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Chapter One

South Georgia, Indian Land Cessions
1838

They were all going to die.

It wasn't precognition that convinced
Mary Catherine of that chilling fact. It wasn't even a logical
conclusion, though she had reason enough to consider it a strong
possibility.

It was the unnerving feeling that she'd
been here before, done this before.

She hadn't, of course. She had been as
far south many times in the past, but never along this particular
trail and certainly not with Horace Brooks.

These lands were relatively new to
whites. The Indians had ceded them several years before, but not
all of them had been in agreement over the loss of their lands.
Renegades, driven south by General Jesup's troops to the
reservation in Florida, had been terrorizing the area for the past
three years, killing any whites foolhardy enough to linger on their
newly claimed land lots and burning all that lay in their
path.

At any rate, from the time her father
had arranged her marriage more than five years previously, Horace
Brooks had not taken her further from the ramshackle cabin he
called home than the outskirts of the town of Augusta, and then
only rarely.

The strange familiarity, she supposed,
was due entirely to the fact that she had, once before, been in a
situation uncannily similar. She had been with her father then, a
man as physically different from Horace Brooks as night from day,
but as characteristically the same as a mirrored image. The storm,
the woods, even the death-defying danger of the flooded stream was
eerily the same as then. She, her father, and her younger brothers
had almost died that day when their wagon foundered in the swollen
stream.

She supposed that was why she was so
certain they would all die. They had fought death that day and won,
all save for her baby sister, whom death had snatched from her
arms. This time she knew death would scoop them all up.

Close by lightning flashed. For several
heartbeats it shattered the gloom, illuminating the forest walls
and the creek before them with its eerie white light. In sick
fascination, Mary Catherine stared at the rushing water before
them.

The creek could not be
forded.

She was certain her husband must know
that as well as she did. That thought might have comforted her if
not for the fact that Horace Brooks seemed disinclined to behave at
all rationally just now.

He had never been a very reasonable man
and the journey seemed to have deprived him of what little sense
he'd had before their trek south to claim their frontier land lot.
The foul weather was only partially to blame for it,
however.

Most of it was her fault.

It had been a poorly thought out
attempt...to put it mildly. She should have known she couldn't
escape him so easily.

Despite the fact that she'd fled as if
the devil himself was on her heels, she'd scarcely covered a
quarter of a mile when he'd run her to ground.

She had not been surprised when Horace
had flown at her in a towering rage and beat her within an inch of
her life for trying to escape him. She had known when she decided
to flee that he might very well kill her if he caught up with
her.

What she hadn't expected was the
fetters.

Sometime before she regained her senses
sufficiently to distinguish daylight from dark he'd hobbled her
ankles with manacles. Those not only insured that she could not
run. They insured that she had nowhere to run.

She was almost sorry now that he hadn't
killed her when he'd caught her. She was sorry she'd ever allowed
herself to hope or believe in freedom. Until she'd believed she
held it within her grasp she had at least been able to find some
acceptance of her lot in life.

She would never be able to merely
endure and exist again.

From the look of things, she thought as
lightening illuminated Horace Brooks' belligerent profile, it
appeared neither enduring nor existing would be problems she would
have to deal with long. She could tell by Horace's expression that
he meant to attempt the ford.

"P..perhaps there's another f..ford
further upstream?" she stammered through chattering teeth that
clacked more from fear than from chill.

Either he failed to hear her above the
roar of wind and rushing, splattering water or, more likely, he
intentionally ignored her. In any case, she received no response.
For once more frightened of nature than she was of her husband,
Mary Catherine tried again.

"It seems a pity to st..stop again when
we must be quite c..close now, but we certainly can't c..cross
here."

He responded that time, swiveling
around on the driver's seat so swiftly Mary Catherine ducked
reflexively to miss the blow she expected and toppled off the cask
she'd been using as a seat. "I've eyes in my head. I can see for
myself. I don't need you telling me what to do. Mind your mouth,
woman, or I'll shut it for you!"

Mazie, Horace's cook and sometimes bed
mate, who occupied the other end of the wagon, cackled gleefully.
The sound sent a spurt of fury through Mary Catherine, momentarily
depriving her of caution. She rounded on the older woman, eyes
narrowed in silent dare.

Brooks used the opportunity to grab a
fistful of hair. Gritting her teeth, Mary Catherine suppressed the
impulse to cry out as he dragged her across the space that
separated them, driving her shoulder painfully against the sharp
edge of the underside of the wagon seat. Releasing her hair then,
he grasped her jaw in a hurtful grip and wrenched her head around
so that she was looking up at him.

"Don't ignore me when I speak to you,
woman, unless you're anxious for another lesson in manners!" he
growled threateningly.

With an effort, Mary Catherine wiped
all expression from her face, knowing that a show of any emotion at
all might tip his anger over the edge. She was still sore and stiff
from the last beating and in no condition to even attempt eluding
him.

Unfortunately, neither was her mind
terribly nimble at the moment. Try though she might to come up with
some sort of response that might appease him, fear had turned her
mind to mush. In the end she said nothing at all, knowing that in
itself was enough to provoke him.

As she'd expected, he backhanded her,
sending her reeling away from him. Fortunately, he was in no
position to deliver more than a glancing blow and though it set her
ears to ringing, the blow was only mildly stunning. Regardless, she
lay where she landed, making no attempt to rise until she knew he'd
turned away from her once more.

At any other time, she would have
counted herself fortunate to have gotten off so lightly and allowed
the matter to drop. To pursue it further would make no difference
in the outcome, she knew, and yet she could not make herself sit
quietly and entrust herself to fate.

"Do you mean to wait here, then, till
the water goes down?" she asked tentatively.

He rounded on her again, his face beet
red with fury. "Wait? For what, fool? For the water to get
higher?"

She shrank away from him. "You're going
to look for another place?"

For several moments he looked as if he
would climb over the wagon seat and come after her. As Mary
Catherine frantically scuttled out of reach, however, he seemed to
come to the conclusion that it was sufficient to have cowed her.
After glaring at her in fuming silence for several moments, he
merely returned his attention to contemplating the creek as if he
could cow it with a look, as well.

Around them, lightening flashed twice
in quick succession, lifting the deepening gloom for a handful of
seconds. Deafeningly, an almost simultaneous blast of thunder
exploded, splintering into echoes like the roar of multiple
gunfire.

No. Not like gunfire. It was
gunfire.

Horace Brooks realized it at almost the
same instant Mary Catherine did, and although the decision had
already been made to cross the raging creek, he abruptly threw
every vestige of caution to the wind. Roaring like an enraged bull,
Brooks brought his whip down upon the oxen's backs with such force
and suddenness that the ordinarily plodding, placid beasts burst
into a crazed frenzy of motion, lunging wildly against their
traces. The wagon lurched forward in a series of neck-popping jerks
before the mud abruptly yielded its grip upon the wheels with an
audible sucking sound. The sudden surge of motion as the wagon
abruptly shot forward sent Mary Catherine to her knees.

The contents of the wagon shuddered,
wobbled and began to break loose from its moorings and tumble down
around them. Mazie screamed. Instinctively, Mary Catherine covered
her head with her arms, the sound of thunder, gunfire, and the
crash of falling boxes and barrels filling her ears.

Picking up speed rapidly now, the
awkward conveyance lumbered down the embankment and plunged into
the dangerously rushing waters. Mary Catherine, trying frantically
to gain her feet to keep from being crushed by the debris raining
down around her, was thrown to one side as the wagon lurched over a
rock. Her hip struck a corner of the heavy oak bureau strapped
against the side of the wagon. Her fingers clawed for a hold and
found none as she was abruptly tossed in the opposite direction.
She landed in the floor, that time with a splash as creek water
began to fill the bottom of the wagon. She stared at the water in
sick fascination for some moments before she could gather her wits
and struggle to rise again.

Even as she shook her fear off and made
the attempt, a fifty pound bag of grain was dislodged and toppled
down upon her, striking her back. The blow was glancing.
Nevertheless, it stunned her for several moments, pitching her
forward where her shins came into painful contact with a sliding
box. She cried out, shoving away only seconds before a barrel of
molasses broke free and landed on the box with enough force to
splinter its stout oak staves.

As she staggered to her feet once more,
she realized the water was rapidly filling the wagon. Where moments
before it had been no more than a thin sheet, it now swirled about
her legs almost to her knees. In horror, she whirled to look out
the front of the wagon past Horace's meaty shoulders.

Even as she turned, she heard
simultaneously the ominous crack of splintering wood and gunfire at
almost point blank range. Horace roared in pain and slumped back
against the wagon seat, clutching his forearm, only to pitch head
first from his seat in the next instant as the wagon abruptly
halted all forward motion and began, crazily, to roll very slowly
upon its' side. Mary Catherine's head struck one of the ribs
supporting the wagon's canopy as she was tossed head over heels
like a rag doll, landing in a crumpled heap.

Sobbing now with terror, her thoughts
focused entirely upon the wall of water she'd glimpsed rushing
toward her as she fell, Mary Catherine scrambled mindlessly for the
rear of the wagon. Mazie, witless with panic, was fighting her way
toward the front. They met halfway, fought each other like crazed
things for several seconds and finally managed to pass one
another.

Despite the rapidly-rising water that
licked at her knees, then her waist and finally her chin, Mary
Catherine had almost reached her goal when something heavy crashed
at her heels. A scream of terror and pain erupted behind her,
prompting a renewed burst of speed from Mary Catherine. Moments
passed before she realized that she was no longer gaining
ground.

She whirled a little wildly. Mazie's
scream still rang in her ears and she became certain Mazie had
grabbed her and was preventing her escape. Furious with fright, she
determined to beat the African senseless if necessary to gain her
release. Even as she turned, however, Mazie's scream was abruptly
cut off with a second crash and became a sickening
gurgle.

It was then that she saw what held her,
what had silenced Mazie forever. The tools of Horace's trade,
carefully crated and tied, had broken their restraints. The crate
of hammers and awls had struck Mazie before coming to rest on the
fetters Horace had fastened about Mary Catherine's ankles, trapping
her. The anvil had quickly followed, crushing Mazie's skull like an
eggshell.

Sickness rose in Mary Catherine's
throat, the sickness of absolute terror as she realized she was
trapped. Already she had to crane her neck upward to keep her head
above water. The river still rushed into the wagon. In moments she
would no longer be able to hold her head above water at
all.

Frantically, she tugged at the chain
and finally wedged her feet against the crate, braced her back
against a trunk and began shoving. The heavy box shuddered, moved
slightly. She strained against the chain again, pushed, pulled,
hammered with her heels against the crate, gasping for breath,
choking and spitting as water filled her mouth and nose.

As abruptly as it had caught her, the
crate gave up its hold. Mary Catherine flew backward, teetered for
a moment on the edge of the wagon, and then crashed into the creek.
A shout filled her ears seconds before the water swallowed her
up.

The madness of panic clutched her
tighter still as she felt herself falling. It was instinct, not
reason, that impelled her to fight her way upward once more. Even
so, the manacles about her ankles dragged her down. Her heavy
skirts bound her legs so that she had little, aside from her arms,
to help her claw her way to the surface again.

When at last she surfaced, gagging and
gulping air, she discovered the swiftly moving current had already
dragged her several yards downstream. The banks on either side of
her seemed as distant and unreachable as the moon.

She'd scarcely tasted air when she felt
the pull of the deep once more, drawing her down, away from
life-giving air and into the arms of death. Again, she tried to
kick and failing that flailed her arms and beat the surface of the
water to keep her head aloft. She succeeded in doing little more
than bobbing up and down like a cork, snatching a crumb of air now
and then, but rapidly became lightheaded and weak from her
efforts.

Panic receded in the face of weariness.
Her whole being quickly became focused upon one herculean task,
bobbing to snatch an occasional breath of air. As the current swept
her away, toying with her as it might a leaf or tiny bit of
flotsam, she caught a glimpse of the carnage she left behind.
However, it was long afterward before her mind began to grapple
with what she'd seen.

She drifted, mind and body. Without
warning, after what seemed eons of time, something struck her a
stunning blow. Instinctively, Mary Catherine caught at it, slipped
and finally gripped it frenziedly as her mind assimilated the rough
feel of bark. Minutes passed before her head stopped swimming
sufficiently for her to realize that she'd ceased to move at last,
realized that the tree she'd crashed into was still moored, more or
less, on the creek bank.

Regardless, she could not find the
strength to pull herself out. She could do nothing for some time
but cling tiredly, gasping one painful breath after another. As her
strength slowly ebbed away, however, her sluggish mind began to
function again. Thoughts filtered through and connected, making
sense at last: galvanizing, strengthening thoughts.

Fate, in the form of rampaging savages
and a fierce storm, had accomplished what she had failed to do on
her own. She was free of Horace Brooks at last.

And the animals who'd attacked their
wagon had seen her even as the river swept her away. They had
seemed very intent on making absolutely certain there were no
survivors, which meant they would come looking for her.

Neither life nor liberty would be hers
long if she didn't find the strength to pull herself from the river
and leave this place as far behind as her legs would carry
her.

Three days later


Chapter Two

A shrill whistle rent the air, rising
above the wail of the wind and the thrashing of storm tossed limbs.
Almost immediately a russet muzzle appeared through the tangle of
underbrush and the little bitch spaniel wriggled through. Trotting
forward, she lay her trophy at the man's feet, prancing about his
boots as she turned huge, amber eyes up at him, searching for
approval.

John Conyers St. Claire raised one
finely arched, black eyebrow, his lips curling slightly at the
corners. "I suppose you expect laurels and cheers simply because
you've adequately performed your duty?" he asked dryly.

The spaniel sat back on her haunches.
Her tongue lolled out as she seemed to smile up at him, though she
cocked her head questioningly at his tone.

He leaned over to pluck the fat quail
from the ground. Thrusting it into the bag that hung from a strap
across his shoulder, he paused to scratch the spaniel's ears, a
favor she accepted with a look of blissful idiocy. Straightening,
he strode purposefully toward the huge black stallion that pranced
nervously at the end of his tether beneath the shelter of a
sprawling mulberry.

Having secured his game bag behind his
saddle, Con rather absently soothed the jittery horse as he noticed
the cause of the stallion's nervousness. The limbs of the trees
shook frenziedly with the gusts of wind that rushed through them.
The trees themselves swayed and bowed, like natives performing some
ancient ritual dance. Sporadic showers had drenched them so that
the sound of constantly dripping moisture added to the chaos of
sound and motion around him.

Con's lips curled in self-depreciating
amusement. "Not exactly the best of good weather for hunting, is
it, Devil?" he murmured to the horse, running a hand that wasn't
dwarfed in the least by the stallion's great size along the
bulging, quivering muscles of the horse's neck. "My neighbors will
think me mad."

His smile widened to a grin. "Then
again, they already think of me as the mad Englishman. Likely
they'd do no more than shrug at this latest whim. On the other
hand, it's highly unlikely I'll run upon them, even if they were
demented enough to venture out in the teeth of a
hurricane."

His amusement left him as he thought of
the reason for his neighbors' continued absence. The area had been
almost denuded of settlers since the Creek War began. Most had
packed their wagons and abandoned their homesteads at the first
sign of trouble. Those who hadn't had been murdered as they
slept.

Some had returned the moment the
militia first announced an 'all clear'. As it turned out, the
militia had been prematurely optimistic. The returning homesteaders
had been slaughtered for their pains. Small wonder that there were
few anxious to reclaim their farms after that last rash of
attacks.

Mentally Con shrugged. He knew that the
situation was now well and truly in hand, whether his neighbors
believed it yet or not. Having been a scout for the Lowndes
volunteer regiment he was in a position to know the threat was
past. All the same, since he was a prudent man, he reloaded his gun
and checked it before shoving it into its leather case. There was
no sense in taking stupid chances.

Rather more to the point, his situation
was entirely too reminiscent of an attack only a few days before
for him to dismiss the possibility of another one. He'd been
hunting then and had been narrowly missed by a rifle ball by an
unseen hunter.

Shaking off his thoughts, Con tipped
his head up to study the roiling gray clouds that scudded across
the sky for several moments. Finally, he gathered his reins and
mounted, urging the horse forward. The little spaniel trotted at
their heels, making darting sorties into the underbrush,
disappearing for short periods of time, then dashing back to peer
up at her master with an air of pleased expectation.

Con finally glanced down at her
sardonically. "Much as it grieves me to disappoint you, Lady, I've
no intention of continuing to hunt in the teeth of a hurricane.
And, unless I miss my guess, that is precisely what we are about to
have to contend with."

* * * *

Shivering from the chill of her sodden
clothes and the fever that plagued her, Mary Catherine stared with
revulsion at the iron fetters about her ankles.

The box that had nearly cost her her
life had, paradoxically, given it back. Even though it had trapped
her in the foundering wagon, it had broken her shackles, allowing
her to run.

Still, it had not rid her of the
manacles completely. She must do that somehow. The chain that now
trailed from them would trip her up, just as it had repeatedly when
she'd fled from the river. Moreover, it wouldn't be safe to seek
help anywhere as long as she wore them. Just as surely as they'd
deprived her of freedom before, they would again if anyone saw
them. No one would believe her guiltless. No one.

She sat up slowly, leaning against the
rough bark of the pine tree at her back as she contemplated the
iron bands.

They were rusted. The catch on the band
around her right ankle slipped up and down as she tugged at the
broken chain. She glanced about for a tool but found only a thin
branch. It broke as soon as she jammed it between the metal
pieces.

Desperation seized her then and she
clawed at the rusted metal, yanking and twisting at it. It gave way
finally with a dull clank and she dropped it to the sodden earth.
The other band resisted all her efforts till finally, exhausted,
she leaned back against the tree and wept.

How long she allowed herself the luxury
of wallowing in self-pity, she wasn't certain, but abruptly she
knew she was no longer alone. She stiffened, sat up in sudden
alertness, listening to the sounds around her as horror rushed
through her.

Somewhere behind her, moving steadily
in her direction, someone, or something, stalked her. It paused
little more than a yard behind her, waiting. Galvanized by terror,
Mary Catherine leapt to her feet and darted across the field of
palmettos.

The shrill whinny of a frightened horse
sliced across the clearing, followed in quick succession by the
explosion of a gun and a startled oath from the man who fought to
control his mount.

Neither sound checked Mary Catherine's
flight. Indeed they sent such a surge through her that she fairly
flew, bounding over palmetto shrubs, completely disregarding the
possibility of landing square upon one of the rattlesnakes so fond
of nestling beneath them.

It cost her. Her breath came in ragged,
painful gasps, knifing through her lungs. As horse and rider bore
down upon her, she swerved, making instinctively for a tangle of
heavier underbrush. The horse blocked her way. She dodged and
twisted, rushing upon first one side then the other in an effort to
dart around it. No matter how she tried, however, the horse blocked
every avenue of escape.

She stopped abruptly, panting for
breath, blinking to dispel the swirling, gray mist that clouded her
vision. Nothing met her gaze but the huge brute's barrel chest as
he sidled and danced before her. After a moment, the horse turned
sideways across her path and a boot came into view, a very large
boot.

She closed her eyes, wondering if her
wits were addled. Horse and rider seemed veritable giants. Perhaps
her fear had magnified them? When she opened her eyes again,
though, she saw that neither horse nor rider had shrunk to a more
believable size. She was tempted to touch the quivering hide of the
animal to see if it was real and not some nightmare
creature.

Instead, she curled her fingers in the
folds of her skirt and forced her gaze upward, knowing the man
astride the horse watched her, waiting for her next move. She would
have to look at him to see if she could judge what he would do
next. She had to know if he meant to slay her now.

The man's muscular calf was encased in
black leather, his thigh clad in clinging, damp buckskins. His
belly was flat, and looked as hard as the muscles in his thighs and
calves. His chest, she saw, when finally her gaze reached that
high, was massive, deep and broad and topped by shoulders broader
still. A white shirt of some fine fabric clung damply, almost
transparently, to his skin, showing patches of the flesh beneath.
The fabric clung to his arms as well, faithfully conforming to arms
massive enough they might have belonged to a Blacksmith. The hair
that brushed his shoulders, curling in damp ringlets, was black
with moisture.

She paused, willing herself to look up,
to examine the face that might mean her doom. When finally she
lifted her eyes, she was so stunned for several moments that all
thought fled and the air rushed from her lungs as if she'd been
punched in the chest.

 


The angles and plains of his face were
sharply etched, boldly arrogant and beautifully molded. A sculptor
might have created those finely drawn cheekbones, the decisive jaw
and the chin with its faint cleft; that distinctly aquiline, noble
blade of a nose; the sharply-etched lips. His eyes...

They were narrowed...With anger? Or
merely against the fine mist? Perhaps both? Regardless, they sent a
shudder through her when finally she nerved herself to meet his
gaze. They were like the white hot blue flame of a smithy's
forge.

His apparent indifference to the raging
elements around him, the uncanny paleness of his gaze, made him
seem almost otherworldly, like some pagan god of ancient times.
Perhaps Loki, the lord of mischief and chaos?

Something touched her. She jumped, her
head snapping around as she sought the source. A spaniel, paw
lifted daintily, sniffed cautiously at her skirts. Having
apparently assured herself that the prey she'd produced was
legitimate, the dog sat back on her haunches and looked up at her
master in search of approval for the new quarry she'd
flushed.

Mary Catherine looked from dog to
master, her mind darting desperately about, searching for
possibilities of escape.

"You little fool! What possessed you to
dart out like that? These are not times for idiotic games! I
mistook you for a renegade and damn near blew your fool head off!
Who are you? What are you doing here?"

Mary Catherine swayed slightly. She
made no attempt to answer the questions she'd hardly understood.
She kept her mind focused upon her search for escape.

She never actually registered when he
let his guard down. The creak of leather and the jingle of harness
as he dismounted sent her into instinctual flight.

Astonishment held Con for several
moments when he turned from dismounting and discovered the young
woman in flight. The girl could scarcely put one foot before the
other. Where the devil did she think she was going? Hadn't the
little idiot figured out yet that he represented rescue?

She'd managed no more than a few shaky
steps and looked likely to collapse at any moment when he emerged
from his surprise sufficiently to check her flight. Striding
forward to grasp her arm, he snatched her back so abruptly she
stumbled and crumpled against him like a rag doll. She began
scrambling for balance almost at once, trying to thrust herself
away from him, and finally began buffeting him with her fists when
that failed to gain her release.

"What the hell?" Con muttered, briefly
puzzled by her behavior until it dawned upon him that she was
fighting for freedom for all she was worth. Before he could decide
whether to release her or not, she collapsed in exhaustion against
him.

"Hush now," he murmured, trying to
soothe her with his tone. "I won't hurt you. I'm sorry I frightened
you. But I assure you I've no evil designs on you. I'm only trying
to rescue you. Only tell me who you are, where to take you? Tell
me."

Even through the deepening fog that
last registered. It was a demand. She responded to it, or tried.
"Cat. I'm Cat...Mary Catherine," she mumbled, feeling herself
slipping into oblivion.

"Where do you belong? Where?" He shook
her slightly, trying to rouse her. Her head lolled weakly against
his chest.

"Nowhere," she whispered.

* * * *

Lightning lit the sky. By its eerie
blue-white light, Con glanced down to examine his burden worriedly
and saw that she was still unconscious.

It disturbed him that she'd only
skimmed consciousness twice in the hour or more since he'd found
her. More than that, the heat radiating from her concerned him. He
hadn't realized until he'd gathered her close just how desperately
ill she was. And he was caught in the midst of a storm that, after
merely blustering for the past week and more, was showing every
indication of now becoming a full-fledged hurricane.

The arrival of the full brunt of the
storm could not have been more poorly timed.

True, he'd expected when he left the
plantation that the storm would likely intensify to a full-fledged
hurricane. He just hadn't expected to get caught in it when he'd
yielded to his restless energy after days of being confined to the
house by the weather. He had thought then that putting some
distance between himself and his endangered crops might help to
ease his anxieties.

It had to an extent. Now, however, his
life—and hers—was at risk, not just his crops.

It began to seem foolhardy even to
attempt to reach his plantation under present circumstances,
particularly when it appeared to be highly unlikely he'd be able to
get a doctor for her even if he managed to get through. In which
case she would be little better off than she was now.

A second's warning of the sharp crack
of a thunderbolt virtually overhead was all Con got as a claw of
light reached from the sky, grasped the top of a pine not twenty
feet away and snaked down its trunk and into the ground. The almost
simultaneous blast as the pine tree exploded into fragments was
like cannon fire.

Instinctively, Con's fist tightened on
the reins. It was all that saved them both from being thrown to the
ground as Devil reared and fought to break into a frenzied
gallop.

Even so, it took some moments for Con
to wrestle the horse to hand once more. When he'd regained control,
he had come to a decision. Dragging the reins sharply right, he
urged the horse toward the old log cabin that stood in a clearing
near the boundaries of his land.

It had been his home when he'd first
bought the place, until he'd built up a paying plantation and built
the mansion he called St. Claire's Retreat. It had been unused for
years now, except by the occasional traveler who stopped from time
to time, stayed a few days and moved on. However, it was tight and
dry, and likely well stocked, as well, since no one had used it in
some time. He sincerely hoped that was the case, at any rate. The
girl needed attention as quickly as possible and the storm had
turned too dangerous to try for the plantation.

Some twenty minutes passed before Con
spied the dim outline of the squat little building. Heaving a
heartfelt sigh of relief, he guided Devil into the poled lean-to
along the side of the cabin in the lee of the wind, and struggled
to dismount with his burden. She began to mutter incoherently as he
hefted her against his chest and made his way to the cabin door,
thrusting it open with one shoulder.

"It's all right now. I'll have you dry
and warm in a minute," he responded absently as he picked his way
by memory across the room and found the bed in one corner. Settling
her atop the covers, he moved away to secure the door against the
storm and build a fire in the fireplace.

The logs that had been left in the box
by the hearth were well dried and quickly caught flame, dispelling
much of the gloom. Lady, after shaking herself vigorously, curled
up on the hearth to warm herself, watching Con with hopeful eyes as
he moved to the shelves of supplies to the right hand of the
fireplace. When he did nothing more than collect a couple of tallow
candles in brass holders, she voiced a gusty sigh that expressed a
mingling of disappointment and acceptance and dropped her muzzle to
her paws.

Having lit the candles, Con brought
them to the table beside the bed to examine the girl. She had
stopped muttering and seemed to be deeply asleep. He bent and shook
her shoulder. "You need to get out of those wet things. Can you
manage?"

She stared at him wide-eyed. Or
perhaps, he mentally amended wryly, wild-eyed would be more
accurate. He couldn't decide if it was her illness that made her
behave so or if something had happened to her that was so
horrendous that it had temporarily deprived her of rationality. He
hoped temporarily.

At any rate, if not for the obvious
evidence of his own eyes, he would have begun to wonder if he'd
indeed captured a wild Indian. He could see now, though, that her
wet, tangled mass of hair was not black as he'd first thought but
rather a very dark mahogany brown. Nor was her skin the deep
reddish brown of an Indian. It was white, far paler than his own,
he suspected, beneath the dirt. If that was not evidence enough,
then her eyes certainly were, for they were an unusually pale shade
of green.

"You have to get dry," he repeated
patiently. "Can you do it yourself, or do you need
help?"

He'd begun to doubt he could shake
anything coherent out of her when she nodded. He felt an immediate
sense of relief. "Good."

Moving to a chest that stood at the
foot of the bed, he raised the lid. In a moment, he'd unearthed an
old shirt and a piece of bedding he thought would work well enough
for drying. He slammed the lid shut once more and tossed the
articles to her. "You can use the sheet to dry off. I have nothing
for you to change in to but this old shirt, but it will keep you
... er ... warm, at any rate," he said over his shoulder as he
retreated toward the door. "I'll just go out and see about
Devil."

He chastised himself for his craven
retreat as he attended the horse. He'd brought the girl to his
cabin because he knew she needed attention. There was no one to
give it but him.

On the other hand, he entertained some
hope she would be able to attend her more personal needs herself,
which would make things immensely more comfortable for both of
them. That being the case, he made no attempt to rush back to her
side, taking his time, despite the storm, in attending Devil and
cleaning the birds he'd shot earlier for the cook pot.

When he could reasonably delay no
longer, he approached the cabin door once more with some reluctance
and tapped at the wood panel. After pausing for several moments and
receiving no response, he shouldered the door open and entered.
Without glancing toward the bed, he moved to the hearth, set the
pails he carried in either hand down, and set about preparing a
stew.

When he'd settled the caldron on the
hook and swung it over the fire, he turned at last to the girl. For
a moment irritation surfaced. Instead of discarding her wet clothes
and drying off, she'd merely wrapped the linen he'd given her
around her. She lay curled into a ball on the edge of the bed,
shivering.

She opened her eyes just then, and his
irritation vanished. Compassion replaced it. Her unguarded
expression was one of abject misery. It was a lost, hopeless sort
of look that he responded to instinctively.

Catching up the bucket of water he'd
left warming on the hearth, he strode across the room and crouched
beside the bed, taking hold of the sheet. "Here. Let me help you.
You're in no condition to look after yourself."

She resisted his gentle tug on the
sheets to dislodge them. He smiled at her reassuringly. "It's
alright. I promise not to look, but we need to get you
dry."

He realized immediately that it was the
wrong thing to have said. Likely, it would have drawn a chuckle
from his young son, John, and at least token cooperation. The girl
... she'd said her name was Cat, or rather Mary Catherine, turned
deathly pale and gripped the sheets for all she was worth. Her
expression froze into a mask of guarded wariness.

It occurred to him then that the remark
was more than wrong, it was downright asinine. It made him
uncomfortably aware that he was acting as personal attendant to a
young woman. Abruptly he gave up the tug-o-war over her sheet and
sat back on his heels, studying her.

She could not be much above eighteen,
if that. He was nearly thirty-five. Surely he could approach this
thing with a paternal attitude?

"Look, child ... Cat. You're going to
die if you don't get out of these wet things. Either you do it, or
I'll have to."

No response. Her face was now
completely void of expression. He would have been inclined to think
her witless if not for the watchful intelligence in her pale green
eyes.

He grasped her shoulders and gave her a
gentle shake. "Do you understand?"

Abruptly, her eyes rolled back in her
head and she went limp. "Well, hell!"

He lowered her to the bed and stood up,
his hands on his hips as he studied her in consternation. In a
moment, he dismissed his dismay and moved to the chest. Lifting the
lid, he unearthed another sheet and tore off several strips. It
would do for bathing her and for bandages if he found he needed
them. Returning to the side of the bed, he knelt, dropping the
cloths to the floor beside the bucket and reaching to pry the sheet
from the girl's fists.

The moment he stripped the wet gown
from her shoulders, he saw her back.

There were ugly red welts crisscrossing
it from shoulder to thighs. There was nothing accidental about the
lacerations. She'd been beaten, and not so very long ago. Moreover
there were scars that indicated repeated abuse over a period of
months, perhaps even years.

He cursed in outrage and saw her
stiffen. Realizing she was no longer insensible, he grasped her
shoulder, forcing her to turn to look at him. "My God! Who did this
to you? Why?"

She merely gave him a long,
unfathomable look then closed her eyes again, refusing to answer.
After a moment, he released her and stepped back, searching for
other injuries.

He found the manacle then.


Chapter Three

Mary Catherine became aware of light
against her eyelids. The melodic chatter of birds pierced her
consciousness next. Her mind, like questing fingers, touched her
surroundings and alerted her to the fact that she was lying upon a
mattress and, after what had seemed a lifetime of the torment of
the damned, at last neither freezing nor burning. Finally, the
weight upon her resolved itself into the heaviness of a man's arm
and leg.

She came fully awake then with panic
surging through her. Her eyes flew open, her gaze focusing upon the
face so near her own.

The man beside her was not her
husband.

She was certain he was no one she knew.
In a moment, however, a tentative shaft of recognition pierced her
chaotic thoughts. Despite the bristling black stubble that obscured
the lines of his jaw and chin and formed the beginnings of a
wicked-looking mustache, a vague memory surfaced.

She frowned. Was he the devil from her
nightmares? No. He'd called that enormous black beast he rode
Devil. She remembered that now, remembered, too, that she'd dreamed
that Satan had snatched her up on a great black horse and taken her
to hell. Somehow, it had all become entangled in her fevered
mind.

Not that that negated the possibility
that he was the devil incarnate, she thought, feeling her panic
crest again. He'd caught her. She didn't know why she was here. He
might have any sort of dark purpose in mind. He might be one of
them, might have just been waiting to see if it was necessary for
him to do anything else to help her on her way. It would look
better, certainly, if she were found dead from natural
causes.

It wasn't just those thoughts that
caused the chaotic climb of hysteria once more, however. It was the
realization that she hadn't imagined the weight upon her. She was
as effectively trapped by the arm and leg he'd thrown across her as
if he'd tied her to the bed. Moreover, the sense of stifling she
always felt whenever Horace held her down surged through her the
moment she realized she was trapped.

A hazy memory surfaced as her mind
struggled with the intimacy of his hold, a dream that was like no
dream she’d ever experienced before. A dream that she couldn’t
convince herself was a nightmare despite every effort to do
so.

Languid, heated pleasure had brought
her surfacing toward awareness, made her realize that it wasn’t her
fever that produced the heat inside of her but the touch of strong
hands gliding over her bare skin and the mouth suckling her breast.
She’d wavered between alarm and pleasure for a few moments and then
succumbed to the lure of pleasure as he moved over her, pressing
his turgid flesh against the folds between her legs in a way that
produced an ache she couldn’t entirely grasp until it had expanded
beyond constraint and abruptly fractured, sending spreading waves
of rapture through her that tugged her down into the comforting
warmth of nothingness once more.

It had been a dream, she told herself.
It had to have been a dream, a product of her fever, if for no
other reason than the fact that she had no reason at all to believe
pleasure might be had of a man’s intimate touch and every reason in
the world to know it wasn’t possible.

Watching him warily, she began to
carefully loosen the restricting folds of the coverlet that was
wound so securely around her that she could scarcely have escaped
even if not for the fact that he held her, as well. He stirred and
she went still, holding her breath.

After a moment, she pushed at the
coverlet again. She'd almost wriggled one arm free when his eyes
opened. She froze, staring at him with the unblinking gaze of
cornered prey as his cold blue eyes finally focused upon
her.

She flinched when he lifted his hand
from her waist and froze into stillness again when he grasped her
nape and dragged her toward him. To her astonishment, he pressed
his cheek against hers then touched his lips to her forehead. And,
just when she was wondering what he would do next, he settled back
and closed his eyes once more.

She was still staring at him when his
eyes snapped open once more. Again he repeated the strange ritual.
When he settled back this time, however, he stared at her
thoughtfully a moment before a pleased grin dawned.

It looked relieved, even happy, that
smile. It made his face look far less haggard, younger. It tugged
at something inside Mary Catherine that prompted her to smile in
return. She resisted the urge. The very fact that his smile seemed
so disarming made her distrust it.

"Your fever's broken," Con said. The
urge to snatch her into his arms and squeeze her tightly in
celebration struck him. Something in her expression, however,
killed the impulse almost as quickly as it arose. Doubt
surfaced.

His smile faded. He frowned, sliding
his hand from her nape to cup her cheek gently. "Cat?"

The word went right through Mary
Catherine, cutting deeper than any knife. No one but those who'd
loved her had ever called her Cat. And she'd lost them so very long
ago it sometimes seemed to her that she'd never known what love was
like at all. She closed her eyes against the pain, against the
scalding tears that flooded her eyes, fearing he would see them and
know how deeply and truly he'd struck.

Abruptly he withdrew his hand. Her pain
forgotten on the instant, her eyes snapped open again with a
renewed sense of panic. She didn't know whether to be relieved or
not when she saw he hadn't moved, particularly when she saw his
expression was now unreadable. That worried her. She had no way of
knowing what thoughts might lie behind that mask, or why he'd
donned it.

"Your pardon. I believe you told me
your name was Mary Catherine, did you not?" Con asked stiffly,
feeling, suddenly, a perfect fool.

She stared at him, seeking her own
self-control. When had she told him that? What else had she told
him? "Did I?" she asked cautiously.

"You don't remember? When I found you
in the woods? Unless I hallucinated the whole. I've no notion what
your last name might be since you neglected to tell me that," Con
said dryly. "So I'm afraid you'll have to forgive me for speaking
so familiarly. At any rate, this has hardly seemed the time for
formalities."

She resisted the urge to gnaw her lip.
It would give away her frustration and anxiety and she didn't want
to do that when she didn't know what to expect from him.
Unfortunately, that also meant she didn't quite know how to respond
to his remark. Her first urge was to tell him, but she'd learned to
be cautious.

After a moment, she realized with
relief that it was as well she hadn't given in to the impulse. It
would be safer for her if he didn't know who she was---assuming he
wasn't one of the killers. And she was beginning to doubt that he
could be. "I don't remember."

Con frowned at that, raising himself on
one elbow and abandoning cool formality.

"What do you mean, you don't remember?
You don't remember me finding you in the woods? Anything?" he
prodded, fighting the unpleasant fear that her fever had addled her
wits. It had very nearly cost her her life, but she seemed rational
enough. Certainly rational enough he ought to be able to dismiss
such qualms. He'd heard of people whose brains had been fried by
their body's fever, but they'd been complete idiots once they
recovered—if they recovered. Most hadn't even been able to
talk.

Mary Catherine merely nodded. She
didn't think she could lie successfully if she had to say she'd
forgotten her own name.

"But you remember how you got there?
What happened?"

She frowned, pretending to concentrate.
The truth was, much that had happened was hazy and there were some
rather unnerving gaps in her memory. Not that that disturbed her
overmuch. She'd been too panicked at the time to recall anything
afterward with any clarity. And when she'd become ill, the fever
had distorted her perceptions so much that she knew she couldn't
place much trust in the hazy memories from that time.

The events that were fairly clear in
her mind were things she refused, at the moment, even to think
about. She certainly had no intention of laying them out for a
stranger to examine. Moreover she realized that regardless of
whether or not this stranger was an immediate threat to her, it
wasn't safe to give him anything. If he didn't offer her harm in
any other way, he might give her away.

"I don't remember anything," she said
finally.

"Nothing at all? Not even your name,"
he pressed.

"I don't remember that either," she
responded bluntly.

Con stared at her, dumbfounded, feeling
the beginnings of frustration. She was lying. She had to be. She
couldn't have forgotten who she was.

He didn't know what to make of the fact
that she hadn't even tried to make up a believable lie. She must be
aware that he would have found the evidence of her captivity by
now. She couldn't have forgotten that she hadn't been able to rid
herself of both of the manacles before he came upon her. So why
hadn't she at least tried to brazen it out with some sort of story
that would make her seem innocent? Lack of imagination? Or
outrageous audacity?

After a moment, he shrugged the
thoughts off. He would get to the bottom of it, in time. At the
moment, he was more interested in seeing to it that she was well
enough to travel soon. Being confined in the tiny cabin was
beginning to give him cabin fever, though he suspected much of that
could be put down to worrying about what might be happening at
home.

Accustomed as his son, John, was to Con
going off on hunting trips and leaving him with his nurse, he would
know that Con should already have returned.

All else aside, he was suddenly
desperate to turn the girl over to someone else's care. She'd
ceased to be a stranger he cared for only from compassion. Sometime
in the rounds of tending her, he'd begun to see her as Cat,
endearingly familiar, his to protect and comfort and care for. It
had come as something of an unpleasant shock to discover that, as
far as she was concerned, he was a stranger still.

It had jolted him into the realization
that his exhaustion had affected his reason. She was as much a
stranger to him as he was to her. Moreover, he had no business ....
He broke the thought off as a jolt of realization went through
him.

He was still lying in bed with her!
Vaguely he recalled that, in his exhaustion, it had seemed
perfectly reasonable to seek his rest as close by as possible. But
then he'd also assured himself he would be long gone before she
came to her senses sufficiently to take exception to it.

Good God! No wonder she'd been looking
at him with that frozen expression of shock when he'd woke up. It
was a wonder she wasn't shrieking rape at the top of her
lungs!

A dim recollection surfaced abruptly
that made that seem far more reasonable than his attempt to justify
his presence beside her as nothing more than a desperate need to
rest. He hadn’t just dreamed that he’d been making love to her, he
realized a little sickly! He’d come as close to it as made almost
no difference at all! He’d surfaced sufficiently when he’d reached
full arousal to realize he wasn’t merely dreaming he was making
love to a woman, he was—Cat—and yet he’d still been so caught up in
the dream-like feel of it that it had seemed perfectly reasonable
to continue. He’d expended himself between the plump lips of her
femininity even though he’d managed to stop himself from plowing
inside of her.

He came up from the bed at that memory
as if he'd been catapulted from it. He'd already aimed his sights
at the door before it occurred to him that he owed her some sort of
explanation. He turned to glare at her. It disconcerted him when he
discovered she'd sat up the moment he left the bed and flung her
legs off the side—her bare legs. He stared at them a long moment,
trying to remember what he'd been about to say. It wasn't until
she'd snatched the sheet around her, however, that it came to
him.

"Uh ...." He gestured toward the bed
uncomfortably. "Look. I was exhausted. I'd been tending ...." He
broke off again when he realized he couldn't remember just how many
days he had been tending her. "I haven't slept in days, and it was
the only damned bed. At any rate, you were cold and I had nothing
.... Hell! Forget it."

Mary Catherine stared blankly at the
vibrating door when he'd slammed it behind him. In a moment she
frowned, allowing her gaze to wander about the cabin. Her eyes lit
almost immediately on the chamber pot beside the bed and relief
flooded her. She'd been afraid she would have to ask
him.

For several moments after she tried to
push herself up from the bed she feared she would still be in the
humiliating position of having to ask, for help, if not for
locating the necessary. Gritting her teeth determinedly, she
managed to see to her needs before wobbling back to collapse onto
the bed again.

Once settled, she allowed her gaze to
wander around the cabin while her mind picked at the confusing
tangle of words the man had flung at her before he'd left the
cabin. He hadn't slept in days. He hadn't spared himself the time
to shave either. Or was that a normal thing?

She considered it a moment and decided
it wasn't. As hazy as her memory was of that day, she could recall
vividly how he'd looked when she'd first seen him. He'd been soaked
to the skin, but he'd been clean shaven, his hair obviously well
kept, as well. And, despite the wet, his clothes hadn't been
soiled, nor had his scent offended. Obviously he was particular
about his grooming.

He'd said days.

Her eyes, which had been slowly
drifting shut, snapped open again. Days. She'd been with him for
days. He'd tended her, for days.

She didn't know which thought caused
her the most distress. The fact that she'd been as helpless as a
babe and attended by a cold, uncaring stranger. Or the fact that
she'd lain insensible for far too long. They would find her if she
didn't move on. If they didn't, Horace Brooks surely
would.

Scarcely had the thought formed in her
mind when a gunshot erupted close at hand. The terror that surged
through her on the instant brought her to her feet with scarcely a
thought for the effort. Even with that to bolster her weakened
limbs, however, it was all she could do to propel herself across
the cabin.

She had scarcely covered half the room
when the blackness began to descend upon her. She gritted her teeth
and fought it to a standstill. Doggedly, she continued to place one
foot before the other, though the blanket of darkness seemed to lay
more heavily upon her shoulders with each step. In vain, she tried
to pierce it as the door swung open. Blindly, she groped for some
support, sought a weapon to defend herself.

"My God, woman! Are you out of your
mind? Or are you determined to kill yourself?"

At the sound of his voice, relief
flooded her, draining away her reserves of strength. Her knees
buckled.

"Cat!" Con exclaimed, dropping both the
turkey he'd just shot and the gun he still held to the floor with a
clatter.

Mary Catherine felt herself falling. It
was all right, though. The sensation didn't disturb her. She didn't
even feel the urgency she'd felt before to flee. It was as if the
darkness was wrapping her in soft folds that shielded her from
everything.

She felt a strangely soft bump as she
struck something with her shoulder and forehead on the way down.
How very odd, she thought, that she'd heard whatever it was she'd
knocked over hit the floor before she did.

"Cat! Are you alright? Oh God, Kitten,
what have you done to yourself now?"

She felt him scoop her off the floor
and into his arms, felt the hardness of his chest against her
cheek. Dizziness assailed her as he stood up with her. She fought
to hold it at bay. "Shot," she mumbled between oddly stiff lips,
remembering the fear that had driven her into attempted flight.
"..heard..shot."

"Hush. It's all right. It was nothing.
Here, let me have a look at you," he muttered, striding rapidly
across the room.

She'd thought he would put her back to
bed. Instead, although she felt the sensation of dropping, she
remained firmly in his arms. She blinked, trying to clear her
vision, trying to see him. She could see nothing still, but it
seemed the darkness was fading to deep gray, as if light was
finally filtering into the cavern she'd fallen into.

She felt his hands on her face, in her
hair.

"That's a nasty gash, Kitten." He was
silent a moment, apparently studying her. "It doesn't seem to be
deep. Lie still while I get something to clean it up and have a
better look."
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