

[image: cover_Missing]


   

[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]




Copyright © 2012 Pamela Clare


Map illustration copyright © Gary Zaboly


The right of Pamela Clare to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Published by arrangement with Berkley Publishing Group,


A member of Penguin Group (USA) LLC,


A Penguin Random House Company


First published in this Ebook edition in Great Britain in 2015


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Cover photo © Jenn LeBlanc/Illustrated Romance (couple), Tessa Bishop/Shutterstock (background)


eISBN 978 1 4722 2336 4


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Author


USA Today bestselling author Pamela Clare began her writing career as a columnist and investigative reporter and eventually became the first woman editor-in-chief of two different newspapers. Along the way, she and her team won numerous state and national honors, including the National Journalism Award for Public Service and the Keeper of the Flame Lifetime Achievement Award. She writes historical romance and contemporary romantic suspense within view of Colorado’s beautiful Rocky Mountains.


Visit Pamela’s website www.pamelaclare.com or connect with her on Facebook www.facebook.com/pages/Pamela-Clare/167939496589645 or on Twitter @Pamela_Clare.








Just some reasons to be swept away by the romance of a Pamela Clare love story:
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‘Pamela Clare is a fabulous storyteller whose beautifully written, fast-paced tales will leave you breathless with anticipation’ Leigh Greenwood, USA Today bestselling author
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They were a band of brothers, their loyalty to one another forged by hardship and battle, the bond between these Highland warriors, rugged colonials, and fierce Native Americans stronger even than blood ties.


Major Connor MacKinnon despises his commander, Lord William Wentworth, beyond all other men. Ordered to rescue Wentworth's niece after the Shawnee take her captive, he expects Lady Sarah Woodville to be every bit as contemptible as her uncle. Instead, he finds a brave and beautiful lass in desperate peril. But the only way to free Sarah is for Connor to defeat the Shawnee warrior who kidnapped her – and claim her himself.


Torn by tragedy from her sheltered life in London, Lady Sarah is unprepared for the harshness of the frontier – or for the attraction she feels toward Connor. When they reach civilization, however, it is she who must protect him. For if her uncle knew all that Connor had done to save her, he would surely kill him. But the flames of passion, once kindled, are difficult to deny. As desire transforms into love, Connor will have to defy an empire to keep Sarah at his side.


Be swept away by Pamela Clare’s sexy MacKinnon’s Rangers in Surrender, Untamed and Defiant. Or take a wildly romantic ride with her I-Team in: Extreme Exposure, Hard Evidence, Unlawful Contact, Naked Edge, Breaking Point, Striking Distance.
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ROGERS’ ISLAND, NOV.1, 1757




 Prologue




July 28, 1755


Albany, on the Hudson River


His Majesty’s Colony of New York




“I didna kill anyone.” Connor MacKinnon glared at his two brothers, heavy fetters biting into his wrists and ankles, the iron cold and hard. “I swear it!”


Iain, the oldest, frowned. “Morgan and I bided the night at Oldiah Cooper’s tavern, and many saw us there. But you left and didna come back till the morn. Where did you go?”


Connor hated that look on Iain’s face—the one that said he believed Connor had been up to some mischief. “I bided the night wi’ Mistress Vandall.”


Morgan, who at four-and-twenty was just a year older than Connor, shook his head. “Her good man is but two days in the grave.”


“Aye, and I went to console her.”


Morgan gave a snort. “You’re a bloody saint.”


Connor grinned. “She felt much recovered when I left her side, I promise you that.”


Poor Kally had been married off to a man so old and unwell that he’d been unable to get a rising with any strength to it and had given his young wife neither pleasure nor children. So hungry had she been for a man’s touch that she’d all but come apart in Connor’s arms.


Aye, he’d bedded her well—and left her with a smile on her pretty face.


“Did anybody see you there?”


“Nay, I was cannie.” Connor couldn’t help but grin. “But Kally willna soon forget who was wi’ her last even.”


Iain glared at him, his voice dropping to an angry hiss as a guard passed their door. “Think, Connor! Would you ask the lass to tell all of Albany that you were in her bed? Are you after seein’ her branded a fornicator and flogged?”


“Nay.” He wished no harm to come to her on his account.


Morgan turned to Iain. “What are we goin’ to do?”


Connor gave the fusty straw an angry kick, his chains rattling. “We should have fought our way free when we had the chance!”


They’d been near the edge of town when a dozen redcoats had fallen on them and arrested them for murder. Connor had drawn his blade, as had Morgan beside him, both ready to fight, but Iain had stopped them.


“There’s no sense dyin’ over what is surely a mistake, lads,” he’d said as redcoats put irons around his wrists.


They’d been marched through the streets of Albany, past milling townsfolk who’d stared at them with suspicion, to the stockade that stood atop the hill, where they’d been thrown in leg irons and left to bide in this close and dank cell. And still they didn’t know whom they were supposed to have murdered.


Connor found himself on the sharp end of Iain’s gaze.


“What we’re goin’ to do is use our minds.” Iain raised his shackled wrists and tapped a finger to his temple. “Fightin’ would only serve to get us all killed. We didna murder anyone. All shall be set right.”


Connor did not share Iain’s sudden trust in English notions of justice. It was English justice that had put a German on the throne, stealing the crown from its true heir. It was English justice that had seen their elderly grandfather Iain Og MacKinnon, chieftain of Clan MacKinnon, chained aboard a prison barge for helping Bonnie Prince Charlie escape after Culloden. Aye, and it was English justice that had sent their father and mother with their three young sons away from their ancestral lands on the Isle of Skye and into exile.


But Connor would not gainsay Iain. Iain had always done right by his brothers, getting them out of difficulties every bit as bad as this one. As the eldest male in the family, Iain was by right The MacKinnon, their father having died more than three years past. Connor owed Iain respect—and obedience when he could manage it.


One hour went by. Two. Then three.


Connor dozed, only to be awakened by the sound of a guard’s voice.


“On yer feet! There’s someone what wishes to speak with ye.”


Connor looked to his brothers and saw by their faces that they, too, were confused.


“Come, lads.” Iain stood. “We’ll soon put an end to this matter and be on our way.”


Connor got to his feet and followed his brothers, chains clinking, out the open door. There stood five redcoats with fixed bayonets flanking a young, bewigged British officer—a lieutenant by his uniform. His gaze fixed on Iain, then Morgan, then Connor, as if he were taking their measure, his lips pressing together in a disapproving line when he spied the bit of MacKinnon plaidie tied at Connor’s waist.


He spoke to the redcoats behind him. “Remove the clan colors.”


Connor stepped back, tried to block the advancing redcoats with raised hands. “Keep your bloody English—”


“Connor!” Iain’s shout stopped him. “’Tis just a bit of cloth.”


Connor gaped at his brother. MacKinnon colors just a bit of cloth? Had Iain gone daft?


Nay, this was about Jeannie Grant. Iain was besotted with her and determined to take her to wife. They’d come to Albany so that Iain could have their mother’s wedding ring made to fit Jeannie’s smaller finger. Old Man Grant had shown favor to Iain over her other suitors, but that favor would pass to another if it were known that Iain had found trouble with the English.


For his brother’s sake, Connor gritted his teeth and willed himself to stand still as the bit of plaidie was torn from him, crumpled in a redcoat’s fist, then tossed to the filthy gaol floor.


Iain addressed the officer. “There’s been some misunder—”


“The prisoners will not speak.” The lieutenant turned his back to Iain. “Bring them.”


Connor shared a glance with his brothers, the simmering anger in their eyes reflecting his own seething rage. Then a beefy hand shoved him from behind.


“Get moving, you!”


He stumbled forward, chains dragging at his feet as they were marched back outside, down the hill toward the river, and into the heart of town, crowds gathering as they passed.


“Damn the Scotch!” someone muttered.


Then out of the corner of his eye, Connor spotted Kally. He met her worried gaze, warning her away with a slight shake of his head when she started toward him, distress on her bonnie face.


No’ now, lass. 


Around the corner from the public square, they came to a grand, big house with tall glass windows, the Union flag flying from a staff above its wide front doors. The place had a familiar look about it, though Connor could not place it. He followed his brothers inside and up a flight of stairs, a sense of misgiving coming over him that grew with each awkward step. How could they be in this bloody predicament when they were innocent?


“We didna do it.” His words were answered with silence.


At the top of the stairs, the young lieutenant turned to the right and led them down a short hallway to a closed door. He knocked.


A deep and very English voice answered. “Enter.”


Connor found himself being shoved through the doorway after his brothers, the redcoats with the bayonets pressing in behind. There in the center of the room sat a foppish Sassenach officer playing chess, his bronze gorget shining, fine lace at his throat and wrists, his fingertips pressed together as he considered his next move. He took no notice of them, his gaze fixed on the checked board with its small marble figures.


Overcome with contempt, Connor opened his mouth to speak, but held his tongue at a warning glance from Iain.


Och, bloody hell! 


The lieutenant who’d brought them bowed. “They are here, my lord.”


So the fop was not only an officer, but also a lairdie.


His Worshipful Lordship raised a finger for silence and continued to study the chessboard, giving Connor time to study him. His brows were dark, his features manly, his jaw cleanly shaven. But his skin was pale like a woman’s, his hands free of calluses—proof that he’d never done a lick of honest work in his accursed life.


Connor’s gaze wandered over the portraits of bewigged nobility on the papered walls, the bookcase with its leather-bound tomes, the writing table with its lavish quill, crystal ink-pot, and silver candelabra. Whoever he was, the bastard had wealth aplenty.


Then at last, the Sassenach laird picked up a black pawn and moved it forward one space.


He stood, turned to face them. He was of a goodly height, almost as tall as Connor, though Connor was certain he and his brothers outweighed him by a good two stone. Through cold gray eyes he gazed first at Connor, then Morgan. Then at last his gaze fixed on Iain and remained.


“I am Iain MacKinnon. These are my—”


A redcoat drove the butt of his musket into Iain’s gut, forcing the breath from his lungs and doubling him over.


Connor took a step toward him, fists clenched, his face hot with rage.


“You’ll speak when spoken to!” the younger officer shouted in Iain’s face.


“That’s enough, Lieutenant.” His lordship dismissed his underling with a flick of his wrist, then turned and poured himself a brandy. “I know much about you, Iain MacKinnon. These two men beside you are your brothers, Morgan and Connor. You arrived in New York as boys and grew up on the frontier, where you spent time amongst the heathen and learned to speak several Indian tongues. Your father, Lachlan MacKinnon, died three winters past, your mother, Elasaid Cameron, several years earlier. Your grandsire was Iain Og MacKinnon, barbarian lord of the MacKinnon Clan and the Catholic traitor who helped the Young Pretender escape justice after my uncle’s victory at Culloden.”


At those words, Connor’s blood went cold. There wasn’t a loyal Highlander alive who didn’t loathe Butcher Cumberland to his very soul. Son of the Sassenach king, the bastard had broken the clans at Culloden, then ravaged the Highlands, slaughtering all who were loyal to Prince Charlie, burning villages to the ground, destroying crops, and leaving the survivors to starve. His men had been about to slay Iain though he was no more than a lad, when their grandfather had come down to face them, giving himself into captivity in exchange for Iain’s life.


If his lordship was the Butcher’s nephew …


Connor’s heart began to pound, his chest tight.


As if from a distance, he heard Iain’s voice. “Then you are—”


The neach dìolain smiled, brandy still in hand. “Lord William Wentworth, third son of Robert Wentworth, Marquess of Rockingham, who is consort to Her Royal Highness Princess Amelia Sophia. My grandsire—well, no doubt you can deduce who he is.”


A man would have to be a halfwit not to work it out.


His grandsire was the wee German lairdie whose arse befouled the throne.


 Somehow—Connor couldn’t fathom it—Iain kept his tongue in check. “Why have you brought us here?”


Wentworth sipped his brandy, taking a good long time to answer. “From what I understand, you’re soon to be hanged for murder.”


Connor looked to Morgan and Iain, saw stunned surprise on their faces.


“We’ve no’ been convicted, nor has there yet been a trial.” How could Iain sound so calm when it was clear that the Sassenach had already judged them guilty? “The accusation is false. There’s been some kind of mistake.”


Connor could hold back no longer. “What evidence do you have against us?”


Wentworth set his drink aside and met Connor’s gaze. “Sometime during the night, the three of you encountered and killed Henry Walsh—the man you grappled with yesterday afternoon outside my window.”


That’s why this house seemed familiar. They had passed it yesterday on their way into town. Walking by, they’d come across a man beating a woman—a whore he’d used and wished to cheat of her fee—and had intervened, forcing him to pay. But the man had been alive and well when they’d left him.


“That’s a bloody lie! We didna—” Connor’s words were cut off as a musket butt struck him in the ribs once, twice, breath leaving his lungs in a rush of pain. Doubled over, he clutched his side, struggling to breathe.


When Iain spoke next, his voice was tight with rage. “Your men will no’ strike him again, or I’ll show you just how much barbarian blood runs in my veins!”


Wentworth’s reply was cool. “I’ve already seen you fight. In fact, it’s because of your barbarian blood, as you put it, that I’m prepared to offer you an … arrangement.”


Still holding his side against the pain, Connor glanced back and forth between Iain and Wentworth, knowing that nothing good could come of an agreement with so despicable a man.


“What kind of arrangement?” Iain didn’t trust the bastard either. Connor could hear the misgiving and hesitation in his voice.


“I’ll see to it personally that all charges against you and your brothers are suspended. In exchange, you’ll take up the leadership of a Ranger unit under my command and fight for your sovereign against the French and their Indian allies.”


Connor opened his mouth to shout the bastard down.


But Iain laughed. “You’re daft!”


“Am I? His Majesty needs men who know the land and the ways of the Indians if he is to successfully pursue his interests on this continent. And without my help, you and your brothers will surely be hanged.”


Iain wasn’t laughing now. “What proof do you have against us?”


“Why, in addition to the dead body, any I choose to offer, of course.”


And then it was clear.


This Sassenach lordling had contrived all of this to press Iain into service. He’d watched Iain struggle with this Henry Walsh yesterday, had seen he was good in a fight, and wanted Iain’s sword. And unless Iain agreed to fight for the British, the three of them would hang.


Connor’s pulse pounded in his ears, his heart thrumming with rage.


“’Tis slavery!” Iain’s face was unnaturally pale.


Wentworth voice dripped with icy arrogance. “’Tis your duty to serve your king, whether by your free will or not.”


But the man who sat upon the throne was not their king.


When Iain spoke next, his voice quavered with suppressed fury. “If I accept, what will become of my brothers?”


Och, for the love of God! Was Iain truly considering the whoreson’s offer? ’Twould be better to die at the end of a rope!


“Your brothers will be free to go as they please, while you will be given beating orders and funds sufficient to piece together and outfit a company of one hundred fifty men such as you judge fit for ranging service. You will report to me at Fort Edward by August the twenty-first and serve me until death releases you or this war is ended. If you fail to appear or abandon your post, you will be shot for desertion and your brothers will be hanged for murder.”


“Dinnae do it, Iain! Curse him!” Morgan shouted, before switching to Gaelic. “Let the devil bugger him—and the whore of a mother who bore him!”


“I’m no’ afraid to die.” Connor met Iain’s gaze, saw the anguish in Iain’s eyes, and spoke in English so the lordling could hear. He would not let his life be used against his brother. “Let them hang us! We willna be the first Highlanders murdered by English lies, nor the last.”


Wentworth watched Iain through cold eyes. “What say you?”


“Bugger him, Iain!” Connor shouted.


“Dinnae do it!” Morgan urged. “Let them hang us!”


Iain looked over at Morgan and Connor, resignation on his face. He closed his eyes for a moment, drew a breath. “I accept.”


Connor watched the joy and youth drain from Iain’s face, saw the astonishment on Morgan’s. Then he looked over at the bastard mac an uilc who had brought this down upon them. And in that moment he made a silent vow.


One day, Lord William Wentworth would die at his hand.






Chapter 1




March 20, 1760


Northwest of Albany




Lady Sarah Woodville struggled to keep up with her captor, her lungs aching for breath, a dagger-sharp stitch in her side. Taking no pity on her, he drew her onward, holding fast to the leather cord that bit into her wrists. Her toes and fingers were pinched from cold, her thighs burning from the steep uphill climb. Each step was agony, her feet blistered, heels rubbed raw by the wet leather of her new shoes. And yet she dared not ask him to stop nor even slow him.


She knew he would kill her.


She’d been sailing with Mrs. Price, her chaperone, and, Jane, her new lady’s maid, from New York up the Hudson River toward Albany, where she’d planned to plead with Uncle William to aid her, when the captain had encountered ice floes that all but blocked the river. He’d tried to navigate his way around them, but he’d run the ship aground on a sandbar just off the western bank. Apologizing profusely for his error in judgment, he’d sent straightaway for help, assuring Sarah that Albany was not far upriver.


But Mrs. Price’s stomach had been unable to tolerate the awkward tilt and rocking of the stranded ship. To help ease her mal de mer, the captain had rowed her, Sarah, and Jane ashore, together with a few other passengers who likewise felt queasy. But they’d no sooner set foot on the embankment than she’d heard a musket fire and the captain had fallen dead.


Then the most terrible screams that could be conceived had come out of the forest, followed by painted men with muskets, knives, and hatchets. And within a matter of moments, everyone who’d left the ship, apart from Sarah, Jane, and a young boy, had been slain, their bloody scalps hanging from beaded belts.


Uncle William will send soldiers. He might even send his Rangers. 


Sarah had counted eight attackers, but she could see only three now—her captor and the two who held Jane and the boy. Only rarely did the Indians look back at their prisoners, and then never with concern, their faces terrible to behold, painted in shades of red and black, their heads shaved bare apart from a single lock of hair that hung from each man’s scalp, their bodies clothed in tanned and painted hides.


And to think that only yesterday she’d told Jane she hoped to see an Indian.


How long they walked Sarah could not say. The pain in her feet became unbearable, and yet she had no choice but to bear it, following where she was led. The Indians picked a path through towering pines, avoiding the snow whenever they could, the ground slanting upward, dark forest all around them. And then in the distance, Sarah heard it—the spirited tattoo of military drums.


Soldiers! 


The Indians heard it, too. They stopped, spoke to one another in hushed words Sarah could not understand. Jane leaned against a tree, trying to catch her breath, her thick red hair having fallen from its pins to hang down her back in a long braid. The boy glanced up at Sarah, fear in his green eyes, his face smattered with freckles. Dressed in homespun, he had the look of the frontier about him. How old was he? Nine? Ten? Had his family been amongst those slain?


The poor child! 


Sarah’s mind drifted to thoughts of her own family. What would they do when they got word she’d been taken by Indians? Would Papa and Mother regret sending her away, or would they blame her for having left the safety of New York? If only she’d been the daughter Mother had wanted her to be and not so bent upon her music. There would have been no scandal, and she would be safely at home in London, far from this wild and terrible place.


The boy moved closer to her, as if seeking a mother’s comfort.


Do not think only of yourself, Sarah, for shame! You are eighteen. He is but a child. 


She smiled, offering him silent encouragement.


Then their captors turned and looked down at them as if noticing them for the first time. The one who held her tether reached out, took a lock of her hair between his fingers and rubbed it, his dark eyes boring into hers. She felt her heart shrink under his cold stare, but willed herself to meet his gaze unflinching, refusing to let him see how deeply he frightened her.


Never reveal your true self to those who do not truly love you. 


Lady Margaret’s words came to her, an echo from long ago and far away.


Then again she heard it—the beating of drums.


As abruptly as they had stopped, the Indians began to move again, dragging Sarah and the others along, faster this time, first uphill, then down, until the pain in Sarah’s feet was so excruciating she had to fight not to cry out, tears in her eyes. Then, at last, the Indians stopped, giving them leave to rest near a frozen stream at the base of the hill, even releasing their bonds, as if they knew their captives were too exhausted to escape.


One of the Indians handed Sarah a water skin and motioned for her to drink. This she did and gratefully. But when she reached to hand the skin to Jane, it was yanked from her grasp.


Her captor knelt down before her, a pair of moccasins in his hands, and she watched, astonished, as he discarded her tattered shoes and torn stockings, bathed her blisters in water from the water skin, then slipped soft, warm moccasins over her feet. His face a mask of cold indifference, he stood and strode off to talk with the others.


And for a moment, Sarah was alone with Jane and the boy. She met the boy’s gaze. “You’re a very brave young man. What is your name?”


“Thomas Wilkins, miss.” Thomas gave her a sad smile, his gaze dropping to her moccasins. “I think they’re goin’ to be keepin’ you alive at least.”


His words caught her by surprise. “Wh-whatever do you mean?”


“They gave you water and moccasins, but not us.” His gaze dropped to her feet again. “They think our soldiers can’t track you if you’ve got moccasins on your feet.”


“But what about you, Thomas, and you, my sweet Jane?”


Not much older than she, Jane had been Sarah’s most faithful companion since she’d been sent to New York to stay with Governor DeLancey. Jane hadn’t turned up her nose at Sarah like the others, but had shown her sympathy and understanding despite the scandal. Since Lady Margaret’s death, she had been Sarah’s only friend.


She gave Sarah a tremulous smile. “You shall go on, I think, my lady. But I fear we two shall be tomahawked in this lonely place.”


A chill that had nothing to do with the cold slid down Sarah’s spine. “No! Do not say such a thing! They gave me moccasins only because my feet were blistered.”


But a glance told her Jane’s feet were blistered, too.


Then the Indians returned. One hauled Sarah upright while the other two went to stand behind Jane and Thomas. Jane met Sarah’s gaze, reaching with bound wrists to clutch the boy’s hands between hers. “We shall be brave, shall we not, Thomas?”


“No!” Sarah cried, panic like ice in her blood, her knees going weak. “Please—”


A rough hand closed over her mouth, strong arms lifting her off the ground, forcing her to turn away as Jane’s voice called after her.


“God bless you, my lady! Don’t forget your English tongue!”


For hours, they walked through endless stretches of darkening forest, Sarah struggling to keep up, the soldiers’ drums no longer to be heard, wolves howling in the distance. But as they went on, a strange thing happened. She became less afraid, as if the bonds on her wrists—and the men who held her captive—were nothing more than a dream.


Surely, Jane and young Thomas would be along soon. Perhaps they were being taken through the forest by a different path. Or perhaps the soldiers had found and freed them. Those same soldiers would likely find her at any moment and free her, too.


But night fell, and still she saw no glimpse of Jane or Thomas.


Then, through the dark, she could just make out the flickering light of a campfire. As they drew near, she realized it was the Indians’ encampment. Surely, Jane and Thomas were waiting there for her. New vigor filled her weary limbs, and she hurried forward, eager for the fire’s warmth and some sign of her companions. But they were nowhere to be seen.


Confused, fighting despair and exhaustion, she sat before the fire, shivering, her woolen traveling cloak offering little protection against the cold, her gown tattered and damp. She drank when she was made to drink and ate when food was placed in her hands. Once, she started to hum without realizing it—the air from Master Handel’s keyboard suite in E major—only to be struck across the face.


She gasped, held her cheek, fighting tears. Until this morning, her biggest fear had been being forced to marry a man she could not love—or living the rest of her life alone in shameful spinsterhood, so tainted by the scandal that even her family’s wealth could not procure a desirable match. How insignificant those troubles now seemed! She would likely be killed ere either fate could befall her.


Her captor draped an animal fur around her shoulders and motioned toward a blanket he’d placed on the ground near the fire, indicating that she should lie down on the ground beside him. But she would not lie with him.


And then she saw.


At the edge of the firelight, an Indian sat stitching a fresh scalp to a small wooden hoop. Attached to the scalp was a long, red braid.


Major Connor MacKinnon gently turned the bodies over—one of the lasses and the lad, both tomahawked, both scalped.


Och, Christ! 


He’d warned that arrogant bastard Haviland that sending redcoats had been a mistake. War parties often killed captives if pressed. But Haviland, who didn’t know his head from his arse, hadn’t listened. And now two of the three who’d been taken were lost.


And so young. 


Connor crossed himself and whispered a prayer for them, then looked more closely at the lass’s face, her features hard to see in the gloaming. But it was not she.


It was not Wentworth’s niece. He’d stake his life on it.


Wentworth had showed him a likeness of her. A small locket painting, it had revealed a beautiful young girl with hair the color of honey and bright blue eyes, her cheeks pink, a playful smile on her rosy lips. The poor lass lying here on the cold ground was far plainer with bright red hair. Connor gave her cold, lifeless hand a squeeze, then turned away.


There was nothing he could do for her or the lad now.


Nearer to the frozen stream, Joseph held up a pair of battered shoes and torn stockings.


Connor reached out, touched them. The ties on the shoes were of lace, the shoes themselves of finest leather, the stockings silk. “They must be hers. Such frippery takes coin.”


Joseph set the shoes and stockings aside. “The Shawnee think to confuse us by putting her in moccasins.”


The trick might have worked had he and Joseph been redcoats or even unseasoned farmers new to the frontier. But Joseph was war chief of the Muhheconneok people, and Connor had grown up beside him, adopted together with his brothers by the Mahican when he was but a stripling lad. They had learned to track, hunt, and fight together, earning their warrior marks under the stern headship of Joseph’s father. They knew this land every bit as well as the Shawnee and could not be fooled by such attempts at cunning.


“She’ll be movin’ faster wi’ moccasins on her feet.”


They pressed on, eager to make up for lost time by covering as much ground as possible before darkness fell, following a trail that most others would have missed—a few bent stalks of dried grass, a thread from the lass’s skirts caught on a clump of sedge, an overturned rock. They did not need to speak, each anticipating the other’s actions, enabling them to move quickly and silently.


For five years they and their men had fought and bled together—MacKinnon’s Rangers and Captain Joseph’s Mahican warriors. They’d hounded the French and their Indian allies, fighting them in forest and field, ambushing their supply trains, distressing them to the very walls of their own forts and towns. The Rangers depended on Joseph and his men every bit as much as the Mahican depended on the Rangers.


If only their men were with them tonight.


But the winter had been long and cold, and the Rangers had not yet mustered. Most of Connor’s men were still wintering with their wives and bairns, growing fat and lazy, while Joseph’s warriors were warm in their lodges in Stockbridge. None of them were due to report to Fort Edward for a fortnight. Still, Connor and Joseph had each dispatched a runner with orders that any man who was able should make haste to Albany and track them.


Connor and Joseph had been in Albany to drum up recruits for spring when a company of grenadiers had marched out of the stockade and down toward the river as if the town were under attack. Connor had learned that Indians had attacked a stranded ship about three miles downriver and had taken two women and a boy. He and Joseph had gone straight to the stockade to urge Colonel Haviland to call back the grenadiers and send the two of them instead, only to meet with Colonel Haviland’s scorn.


“Do you expect me to believe, Major, that a rustic and an Indian can succeed where His Majesty’s trained grenadiers cannot?”


Then the wee German lairdie had arrived.


In a cold fury, Wentworth had upbraided Haviland, ordering him to recall the grenadiers. Then he’d dispatched Connor and Joseph. “Do whatever you must, Major MacKinnon, but bring the captives back safely.”


Connor had never seen Wentworth in such a state, nor had he known Wentworth to show concern for captives before. And there’d been something on Wentworth’s face Connor had never seen—fear.


“One of the women is my niece,” Wentworth had confessed, his mask of ice cracking. “Lady Sarah Woodville—she is young and gently bred. I would not see her suffer harm. Do whatever you must to protect her and return her to me. Do you understand?”


“Aye.” Connor understood only too well. Wentworth cared about these captives only because one of them was kin. “All this concern for a few captives—for a moment, I thought you’d grown a heart.”


Wentworth’s eyes had narrowed. “Do not think to seek redress of your grievances against me by neglecting or harming my niece. Stray but a little, and I shall recall your eldest brother into His Majesty’s service.”


Connor ignored the threat—the same threat that had hung over his head these past months. “If you believe me capable of such a thing, then why send me?”


“I send you because I have no choice!” Wentworth had hissed the words from between clenched teeth. Then some of the rage had left him. “I send you because you are the best, and I want my niece back whole and unharmed.”


Connor and Joseph had gathered their gear and set out straightaway, but precious hours—and two innocent lives—had been lost thanks to Haviland and his fecklessness.


Haviland is no’ the only man wi’ innocent blood on his hands, is he, laddie? 


Nay, he wasn’t.


In the distance, a wolf howled, its call answered by another, a cold wind moving like a whisper through the tall pines as darkness fell.


Daylight gone, they had no choice but to stop for the night. They could not track what they could not see, and if they should miss something and lose the trail, they would waste hours finding it again in the morning.


Without a word, they began to make camp.




My dearest Uncle, I most humbly beseech Your Lordship that you forgive my Boldness and make haste to aide me. Such Affronts and Sorrows have I faced of late, that I must plead for Your Lordship’s Protection. I dare write nothing that other Eyes might behold, so I shall say no more. I humbly beseech Your Lordship to grant me Permission to travel to Albany that I might lay bare my Plight to you in person. Please, I pray you, Uncle, if ever Your Lordship held me in Affection, help me now. 


Yours most bound and forever,


Sarah Woodville 




Lord William looked up from the letter and stared out the window into the darkness, the fingers of his left hand worrying the cracked marble chess piece he always kept in his vest pocket—the black king Lady Anne had broken two summers past.


This was his fault.


When Sarah had written to him pleading for his help, he’d had misgivings, but he’d ignored them. At the time, he’d been worried about smallpox and measles, both of which had hit Albany hard this winter. He hadn’t imagined it possible that Indians would dare strike so close to town with the war all but won and three thousand of His Majesty’s troops billeted here.


He’d been wrong.


How he wished now that he had denied her request and employed some other means of learning the truth of her situation, but the thought that she might truly need his help had overthrown all else, so he’d relented, arranging for her passage northward. Bright-eyed, inquisitive, and talented beyond measure upon the harpsichord, she was the only member of his rather large and unpleasant family about whom he gave a damn.


The last time he’d seen her had been six years ago just prior to his voyage to the colonies. She’d been but twelve years old and still very much a child. Though her body had only begun to show signs of approaching womanhood, it had been clear to all that she would grow to become a woman of surpassing beauty. William’s sister, secretly a severe Lutheran, had restricted her daughters to long hours of daily Bible study and needlework to prepare them for marriage and motherhood. She’d been openly distressed by her youngest child’s beauty and passion for music, deeming both dangerous to Sarah’s immortal soul.


But William had found Sarah refreshing and had indulged her when occasion allowed, secretly taking her to hear chamber music and lending her books about history, art, and music theory. He’d even let her play privately on the harpsichord before His Majesty, her skill astounding and delighting the old man. But perhaps his sister had been right to restrict Sarah. Perhaps she’d seen something in her daughter that William had not.


Last summer, Sarah had caused such a scandal that her father had sent her away, depositing her not in the family’s estates to the north, but on the other side of the world in New York with Governor DeLancey, an old family friend. When William had inquired as to the nature of the scandal, his sister had written to say that decency forbade her even to mention it. Even knowing his sister’s penchant for exaggeration when it came to matters of sin, William had been intrigued by this, but the summer campaigns had prevented him from inquiring further. He’d hoped to hear the unspeakable truth of it from Sarah on this visit.


But now she was out there somewhere, a captive of men who would not hesitate to do unimaginably terrible things to her.


As second in command of His Majesty’s forces in the colonies, William had heard all the tales—accounts of cruelest torture, maiming, rape. They’d always just been words on parchment to him, nothing more than the cost of war. This one burnt alive, that one beaten and sold, this one adopted and forced into heathen marriage.


But the thought of Sarah enduring such a fate …


In truth, William didn’t give one whit what happened to the other two captives so long as Sarah was returned to him alive and unscathed. MacKinnon had probably guessed as much. William had seen the disgust on the Highlander’s face when he had heard that one of the captives was William’s niece.


For a moment, I thought you’d grown a heart. 


How could William expect an uncultured brute like MacKinnon to understand that Sarah was worth more than a thousand common colonial women?


“Pardon me, my lord.” Lieutenant Cooke’s voice came from the doorway.


William turned to face him. “Yes, Lieutenant?”


Cooke bowed neatly. “I asked local churches to hold observances this evening so that prayers might be said for your niece. Services at St. Peter’s begin in a half hour.”


“Well done. Thank you.” It was then William remembered he was in a state of undress, his wig sitting forgotten on his desk, his coat draped over a chair with his cravat.


“If I may be of any assistance, my lord …”


William gave a consenting nod, his gaze drawn back to the window.


 “Don’t worry, my lord. Major MacKinnon will bring her safely home.”


Connor took a sip of rum, trying to read Morgan’s letter by firelight. He knew what it said by heart, but still he cherished each word, the news it held warming him more than the fire. Morgan was now a father twice over. His bonnie wife, Amalie, had come safely through a difficult travail and borne him twin sons. They had named one of the wee bairns Connor Joseph in honor of Connor. Och, aye, and Joseph, too.


“His mother is Indian.” Joseph smiled and puffed out his chest like a tom turkey, feathers and all. “He’ll be a warrior like me.”


“She’s only part Indian. The rest of her is French, aye?” Connor grinned. “He’s a MacKinnon. He’ll be bonnie and braw—like me.”


They’d been having this wee argie-bargie since Morgan’s letter had arrived two days ago and were clearly no nearer to resolving their difference of opinion.


“It is good to see you smile again, brother.” Joseph sat on the bed of hemlock boughs beside him. “It has been too long.”


Connor ignored Joseph’s words and the worried look he knew he’d find in Joseph’s eyes, folding the parchment and tucking the letter carefully away. Joseph was as bad as Iain, fussing over him like an old fishwife.


“I cannae help but worry,” Iain had said when Connor had seen him just after Christmas. “You’ve no’ been yourself since last summer. This war has changed you.”


Of course the bloody war had changed him! Hadn’t it changed them all?


Connor had been a lad of but three-and-twenty when he and Morgan had followed Iain to war, his thought given only to food, drink, and bed sport. War had seemed an adventure to him in those early days—drumming up recruits, shooting at marks, camping with the men on Ranger Island. But soon those men had started dying, cut down by muskets, bayonets, and tomahawks, carried away by swift rivers, frozen to death in deep snows.


He had buried so many friends, so many good men.


When Wentworth had released Iain from duty, Connor had felt deep relief, knowing that his eldest brother was out of harm’s way and settled with his wife on the farm, where the next generation of MacKinnons would grow up, kept safe by the battles the Rangers fought and won. But then Morgan had been lost, taken captive by the French and declared dead by their lying commander. What Connor had done after …


Nay, he would not think on it.


He was not the only one changed by this war. Didn’t they all bear scars, Iain, Morgan, and Joseph every bit as much as Connor? Aye, they did. There was no reason for Iain and Joseph to fash themselves over him. Connor knew that Iain blamed himself that Connor was still at war—and for the fact that the MacKinnon name still lay in taint of murder. But that blame lay solely with Wentworth.


Aye, Wentworth was a bastard, a true son of evil.


Never mind that the whoreson had, upon occasion, aided Iain and Morgan. Soon the war would be won, and Connor would keep the vow he’d made, settling the score with the wee German lairdie who had forced this upon them. And then …


And then what, laddie? If you live to see that day, what will you do besides drink rum every night to keep the ghosts at bay? 


Perhaps he would serve as a scout for the British, who would surely have need of someone to help them make peace with the Indians and explore their new claims. Or perhaps he would go to live with Joseph, helping to train a new generation of Mahican warriors to fight. Whatever he did, he did not think he could return to farming with his brothers.


The last time he’d stayed at the farm, he’d felt such restlessness that it had nearly consumed him. Unable to sleep without rum in his belly, feeling closed in by the walls of the farmhouse he’d helped build, he’d felt out of place amidst the easy rhythms of farm life and in the gentle company of Annie and Amalie. He’d cut his long-awaited Christmas leave short by two days, strangely eager to return to Fort Edward and war.


“What do you expect she’s like?” Joseph asked, cutting across Connor’s thoughts.


“Who?”


“Lady Sarah Woodville. Wentworth showed you a likeness of her.”


“She looked like a spoiled princess, unable to do a thing for herself. She’ll likely be after us to serve her tea and scones on the way back to Albany.” Connor lay down, his feet toward the fire, the frustration he’d felt all through the day spilling out. “I cannae fathom what she was doin’ on her way to Albany—a lass wi’ royal blood on the frontier alone in wartime?”


“Perhaps she missed her uncle.” Joseph shrugged, not seeming troubled. “Perhaps she has an adventuresome spirit.”


But the more Connor thought on it, the stranger it seemed. What was such a highborn lass doing traveling about the colonies without her kin? What kind of father would permit an unmarried daughter to travel halfway around the world alone? The sea was wide and perilous, and many who set sail died ere they reached these shores. Those who survived the voyage arrived to find a land at war. Though towns far from the frontier were safe, Albany was not. It was the last outpost of civilization on a blood-soaked landscape.


Her father might be a nobleman, but he was also a fool. Unless …


Had the lass been caught up in some kind of scandal?


The thought gave Connor pause. “Do you suppose she’s here because she’s wi’ child?”


“We’ll know soon enough.” Joseph lay down on the bed of boughs beside Connor. “I cannot recall ever seeing Wentworth so distressed.”


“Wentworth never gave a damn when other women were taken. He had Iain nearly flayed alive for savin’ Annie. But when his niece is stolen …”


Connor let the thought go unfinished. There was no need to explain.


“She is not to blame.” Joseph drew the bearskin up over both of them, his body pressed against Connor’s for warmth. “Whatever Wentworth has done—she is innocent.”


Connor closed his eyes. “Hold your whist, and let a man sleep!”


A vague sense of guilt stirred in his chest. He quashed it.


The lass’s kin had taken the throne from its true heir. They’d laid waste to the Highlands, shedding MacKinnon blood. Her uncle had enslaved Connor and his brothers through deceit. What kind of woman could spring from the loins of a clan such as that? She was probably here because she’d bedded half the lads in her father’s stables and now had a big belly.


Whatever else she might be, she surely wasn’t innocent.


But the image of Lady Sarah, young and beautiful, was there before him and would not leave his mind. And in his dreams, she was weeping.






Chapter 2


Sarah felt someone shake her roughly—and awoke to discover that the nightmare was real. She was a captive, and dear Jane and the boy were …


Dead. 


Memories from the previous day rushed back. The attack on the riverbank. The terrible flight through the forest. The horror of seeing the Indians stitch upon Jane and Thomas’s scalps while she sat nearby too afraid even to weep. The humiliation of having to lie beside her captor through the night just to keep from freezing.


At least he hadn’t touched her in any indecent way.


She sat up and glanced around at the Indian encampment only to find that it was barely dawn and that they had already put out the fire and packed most of their gear. Had something awoken them? Had they heard soldiers nearby? She listened, but heard nothing beyond the rushing of her pulse and the rustling of wind in the trees.


Then more of the greasy meat cake she’d been given for supper was put into her hands, and the Indian who’d dragged her through the forest yesterday sat across from her, eating hungrily. Too cold and tired to be hungry, she nibbled, covertly watching him.


The paint on his face had begun to flake away, revealing designs that had been etched into his skin—lines and dots on his chin and on his temples. A ring of silver pierced his nose. Shells hung from his earlobes, which had been cut and stretched to form loops of flesh. But although his appearance was frightening and strange, he was not an ugly man. His cheekbones were high, his jaw square, his mouth well shaped.


Then his gaze met hers, his dark eyes seeming to bore through her. He licked his lips, then touched his chest. “Katakwa.”


Was that his name?


“Ka-ta-kwa.” Sarah repeated what he’d said, then touched her hand to her heart. “Lady Sarah Woodville.”


He frowned, as if her name were distasteful to him or too difficult to say. Then he stood, wiped his fingers on his leather tunic, and drew her to her feet, motioning her toward the bushes. She realized he meant for her to see to her private needs. Her wrists still bound, she lifted her skirts as best she could and walked toward the trees, every muscle in her body stiff and aching, her feet tender. By the time she returned, there was no sign that anyone had ever camped there. Then something poor Thomas had said came back to her.


They think our soldiers can’t track you if you’ve got moccasins on your feet. 


And a terrible thought struck her.


What if Uncle William’s soldiers could not track her? What if they could not find her? What if she were forced to live out here with the Indians for the rest of her life?


Panic flared inside her, making her heart pound and her head spin. But then Katakwa took her tether and dragged her forward.


They were moving again.


But where were they taking her? And what did they mean to do with her?


In New York, she’d read stories in the papers—of men and women maimed, tortured, and burnt alive, of women forced to marry Indian men and bear their children, of captives sold from one tribe to the next until they were lost forever in the wild. Did such a fate await her?


Terror made her stomach knot.


God, be merciful! 


Weary and fighting hopelessness, she stumbled through the gloom of the forest, so cold her teeth chattered, clouds offering only glimpses of the still-starry sky. And some part of her wanted to scream and scream and scream until someone heard her and came to her aid. But if she did, her scalp would surely hang from Katakwa’s belt.


Then the idea came to her.


She could help. She could help the soldiers find her. She could leave them a trail.


She’d read in the papers how Indians allied with the Crown were sometimes used to track enemies in the forest. And Uncle William had told her in letters about his Rangers—fearless frontiersmen whose woodcraft was every bit as skilled as that of the Indians, soldiers who could track people across great distances. They’d won many triumphs for Uncle William. If she made certain they had a trail, they would be sure to find her, wouldn’t they?


Her mind seemed to sharpen, her despair ebbing as she thought it through. She would have to be careful lest Katakwa catch her. She would have to be quick about it. And she would have to leave signs that would be unmistakable.


She began to drag her feet every few steps, trying to press the soles of her mocassins hard into the thick layer of frozen leaves. But that slowed her down and earned her a sharp tug and angry glance from Katakwa. Then she deliberately caught her cloak on a shrub—and she felt a surge of triumph when several woolen threads pulled free.


And she knew she could do this.


Her vigor restored by a renewed sense of purpose, she dropped a hairpin here, rubbed her cloak against a tree trunk there, taking care to step in snow whenever she could, even catching her hair on low-hanging branches and tall shrubs, each strand that pulled free giving her hope. She overturned pebbles with her toes, dropped bows and buttons from her gown, bent the stalks of dried sedges with her fingers. And when they stopped to break their fast and once more see to their private needs, she took time to arrange twigs into the shape of an S and an arrow.


Dear God in heaven, please let them find me! 


It wasn’t yet midday when Connor and Joseph found the campsite. The trail headed west from there. But the ground had been frozen solid when the Shawnee had departed, making it more difficult to track them.


Connor and Joseph spread out, treading carefully.


“Here.” Joseph pointed.


There on the forest floor before him, frozen and rotted leaves lay crumpled and rolled together as if someone had dragged his—or her—feet. This went on for several paces, then ended abruptly, the toe of her right moccasin having left a deep imprint as if she’d been jerked forward and almost pulled off her feet.


Connor touched his fingers to the decomposed leaves. “She was tryin’ to leave tracks, and they discovered it.”


But at least now they knew which direction the Shawnee had taken her.


Crouching near to the ground, they went on, scouring the forest for any sign that men had been here. Connor spied several gray woolen threads clinging to a shrub. He plucked them, studied them, then moved on. A hairpin. More gray threads. A scattering of overturned pebbles. Silken strands of hair the color of honey. Bent blades of grass. A blue bow. A whalebone button.


Connor held out his hand and took the button from Joseph. “This cannae be chance. The lass is leavin’ us a trail, so she is.”


Joseph nodded. “Wentworth’s spoiled princess seems to have at least some courage, wouldn’t you say, Cub?”


Connor hated that nickname. As the youngest of his brothers, he’d been saddled with it as a boy. He shot Joseph a scathing glance, wishing neither to discuss Wentworth’s niece nor to suffer his Mahican brother’s teasing. He tucked the button in his pocket and moved on.


They were able to move faster now, their eyes accustomed to the kind of sign she left them. Within an hour, they found an S made of wee twigs and an arrow pointing not west, but north. And at once Connor knew where they were taking her.


He met Joseph’s gaze, and the two spoke in unison.


“Mequachake.”


Mequachake was the main village for the Mequachake Shawnee, one of five bands of Shawnee that lived here and on west into the Ohio country. Though the Shawnee had no quarrel with the Mahicans, they had recently abandoned their truce with Britain and would likely consider Connor a foe.


He drew out a strip of dried meat and ate. “You’ve hunted with them, aye?”


Joseph also began to eat, answering between bites. “My father has hunted with their warriors. They will know my name.”


As they ate and drank, they talked over their plan of attack.


They could overtake the war party and reclaim her by force. There were at most eight or nine of them, and Connor and Joseph would have the element of surprise on their side. But there was every chance the warriors would slay the lass at the first sign of an ambush. They’d already proven they would not hesitate to kill. One blow with a tomahawk, one flash of a blade, one shot from a musket, and she would be dead.


Or they could hasten to Mequachake by straighter, rougher paths and attempt to reach the village first. Once there, Joseph could use his father’s friendship with the elders to try to persuade them to free Wentworth’s niece. With luck, they might be able to win her freedom before she reached the village and be on their way back to Albany before nightfall.


There was only one kinch to this second plan. If their entreaties failed or the Shawnee did not receive them in peace, Connor and Joseph would find themselves in an enemy village surrounded by as many as two hundred Shawnee.


In the end, they decided it would be safer for Wentworth’s niece if they were to try first to negotiate her freedom.


Connor ate a handful of dried berries, washed them down with a deep drink of water, his gaze drifting northward toward the leagues of forest they had yet to cross today. What destiny was it that had brought him out here, chasing through the wild after the niece of the man he loathed most in this world, a man he had vowed to kill? If she were anything like Wentworth, the lass would fix them with an arrogant eye and demand to know why they hadn’t reached her more quickly.


He stowed the food away and hung the water skin over his shoulder, glancing over at Joseph. “Try to keep up, old woman.”


Sarah walked numbly forward, her lower back aching, her legs so weary she feared they might buckle beneath her. Never had she felt such exhaustion. And yet she dared not falter lest she meet the same fate as poor Jane and young Thomas.


She dropped another bow, waited a few minutes, then let her gown catch on a tree root. But rather than losing a thread or two this time, her hems gave way with a loud ripping sound.


The eight men walking in front of her stopped and turned.


Her heart gave a hard knock as she stared into their angry faces. “M-my gown. It caught on a—”


Katakwa spoke in angry tones, and for a moment she was certain he would strike her. But he bent down and jerked her hems free.


Then his gaze fell to her gown. He reached down, touched the places where there had once been bows and buttons, and his head came up, his gaze searching the forest behind her. And Sarah dared not even breathe.


He said something to one of the others, who retraced their steps, disappearing into the forest, only to return a moment later with a little blue bow in his hand, which he held up for the others to see.


The blow came so suddenly that Sarah had no time to prepare. Pain exploded across her cheek, knocking her off balance. She fell to the ground, senseless, and for a moment she couldn’t move. Dreading the fatal blow of the tomahawk, she fought her way onto her hands and knees and tried to crawl away, only to find herself jerked to her feet again, Katakwa’s face pressed close to hers, his hand around her throat as he muttered strange and angry words.


Barely able to hold her head up, she twisted in his grasp. “Let me go!”


But he ignored her, turning to speak to his fellows. Six Indians turned and silently backtracked through the forest, knives drawn. And Sarah knew they were preparing to ambush any poor soul brave enough to have followed her trail.


Oh, God, if there be anyone there, please warn them! Please protect them! 


Dark despair washed through her, taking the breath from her lungs. But then they were moving again.


An hour passed, maybe more. Then in the distance she thought she heard voices. A few minutes later, a child appeared. Wearing a tunic and leggings of tanned animal hide, he must have been six or seven years old. He looked up at her, a shy smile on his face. Then he struck her on the arm and ran off squealing.


Soon others appeared—small children, youths, women. They stared at her, shouted at her, shoved her, grabbing her clothes and her hair, pinching her. And she knew they had reached the Indian village. She could just make out rounded lodges through the trees ahead.


Dread knotted behind her breastbone, her breathing shallow, the thrum of her heartbeat making her deaf to all else. What were they going to do to her? A dozen terrible possibilities rushed through her mind.


God in heaven, help me! 


Her step faltered, fear making her tremble. Never had she felt more alone or forsaken. Then she thought of Jane and remembered how the girl had taken Thomas’s hands between hers, trying to comfort him even as she faced death herself.


You are the great-granddaughter of a king, Sarah Elizabeth, the daughter of a marquess and a princess. Show them you are strong! 


She drew a deep breath, raised her chin, and fixed her gaze straight ahead.


Connor knew the war party had arrived and that she was with them. A murmur of anticipation passed through the village, excited voices penetrating the log walls of the council house, where Connor and Joseph sat, having just smoked the pipe with the village chief, an old woman called Grannie Clear Water.


Grannie had welcomed Joseph like a son, her manner toward Connor somewhat less cordial. Still, she’d fed them both at her fire, accepting tobacco and wampum as gifts from them. She’d listened patiently while Joseph had explained their reason for coming, then had insisted on the Pipe Ceremony. And yet beneath the acts of friendship, Connor sensed the old woman’s mistrust of him. She’d called him a brave warrior, but the word she’d used often meant “enemy” as well. There was no doubt in Connor’s mind that she considered him to be the latter.


She had refused to speak a word on the matter of Wentworth’s niece yet. And there was no rushing her. To bring up the subject again would be rude. She would answer them in her own good time, for she had much to consider. If she yielded too easily to Joseph and Connor’s demand that she release Lady Sarah, she would anger her people, perhaps even lose headship of the village. Yet she could not ignore the threat of the British or the bonds between her people and Joseph’s.


“They have returned!” a boy called in excited Shawnee.


“Katakwa is back!” shouted another.


Connor willed himself to sit impassively, as did Joseph beside him, betraying no interest in the goings-on outside the council house.


But Grannie Clear Water met their gazes, then nodded, clearly not fooled. She got to her feet with the help of one of her daughters. “Let us go see the cause for all this noise.”


Connor followed her outside, Joseph behind him. They walked to the southern edge of the village, where a crowd had gathered, elders, women, and children shouting at someone, while the warriors of the village stood back and watched in amusement. Connor knew they were yelling at Wentworth’s niece, pouring out the rage they felt about the war on her, putting the weight of their grief and hatred upon her shoulders.


It was a common enough custom—this harrying of newcomers and captives. Connor and Joseph had faced it themselves when they’d arrived this afternoon, though not to such an extreme, for they had entered the village as free men and warriors. When their names had been recognized—the name “MacKinnon,” it seemed, was well known to them—every man, woman, and child had fallen silent. But Wentworth’s niece was a captive, and as such she would bear far worse, no matter that she was young and a woman.


“If this doesna humble her, I cannae say what will.” But even as Connor made light of her predicament, he didn’t like what he saw. He’d been raised to show women gentleness, not to stand idly by while they were treated ill, even if they were haughty and spoiled.


Then the crowd shifted, and he saw her.


So young and fragile she seemed, and yet also defiant. She walked with her head high, neither shrinking from the blows and jabs that were heaped upon her, nor weeping. But he could see she was sore afraid, her eyes wide, her gaze darting here and there, her breathing rapid and shallow. The violence she’d endured was written on her pretty face, a fresh bruise on her cheek, dark circles beneath her eyes, her skin pale. Her honey-colored hair hung in tangled waves almost to her waist, her cloak and gown tattered and dirty.


“So that’s Wentworth’s spoiled princess,” Joseph said.


But Connor didn’t hear him. He forgot the lassie was kin to Wentworth. He forgot he was a guest in this village, bound by custom not to interfere. He forgot everything except the fact that he’d come for her—and she needed his help.


He took a step in her direction, Joseph’s muttered warning calling him back to himself. “If you want to help her, stay where you are and hold your tongue.”


Connor swore under his breath, forcing himself to do nothing but watch while a tall warrior, his face painted in black and red, led her through the throng, his control over her assured by a leather cord he’d bound tightly around her wrists. He gave a tug, jerking her forward as if she were an animal.


Connor wanted to kill him.


Then the warriors of the village began to form two opposing rows, clubs in hand, a sea of onlookers gathering around them.


They were going to make the poor lass run the gauntlet.


Connor started forward, rage drumming in his chest, only to be stopped by Joseph’s iron grip on his arm.


“You know they will not seriously hurt her.” Joseph’s voice was a whisper. “Do not forget, brother, that we are outnumbered.”


The man who held her bonds—the one they called Katakwa—made her stand at one end of the two opposing rows, then removed the leather cords and left her there alone, dark bruises around her wrists where she’d been bound.


She seemed to realize what they meant to do, her panicked gaze darting amongst the warriors, taking in the grim looks on their faces and the weapons in their hands, her breathing erratic, her fingers clenched in her skirts.


Be strong, lass. 


Apparently impatient, Katakwa gave her a shove, knocking her to her knees between the first two men, who struck her repeatedly on the back with their clubs, hitting her hard enough to cause her pain, but not hard enough to wound her. She struggled to stand, only to be struck by the next two men the moment she reached her feet, their war whoops and the shouts of the crowd all but drowning out her frightened cries.


Connor gritted his teeth. It took every bit of will he possessed to stand there and do nothing. His father had taught him that God had given men strength so that they could protect women and children, not so they could harm them. To watch while grown men beat a defenseless lass …


The bastard sons of whores! 


She stumbled forward, holding her arms up to her head to ward off their blows, buffeted back and forth as the men struck her. But it was clear she understood now that her suffering would end once she reached the end of the line. Her gaze fixed on that spot, and she tried to run, struggling to stay on her feet as she was struck again and again, until at last she pitched forward and broke free, landing on her hands and knees in the mud.


It was over.


Connor let out a breath, willing himself to stand rooted where he was.


Breathing hard, her body trembling, she slowly lifted her gaze, looking about as if to see what lay in store for her next, fear, shock, and pain mingled on her face, tears sliding down her cheeks. It was then she saw him, her gaze locking with his. And the plea in her eyes was as clear as if she’d cried the words aloud.


Help me! 






Chapter 3


Her back and arms still stinging from the sharp blows, Sarah stared up at the man, her gaze taking in the sight of him all at once. Though his skin was brown from the sun, his features were clearly European. His eyes were a deep shade of blue, his hair long and dark, braids at each temple. Unlike the Indian men who had no beards, his jaw was dark with stubble. He wore leather leggings and moccasins like an Indian, but his shirt was of blue-checked homespun, the cloth of it all but concealed beneath a shaggy bearskin coat.


Was he French? He must be. Who else would live amongst Indians hostile to the Crown?


She met his gaze, saw an emotion in his eyes she could not read. “Aidez-moi, monsieur! Je vous en supplie, aidez-moi!” Help me, sir! I beg you—help me! 


Whether he’d understood her, she couldn’t tell, for in that moment her view of him was blocked by beaded skirts and leggings. Gentle hands drew her to her feet, and two gray-haired women guided her away from the crowd, one at each arm, speaking to her softly, like a mother speaking to a frightened child, their words foreign.


When Sarah looked over her shoulder, the man was gone.


As the women led her though the village, it seemed to Sarah that she had passed into another world. Small, round lodges clustered together looking rather like a village of large gray beehives. Men and women went about their work, the men dressed like Katakwa, the women wearing shirts with leggings and beaded skirts, their hair braided. A butchered deer hung from a wooden frame, its head sitting on a bed of dried reeds. Children ran through the maze of lodges, shouting and laughing, dogs nosing for scraps in the mud.


But, although people stared at her as she passed, there were no more shouts, and no one hit her, pinched her, or pulled her hair. Had the beating she’d just endured been some kind of initiation rite? If so, perhaps the worst of it was over.


She prayed with all her heart it was.


They came to a small lodge, its walls made like the others—great mats of tree bark held in place by twined ropes and rocks. The women pushed aside a door cover of woven grasses and went inside, motioning for Sarah to follow. She ducked down and entered, the door falling into place behind her.


The lodge was dimly lit but warm, a fire burning in its center, smoke curling out through a small flap in the roof that was propped open by a long stick. Mats of woven grasses covered the earthen floor and adorned the walls like tapestries, designs painted on them in shades of red, yellow, and blue. Dried herbs, antlers, feathers, and what looked like the talons of a large bird of prey hung from the poles that made up the lodge’s frame, empty wooden bowls stacked along the wall beside woven baskets filled with acorns, seeds, strips of dried meat. Raised platforms stood against the other walls. Covered with furs and blankets, they must have been beds.


Two other women sat inside tending a kettle on the fire. Both were older than Sarah, one heavy with child, her big belly protruding above her skirt, her breasts bare. And though Sarah knew she should avert her gaze, she’d never before seen the bare belly of a woman who was increasing, nor had she ever seen another woman’s naked breasts. She could not help but notice how full and dark the woman’s nipples were compared to her own.
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