Tell your brother to restrain himself with her,” Griffin said coolly, “or I’ll have his head.”

Dominic’s smugness vanished. “No one threatens André.”

The bearded face was impassive. “I’ve just done André one hell of a favour.”

Celia turned her head and looked at Griffin with wretched contempt. How was it that she could feel betrayed by him? She had not really believed he would take her to New Orleans, but some part of her had dared to hope there was a chance. His blue eyes had lost their snapping intensity, seeming cold and flat.

“A demain,” he said in perfectly accented French.

Until tomorrow. She did not give a sign that she had heard. Until tomorrow, she thought bitterly, when he knew that for her there would be no tomorrow.

His gaze held hers for a chilling second, and then he looked away, seeming to lose interest. “Jack,” he said, gesturing to Risk, and the pair walked away.

“Troublesome bitch,” she heard Legare’s quiet voice in her ear as he jerked her toward the waiting André. “I hope my brother rips you limb from limb.”

Celia was sent stumbling into the room with a hard shove of André’s foot. She fell to the floor, raised herself up on her forearms, and looked at the scarred Aubusson carpet beneath her with astonishment. It was not what she would have expected to see in the ruins of an ancient fort. The room was filled with gold and finery, elaborate mismatched furniture, baroque lamps, and luxury goods. Dust, rotting food, and liquor stains were everywhere. A ripe, sickly-sweet odor filled her nostrils, and she nearly gagged.

André bent over her with a leer. “Like what you see? All of it presents from Dominic. Like you.”

“He…he takes care of you,” Celia stammered, twisting and rising to her feet.

“Dominic? Oui, toujours, always. Since we were boys in Guadeloupe. Orphan boys.”

She looked out of the corner of her eyes for some kind of weapon to use against him. “A-and he gives you all the women?” she asked, edging away from him. “He takes none for himself?”

André followed her every movement. “He gives all to me and takes none,” he said thickly, and made a quick grab for her.

Celia gasped and stepped back, avoiding the heavy, grasping hand.

Laughing delightedly, he caught her tangled hair in his fist and dragged her to the disheveled mahogany bed. Celia screamed as she was thrown halfway across the mattress. In spite of his portly size, André had more than enough strength to force her to his will. The bedclothes were unwashed and foul. Before she could move, he had pulled her wrist to the bedpost and fastened it with a leather strap already hanging there. Breathing fast from excitement and exertion, he took hold of her other arm. Celia began to scream without stopping as he reached for the strap on the opposite side of the bed. She struggled violently, but she was too weak.

Having rendered her helpless, André took the top of her dress in his hands and ripped it open, exposing the pale beauty of her body. His huge belly pressed against hers as he leaned over her. Baring his teeth, he lowered his mouth to her breast. Celia felt herself plummeting through endless depths of horror, and her mind began to turn inward, refusing to acknowledge what was happening.

Suddenly the crushing weight of his body was gone. Her screams faded into astonished silence as she saw a knife making a quick pass around his throat, a spurt of dark red blood. He dropped to the Aubusson rug, clutching his throat, making a peculiar gurgling noise. His body writhed and shuddered.

Griffin stood over him, casually wiping his knife on the wounded man’s shirt. “I changed my mind,” he said, smiling coldly into André’s bulging eyes. “I couldn’t wait for her until morning.”

André clutched his throat harder, twitched once, twice, then closed his eyes. Slowly the pudgy hands relaxed.

Griffin sheathed the knife back in his boot and turned to the bed, ignoring André Legare’s dead body. He stripped off his jerkin and began to unbutton the black shirt, while his searing blue eyes swept over the woman’s still form. Dark bruises marred her skin. She needed fattening—she was slender enough that the points of her hipbones were sharply prominent.

But something about her awakened a primal urge that nearly undid him. Griffin was troubled enough by the momentary loss of self-control to waste precious seconds looking at her. Her breasts were small but perfectly curved, adorned by tiny pink nipples. He wanted to put his mouth on them. Slowly his gaze moved down her flat abdomen to the triangle of delicate golden curls. It would be so easy to climb on top of her, relieve the aching pressure that was rapidly building between his legs. He dropped his shirt on the bed and put his sleeveless jerkin back on. She watched with a vacant stare while he untied the leather straps around her wrists. Her skin felt downy and cool underneath his fingers.

“What is your name?” he asked in French, pulling her to a sitting position. She was pliant and motionless. He repeated the question more harshly, wondering if her mind had snapped.

“Celia,” she whispered.

He was relieved by the fact that she was able to answer him. “We don’t have much time, Celia.” Deftly he stripped off the remains of her gown and pushed her arms through the sleeves of the discarded black shirt. She didn’t move as he fastened it over her naked body. “You do everything I tell you. Understand?”

She looked at him with that blank stare. Cursing, he searched the room, found a half-empty bottle of rum, and brought it back to her. As he raised it to her lips, she recovered enough to protest and push it away. Griffin cupped his hand around the back of her head and brought the bottle close again. “Drink it, damn you, or I’ll pinch your nose shut and pour it down your throat.”

Trembling, she took
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