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NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA

January 17, 1811

THERE WAS HARDLY A WELL-HEELED MAN in the delta who had not sought to do business with the St. Claire brothers, nor was there a beautiful woman who hadn’t sighed and fanned herself at the sight of them. Both were tall, lean and muscular, broad of shoulder and handsome of face, with eyes like pale blue ice. And that was where the similarity ended, for in every other way they were as different as night and day. 

Eben James was as fair-haired as his elder brother Jason Edward was dark—a great deal rougher around the edges, and lacking Jase’s smooth veneer of civility and fine manners so sought after, so greatly prized, so cultivated in the South. 

The brothers weren’t born to the flat, lush land through which the great Mississippi meandered. They were products of a region only recently tamed: the Ohio Country. It was a place where life was difficult, and luxury still hard to come by... where the Indian wars, over now for a mere decade, still lived in the collective nightmares of the general populace. 

Jase, every inch the self-made man, had striven to prosper in recent years, and not long after his thirtieth year, found himself the master of not one, but two vast plantations—one near Natchez, by an unexpected inheritance—the other, Frenchman’s Bend, located along the River Road north of New Orleans, through marriage. 

Eben had been late in settling down. After a great deal of roaming, he’d finally taken a young woman to wife, reuniting with his brother, Jase after many years’ separation. And he’d set aside his wanderlust for the most part. 

His wife, Raven was one-quarter Delaware Indian, and he loved her more than he’d ever thought to love anyone. Their twins, Megan and Cameron made his heart swell with pride every time he looked at them. Yet, only to himself could he admit that there were times late of an evening when he missed the wilderness, ached for the crackle of a campfire as it echoed off a dark wall of forest, the lonely call of a wolf to its mate.... 

He’d gone to see the endless Pacific with Meriwether Lewis and William Clark; he’d seen for himself the steaming earth called Colter’s Hell, and he’d gazed upon sights that few white men had seen. Yet, instead of providing him with a sense of accomplishment, it had kindled a fire in his blood that was damned hard to extinguish, an undying thirst for adventure.  

Truth be told, Eben had chafed under the mantle of a bone-deep restlessness all his life. He’d promised himself after he took his Raven to wife—especially after the birth of their children—that he would settle down. It was easier said, than done. A wildness lived deep inside Eben St. Claire, a spirit of the American frontier that could not be tamed, harnessed, or killed. At times in recent months, a pressure built up inside of him that screamed for release, but there was no surcease to be found in the genteel surroundings that his brother, Jase, called home. At Frenchman’s Bend Plantation, he was a dutiful husband and father, well-mannered and civilized... yet he always felt a little out of place. His brother’s world could not contain a restless spirit for long, and there were times when he yearned to break free—just for a little while. Not from Raven. Never that. And not from his little lad and lass... but from the man he’d become since deciding to settle in Louisiana. 

When the tension built inside him, he headed to the city—to the waterfront of New Orleans, where men like him worked and played and let off steam, as he longed to do. There was nothing more satisfying than the crunch of some Kaintuck’s nose beneath his fist to ease his tension, and if it kept him from being a bad husband to his Raven, it seemed a harmless enough diversion. 

“What in hell were you thinking?”

Eben had known it was coming. He’d stayed in New Orleans last night with a friend of a friend of a friend of Jase’s after closing the deal on a parcel of land, after which this gentleman had insisted on seeking out some entertainment at the Monkey’s Brass Balls, a seamy establishment preferred by flatboatmen from upriver. One thing led to another, and Eben’s tension found release in the form of an all-out brawl. He’d had the better end of things, come away from the engagement with bruised knuckles and an eye that was as pretty a purple as the wisteria that grew in the garden at Frenchman’s Bend. 

“What was I thinking when?” Eben said, being deliberately obtuse. It was a silly question for a brother to ask, especially one who knew him as well as he knew himself. 

Jase narrowed his pale blue gaze, and looked hard and unforgiving. It was their father’s face, and Eben was not swayed in the least by it. The Scotch-Irish were nearly as hard as the land they’d fought to conquer—not easily intimidated by anything, or anyone, least of all his only blood kin. “Did you purposely set out to get yourself beaten? Or was it an accident that you collided with someone’s fist?”

“It wasn’t a fist. It was a knee, actually. The fella’s some sort of acrobat—whatever that is—and you should see him, if you think this is impressive. His nose is layin’ alongside his right ear.”

“Jesus,” Jase said under his breath. 

“Hell, don’t take on so,” Eben said. “I’m not a ten-year-old. I look out for myself, and now and again, I’ve got to test my neighbor’s restraint.”

Jase’s hard mouth stretched into a grim smile. “I understand you have a reckless streak. Just beware how far you test your neighbor. This is not Pittsburg, and you are liable to get shot. Aside from the outsiders who flock to the riverfront, disputes aren’t settled with fisticuffs. The preferred method is usually pistols under the oaks. I would hate to have to explain your untimely demise to your wife—who in reality is barely more than a bride. Speaking of which—have you told her, yet? About the acquisition?”

“Actually, I thought I’d surprise her.” Eben’s plan was to have the construction of the house completed before he informed Raven that they were relocating. 

Jase scrubbed his knuckles along his jaw. “Don’t you think it would be wise to ask her opinion on the construction?”

“What for? I know her better than anyone, and she always defers to my opinion anyway—sooner or later. I’ve got it all up here,” Eben told Jase, tapping his temple and sucking in a pained breath. That damned black eye was certainly tender, and his lower left ribs hurt like the very devil. 

“I’m headed home,” Jase said. “Are you coming?”

“Of course. In fact, I’ll race you. That big bay of mine will best anything on four legs.”

“Anything but Sadist,” Jase said dismissively. 

Eben snorted. “He’s getting old... rather like yourself. Might be time to put him out to pasture.”

“Old? Are you not thirty-seven years yourself? And still but green-broke.”

“I’ve a wild streak, and will never be tamed completely. Besides, my pretty little wife loves me for who I am. She wouldn’t want me to change. In fact, it’s that untamed quality that excites the wench most.” He tipped back his blond head and hooted his mirth at that, while his older, perhaps wiser, definitely duller brother shook his head.  

“Call her a wench to her face, and you’ll be sleeping in the stables.”

“Raven would never banish me from our bedchamber. She loves me to distraction.”

“We’ll see how much she loves you when she finds out that you have built a house without consulting her,” Jase said with a knowing smile. The glint in his eyes clearly said he understood the female character better than his younger counterpart.  

“She will be thrilled,” Eben insisted, and he truly believed it, beyond a shadow of a doubt. 

“I will gladly test your stallion’s mettle another day, but I might suggest another wager, if you’re game. One hundred dollars says that you don’t know your bride as well as you think you do, and that she will be more than a little perturbed by all of this.”

“Ha! Why not make it two?” Eben asked. “As they say, ‘in for a penny’....”

Jase inclined his dark head. “Very well then. Double that, and double it again. Eight hundred says you’re full of shit.”

Eben brought his stud from the livery and swung into the saddle. “Eight hundred says she will be thrilled that her husband is such a thoughtful, dynamic, forward-thinking man, a man who shoulders the burdens and does not trouble her pretty little head with tedious details. I’ve hired a crew to accompany me upriver in the morning, to clear the land and then to begin construction. In six months’ time, I’ll own one of the grandest homes in Baton Rouge. Then, we’ll see who’s full of shit.” 

Nudging the stallion with his boot heels, he trotted off, heading north along the river, confident his brother would catch up. 

RAVEN ST. CLAIRE HAD NEVER been so far removed from her element, and she felt it to the very center of her being. She’d been born the daughter of a French Canadian trader and his wife, who’d been half-Delaware. A simple log cabin in the Indiana Territory had been all she’d ever known, until a handsome frontiersman blundered his way into her life. Her beloved Papa was on his deathbed, and through means not totally without guile, he’d wrung a promise from Eben St. Claire to see her safely east to civilization. 

She certainly hadn’t intended to fall in love with him. Especially not when he tried her patience, and seemed intent on ruining her life by telling her what she could and could not do. A more obstinate, confounding, conceited man she had never encountered... nor one who went to such great lengths to please her, or to make her feel alive.  

“Mama! Mama!” Cameron cried insistently, tugging on Raven’s skirt. “Can we go to the garden? There is a boat on the river. A big boat. And I want to see!”

Cameron had Raven’s dark hair, and his father’s bluster and enthusiasm for ceaseless action. He ran instead of walking, and when his feet became tangled and he sprawled, he picked himself up and was off again. He was every bit as irrepressible as his sister Megan was quiet. 

That one sat on her mother’s lap, playing with a dolly her papa had given her as a gift for Christmas Day. 

“Mama! The garden!” Cameron said, his voice piping up the scale as his impatience increased. 

“You can’t go into the garden without a coat. And Megan and I must have a wrap to keep the chill away. It’s damp and cold today.”

“Papa doesn’t wear a coat, most days.”

“Papa’s grown,” Raven said, smoothing his thick dark curls. “He gets to be foolish, and court disaster if he so wishes. You, my love, do not. Run to your room and find your buff-colored coat. Do you know which one that is?”

His chubby face grew quite serious, his brows drawing down. “The one with the big buttons.”

“Very good.” Raven put Megan on her feet, stood to take her hand, and as she straightened a sharp pain slithered through her rounding belly. She caught her breath and bent over until it passed. 

“Raven? Are you feeling unwell?” Catherine St. Claire, Jase’s petite blond wife, and the mistress of Frenchman’s Bend Plantation had entered the grand salle at the very moment Raven attempted to stand. It seemed those lovely aquamarine eyes of hers missed nothing, and there were times when Raven chafed beneath such a close scrutiny. 

“A twinge is all.”  Raven sucked in a breath and laughed. “Ah! There it goes again.”

“Perhaps you should lie down? Elise can take the little ones to the nursery.”

“I don’t want to lie down.” Raven bristled at the suggestion, and immediately was awash with guilt. Catherine meant well, and she had been nothing if not kind to her, welcoming her into her home, introducing her to a new way of life... only it was her old way of life that she so dearly missed. “I’m sorry. I do not mean to be sharp with you, but I am fine, really. I’m taking Cam and Megan to the garden for some fresh air.”

Catherine bit back whatever she’d been about to say. She compressed her lips into a tight little smile. “Very well, then.”

“Auntie, Auntie! There’s a boat,” Cameron said. 

“Your coat,” Raven reminded him. “Or you won’t get to see it. Go!”

Raven turned away, but Catherine called her back before she reached the foot of the grand staircase. “Raven?”

“Yes?”

“You would tell me if something was wrong, would you not?”

Raven crossed to where her sister-in-law stood and gently kissed her cheek. “Yes, of course. You are my sister. We have no secrets between us. But I am fine, truly, and there is no reason to be concerned.” She gave her a smile meant to reassure her. “Now, you must excuse me for we must hurry and fetch our wraps so that we can see the impressive boat making its way along the river. It’s very exciting.”

Outside, skies were a soft shade of dove gray. The air was damp and chilly, but the grass still a deep shade of green, and Raven’s thoughts were greatly divided. Far to the northeast, the air would be crisp and cold and the broad Allegheny River covered with a sheet of ice. A foot of snow—perhaps double that—lay pristine white upon the ground, and the smell of wood smoke, strong and pungent, signaled the waiting warmth and comfort of a home fire kept burning... awaiting a loved one’s return, and the beginning of a long winter’s night.... 

How she loved Eben.

He was the keeper of her heart, the motivating force in her life, and she wanted to please him in all things... but Louisiana was not home.

She missed Meggie, his foster sister. She missed McAllister’s Inn, and the cabin Eben had built for her. 

Most of all, she missed not having to share him with Jason, and with his own
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