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		“OH, I SWEAR I WILL—SHOOT YOU!”
SHE THREATENED.

		“Tara—”

		“In both knees! And I’ll scalp you and—”

		“You’ll hush up before your voice carries any farther!” he warned her.

		“I’ll tell you exactly what I think of you, just as loudly as I—”

		“You’ll close your mouth, my love.”

		“I—”

		“I’ll close it for you.”

		“How dare you—”

		But he did dare, easily, his lips sealing her own, his tongue thrusting to fill her mouth, the force of his kiss robbing her of breath. When his lips parted from hers at last, she couldn’t quite grasp why she had been shouting. She inhaled raggedly and told him, “This is no way to carry on a conversation.”

		A smile curled the left side of his mouth just slightly, and a speck of fire seemed to glimmer in his eyes. “We weren’t conversing.…”
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		Author’s Note

		I have always wanted to do a series of books about Florida. It is much more than a place to me; it is home. In my own lifetime, I have watched drastic changes come to the state. No matter what those changes, it has always been a land of contrast, from the quiet peace of moss-draped oaks to the violence of ’gator-riddled swampland. Some people love it, some people hate it. Some swelter in the heat, and others dream of it during long winters in more northern climates. But to me, home is something like a close relative. I love it for all of the good—and the bad—that it entails, and I am delighted now to be embarking upon a series of books that will bring Florida through decades of change to our present day, the Florida that I know best.

		Working on such a series seemed an easy prospect; I had heard so much about the state’s history all of my life. The problem there, of course, is half of what we hear is legend, a quarter is truth, another quarter downright lie, and it is amazing to realize that “knowing” about something can also make the research ten times harder. There was no difficulty finding the research books—the difficulty was in deciding which of the various historians’ versions about events from a different century were accurate. Also, just as any current movie is different to the eyes of each beholder, history is also different in the hands of those who actually lived it—often the Seminoles, quite naturally, saw events in a different light from the white soldiers, even when both were in exactly the same place at the same time.

		Some of the widest differences in historical interpretation center on a man who is a main character in my first two books—the legendary Osceola, or Billy Powell, as he was first known, or Asi Yaholo, Black-Drink-Singer. A number of my research books suggest that the white man Powell was married to Osceola’s mother but was not his father, while others strongly argue that Powell was definitely his natural father. A study of his bones suggests a white heritage, though historians bemoan the fact that the war chief’s head was removed from his body at the time of his death. Were the skull and certain neck vertebrae only available now, research could be much more complete. Interestingly, study of Osceola’s bones has also suggested a percentage of black blood, which seems a fitting amalgam for the chief during the time period in which he was born. For my purposes, though I am well aware of the opposing arguments, I have represented Osceola as the natural son of a white man named Powell. Some historians have suggested that he could not speak English; due to the circumstances of his birth and his many relationships with the white man, I find this hard to believe. It would be more natural, I think, to believe that the chief could speak English—when he chose to do so. Whatever the truth of his birth, he rose to become a powerful force in a bitter war, and then to become legend. He was fierce, courageous, all too human in his failings, and at the very least a remarkable man.

		There were many different Native American groups living in Florida at the time of the conflict. Some had moved south during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and become absorbed in the remnants of tribes decimated by European diseases and earlier warfare. Even to say that most were Creeks is confusing, since the term Creek comes from the very fact that they were peoples living along a creek. Osceola was born a “Creek,” but at the time of the conflict all American Indians living in Florida were referred to as Seminoles, and their language group or place of origin did not matter to the white military.

		Even the term Seminole causes conflict, but again, I have read the many suggested definitions, and chosen that which seem most appropriate to me—runaway, from the Spanish term cimarrón.

		I hope very much that you enjoy the book and feel a sense of the wild, raw, and exotic frontier that existed when fledgling Americans turned their eyes southward to a savage land, a fantastic paradise, a burning hell.

		Welcome to my home. I hope you’ll stay with me awhile.

		Heather Graham

		The Great State of Florida

		January 5, 1994

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		Prologue

		Destiny
So It Begins …

November 20, 1835

		The day was beautiful, crisp and cool. It was, in fact, one of those late fall days in which it might seem that the landscape was an Eden. Nothing but nature’s beauty intruded upon the trails. Pines grew in abundance within the hammock, and their needles created a soft green carpet on the ground. Through the trail of trees the water of a clear spring glistened, and even at a distance the reflections of a multitude of wild orchids could be seen wavering just slightly upon the glassy surface of the crystal water. Cypress trees grew along the water, interspersed with strong oaks. Soft lime-green mosses clung to the dipping branches of the oaks, creating another wave of reflection and color upon the water. The air was perfect with its cooling kiss of fall. It was true that in summer the heat could become stifling, but even then the crystal water would be welcoming and cool, the dipping, leaf-laden branches of the trees would offer shade from the merciless heat of the sun.

		Beyond the hammock the marshlands, rivers, and swamps swept around rich farmland. Some of it slightly rolling, most of it endlessly flat. Deep in the rivers ringed by the marsh, alligators lived and roamed, hunting the exotic birds that dotted the deep-green and earth-toned landscape. A few wild buffalo still moved within the territory, while deer were in abundance along with rabbits, bears, and squirrels. Wild berries grew in the low brush, and coconut palms were scattered here and there. It was indeed an exotic Eden—with, of course, many a serpent to strike the unwary.

		The White Tiger—the name given him when he had left his childhood behind and become a man—reined in his horse, aware of the subtle sounds within the cypress hammock and the marshlands and swamp that surrounded it. Though no tigers roamed the land, the powerful panthers here were often referred to as “tigers,” and the name had been given him with respect, for which he was grateful. He had ridden deep into Indian country in the Florida territory, a place he knew well, and he sensed he was not alone.

		He paused for a moment. He wasn’t a man given to flights of fancy, nor was he in the least superstitious. But today he felt a curious sense of destiny, as if he were entering along some path from which there would be no turning back. Forces were being turned into motion, and he had now set his feet upon the trail, the course of action, he was destined to follow.

		He held himself very still and listened.

		He heard the faint sound of the water rippling beneath the light autumn breeze, the sway of the cypress branches. He heard the call of the bird and then the call that was not a bird. There was a slight rustle in the leaves that was not caused by the air moving so gently through them.

		He lifted his hands above his head, showing that his knife was sheathed in the leather at his calf and that his rifle rested securely in the leather loop of his saddle. Hands still high, he threw one leg around and hopped down the distance from the back of his horse.

		“I’ve come alone,” he called out.

		Three men instantly appeared, all of them exceptionally grand in their choice of clothing for the day. They wore deerskin breeches and cotton shirts exquisitely designed in a multitude of colors. Epaulets of brass adorned one, necklaces in silver ran in shimmering strands from the neck of another. White blood was obvious in the grave faces of two of the men, the one of medium height, with dark, intelligent eyes that gazed steadily at him. He was a striking man, one who had already earned a reputation, not as a hereditary leader, but as one who had risen among his people, for in the Muskogee culture a warrior chief did not have to come from a ruling lineage. When he had left his childhood name behind and taken on his warrior’s name, his people had called him Asi Yaholo, meaning Black-Drink-Singer, but the whites had put it together and called him Osceola.

		The second mixed-blood Indian in the group was very tall, the White Tiger’s own height, and younger. He was an arresting man of lean muscularity and fluid motion. His face was a handsome one, having taken the best from both cultures. His cheekbones were high and bronzed, his mouth was generous, brow high and cleanly arched, and against the smooth copper of his sun-darkened flesh and the ebony sleek darkness of his hair, his eyes were a rich, startling shade of blue. He had earned the name Running Bear as a warrior, for as a hunter he could outdistance, outfight, and outclimb even the most dangerous of bruins. He was the first to greet the White Tiger, embracing him gravely, then stepping back in silence. It was he who had arranged the meeting here today, and though a powerful man himself and the head of his own family, one confident in himself and his own abilities, he offered a respectful deference to the two warrior chiefs who had accompanied him here today.

		The third man, of pure Indian blood, was Alligator, brother-in-law to Chief Micanopy of the old Alachua band, ready to influence this man who had hereditary sway over not only the Muskogee-speaking Seminoles, but the Hitichi-speaking Mikasukis as well. Alligator was clever, strong, and fierce, and in his dark eyes the White Tiger saw that the man had little hope for a peaceful future.

		Osceola stretched out a hand to indicate a cove among the trees where the ground had been prepared for them to sit. They did so, in a square, all four facing one another.

		“I have come,” the White Tiger said—quickly getting down to business as he knew that Osceola would be impatient to do—“because I bring the great sorrow from many good white men who are familiar with the Mico Osceola.”

		Osceola nodded, waiting. The others remained silent. “Perhaps I am gifted more than most men with my knowledge of the People, and in that, I know that Asi Yaholo does not judge all white men as bad, that he is a clever man who has always taken what he has seen as good from his own world and that of others and put it to his own use. He has made good friends among the whites.”

		“And enemies,” Alligator injected angrily.

		The White Tiger sighed softly. This was why he had come. “Osceola, many good men have heard that you struck your knife through the treaty when Wiley Thompson insisted you move west. You know as well that many men are grieved that Thompson had you seized and put in chains.”

		“No insult is greater to the Seminoles,” Running Bear reminded him. The White Tiger met Running Bear’s blue eyes, and he nodded, very much aware just what an insult Thompson’s actions had been to a warrior of Osceola’s wisdom and strength.

		“The treaties have all been lies!” Alligator said, gnashing his teeth in a way that reminded the White Tiger of the reptile from which the Indian had drawn his name. “Moultrie Creek promised us lands for twenty years—nine of those remain. Monies promised us have been withheld. We have all but starved on the lands we have been pressed into. When we leave those lands, desperate to fish, to hunt, to find food, we are beaten back.”

		They had stolen a lot of cattle and drawn a great deal of hatred as well, but the White Tiger knew that most of this had been because the Indians had in truth been starving. So far this year the weather had been mild, but last winter had been so cold and fierce in the north that a frost had killed almost all crops. The Seminoles had grown more and more desperate. Many whites had thought that the Indians’ desperate plight would make them more pliable.

		It had merely served to toughen them.

		The White Tiger stood. “I have brought cattle,” he said. “My men follow behind me with them now, ready to turn them over to the Seminoles if Osceola will accept the gift.”

		“These cattle are from your own herds?” Osceola queried.

		“Some. And some from others who respect Osceola and wish to apologize to him. Friends as well. Men you have met through me.”

		Osceola, with his curiously arresting features, grinned. “This is not an official apology from your government.” It was a statement, not a question.

		“No,” the White Tiger stated honestly.

		Osceola, Alligator, and Running Bear rose as well. Osceola offered his hand. It was small and refined, as were his speech and manners. “You are right—I do not judge all your people as evil. And I accept your gift, because many of our people are hungry. It grieves me to tell you that I cannot forgive the traitorous actions of the man Thompson, nor can I be sorry for any action I have taken for the good of the People, nor any that I intend to take.”

		The last left a feeling of cold doom in the White Tiger’s heart.

		“You are silent,” Osceola said.

		“I am silent because I pray that there will be peace among us all. War brings pain and heartbreak, widows and hunger.”

		“Peace has brought enough hunger!” Alligator said.

		“War is still the more bitter course. Peace is life.”

		“What is life without honor?” Osceola asked softly. “I have not meant to distress you, and I know that you fear for the People when you speak. Remember, we do not forget our friends,” Osceola said.

		“Our brothers,” Running Bear added quietly.

		Even Alligator grunted.

		“And I will not take up arms against mine,” the White Tiger told them. “I will continue to pray for peace and seek it with my heart.”

		Osceola stared at him with his pensive dark eyes. “We may all pray for peace, but whether it shall be or not is for our gods to decide.”

		“One God, the same God,” the White Tiger said. “Ishtahollo, the Great Spirit of the Seminoles, is the same one God of the Christian whites. He is supreme, no matter what men may call him. I believe he seeks life for your people and for mine.”

		Osceola smiled but offered no words of agreement. “Where you ride, friend, you will ride in safety. Where you live will be sacred ground. Keep those dear to you upon it, and they will walk in safety too.”

		“Mico Osceola, I beg of you, don’t think hastily upon the action of warfare—”

		“You are too proud a man to beg. You are a warrior, a soldier, yourself.”

		“I am a civilian now. And I dream of this land of ours being an Eden in which we all may live.”

		“Rest assured, I think hastily on nothing,” Osceola said. He smiled. “Once you were a very young man eager for battle. Against the British, against some of my own kin!”

		“I was rash. I learned my lessons the hard way.”

		“You were a good warrior. You learned the courage to know that death is not easy.”

		“And war is not all honor.”

		“It is my understanding that you are leaving home for a journey?”

		“I had planned on a trip. However, if my staying—”

		“No, you must carry on with your business. I have listened to your words. There is nothing you can do here. Go, sail away, for Running Bear tells me that sailing is a great pleasure for you, and that it eases your spirit. The winds sweep away the pain of your loss.” He turned, starting to walk away, Alligator following him. But then he turned back. “Our sorrow remains with you. And we are proud that you have spoken for us, against those who would determine that we caused the death of your good wife. I fear that your words often do little good against the tide of hatred that arises between our two peoples, but we are grateful for them.”

		“I have spoken nothing but the truth.”

		“But to some the truth is hard to see. We remain grateful. Go on your trip, my friend. Perhaps, when you return, you will no longer need to run away from your pain.”

		“I travel for business purposes—”

		“Indeed. It is good.”

		Again, Osceola turned, Alligator close on his heels. Only Running Bear remained behind for a moment, setting a hand upon the White Tiger’s shoulder. His fingers squeezed for a moment. “God go with you.”

		“Which god?” The White Tiger queried, a slight smile twisting his lips.

		“Didn’t we just agree that the gods were one and the same?”

		“We tried to agree. What is going to happen?”

		Running Bear shook his head. “I don’t know. I have too much white blood in me. I am sometimes part of the councils, sometimes not. I preach the way of peace as well, but Thompson was a fool to have Osceola arrested. He claimed Osceola was abusive and out of control. You know Osceola. It is my belief that Wiley Thompson wanted to prove that no Indian would dictate terms to him. Now the fury festers in Osceola’s heart. What exactly is in his mind, I don’t know. And there’s more, of course, than the incident with Thompson. There is constantly friction between the Indians and settlers. They say we raid; they hunt our land. They want our land. Little changes. It is the American destiny to stretch all across the continent, isn’t it?”

		“There must be a solution.”

		“You want a solution. Whether there must be one or not remains to be seen. I must go now, and you must ride on—and then sail away. Perhaps your voyage can bring you happiness. Who knows what you’ll find? Time has passed. You still grieve. You should marry again.”

		“I don’t want to marry again,” the White Tiger said flatly.

		Running Bear nodded in sympathy, then smiled slightly, setting an arm around the White Tiger’s shoulder once again. “Then perhaps you should at least consider a mistress. Not that you’ve been a monk by any means, or so I’ve been told.”

		“Damnit, but it is amazing how such news travels!” the White Tiger began angrily, but then he saw the concern in Running Bear’s eyes, and he sighed and then even laughed softly. “You’ll not leave me be, will you?”

		“Surely I will. One day. For now, have a safe voyage.”

		“You take heed as well,” he said.

		They embraced quickly. Then Running Bear stepped away, turned, and followed the others down a trail. Fluidly, almost silently. In minutes he had disappeared.

		For a moment the White Tiger stood in the cypress maze, feeling the breeze once more and again feeling that wheels were turning into motion.

		The sun was falling low in the sky. Colors ripped across it, magentas, mauves, golden, glowing reds and yellows, reflecting upon the water, casting an artist’s palette upon the many different trees and brush.

		He closed his eyes, felt the breeze on his flesh, smelled the cypress and the hammock, the clean water of the spring, and the musky scent of the marshland that bordered nearby. Listened to the rustle of the leaves. In the far distance he could even hear a swift, smooth plopping sound, one that others might not have heard. But he loved the land, and he had listened to it for a very long time, and he knew that hundreds of feet away an alligator had just slipped from the bank and into the water.
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		In a far different place the wheels of destiny were also turning.

		Forces were being put into motion here as well. They began upon the same day, yet so very differently! There was no forest where she stood. No birds cried, no golden-red sun sat over a cypress wilderness.

		Indeed, the young woman stood in one of the elegant homes in one of the most civilized cities of the young American nation. Women were dressed in silks and satins, coffee and tea were poured from silver servers. Persian carpets lay over polished wood floors, damask drapes lay ready to cover the windows from the coming night.

		But then the shot rang out.…

		Loud, reverberating, like a crack of thunder against the silence that had filled the room.

		Amazed, she stared at the man who had sat not a hundred feet from her. He had begun to rise, yet couldn’t. He seemed startled himself.

		Tall, well muscled, his iron-gray hair rich upon his leonine head, he had seemed like such an indomitable man. But a bright red spot was burgeoning out on the snow-white frill of his shirt, and no matter how powerful he had always assumed himself to be, it was evident to anyone that he was watching himself die. The shot had been true to the heart. Time seemed to stand still, or to move in incredibly slow motion. And yet, and yet … in split seconds the whole of his shirt turned crimson, and he crashed to the floor, dead.

		She looked down at the gun in her hands.

		But the bullets in it had been blanks, it had all been fake, it had …

		She looked past the dead man and saw a set of eyes staring at her from a cruel, clever face. She heard a faint rustling behind her and turned.

		The large parlor had been turned into a playhouse for the day. She had stood on the makeshift stage staring downstage to the audience arranged in a semicircle before her.

		She now looked to the backdrop behind her.

		And she looked just in time to see the folds of the backdrop curtains fall back into place. Someone had been behind her. Someone who had fired a gun with real bullets just in time to coincide perfectly with her coldly playacted firing of the blank. Her amazement at the circumstances caused a momentary numbness within her.

		Then she heard the cries from the horrified audience that arose swiftly around her, cutting cruelly through her shield of surprise.

		“Seize her!”

		“She’s killed him!”

		“Murder!”

		“Oh, my God, seize the murderess!”

		More screams and shouts arose. Handsome men and beautiful women leapt to their feet. Eyes narrowed upon her, and it suddenly seemed as if she were staring into a crowd of the most primitive savages. Bloodlust—for her blood—seemed to be abundant.

		It had been done to trap her. So heinous, so cruel an act, and all to trap her, dear God!

		But she wouldn’t be trapped, she wouldn’t let it happen, wouldn’t pay the price for another’s crime. She’d run as far and as fast as she could, she’d run forever.…

		Time again stood still.

		She met those eyes one last time. The hard, glittering eyes of the man who would command a cold-blooded murder in order to entrap her.

		No. She could not let it happen.

		She turned. She was young, very swift, graceful, agile. It seemed like an eternity had passed. In reality the dead man had barely hit the floor before she fled, racing for the window.
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		In the distant, savage forest he felt a shudder rip through him, and sighed deeply. He could pray that the tense situation between the whites and Seminoles would simmer back down.

		The wind suddenly rose. Fallen leaves began to swirl and turn, rising into the air. They rustled as if whispering out a warning.

		He swore against himself for being fanciful, then gave a whistle for his horse. He mounted and held still again for a moment. Listening.

		The wind died just as quickly as it had come. The leaves were still.

		For now.

		He nudged his horse and started down the trail.
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		William! she thought as she slipped through the window, leaving the sounds of screams and motion behind her. Dear God, William! But William could not be entangled in this, and he was with Marina and therefore safe. He would know, of course, he would know that she’d had no choice but to run. He would be sick with worry. He would be afraid.

		But he would understand. She was desperate; timing was crucial. She had only seconds.

		To run.

		Her feet hit the ground, and she began to race, tearing over the manicured lawn, all but flying for the tangle of trees to the rear.
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		He left the winding trails of cypress behind and came upon the broader road. His horse sensed his mood and began to gallop. He bent low against the creature’s neck and felt the animal begin to move like lightning beneath him. He felt its power, felt its pulse.

		Soon he’d be home.

		He was anxious to reach it, only so as to be able to leave it. He wanted to feel sea wind sting his cheeks, wanted to escape the mounting tension here, wanted to …

		Run.

		From the pain that lingered, from the loneliness of the nights, the days.

		His horse raced on.
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		She reached the heavy embrace of the trees, far from the house. They were after her, of course, but they had been confused and slow, and she was well in the lead. She made her way quickly through the trees.

		William. Oh, God. William.

		She had to find new clothing, first. Change her hair. And move. Keep moving.

		She burst from the trees. She was alone in the coming night. She saw the path that would lead from the town center. She started to run hard. Her lungs seemed to be bursting. Agony gripped her legs. Run! she commanded herself. Run … run …

		Run away.
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		Runaway.…
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					Game of Chance

				

			

		

	
		Chapter 1

		The Port of New Orleans
Winter of 1835–36

		Jarrett Mckenzie noticed the woman from the moment she first stepped into the entry of the old dockside tavern. Not that he could see much of her at first.

		A sweeping, hooded black cape encompassed her from head to toe. He was only certain that it was a woman who had arrived because of the graceful twirl of her body when the master of the establishment, Harold Eastwood, accosted her at the doorway. A new serving maid? Had she joined the ranks of the lovely and available ladies of the New Orleans nights? Was she late reporting for work? Jarrett wondered, and he found himself intrigued, waiting for her to cast off the cloak. If she was working here at Eastwood’s fine dining establishment and parlor, then the class of the place was improving.

		Not that Eastwood’s was a total den of iniquity. For a waterfront tavern it could boast being a respectable one. Most men came here when conducting business in this part of Louisiana, and most of them told their wives about the place. There was always good food to be had, pretty girls to sing tunes at the spinet, liquor from around the world, a woman if you wanted one, and now and then a good fight to choose a side for. The place was situated dead center in the port city of New Orleans, right on the river, and all manner of men and women came here, worked here, traded here, schemed here.

		New Orleans was a city Jarrett enjoyed. Established in 1718 by the French, it had grown later in the eighteenth century with the Acadian exodus from the northeast. It had passed to Spanish rule and then back to France before Thomas Jefferson had set forth to find a way to make Napoleon willing to accept his offer on the Louisiana Purchase. Jarrett had come here first as little more than a boy himself when Andrew Jackson had commanded the defense of the city against the British in 1815, and since that time Jarrett had felt a fondness for it. He liked the narrow streets of the riverfront, the charming architecture: French, Spanish, and American. He liked the wrought-iron balconies, the small gardens, the rolling Mississippi, and the lusty quality of life along the river. He had come to Eastwood’s often enough, and though it had a dubious reputation, there were far more debauched places than this along the riverfront. All in all this was quite a respectable place when compared with some of the other establishments it neighbored.

		But from his very first sight of the woman enveloped in the black cape, Jarrett was convinced she didn’t belong here.

		“I fold,” Robert Treat, his friend and associate sitting to his left, said with a sigh. Robert threw his cards down on the oak playing table.

		Jarrett stared at his own hand. Three queens. Two fours. Full house. He looked at the bills and gold pieces on the table. Smiling Jack, the rich Creole from the bayou country, sat across from him with a broad grin on his face. Hell. The man might be able to bluff Saint Peter if he ever made it to the pearly gates.

		Jarrett took the time to drop a five-dollar gold piece on the table, then looked over the top of his cards again, watching the woman in the encompassing cape. She was still trying to explain something to Eastwood, a little potbellied man. She was slim and lithe, at least an inch or so taller than Eastwood. Jarrett wondered with some amusement if the innkeeper, whoremaster—entrepreneur, as he liked to call himself—didn’t feel just a little bit intimidated by the woman.

		Rupert Furstenburg, the lean blond German from St. Louis, threw a wad of money down. “I raise you, gentlemen. A hundred dollars.”

		“Damned good thing I’ve folded!” Robert muttered.

		“A hundred?” Smiling Jack offered the German a broad smile. “Pocket change. I’ll see you, sir!”

		Jarrett was still watching the woman. Robert Treat gave him a nudge. “A hundred, Jarrett.”

		“Right,” he said absently. He curled his fingers around the stack of coins in front of him, pushing out the correct amount. Robert Treat stared at him with a frown, lowering his voice.

		“Are you paying any attention to this game?”

		“Ah, is that the question?” Smiling Jack, twirling his dark mustache, taunted lightly. “Is that plantation of yours down in the swamp doing well enough for this game?”

		“My swamp plantation is doing just as well as that place of yours out in the bayou,” Jarrett said lazily. His cards were good enough. And his plantation was sure as hell doing well enough to support this game.

		“Ah, mais oui!” Jack murmured. “We’ve both the swamp, eh? The insects, the gators.” He wagged a warning finger at Jarrett. “But you’ve got the Seminoles. What grows on my land is mine. My house has stood seventy years. And yours, mon ami? Poof! Even now the fellows may be sending it up in a cloud of smoke! You were a military man, so I’ve heard. You must know. They slip in, the Indians, they slip out. They move through the night like wraiths. They can move through the thickest brush and trees. There will be more trouble, you mark my words. Old Andy Jackson fought those savages good back in sixteen and seventeen, but he didn’t get them all. There will be trouble again. It’s brewing hot and hard right now. Some say those renegades even ride the alligators through the swamp.”

		Jarrett smiled at the Frenchman’s vivid description, even if his smile was somewhat forced. He’d yet to see any man, even a Seminole, riding a gator through the swamp! Jack’s attitude was a fairly common one. People had the damned strangest way of looking at the Florida peninsula—and the Florida Indians. Any of the Upper and Lower Creeks who had moved south, speaking varied languages and coming from very different peoples, were grouped together. They were called Seminoles. Some said the name meant runaway. Others said that it came from the Spanish word for renegade, cimarrón. Runaways, renegades. Jarrett knew that just like him and so many white dreamers, the Indians were just seeking a better life for themselves and their families.

		It was a land for dreamers. Despite the summer heat, the abundance of swampland, and the infestation of snakes—and Indians—there were huge land tracts available in the state. Like the western frontiers opening up across the continent, Florida was a raw, new land for Americans. Much of it was exceptionally fine farmland. Crops could sometimes be grown year round. Vicious freezes came upon occasion in the northern part of the territory, and the summer’s heat farther south was sometimes nearly as cruel, bringing sickness and disease. But most often the days were warm and balmy. The sun shone overhead. Blankets of snow did not fall, blizzards did not paralyze whole communities. Wild cattle still roamed the center of the territory from the days of the Spaniards; they were there for the taking. The hunting was extremely rich. There were great herds of deer, a few bison still roamed the northern tracks, and there were countless rabbits and wildfowls. In the hammocks and flatlands there were areas of stunning natural beauty. There were crystal springs, incredibly deep, and still a man could see clear through the earth beneath them.

		There was beauty, there was danger. It was not a place for the faint of heart.

		And the Seminoles added to the savage reputation of the American territory that Andy Jackson, along with so many others, had been determined to wrest from the Spanish. There had been a time when the Spanish had ceded the territory to the British, and during and after the American Revolution, British sympathizers had flocked south. Then the Floridas—East and West at the time—had gone back to Spain. Americans, being Americans, had kept wandering over the borders, forever reaching for new land. Spain, they claimed, could not control the territory, could not stop the Indians from raiding American farms and plantations, and could not stop them from harboring runaway slaves.

		The slave issue was an explosive one. Escaped slaves readily headed south into Spanish territory that actually seemed to be ruled by the savages—but savages with a far gentler attitude where black men were concerned. It wasn’t that the Seminoles did not keep slaves themselves upon occasion; they did. And they could be as possessive of their property as white men when they chose. But there was a difference. Slaves might tend a Seminole master while still being free to cultivate their own plots of land. Slaves among the Seminoles were very often granted their freedom after a certain amount of service. Slaves who made it down to Florida very often found freedom, joining with free-black–Seminole bands. Whether blacks remained free or were “owned” by the Indians themselves, the Seminoles did not usually return them to white masters. In the Southern states, where the economy was so solidly based on farms and plantations, slaves were very valuable personal property.

		There were many reasons for America to want to wrest the land from Spain, but in the end the most important reason was simply that American settlers wanted the land. They wanted to settle, to farm, to raise cattle, to open salt mines, even to make their fortunes from the sea, with the vast expanses of coastline. Spain ceded the Floridas in exchange for U.S. payment of Spanish debts to citizens and for a more solid grasp upon Texas. Now, over ten years an American holding and solidified into one territory by an act of Congress, Florida still retained much of her reputation for being a haven for alligators, snakes, and fiercely proud Indians. Perhaps the peninsula was just that, a haven for wild creatures and renegades. But it was much more as well. It was that land of gently swaying oaks with moss that drifted from their branches. It was shadowed hammocks where pine needles lay like bedcovers upon the ground. It was crystal-clear lakes, exotic birds with elegant, colorful plumage. It was wildflowers, crimson sunsets, blue skies, balmy rains.

		Jacksonville wasn’t so far over the border from Georgia and was a fairly civilized place. Some of the north Florida ports were fairly safe, but to most people anything south of St. Augustine on the east coast and the bustling town of Pensacola on the west was too simply and completely raw and savage.

		All that those people saw was the wildness of Florida, the danger. But they hadn’t seen the things that had become so spectacular and seductive to Jarrett. They’d never seen the sunsets that he watched so often, the amazing palette of colors that stretched out over a lonely horizon, vivid golds and searing blood-reds. Colors that reached out like rippling flames, so vital, then fading to gentle pinks and yellows and incredibly soft oranges, and fading again completely into a blackness that gave a deep velvet backdrop to the stars. They hadn’t seen the wildflowers that often grew in profusion, wild orchids in stunning shades of mauve, and they hadn’t felt the kiss of the sun to warm their faces in the dead of winter.

		The snakes and alligators were there too. And the Indians. It was a wild, savage land with a rare and exotic beauty. But coming now into its own. St. Augustine remained America’s oldest European continuing settlement, with the magnificent Castillo de San Marcos to guard its shore and handsome and detailed old Spanish homes and architecture with Moorish influence to add character and charm to its streets. Pensacola was busy, a thriving port, offering goods from everywhere imaginable. A fine naval base had long been established in Key West, and Tallahassee, the territorial capital, was slowly growing into a quiet and dignified center of politics.

		The territory had been a gold mine to Jarrett. He’d cleared his lands and built his home, and set to work. His cattle had thrived on the rich grasses in his fields. He’d grown sugar cane in abundance. He’d dabbled in cotton and in grain, and it had seemed that everything he had tried had thrived. His lands were exceptionally fertile, and he’d built right along the river, so he’d had the opportunity to move his goods with exceptional speed. Many settlers now saw what he had seen—some of the land was swamp, but some of it was exceedingly fine farmland. The length of the peninsula stretched out before America now. And much of it was a gold mine of natural resources and fertile fields.

		Once it had all been a paradise for him, and he had loved his peninsular Eden deeply. He’d seen a great deal of it, learning about it from his father, from the white military, and from the Indians as well. It had been a place where he had found his own—perhaps peculiar—peace. He’d been in love, and he’d shared his dreams and his small part of the strange Eden with the woman he had loved, who had loved his land and him just as deeply. But Lisa was gone now, and his heart had hardened to the romanticism of his love for the land.

		But still, his land remained. Wild, strange, and savage as the pain that sometimes seized him. Caught in tumult. The very challenge and danger of it had become his obsession.

		“McKenzie!” Smiling Jack murmured, smiling. “Are you listening to me?”

		Listening? He didn’t need to listen. Jarrett leaned back. His cards were good, and he was no longer interested in the conversation. His attention was caught by the woman again. He watched her while he replied confidently to both Jack and Furstenburg, “I’d gamble much more than the stakes on the table that my place is still standing,” he said. “And will remain standing.”

		Furstenburg wasn’t interested in conversation either. “Are we playing cards here, gentlemen?” he demanded bluntly. He lifted a hand, summoning one of the little dark-haired Creole girls working in the place. “Whiskey!” he ordered crisply. “Do we play, or do we argue swampland?”

		Jarrett shrugged. “I see your raise also, sir.” He took a moment to offer Jack a dry smile. “I see your raise, and I raise it again.” He pushed out a second stack of coins. Another hundred dollars.

		Furstenburg swore something guttural, staring at his hand. Apparently his cards weren’t good enough to afford another raise. He was a careful player. He threw his hand down. It was between Jarrett and Jack.

		Smiling Jack’s smile faded just a bit. Where Furstenburg was careful, Smiling Jack was a reckless player. He could bluff most of the men he played with frequently, and he made half his income off the game. Not tonight, Jarrett thought wryly.

		In some things Jarrett was lucky. And tonight he was getting damned good cards.

		Jack fingered his coins. Then he swore in a colorful manner and pushed out a stack of them.

		Smiling Jack wasn’t smiling at all now. The glistening pile of gold that had once sat before him was dwindling.

		“You don’t care to fold on this one, eh?” Jarrett asked politely.

		The Frenchman extracted a thin silver case from the inside pocket of his elegant beige frock coat and plucked a cheroot from it. He leaned against the table, lighting it from the candle that burned there. He sat back, his eyes level on Jarrett’s.

		“The gold is on the table, monsieur.”

		Jarrett shrugged. “As you wish, monsieur!”

		“You’re bluffing, McKenzie! And we will see!”

		But at that moment Jarrett didn’t really see anything. Just the figure in the cape.

		She turned around, facing him.

		When the hood fell back, he saw her hair. It was fascinating hair, a rich, deep, golden blond touched here and there with highlights of flame. Even in the muted candlelit gleam of the gaming parlor, that hair was something like the sun on the most glorious day, and something like the glow of flame against the deepest darkness of the night.

		It was just a headful of blond hair, he tried to tell himself, annoyed for the first time that she had so compelled his attention.

		But he was wrong.

		It was more than just a beautiful head of hair. He’d never seen hair like it. The skeins of it were rich in color and texture. It was luxurious. He wanted to come closer to it. He wanted to touch it.

		Someone ought to warn her that she needed to cover it up. This wasn’t the seediest part of town, but it wasn’t any church hall here either.

		He closed his eyes suddenly, tightly, nearly groaning aloud with the pain that stirred in his heart and the anger he felt against himself. It was one thing to walk the streets here in the heart of town, closed in by the old buildings in their wrought-iron decay and splendor. One thing to lose himself in the tawdry districts of New Orleans. It was something to do, like breathing, like walking along the river, staring at the dark water of the Mississippi as it slugged along. It was one thing to meet a cat in the dark with no real emotion, exchanging words that meant nothing, never seeing, bodies meeting, yet never really, really touching.

		He could see this woman. And ever since the hood had fallen away from her face, maybe before it had done so, he had wanted her. Wanted to touch her. Wanted to have her. Not a cat in the dark. Her.

		It might have been the way she moved, and it might have been that hair with its extraordinary color. Something both strong and intangible had slipped into his soul from the second he had seen her, even wrapped in the cloak, even in shadow, even before he had really laid eyes on her.…

		Now, beneath the lantern light in the entryway, he could study her face.

		Her eyes were so vivid and dark a blue, he could clearly see their color from across the room. Where her hair was golden, her lashes were rich and dark, sweeping over her eyes. Her brows, too, were a darker shade than her hair, high and delicately arched. Her eyes were wonderful, wide set and shimmering within the frame of an exquisite face. Her coloring was beautiful. The perfect oval structure of her face was enhanced by the clean marble beauty of her skin. Her nose was straight, her mouth was generous, her lips drawn against the porcelain of her flesh as if by some great artist. More than ever he wanted to touch her. Run his thumb over her mouth and explore the pattern and texture of it. Stroke her cheek, discover its softness. Dive into that hair, and become entwined in the silk of it.

		Robert cleared his throat. “Jarrett? Poker? You’ve called the man, Jarrett. Put your cards on the table.”

		Jarrett did so, barely glancing at the others. Smiling Jack had been sitting on a decent hand, a straight. Not bad. Not enough.

		Robert stared at Jarrett, then swept the money into a pile before him.

		Jarrett cast a level eye on Jack. He really didn’t give a damn about the game anymore. He couldn’t even truly appreciate the irritation he was causing the Frenchman. “Do we continue?” he asked Jack. “Are you dealing, mon ami?”

		“Oui, mon ami,” the Frenchman agreed. He started dealing out the cards with a swift expertise. Jarrett sat back, his eyes half closed. He observed everything.

		The cards, the Frenchman.

		The girl.

		That was one good thing about living in the “swamps” with the “savages.”

		He had learned to watch.

		[image: ]

		For Tara Brent the evening was already a nightmare. Short, pudgy little Eastwood was going on and on about how late she was, about how he needed her on the floor.

		She had made a mistake. Oh, God, she had made a mistake coming here!

		But she was desperate for money. Money was her only escape. Money was passage aboard a steamer, somewhere north, anywhere north, far away where she could hide for a lifetime.

		Where they could never find her.

		New Orleans, she had heard, was the city to come to first. It was a place to find work without questions being asked. There were all manner of folk in the city, Creoles, Spanish, English, southerners, and northerners.

		It was the gateway to oblivion.

		And so she had come, and an old hag-woman in the street had directed her here, and Eastwood had given her work immediately, a job running whiskey and food around to his card-sharking customers. He’d told her that she could make good money taking the gentlemen up to the tiny room he’d given her in the attic, and she’d firmly told him that she didn’t take gentlemen anywhere. He laughed and told her that she’d get to it eventually, but he didn’t really care, he’d take her on just because she had a classy look about her. Maybe he’d even convince her that he’d make a good “gentleman” for her to take up the stairs eventually himself.

		She’d be drawn and quartered first. But she didn’t have to say so, because he had hired her, and so far, the few nights she’d been here, he’d left her alone. She shouldn’t have spent so long wandering the flower markets and gazing at the Mississippi. She wouldn’t have been late coming in for the night, and he’d probably not be yelling at her now. If she wasn’t careful, he’d be pressing the issue of her usefulness.

		But a number of people had assured her that it was a reputable place. If she had just been either a little less naive—or desperate—she might have realized that these reassuring people weren’t all that reputable themselves!

		And if this was an establishment of any respectability whatsoever, she shuddered to think of what was not so reputable down by the docks.

		She gasped as Eastwood suddenly clutched her by the arms. “Are you listening to me! I run this place, you don’t! You’ve already told me in your high-handed way that you won’t have men up the stairs. And I went ahead and figured you were so good looking that it didn’t matter. But—”

		“Get your hands off of me!” she said icily, her words low, but still a dead-set demand.

		Eastwood obeyed her. His hands fell from her arms. “Get out there!” he roared. “Get to work if you want wages from me!”

		Wages! Slaves probably received more for their efforts!

		But she was going to work for those wages. She had to get away. Working for Eastwood was better than going back. Anything was better than going back.

		Death might be better than going back.

		And going back might well mean death, she reminded herself.

		She slipped off her cloak and hurried into the kitchen. Eastwood was a tyrant, but his two Creole cooks were wonderfully nice men, and Emma, the plump Irishwoman who ran the kitchen, had a way with her that somehow made working tolerable.

		It didn’t matter, did it? As soon as she had earned her passage, she was gone!

		And all that she had to do was pray that they didn’t find her first!

		“There you are, ma belle chérie!” Gaston told her, pulling bread from the oven. Like Emma he was as plump as a pillow. He liked his own cooking. But he was exceedingly kind, and she offered him a shy smile. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

		He waved a hand in the air with Gallic philosophy. “We are fine on the food. However, there is a table of card players shouting for whiskey. Four men. You will find them.”

		She nodded, turning about to obey. She crashed into Marie, one of the pretty little Creole girls who worked the downstairs—and the upstairs.

		“I’ve men shouting from every direction!” she cried, shaking her head. “Mon Dieu alors! You are here, chérie. S’il te plaît, before that German bites my head off! Whiskey for the card players.”

		There were always dozens of card players. “I’m going right now,” Tara promised. “Which table?”

		“You cannot miss it!” Marie promised her. She took the time to pause for a minute, looking Tara over from head to toe. “The German is tall, lean, and very good looking, like a Viking! Then there is Smiling Jack, as sharp—and dangerous—a Frenchman as you may hope to see.” She had been rushing. Cute, dark, petite—and very kind—she stopped suddenly to give Tara a word of advice. “Either one of them, chérie, would surely pay you your passage in a single night!”

		Tara shook her head, blushing slightly, amazed that she could still do so. Pretty little Marie couldn’t begin to understand why she didn’t want to sleep with one man one night and make more than she could in two weeks slaving away for Eastwood. To Marie tending to the tables was nothing more than a way to acquire a good clientele.

		“Well, if you could miss the German or the Frenchman, chérie, I promise you will not miss the Americans. One is very young, handsome, and light. And the other”—she paused, smiling—“the other is McKenzie.” She said it almost reverently, with no other description, as if nothing more were needed once the hallowed name was mentioned. It didn’t matter. Tara could surely find the right table from the descriptions Marie had given her already.

		“Well, I’ll try not to miss your McKenzie,” Tara told her, amused.

		“Oh, you won’t miss him!” Marie called, hurrying onward for a tray filled with steaming crawfish. But she paused, looking back. “He’s black Irish, they say, just so you know.”

		Tara paused. “Pardon?”

		Marie sighed with a wistful little sound. “Black Irish, so they tell me. Sometime, years ago, when the English defeated the Spanish Armada, the Spaniards landed upon Ireland before trying to sail home. So now there are these Irishmen with jet-dark hair and coal-dark eyes! As hot blooded as the Spanish plains and as fierce as those ever-fighting Irish. You’ll notice McKenzie, I swear it.”

		Tara smiled, turning away. Marie noticed any man. All he needed was his hair—well, some of his hair—two legs, decent teeth—and plenty of gold.

		She hurried through the bar and found a bottle of whiskey and a number of Eastwood’s short, heavy glasses. When she came back into the main room, the smoke from the fire caused her to pause for a moment and look around. A few sailors sat with their doxies, all laughing the night away in a far corner. Another set of river rowdies leaned against the far wall, taunting Lisette, Marie’s cousin. Lisette seemed to be doing just fine with the lot of them. There were at least three tables of card players, but Marie had been right.

		She could not miss the table of men that had been described to her. There was the German, just as Marie had described. The Frenchmen, and the Americans. One man seemed just a little bit younger. He had an easy smile. He leaned on an elbow, watching the game.

		Then there was the fourth man. McKenzie. Black Irish, Marie had said. It fit him perfectly. She didn’t think that she had ever seen hair so rich or jet in color. In fact, she didn’t think that she’d ever seen any man quite like him. From the moment she discovered the table, she discovered that he had been watching her. His eyes were large, sharp, and so dark that they seemed as ebony as his hair. His features were hard, rugged; a stubborn, determined chin, high, broad cheekbones, ebony, high-arched brows, a long, straight nose, deeply bronzed skin. Yet despite the ruggedness of his face it was a strikingly handsome one. The bone structure was excellent. His mouth was full, wide, sensual.

		And his eyes were intense. As dark as night. And fixed upon her. He caught her stare. A slow smile curved his lips. She felt a peculiar sensation, as if flames suddenly lapped their way from an intangible place within her soul to roar right through her limbs, searing her from head to toe.

		He was well dressed. His shirt was as white as snow, his frock coat an elegant black, his trousers fawn. She noticed his hands, his fingers upon his cards. They were as bronzed as his face. His fingers were very long, the nails blunt cut but clean.

		“The whiskey! At last!” the German man said.

		Tara quickly put the bottle and the glasses down on the table. She could still feel those dark eyes on her, and she was desperate to get away.

		“You’re out of your gold coins, Jack. It’s time to call it quits,” McKenzie was saying. His voice was as rich and deep as his hair. It had a subtle slur of the South to it, though she could not exactly pinpoint the place. He wasn’t from New Orleans, but he certainly wasn’t from the North.

		“Out of coins, but never out of assets, mon ami!” the Frenchman said.

		Tara was so startled when his fingers wound around her wrist that she nearly shrieked out loud. She fought from doing so, well aware that Eastwood would have her on the streets if she screamed just because a man had taken hold of her wrist.

		“The girl!” the Frenchman said. “Yours for the night.”

		“What?” Tara gasped furiously.

		“She’s not yours to barter!” the black-eyed American, McKenzie, shot back quickly.

		“Eastwood is in debt to me. The girl for a night. Against your three hundred in gold.”

		“No whore, not even this one, is worth three hundred!” the German said, swallowing down his whiskey, pale eyes assessing her carefully. “Or is she?” he speculated.

		Tara wrenched her hand free. “I work for Eastwood!” she snapped. “I am not his possession, no man’s to barter or hold!” she cried angrily.

		She turned to flee. To her amazement her skirt was caught, and she was hauled back against the table. Dear God, these two were involved in some wretched challenge in this poker game, and she had become a part of it! The Frenchman had her by her skirts, and she’d lose half her clothing trying to rip away from him. She stared at him incredulously, gripping her skirt. “You let me go this instant! I’m not an object to be cast upon a table. Let me go! I told you! I wait tables—”

		“Then you will wait on this man’s table for a night, chérie!” the Frenchman said.

		The German sniggered. “Table, floor, what’s the difference, eh?”

		Her eyes flashed to his, blue fire. “You, sir, may go to hell! I’ll get Eastwood—”

		The Frenchman’s laughter interrupted and terrified her. “You go get him, chérie! He’ll set you in the center of the table himself. You see, I must bet with this blackhearted bastard, but your Eastwood owes me half his inn!”

		She tried to control her temper. She really did. But she found herself lifting the Frenchman’s glass and dashing his whiskey into his face.

		He let out a bellow like a whipped puppy and started to rise, reaching for her.

		But McKenzie was up. His gaze was deadly as he stared down the Frenchman. “Let her go,” he said flatly.

		“Sacré bleu—”

		“Let her go!”

		The Frenchman started to release her reluctantly. Tara would have fled then except that she was newly detained.

		Now it was he, McKenzie, who had his hand upon her. His fingers circled her upper arm. She found herself staring up at him. He was very tall, his shoulders were broad. He appeared lean and trim but he was solid muscle, she realized. She could feel the force of his hold and knew that he was a man she would never escape if he chose not to let her go.

		“Sit down,” he told her, dark eyes enigmatic.

		She lifted her chin. “I told you, I don’t care who owes who what! I’m not available for a night! For any man, from any man!”

		A black brow arched higher. “I didn’t say that I wanted you for a night.”

		“Then—”

		“But that all remains to be seen, doesn’t it? It’s all in a deck of cards.” His voice was very soft. Only she heard it. “Three hundred dollars is a lot of money—for any woman. Sit!” he warned her.

		“I won’t—”

		A dry smile curled just the corner of his mouth. “You should be praying it’s me, and not the Frenchman!” he warned her.

		Why? The Frenchman was the fool making the wager! He’d have to let her go. But if McKenzie won …

		She was startled to discover herself suddenly in his arms, pulled back against him as he addressed the others. “I want this goddamned game over with!” He lowered his voice again and his words were for her ears alone. “Sit in the chair, or you’ll be sitting in my lap!”

		Tears stung her eyes. Panic seized her for a moment. No! This was not her life!

		She grit her teeth down hard. And she sat. She had no choice.

		The fourth man at the table, the handsome young man Marie had mentioned with the sandy hair and warm green eyes, set a hand on hers. McKenzie frowned at him in warning, but the man still offered her a wry grin. “It will be all right, miss. It will.”

		“We’re still playing the damned game, Robert!” McKenzie snapped.

		He sat, too, those ebony eyes of his on the Frenchman now across the table. “The girl is the wager. Fine. I’ve been called on my hand. Here it is.”

		He laid out his cards. Tara felt her heart leap as she stared at them. A three, a four, a five, a six …

		And a seven.

		They didn’t look very good to her. Oh, God, this was ridiculous! She wasn’t even sure who she wanted to win the hand. What was going to happen if the Frenchman beat McKenzie? At least McKenzie had mentioned that she might not be wanted!

		But she had been set down as the wager against a three-hundred-dollar bet.

		What if none of these men wanted to believe her, that she served tables here and no more? Nothing that she had to say seemed to mean anything to them. Maybe Eastwood had hired her because he knew that there would eventually be an occasion like this.

		The Frenchman swore violently, throwing his cards down. Tara’s heart leapt again. He had three aces, a king, and a ten.

		Who the hell had won this thing? Seconds ticked by in silence. She wanted to scream.

		“Mine again,” McKenzie said at last, very softly. “I think this time, Jack, the game is over!”

		“Mais, oui! The game is over!” the Frenchman cried furiously.

		Tara screamed, shrieking out in warning as she jumped away from the table. The Frenchman was pulling out a weapon, a pistol. And he was aiming it straight at McKenzie’s heart, at a distance of no more than three feet.

		But the Frenchman’s weapon never fired. McKenzie moved like a cobra, more swiftly than the eye. Even as she blinked, he was on his feet, reaching to a sheath at his ankle and hurtling a blade like a streak of silver across the distance between himself and the Frenchman.

		The knife hit the top of the Frenchman’s hand. He screamed with pain.

		The Frenchman’s hand was pinned to the table with the knife. His pistol, freed from his injured hand, went flying across the wood to land with a thud against the wall.

		The Frenchman looked furiously from his hand to McKenzie. “You should be arrested!”

		“And you should be dead,” he said flatly. “You meant to shoot me down in cold blood, and every man here witnessed the attempt.”

		“You cheated. You should have been shot! And if it weren’t for this little whore—”

		“How dare you—” Tara began furiously, but neither man was paying her any heed at the moment.

		“I’d have still been faster than you,” McKenzie interrupted him sharply.

		“Swamp-loving bastard!” the Frenchman said.

		McKenzie stood quickly, wresting his knife from the table and the Frenchman’s hand. Smiling Jack screamed out with a cry of pain, then fell silent, nursing his injured hand as McKenzie leaned low against him and spoke softly. “I’ve never cheated in my life, mon ami. And you know that. You should be dead. Be grateful I left you alive.”

		“You’re still the fool, the loser, McKenzie! What woman is worth three hundred dollars?”

		“This one!” McKenzie snapped. Tara was stunned to discover his long, powerful fingers winding around her wrist, drawing her to his side. Jesu! She shouldn’t have been standing there, gaping! She should have been making a swift disappearance, slipping away while she’d had the chance!

		“You make sure your friend Eastwood knows that she’s made three hundred dollars for him this evening. And you make damned sure he knows why she’s gone,” McKenzie continued.

		He started walking out with long strides, dragging Tara with him. She tried to hang back, desperate to convince him that she couldn’t go anywhere with him. He didn’t allow her to stop. He was far too powerful a man for her to break his hold. She couldn’t just scream within the tawdry little tavern—Eastwood would come running over to strip her himself for three hundred dollars. No help there.…

		No help from anywhere.

		Everyone in the tavern had gone silent at the outbreak of the fight.

		And now everyone was staring at the two of them. Eastwood was watching them, apparently delighted that she’d be paying off part of one of his debts.

		“I’d say she’s well worth three hundred!” a drunk suddenly bellowed.

		She flushed silently, furiously tugging to free her hand. Jarrett didn’t release her. He knew her cloak. He lifted it from the peg where she had hung it when she’d come in, barely breaking his stride. At the entryway he finally paused, sweeping it over her shoulders.

		“Wait! I can’t—”

		“Come on. Let’s get out of here!”

		And for a moment his near ebony gaze touched hers and the curve of a smile just lifted the corners of his mouth. His whisper came close to her lips, sending little shivers of fire to dance down her spine. “You little fool! Run with it. You’re mine for the night! Freedom from this hellhole.”

		But at what price?

		Scream! she thought, panic finding a renewed life within her. Scream and scream.…

		But there would be no one to heed her. If a cry of desperation escaped her, no one would give a damn, no one at all.

		He was pulling her along once again. McKenzie. The black Irishman with the searing eyes and the touch of steel.

		Dragging her with him into the night.

		His night.
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