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Sometimes survival isn’t just about staying alive … Widowed and alone on the frontier, Elspeth Stewart will do whatever it takes to protect herself and her unborn child from the dangers of the wilderness and of men. Though her youthful beauty doesn’t show it, she is broken and scarred from the way men have treated her. So when a stranger wanders onto Bethie’s land, wounded and needing her aid, she takes no risks, tying him to the bed and hiding his weapons before ministering to his injuries.


But Bethie’s defenses cannot keep Nicholas Kenleigh from breaking down her emotional walls. The scars on his body speak of a violent past, but his gentleness, warmth, and piercing eyes arouse longings in her that she never imagined she had. As Nicholas and Bethie reveal to each other both their hidden desires and their tortured secrets, they discover that riding the flames of their passion might be the key to burning away the nightmare of their pasts.


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.




This book is dedicated to all victims of sexual assault. May you find the courage, love, and healing you need to live a full life happily ever after.
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Prologue


July 15, 1757


The Ohio Wilderness


“They’re going to burn us, aren’t they?”


Nicholas Kenleigh ignored the panic in Josiah’s voice and Eben’s frightened whimpering, strained in vain to free himself from the tight leather cords that held him to the tall wooden stake. His hands, bound fast above his head, had long since lost any feeling.


There would be no escape.


 “I don’t want to die!” Eben sobbed, his freckled face wet with tears.


Nicholas took a deep breath, sought for words to comfort the two younger men, found none. He had taken them under his wing shortly after he’d joined Washington’s forces, tried to teach them to track and to shoot well.


None of that mattered now.


“I have no wish to die either.” Especially not like this. “But if death is all that is left to us, then we must face it with courage.”


His words sounded meaningless, even to his own ears, but seemed to calm them. Josiah was nineteen, Eben only seventeen. They reminded him of his younger brothers—Alec, William, and Matthew. They didn’t deserve this.


No one deserved this.


Nicholas had known from the moment they were taken captive what the Wyandot would do to them. He’d warned Josiah and Eben, but they had not listened. Instead, they’d allowed themselves to be deceived by feasts, promises of adoption, and the pleasures of sex with comely, young Wyandot women. But those promises were false, food and sex merely part of the ritual of sacrifice.


Nicholas supposed that caring for the physical needs of their prisoners and bringing them pleasure took away some of the guilt the Wyandot must feel at torturing people to death—if, indeed, they felt guilt. But he had seen the deception for what it was, had eaten his food in silence, turned the woman away. Dark-eyed and pretty she had been, but he would not risk getting her with child and leaving a piece of himself behind to grow up here. Nor would he betray Penelope, his fiancée.


Fidelity when death was imminent might seem strange to most men, but Nicholas had been raised to keep his word and to put loyalty to family and friends above all else. He would try to die the way he had lived.


Washington’s force had been encamped near the Ohio when the Wyandot had attacked under cover of night. Nicholas had been discussing the next day’s march with George over a bottle of Madeira when they’d been interrupted by the sounds of war cries, shouts, and gunfire. He’d fought his way across the camp toward Josiah’s and Eben’s tents and spied them in the distance, wild with bloodlust, pursuing a group of fleeing Wyandot into the forest.


He’d charged after them, shouted for them to stop, warned them it was a trap. But it was too late. They had been ambushed and overcome before his words reached them. And though Nicholas had managed to kill several warriors in an attempt to free them, there were simply too many. One blow to the temple with a war club, and Nicholas had found himself a prisoner, too. Now they would die together.


His mind flashed on his mother, and he felt a moment of deep anguish. His death would be hardest on her. She had opposed his decision to join Washington and serve as a tracker, had begged him to stay at home, take up his role as heir of the Kenleigh shipbuilding empire, and produce an heir himself. But at twenty-six, Nicholas had felt certain there was still plenty of time for such things. Besides, Washington was a good friend and a fellow Virginian—and his need was dire. The outcome of this war would make or break British authority on this continent.


Jamie—Nicholas’s elder by four years and his uncle—had served with Washington during his march north in 1754 and had fought beside George in the blood and mud of Fort Necessity. But Jamie now had a wife—lovely Bríghid—and two small sons. He would not leave them. Nicholas had reasoned he could do the job just as well as Jamie, as they had been taught together by Takotah, the old Tuscarora healer who had made her home with his family since long before he’d been born. It had seemed right that he fill Jamie’s shoes.


And now?


Now he would need every ounce of strength, every bit of courage he possessed. He was not immune to fear.


Eleven fires had been lit in fire pits running down the center of the enormous longhouse. Old women busied themselves building up the fires, adding wood until the lodge was uncomfortably warm in the already stifling July heat.


As the fires crackled, Eben again began to weep, Josiah to curse the Wyandot.


“W-will it be quick?”


Nicholas had heard stories, accounts of the French priests who’d first encountered the Wyandot a hundred years before. He prayed the priests had lied. “I don’t know.”


“Bloody savages!” Josiah spat on the dirt floor. “It’s good they like fire, because they’re goin’ to burn in hell!”


Wyandot villagers began to drift through the low entrance—men, women, children. Soon the longhouse was packed from end to end. The Wyandot stared at their prisoners with solemn eyes, and Nicholas could sense an undercurrent of expectation.


Last to enter was the Wyandot war chief, Atsan, who had dressed in ceremonial garb, a great bearskin cape draped over his bare, aged shoulders, a single eagle feather in his scalp lock. He held up his hand to silence the murmurs and whispers of his people, began to speak in Wyandot.


His words floated just beyond Nicholas’s comprehension, strangely familiar and yet utterly foreign. He did not speak Wyandot, but it sounded somewhat like Tuscarora, which he knew well. Several times he thought he understood a word or phrase—Big Knives, fight, river—but the words were spoken so quickly that Nicholas couldn’t quite catch them.


And then Nicholas recognized one: “See-tah.”


Fire.


A few feet away Eben wept like a frightened child. Josiah trembled but glared at the Wyandot with youthful bravado.


How vulnerable and alone men are at the hour of their deaths.


The thought, detached from emotion, flickered through Nicholas’s mind, left dark regret in its wake. Why hadn’t he been able to get to them faster? Why hadn’t he been able to stop this? Why hadn’t he found a means to escape?


He closed his eyes, sent up what might have been a prayer. Let it be fast. Let us be strong. Do not let them suffer!


Even as the last thought faded, several women stepped forward from the crowd and walked toward the captives. Nicholas felt cool fingers brush against his skin as his shirt and breeches were cut from his body, leaving him entirely naked. A glance showed him Josiah and Eben had likewise been stripped. Both were red in the face, and Nicholas realized they felt shame at being unclothed before strangers.


As Atsan’s last words drifted into silence, the women who’d undressed them moved to the fires and began to stir the flames.


Something twisted in Nicholas’s gut. He tried to force down his fear.


A young woman appeared at his side, the same young woman he’d rejected the day before. She looked up at him, her brown eyes dark with an emotion that might have been anger—or lust. In her hand was a knife.


Nicholas just caught a glimpse of the blade before she slid the tip into the skin of his belly. His muscles tensed in surprise at the razor-sharp pain.


To his left, Eben shrieked.


Nicholas watched in odd detachment as the woman deftly carved a small pocket from his flesh and wondered for a moment if she intended to skin him. Hot blood poured down his belly, past his exposed groin to his bare thighs.


She looked up, met his gaze, a faint smile on her lips. Then she stepped aside to make room for an old woman, who carried a small glowing ember from the fire on a flint blade. Nicholas realized what they were going to do a moment before they did it, and took a deep breath.


I will not cry out. I must not cry out.


The crone slipped the tip of her blade into the cut, pried the pocket of flesh open, and dropped the ember inside.


A sizzling sound. Searing pain. The smell of burning flesh—his own flesh.


It hurt far beyond anything he had imagined.


He heard screams. Were they his screams?


No. It was Josiah and Eben.


A hiss of breath was all that escaped him. His gaze met the young woman’s and held it.


They will not break me.


The women worked efficiently. Swiftly they cut him again and again, carved deep gashes in his belly, chest, and back, tucked live embers inside each.


Pain consumed him—blistering, searing pain. His entire body seemed to burn. Sweat poured down his face, stung his eyes. He fought to control his breathing, to keep his thoughts focused, but felt himself growing dizzy, disoriented, almost delirious, as if his mind were seeking escape from the unbearable torment that had become his body.


They will not break me.


Several feet away, Josiah jerked and writhed like a tortured puppet on a string, screaming in agony. Eben had fainted and hung limply in his bonds. Women worked to revive him, splashed water on his face and chest. It was not compassion, Nicholas knew, but a desire to prolong the boy’s suffering.


Rage. It cut through Nicholas’s pain, through his muddled thoughts, burned like a brand in his gut. He searched the crowd for Atsan, found the old man watching him, met his gaze. Drawing on his knowledge of Tuscarora and doing his best to imitate Wyandot inflection, Nicholas spoke, his voice rough with pain and hatred.


“E-hye-ha-honz, o-negh-e-ke-wishe-noo.”


I am dying, but I will conquer my enemy.


Whether Atsan understood him, Nicholas could not tell. The old man did not react. And Nicholas wondered for a moment whether, in his pain, he had imagined speaking or whether his words had been meaningless babble.


Another cut, another ember.


Breath rushed from his lungs. Every muscle in his body screamed in protest. He closed his eyes, bit his tongue, fought desperately not to cry out. Dear God, how much more of this could he take?


Lyda stepped back from the prisoner, her hands slick with his blood, and tried not to show her surprise at his words. Though the man spoke with difficulty—in what sounded more like the speech of their enemies, the Tuscarora, than their own language—his meaning was clear.


He would die, but he would not give in to pain.


Something fluttered in her belly.


Here was a warrior.


He was a beautiful man—taller than most men in her village with hair almost as black as a raven’s wing. His face was proud and strong, its male strength softened by long, dark lashes. And his body … She let her gaze travel the length of him, seeing beneath the blood and burns, from his powerful shoulders to his broad chest, slim hips, and muscular thighs. His breast was sprinkled with an intriguing mat of crisp, dark hair that tapered in a line between the ridges of his belly to his sex. She let her eyes rest there for a moment and felt renewed outrage at his rejection of her. Had he not turned her away, she would now know what it was like to have such a man pleasure her.


She had noticed him the moment the warriors had brought him and the other Big Knife prisoners into the village. The men claimed he had slain at least nine Wyandot warriors before one of them managed to strike him on the head with his club, leaving a gash on his left temple. Still, it had taken four men to subdue him and bind his wrists.


Lyda had known from the moment she saw him that she wanted him. When he looked her up and down and then turned her away as if she were worthless, the humiliation had been almost unbearable. She was considered a great beauty by the people of her nation. More than that, she was a woman of power, a holy woman, granddaughter to holy women dating back to the beginning of her people and a daughter of Atsan, the great war chief. No man had ever turned her away. Until yesterday.


She had rejoiced then to know he would be sacrificed in flames and had vowed to play a role in his torment. But now?


Her grandmother slipped another ember beneath his skin. His body jerked, every muscle taut as he strained against the cords that held him. Breath hissed from between his clenched teeth. His brows grew furrowed with obvious agony. Sweat drenched his black hair, ran in rivulets down his face.


But he did not cry out.


Lyda knew what she wanted. She’d had lots of men in her twenty-three years, had taken a few into her mother’s lodge as husbands. Though she had grown tired of them all rather quickly and set them aside, she had rejoiced in the pain of birth and rush of waters that had brought her three daughters into the world. But with a man such as this—a man who looked at her with hatred in his strange blue eyes, who was bold enough to reject her, and who endured suffering with the strength of the bravest Wyandot warrior—think of the children she might bear! They would be proud, handsome, and strong, and their courage would bring her honor.


She would have his seed.


Of course, it wouldn’t be easy. Her father had already committed him to fire and death. And after witnessing his courage, the warriors would be eager to eat his flesh, particularly his heart, so that they might take in his strength. They would not wish to spare him.


But, of course, her father had never been able to deny her anything.




Chapter 1


March 3, 1763


Fort Detroit, Northwestern Wilderness


Nicholas leaned back in the wooden tub, closed his eyes, let the hot water soak the chill from his bones. It had been months since he’d had a hot bath. It was a luxury he availed himself of only when he came into one of the forts to trade—three or four times a year at most. The rest of the time he bathed in icy rivers and lakes when he could. Survival took precedence over cleanliness in the wild.


The lingering scent of the woman’s perfume—a cheap imitation of roses—mingled with the smell of lye soap as Nicholas allowed his mind to drift. From beyond the door came the rumble of men’s voices, the thud of horse’s hooves, and the tread of boots on wooden walkways. Fort Detroit was crowded these days—too crowded for Nicholas’s tastes—and abuzz with rumors that some of the northwestern tribes were banding together for an organized attack against settlers and the English forts that protected them.


The rumors were true, of course. Nicholas had run into a small band of Shawnee not a month ago and had been warned by one of their warriors, a man Nicholas had traded with in the past, that Englishmen were no longer welcome west of the mountains—with very few exceptions.


The war with France had just ended, and already the frontier was about to collapse into new violence and redoubled bloodshed. Whether they were Indian or white, it seemed to be the nature of men to kill. Nicholas ought to know. He had more blood on his hands than most.


Footsteps approached the door.


He reached for his pistol, which sat primed and ready on the wooden floor beside the tub, wrapped his fingers around its polished handle. It was a reflex born of six years in the wilderness. He was no more aware of this action than he was of breathing.


The footsteps passed.


His grip relaxed, and he began to doze in the steamy water.


Doze only. He never slept, not deeply. He didn’t want to dream.


The water was still warm when the sound of quick, light footfalls roused him.


She was back.


The door to the tiny room opened, bringing a rush of cold air and the rustle of skirts.


Nicholas opened his eyes, watched as she approached him. She was young, not yet twenty, he guessed, and pretty. Her dark hair and skin revealed her mixed ancestry—probably the daughter of a French trapper and his temporary Indian wife.


“Is monsieur finished with his bath?”


“Aye.” Now it was time for pleasure of another sort.


Without ceremony, he stood, dried himself with the linen towel, walked over to the small bed. She had removed her gown and lay passively on her back in her chemise, a tattered bit of cloth that might once have been white. She parted her thighs, bared her small breasts, drew one rosy-brown nipple to a taut peak, smiled. It was a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Then her gaze came to rest on his scars. Her smile faded.


She had, of course, seen his scars when she’d helped him bathe. Then she had averted her gaze. Now she simply stared, clearly repulsed. “Was it terrible, monsieur?”


Nicholas ignored her question, allowed himself to feel only the pulsing need of his erection. How long had it been since he’d been inside a woman? Six months?


He stood at the foot of the bed, grasped her hips, pulled her toward him. Then he lifted her legs, rested her slender calves on his shoulders, filled her with one slow thrust.


It felt good, so good. And he found himself rushing headlong toward completion.


It was over in a few minutes, his seed spilled in a pool of pearly white on her belly. Nicholas lay staring at the timbered ceiling while she washed all trace of him away in the cooling bathwater. Neither of them spoke.


A vague dissatisfied feeling gnawed at his gut. When had he become the sort of man who would take pleasure with a pretty woman, even a whore, without so much as knowing her name?


Normally, he tried to forget the past. But now he wondered when he’d last made love to a woman, when he’d last devoted himself to giving a woman pleasure heedless of his own? His mind stretched back through the emptiness of the past six years, back through the nightmare that was Lyda to Penelope.


Sweet Penelope. Fickle Penelope.


He tried to conjure up an image of her face, failed. They’d been engaged to marry when he’d ridden away to war with Washington, but when she’d learned he had been taken by the Wyandot and was believed dead, she’d waited all of two months before marrying someone else. When he had finally escaped and made the long journey home to Virginia, he had arrived to find her quickening with her husband’s child.


“What was I supposed to do, Nicholas? Was I to wait for you? For how long? We all believed you dead!”


And, indeed, he was dead.


He had tried to go on as if nothing had changed, to return to his old life. His parents, overjoyed at his unforeseen return, had done all in their power to help him. But nothing had been able to silence the screams that haunted his nightmares or restore the spirit that Lyda had so expertly wrenched from his body. Hatred for the Wyandot had consumed him, but no more than hatred for himself.


And when he’d awoken from one of his nightmares to find his hands fast around his little sister Elizabeth’s throat—poor Elizabeth, only sixteen, had heard him cry out and come to comfort him—he’d known he was no longer fit to live among those he loved. He had packed a few belongings—a bedroll, his pistols, his rifle, a hunting knife, a change of clothes, powder and shot—and had saddled his horse and prepared to ride away, hoping the wilderness would finish what the Wyandot had not.


But his mother had awakened, and standing outside the stables in her nightgown, she had begged him to stay, tears streaming down her face. “Please, Nicholas, don’t go! You’ve just returned! Give us a chance to help you, son!”


Her words, the desperate tone of her voice, had almost been enough to stop him. He did not wish to cause her further pain. But then he had remembered Elizabeth’s frightened face, his hands wrapped tightly around her throat. He might have killed her.


He had climbed into the saddle, steeled himself against his mother’s tears. “I regret to inform you, madam, that your son is dead.”


Then he had urged his horse to canter and ridden west, away from home, away from war, away from memories. He’d ridden over mountains, across rivers, through forest and grassland to the great mountains in the far west that no other Englishman had seen—but never fast enough or far enough to escape himself.


He had not yet found death, but in the vastness of the wilderness and the rhythm of the seasons, he’d found some measure of … if not peace, then forgetfulness.


“Excusez-moi, monsieur.”


The young prostitute. She wanted her fee.


“Pardonnez-moi, mademoiselle. Il est temps de régler notre compte, n’est-ce pas?” It’s time for us to settle up, is it not?


He rose from the bed, still naked, and strode to the corner where his peltries lay in a bundle. Quickly he worked the knots and unrolled the bundle, his hands moving deftly over the soft furs, searching.


“Vous parlez très bien français.” You speak French well.


He glanced up at the surprised tone in her voice, on the brink of saying that he had studied French at Oxford and had traveled extensively in France. But he was struck again by her youth and her beauty, felt a momentary stab of guilt at his thoughtless use of her young body. The words died on his lips.


He released the marten pelt he had been about to give her, pulled free the white wolf instead. Much larger, much more rare, its value far surpassed that of the marten pelt. He stood, handed it to her.


She gaped at it, then at him, her brown eyes wide. “M-merci, monsieur!”


Nicholas felt an absurd momentary impulse to apologize or explain himself. There’d been a time in his life when he would have asked her what had happened to make her sell her body, when he might even have tried to help her find a better life. But those days had long since passed. The truth was he no longer cared. “De rien.” It was nothing.


And as she hurried out of the room, wolf pelt clutched to her breast, that’s what Nicholas felt.


Nothing.


Elspeth Stewart woke with a start, heart racing.


The geese!


She rose as quickly as she could, grabbed the rifle, which sat next to the bed, primed and ready.


If it was the same vixen that had harried them yesterday, she would shoot, and this time she wouldn’t miss.


And if it were Indians or renegade soldiers?


Her mouth went dry.


Quickly, quietly she crossed the wooden floor of the cabin that was her home, lifted the heavy bar from the door and slowly opened it, dread like ice in her veins. Outside it was still dark, the first light of dawn only a hint in the eastern sky. She peered past the door toward the poultry pens and saw a small honey-colored fox dart into the underbrush.


In a warm rush of relief, Elspeth stepped quickly onto the porch, raised the rifle, cocked it, fired. A yelp, followed by silence, told her she had hit her mark.


She stepped back inside long enough to put down the rifle, put on her cloak, and slip into her boots—she had taken to sleeping fully clothed since Andrew’s death, but that didn’t include boots—before going outside to see what damage had been done.


The vixen lay dead in the bushes. Its teats were swollen with milk, and Elspeth felt an unexpected pang of empathy for the dead animal. It had only been trying to eat so that it could feed its new litter of kits.


She pressed a hand protectively to her rounded belly. In a few weeks, a month at most, she would be doing the same. Which is why she needed to protect the geese and chickens, she thought, brushing aside her sentimental response.


She squatted down, picked the vixen up by its tail, and carried it away. She didn’t want the smell to attract bears or wolves.


When she returned, the geese were still honking and flapping angrily about, but there were no bloody wings, no broken feathers that she could see. Andrew’s fence had held.


“Quit your flaffin’!” she scolded. She wasn’t truly angry with them. Geese were better than dogs when it came to alerting their masters to danger. Her life—and that of her unborn baby—might well depend on them one day.


As it was so close to dawn and she’d be getting up soon anyway, Elspeth decided to start her morning chores. She fed the geese and chickens, gathered the few eggs that had been laid, and set off to the cowshed for the morning milking. By the time the animals had been fed and Rona and Rosa, her two mares, had been led out into the paddock, the sun had risen behind a heavy blanket of clouds.


She drew water from the well and carried it inside to heat for washing and for her morning porridge. She had just stepped through the door, when she saw the fire had died down to embers and needed wood. But there was no firewood stacked in the corner. And then she remembered.


She hadn’t had time to split more wood for the fire yesterday and had been so tired after supper that she had fallen asleep at the table, leaving the chore undone.


Her stomach growled.


“Well, Bethie, you cannae be expectin’ the wood to chop itself.” She lifted the heavy water bucket onto the table, took the ax from its resting place beside the fire, went back out into the chilly morning.


The woodpile stood on the west side of the house, and it was dwindling. She hadn’t worked out how she was going to fell trees by herself; that was a problem for another day. She awkwardly lifted a large piece of wood onto an old stump, hoisted the ax, and swung. The ax cut halfway through the wood, stuck. She pried it loose, swung again. The wood flew into two pieces.


In the two months since Andrew’s passing, she had gotten better at chopping firewood. She no longer missed and sometimes even managed to split the wood with one blow as Andrew had done. Still, it was an exhausting chore, one she did not enjoy.


How long could she last out here alone? The question leapt, unbidden and unwelcome, to her mind. It was followed by another.


Where could she go?


She lifted another piece of wood onto the stump, stepped back, swung, and soon found herself in a rhythm.


Perhaps after the baby was born she could go to Fort Pitt or one of the other forts and find work there. At least she and the baby would be safe from Indians and wild animals. But would there be other women? Would they be safe from the soldiers?


Perhaps she could journey to Harrisburg or even to Philadelphia. But that meant traveling for weeks alone through wild country, across the mountains, over rivers, and through farmsteads. The very idea of swimming across rivers with her baby or sleeping in a bedroll in the open without the protection of four sturdy walls terrified her.


One thing was certain: she could not go home.


Nor could she stay here forever. She’d managed well enough so far, but what would she do when it came time to plant crops? Could she manage the plow? And what of the harvest? Could she care for her baby, harvest the crops, slaughter the hogs, make cider, and salt the meat all at the same time? Her days had been full and long when Andrew had yet lived. How could she manage to do both his chores and hers with a newborn?


And what would she do when her time came?


She’d never given birth before, had never seen a baby born. And though she’d helped cows to calve, she knew having babies was different for women. Would she know what to do? Would both she and her baby survive the travail?


And then there was the threat of Indians and others who prowled the frontier. Few families had escaped unscathed during this war. Men, women, and children had been butchered like cattle—shot or burned alive and scalped by Indians fighting for the French. A family only a few miles to the north had been attacked at midday while working in their fields. The oldest sons had been killed and scalped, the daughters and younger boys kidnapped. The oldest daughter had been found several miles away a few days later. She’d been tied to a tree, her body consumed first by fire, then by wild animals.


Of course, Indians weren’t the only two-legged danger. Criminals flocked to the frontier, eager to escape the gallows. Deserters, too, hid in the forests, both French and English. Everyone knew of the family near Paxton that had welcomed two travelers to sleep before their hearth one evening, only to be murdered in their beds.


Andrew had done his best to protect her from these dangers. But he had died just after Christmas of a lingering fever. Although Bethie had tried everything she knew to save him—every poultice, every herb, every draught—he was not a young man and had died one night in his sleep while she sat beside him and held his hand. Already in her seventh month, she had barely managed to dig a shallow grave for him in the frozen earth.


She hadn’t had a peaceful night’s sleep since, waking to every sound with her heart in her throat.


There was one other possibility, of course, one she almost refused to consider. She could try to find another husband. After the baby was born, she could ride to the nearest settlement, visit the church or meetinghouse, and tell the minister that she was widowed and needed to find a husband. But would any man want both her and her child? And if she did find a husband, would she regret it?


Her mother, widowed when Bethie’s father was killed by a falling log, had found Malcolm Sorley in much the same way. A big man with a dour temperament and fists like hams, he’d moved with his bully of a son, Richard, into the cabin that had once been a happy home and had done his best to beat the fear of God into his new wife and stepdaughter. Bethie had done her best to avoid the rages of her new father, but Malcolm Sorley had left his share of welts and bruises on her. Then he had turned her mother against her.


Richard had done far worse.


And while a husband brought protection, marriage brought duties that pleased her not at all. She had no desire to lie beneath a man, to feel him touch her, to feel him inside her. If she could devise it, she would be content to live as a widow for the rest of her life.


And so Bethie arrived at the same stalemate she always came to whenever she allowed herself to think of the days ahead. There was no place for her to go and no way she could safely stay.


Coming to the frontier had been Andrew’s idea, not hers. And though he had been kind to her and had taken her from a living hell, she found herself feeling angry with him for abandoning her and her baby to this life of fear and doubt.


She rested the ax on the ground, out of breath, her arms and lower back aching, glad to find a good stack of wood piled beside her. It was enough to last her the rest of the day and the night, but she would need to chop more this afternoon if she didn’t want to be in the same fix tomorrow morning.


She rubbed a soothing hand over her belly, felt her baby kick within her. Then she squatted down and picked up as many pieces as she could carry. She stepped around to the front of the cabin, her arms full, and froze, a scream trapped in her throat.


A man on horseback.




Chapter 2


He sat on a great chestnut stallion only a few feet away from the cabin’s door, stared down at her through cold eyes, pistol in hand.


The firewood fell from her arms, forgotten. She glanced wildly about for the rifle, realized that she had left it inside the cabin. A fatal mistake?


She forced herself to meet his gaze, tried to hide her fear, the frantic thrum of her heartbeat a deafening roar.


Where had he come from? Why hadn’t she heard him? And the geese—why had they made no sound?


He was an Indian. He must be to have crept up on her so quietly. Dressed in animal hides, with long black hair and sun-browned skin, he certainly looked like an Indian. But his eyes were icy and blue as a mountain lake, and most of his face was covered with a thick, black beard.


Heart pounding a sickening rhythm in her chest, she swallowed, pressed her hands protectively to her belly. “M-my husband will be back soon.”


“Your husband?” His accent was distinctly English and cultured, his voice deep. He smiled, a mocking sort of smile. “Is he the poor fellow buried out back? Aye, I’ve already met him.”


The man started to dismount.


“Nay!” Close to panic, Bethie wasn’t sure where her words came from. “Stay on your horse, and ride away from here! I am no’ wantin’ for means to protect myself!”


He climbed slowly from the saddle, his gaze dropping from her face to her swollen belly, a look of what could only be amusement in his eyes. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


It was then she saw the blood. His hands were stained with it.


Her heart beat like a hammer against her breast, and for one wrenching moment, she knew he was going to kill her. Or worse.


If only she had the rifle! If only she could get inside the cabin, bar the door. But he stood between her and refuge. She took several steps backward, was about to run into the darkness of the forest, when he sagged against his horse.


Blood. It had soaked through the leather of his leggings on the right side, darkened the back of his right leg all the way to his moccasin. Was it his blood? Aye, it must be. He had tied a cloth around his upper thigh to staunch the flow.


He was injured, weak, perhaps nigh to collapsing. Some part of her realized this, saw it as the chance she needed.


She ran, a desperate dash toward the cabin door, toward safety, toward life. She had only a few steps to go when arms strong as steel shot out, imprisoned her.


“Oh, no, you don’t!”


“Nay!” She screamed, kicked, hit, fought to free herself through a rising sense of terror.


“Ouch! Damn it, woman!”


The click of a pistol cocking. The cold press of its barrel against her temple.


She froze, a terrified whimper in her throat.


His breath was hot on her cheek. “I have no desire to harm you or the child you carry, but you will help me, whether you wish to or not! Do you understand?”


She nodded, her mind numb with fright.


Pistol still in hand, he forced her to hold the stallion’s reins while he unsaddled it and carried its burdens inside the cabin. Then he watched as she led the animal to a stall in the barn, settled it with hay and fresh water from the well. And although she had hoped he might fall unconscious, he showed no further sign of pain or weakness apart from a bad limp.


“Get inside, and boil water.”


She crossed the distance from the barn to the cabin, her stomach knotted with fear, the heat of his gaze boring into her back. Then she saw the firewood scattered on the ground. She stopped, turned to him, half afraid to speak lest she provoke his ire. She had no doubt this man was capable of killing. “I—I’ll need the wood.”


Blue eyes, hard and cold as slate, met hers. He nodded—one stiff jerk of his head.


She eased her way down, began to fill her arms.


Nicholas watched the woman pick up firewood. She had no idea how close she had come to escaping him moments ago on her doorstep. Dizzy from blood loss, he had found it surprisingly difficult to subdue her, had been forced to wield the threat of his pistol. He could not risk getting close enough for her to knock it from his grasp. He was fast fading, and without the weapon he would not long be able to bend her to his will. He had no doubt that if given the choice, she would leave him out here to die, even kill him herself.


He didn’t blame her. There was only one rule on the frontier—survival. A woman without male protection could not be too careful, particularly a young and pretty one. And even heavy with child, she was a beauty.


How old was she? Nicholas guessed eighteen. Her cheeks were pink from exertion, her skin flawless and kissed by the sun. A thick braid of sun-streaked honey-blond hair hung down her back to her waist. Her curves, enhanced by her pregnancy, were soft, womanly, and easily apparent despite the plainness of her gray woolen gown. And although she was great with child, she’d felt small in his arms. Her head just touched his shoulder.


He looked on as she struggled to stand. Though she was obviously very near her time, she was surprisingly graceful and was soon back on her feet and walking toward the cabin, arms full, her braid swaying against the gray wool of her cloak with each step.


Nicholas followed, but even this small effort left him breathless. His heart hammered in his chest, fought to pump blood no longer in his body. The Frenchman’s blade had gone deep, and though it had failed to sever his tendons and drop him to the ground as the bastard had no doubt hoped, it had clearly cut into a major blood vessel.


He’d left Fort Detroit early in the morning almost a week ago, having earned more than enough from his pelts to replenish his supplies. He’d traveled south for most of four days before he got the feeling he was being followed. The signs were subtle—the twitching of Zeus’s ears, the cry of a raven startled from its perch somewhere behind him, a prickling on the back of his neck. He’d urged Zeus to a faster pace, kept up his guard, hadn’t stopped to rest or eat until well past nightfall.


They’d attacked just after midnight. The first had sprung at him out of the darkness and might have succeeded in killing him had Nicholas not been awake and waiting. And while he’d grappled with the first, the second had leapt from hiding to deal a surprise deathblow. Nicholas had quickly dispatched the first attacker, but the second managed to slash his thigh before Nicholas had buried his knife in the man’s belly. He’d recognized them both from the fort—French trappers who weren’t ready to relinquish the Ohio Valley to the English.


Nicholas had realized immediately he was badly hurt. He’d have treated the wound himself had he been able to see it and reach it with ease. Instead, he’d tied a tourniquet around his leg and had reluctantly ridden through the night hoping to cross some farmstead where aid might be available.


As he’d grown weaker, he’d all but resigned himself to death. He was already dead inside. What did it matter if his body died, too? Wasn’t that what he’d secretly been searching for all these years? But just before dawn, he’d heard a gunshot to the east and had followed it until he’d heard the sound of someone chopping wood. He hadn’t expected it to be a woman, much less a woman alone.


He hadn’t asked a soul for help in more than six years. It galled him to have to do so now. He followed the woman inside. “Build up the fire.”


The cabin was small with a puncheon floor that looked as if it had been newly washed. The only light came from a small window covered with greased parchment. A rough-hewn table sat in the center of the room, a hand-carved bedstead against the far right wall. In the far left corner on the other side of the fireplace sat a cupboard and before it a loom, a spinning wheel, and a rocking chair. Dried onions, herbs, and flowers hung from the rafters, a feminine touch that for one startling moment reminded him of the cookhouse on his plantation. A rifle leaned against the wall beside the door.


Nicholas checked the rifle to make certain it was not primed and loaded. Next he removed his bearskin coat and his jacket, tossed them over one of the wooden chairs.


Black spots danced before his eyes. He pulled out another chair, sat, watched as she stirred the fire to life and poured water into the kettle to boil. “You’ll need thread and a strong needle.”


She started at the sound of his voice. She was terrified of him, he knew. He could taste her fear, smell it, see it in the way she moved.


Smart woman.


Of course, he hadn’t meant to frighten her, not until she’d left him no choice. Had his need not been so dire, he would have tried to win her cooperation in some more civilized fashion. Then again, if his need had not been dire, he wouldn’t be here.


“If I wanted to kill you, you’d be dead already.”


He heard her gasp, saw her eyes widen in alarm, realized his words had done nothing to calm her. But then it had been a long time since he’d tried to comfort a woman.


He tried again. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


She set needle and thread on the table and began to ladle hot water into an earthenware bowl, watching him through wide and frightened eyes. “P-please. Y-you’ll need to … to remove your leggings and lie down on your belly if I’m to stitch you.”


She had a faint accent—sweet and melodic. Scottish?


But what she’d suggested was easier said than done. To remove his leggings, he would need to remove the tourniquet. If he removed the tourniquet, the blood would flow freely again. He would surely lose consciousness, perhaps even die. But she wouldn’t be able to treat him if he kept his leggings on.


There was only one solution. He pulled out his hunting knife, began to cut through the supple leather.


Bethie watched as he sliced the leather from his right leg with smooth, strong motions, noticed things she hadn’t noticed before. A thin white scar ran down his left temple to his cheekbone, made him seem even more dangerous. But his face was ashen—what she could see of it above his beard—and his lips were pallid, bloodless.


Clearly, he had come close to dying. He might die still.


When his leg was cut free, he tossed the blood-soaked leather by the door. Pistol still in hand, he stood, a bit unsteady at first. Then he took up his bearskin coat, strode to the bed, spread the skin on the homespun coverlet. In one fluid motion, he stretched out over the skin and lay down on his belly. He was trying to keep from getting blood on the coverlet, she realized—an oddly considerate thing to do.


The sight of him lying on her bed was more than a little disturbing. His dark hair spilled over his broad shoulders, fanned across the undyed linen of his shirt to his narrow hips. He was so much bigger than Andrew—leaner, more muscular, taller. His feet hung off the foot of the bed, and he seemed to fill it, just as his presence dominated the tiny cabin.


Then she saw his wound. Gaping and raw, it was at least six inches long, parting the skin of his upper thigh, digging deep into the muscle. If it festered, he would lose his entire leg, perhaps even die.


She must have gasped.


“That bad?”


“I’ll need to wash the blood away first.” She added a bit of cold water to the hot, tested the temperature with her fingers. Then she pulled a chair over to the bed, set the bowl of water on it, together with the needle, thread, and several clean strips of linen.


Careful to keep her distance, she sat beside him and tried to gather her thoughts, which had leapt in all directions like frightened deer at the first sight of him. He would not harm her now, she reasoned. Not yet. His hurt was grievous, and he needed her help. But what would he do when he recovered his strength?


As Bethie knew only too well, there were many ways a man could hurt a woman. And this man was dangerous. Every instinct she had told her that. Hadn’t he already threatened her with his pistol and used his strength against her?


She must not give him another chance to harm her. She must find a way to take his weapons from him, to render him helpless, to gain the upper hand. Christian charity might demand that she help him, but that didn’t mean she had to leave herself defenseless against him.


She dipped a linen cloth into the water, squeezed it out, began gingerly to wipe the blood from his leg. It was unsettling to touch the stranger in such an intimate way, to feel his skin, the rasp of his dark body hair, the strength of his muscles beneath her hands. She tried to take her mind off what she was doing, gathered her courage to ask him the question she’d wanted to ask since she’d seen he was wounded. “If you dinnae mind my askin’, how did this happen?”


“I was attacked by two French trappers. I killed them, but not before one of them tried to hamstring me.”


The way he spoke of killing, as if it were nothing, sent a chill down her spine.


He seemed to read her mind. “They tried to murder me as I slept.”


Bethie said nothing, afraid her voice would reveal her fear and doubt. Instead, she bent over his injury to examine it. Blood still oozed from deep within despite the tourniquet, pooling red in the gaping wound. She parted the flesh with her fingers, felt her stomach lurch. He was cut almost to the bone.


She could not stitch this.


She stood, took deep breaths to calm her stomach, washed his blood from her hands. “I—I’m sorry. But I’m goin’ to have to … to cauterize it.”


He turned his head, looked back at her over his shoulder, held out his hunting knife. “Then do it. Use my knife.”


She hesitated for a moment, stunned by his seeming indifference to the prospect of so much pain, then took up the knife. She walked to the hearth, thrust the knife blade into the hottest part of the fire, waited for it to heat.


Worries chased one another through her mind. She didn’t want to do this. She’d never done it before, and she was afraid—afraid of doing it wrong, afraid he would thrash about and hurt her, afraid he would blame her for his suffering.


She turned to look at the strange man in her bed. He appeared to be sleeping, his face turned toward her, long dark lashes softening his otherwise starkly masculine features. She did not trust him, knew he was dangerous. But she did not want to hurt him.


Then, an idea half formed in her mind, she crossed the room to the cupboard, took out her bag of medicines and the jug of whiskey Andrew kept for cold nights. Careful to turn her back to him, she poured a stout draft of whiskey into a tin cup, added several drops of herbal tincture, sure the alcohol would mask the taste.


His voice broke the silence. “What’s your name?”


“Bethie.” Startled, she answered quickly, without thinking, then corrected herself. “Elspeth Stewart.”


“Check the blade, Mistress Stewart. Surely it’s hot by now.”


She turned toward him, cup in hand, walked to the bed, and offered it to him. “You’ll be needin’ this.”


He lifted his head, his brows knitted in puzzlement, looked into the cup, and grinned darkly. “Corn whiskey? You’d best save that to clean the wound.”


“But it will help to dull your pain.”


He shook his head. “A cup of whiskey cannot help me. Besides, ’tis only pain.”


Only pain?


She gaped at him. What kind of life had he led that certain agony meant nothing to him? “Fine. Suffer if you like, but I cannae hold you down. What promise do I have that you willna thrash about or kick me?”


He laughed at her. “I give you my word I will hold perfectly still.”


“But your sufferin’ will be terrible! Should I no’ at least bind you to the—”


“No!” There was an edge of genuine anger in his voice now. “I’ve given you my word. Now let’s get this over with.”


Sick to her stomach and trembling, Bethie set the whiskey aside and retrieved the knife. Wrapping her apron around the hot, wooden handle, she carried it to the bed.


The blade glowed red.


Dreading what she must do, she stood next to his injured leg and tried to figure out how best to apply the heat.


“Do it!” The man reached above his head, grasped the carved rungs of the headboard, his large hands making fists around the wood.


She took a deep breath, pressed the red-hot steel into the wound.


The hiss and reek of burning flesh.


His body stiffened, and his knuckles turned white, but he did not cry out. Nor did he thrash or try to pull his leg away.


The hissing faded.


Bethie pulled the blade free, stepped back from the bed, drew air deep into her lungs, afraid she might faint or be sick. Stray thoughts flitted through her mind like wild birds. Had it worked? Was he still bleeding? Would his leg fester? How had he managed to hold still through such torment?


Gradually, her breathing slowed, and the dizziness and nausea passed. Gathering her wits, she carried the bucket and what was left of the fresh water to the bed.


She sat beside him, expecting him to be unconscious, but he was not. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead, and his face was even paler than before, if that were possible. But his eyes, though glazed with pain, were open, and he watched her.


“I—I’m sorry! I didna want to hurt you.” She dipped the cloth into the bucket, pressed the cold, wet cloth to his brow and cheeks.


“Has the bleeding … stopped?” His voice was tight, ragged, betraying his pain.


Almost afraid to look, Bethie bent over the wound. What had been a raw, bleeding gash was now burned, blistered flesh. But there was only one way to know for certain. She took up a knife and, after a moment’s hesitation, cut away the tourniquet. “Aye, the bleedin’ has stopped.”


“Pour the whiskey in.”


“Are you cert—”


“Aye. Do it!”


She hurried to the cupboard, withdrew the jug once more, then returned to the bed. With a jerk, she pulled the cork free, then poured fiery liquid into the wound, and set the jug aside.


Not so much as a sound escaped his lips.


She took a fresh strip of linen, sat beside him, blotted the excess.


“A pouch of ointments … in my saddlebags. The big pocket. Fetch it.” He sounded weaker.


“Aye, in a moment. Should you not first have somethin’ to strengthen you? You’ve lost a lot of blood.” She reached for the tin cup with the whiskey mixture, lifted his head, held it to his lips. “Swallow.”


To her great relief, this time he drank.


The sight of her eyes—lovely eyes almost the color of violets—would be the last thing Nicholas remembered.




Chapter 3


Nicholas was on fire. Every inch of his chest, belly, and back seemed to burn, pain ripping even into his sleep. The ropes chafed his wrists and ankles, imprisoned him, made his right leg ache.


Lyda was again cleaning his wounds, rubbing ointment into his burns, her fingers like glass shards against his tortured skin. He would have killed her, would have broken her neck had he been able to free himself.


But she knew that, and so she kept him bound.


How long had he lain here, drifting in and out of consciousness, half mad with pain and fever? Hours? Days? Weeks? And why was he still alive? Why had they spared him?


Screams.


Josiah and Eben! The Wyandot were burning them, tormenting them. But they were already long dead, weren’t they? Why then could he still hear them?


“Nicholas! For God’s sake, help us!”


Nicholas awoke with a jerk, caught between the nightmare and wakefulness, his heart pounding, his body covered with sweat. He struggled to open his eyes, found himself lying on his stomach in someone’s bed, his head on a pillow. His right leg throbbed, burned. His head ached. His throat was parched as sand, and a strange aftertaste lingered in his mouth.


From nearby came the swish of skirts, the sound of a log settling in a fire, the scent of something cooking.


Where was he?


Through a fog he tried to remember. He’d been attacked. The Frenchmen from the fort. He’d lost a lot of blood, had ridden in search of help. The cabin. The woman.


Bethie was her name. Elspeth Stewart.


She’d helped him, cleaned his wound, cauterized it—not altogether willingly.


Nicholas lifted his head, started to roll onto his side to take in his surroundings, found he could not.


His wrists and ankles were bound to the bedposts.


Blood rushed to his head, a dark surge of rage, of dread.


“You’re awake.” Her voice came from behind him. “You must be thirsty.”


“You little bitch!” He pulled on the ropes, his fury and dread rising when they held fast. “Release me! Now!”


“I—I cannae do that—no’ yet. I’ve made broth. It will help you regain—”


“Damn your broth, woman! Untie me!” He jerked on the ropes again, outraged and alarmed to find himself rendered powerless. Sharp pain cut through his right thigh.


“Stop your strugglin’! You’ll split your wound open and make it bleed again.”


Infuriated, Nicholas growled, a sound more animal than human, even to his own ears. He jerked violently on the ropes, but it was futile. He was still weak from blood loss, and the effort left him breathless, made his pulse hammer in his ears.


Damn her!


He closed his eyes, fought to subdue the slick current of panic that slid up from his belly, caught in his throat.


She is not Lyda. This is not the Wyandot village.


His heartbeat slowed. The panic subsided, left white-hot rage in its wake.


“Why did you do this? I told you I meant you no harm!” He craned his neck, saw that she stood before the fire, ladling liquid into a tin cup, a brown knitted shawl around her shoulders.


“Is that no’ what the wolf always says to the lamb?” She carried the cup to the bed, sat. “Drink. It will help to replenish your blood. Careful. ’Tis hot.”


Tantalized by the smell of the broth and suddenly aching with thirst, Nicholas bit back the curse that sat on his tongue. He drank.


Bethie held the cup to his lips, watched as he swallowed the broth, her heart still racing. For one terrible moment, she’d feared the ropes would break or come loose. She’d known he would be angry with her, but she hadn’t expected him to try to rip the bed apart.


Truth be told, she feared him despite the ropes. Although he’d given up for the moment, she could feel the fury coiled inside him. She could see it in the rippling tension of his body, in his clenched fists, in the unforgiving glare in his eyes. He made her think of a caged cougar—spitting angry and untamed. He was not used to being bested.


The arrogant brute! Did he imagine she would grant him warm hospitality after the way he’d treated her? It served him right to be bound and helpless!


As if a man of his strength were ever truly helpless.


Her gaze traveled the length of him as it had done many times while he’d slept, and she found her eyes focused of their own will on the rounded muscles of his buttocks where the butter-soft leather clung so tightly.


Mortified, she jerked her gaze away, felt heat rise in her cheeks. Her stepfather had always said she was possessed of a sinful nature.


“More.” His boorish command interrupted her thoughts. He glowered at her through eyes of slate.


“Aye.” She stood, hurried to the fireplace, ladled more broth into the cup, uncomfortably aware that he was watching her.


“How long do you intend to keep me a prisoner?” His voice was rough, full of repressed rage.


She walked back to the bed, sat, feigned a calm she did not feel. “’Tis your own fault you lie bound. You cannae be expectin’ to be treated as a guest when you behaved like a felon. Drink.”


He pulled his head away, his gaze hard upon her, held up the ropes that bound his wrists. “This isn’t necessary.”


“You threatened me, held your pistol to my head, forced me to do your will, and admitted to killin’ two men. Do you truly expect me to trust you?”


He frowned, his dark brows pensive. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”


“As I recollect, you seemed quite bent on frightenin’ me.”


“I didn’t have time for social graces. My need was dire.”


“So is mine!” She stood in a surge of temper, met his gaze. “I cannae risk you regainin’ your strength and then, when you no longer need my help, hurtin’ me or my baby or takin’ what is ours and leavin’ us in the cold to starve! I dinnae even know your name!”


For a moment he said nothing. “Kenleigh. Nicholas Kenleigh.”


She repeated his name aloud.
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