
        
            
                
            
        

    






White Apache’s Woman 

Shirl Henke 
PART I 
THE PLAYERS 
Chapter One 

Spanish Louisiana, 1797

What an idiotic way to die. Santiago Quinn wondered if death would claim him or the haughty Spanish Creole who faced him with such venom in his cold black eyes. The Dueling Oaks sheltered them with vast outstretched limbs, holding the chill morning fog at bay. He awaited instructions to pace off the requisite ten strides. The elderly Don Alonzo went through the traditional appeal to call off the duel. Useless. Philipe Castal was determined to avenge his sisterʹs honor against the calumny of Colorado Quinnʹs son. 
ʹʹI should have known the spawn of a madman would prefer the barbarity of firearms to civilized French foils,ʺ Philipe said contemptuously. He was smaller and slighter than his brother Raoul and tried to compensate with an air of superiority. 
ʺI spent two years in Paris, Philipe,ʺ Santiago replied levelly as he checked his weapon with practiced ease. Then he looked up at his foe and added, ʺWhile there, I learned that I was a far better shot than I was a fencer.ʺ 
Philipeʹs hands were sweating as he gripped his pistol. ʺDid your sire teach you to shoot?ʺ 
Santiago only stared at him, tight lipped, silent. He taught me much more than that. 
ʺYour father was a baseborn Irish mercenary who ended his days in the hellish New Mexican wilderness collecting necklaces of human ears,ʺ Raoul hissed. 
ʺEven the savages called him Colorado Quinn.ʺ 

Colorado Quinn, the bloody one. How Santiago hated the name and all the painful memories it elicited. 
He ignored both Castal brothers, picturing instead the look of dawning horror on Julietteʹs face when her father had summoned her and told her the man she was engaged to wed, known as Santiago de Aranda, was none other than the son of the infamous New Mexican mercenary, Conal Quinn. Even as far east as New Orleans, people knew of his bloody history and fall from royal favor. 
Feeling as he did about his paternity, Santiago had used his motherʹs name and the title he had inherited from her family. His fatherʹs memory he buried deep in the back of his mind. 
Santiago could feel the hatred radiate from Philipeʹs brother, who stood beside their aging father. Unlike the foppish Philipe, Raoul was a Spanish soldier just returned on leave from New Mexico. Why had he come home to reveal Santiagoʹs past to Juliette? Everything had been so perfect until then. 
Santiago had stopped in New Orleans on his return to New Spain. He had not intended an extended visit, until a chance encounter in the market place with a breathtaking young woman changed his life. 
Juliette Castal was barely eighteen, enchantingly innocent with big brown eyes and dark chestnut hair. Her family was of fine old Spanish and French Creole stock. The twenty‐two‐year‐old Santiago was instantly infatuated. After proper introductions were made through mutual friends, she seemed to return his ardor. Weeks stretched into months, and wedding plans were made. 
Now his dreams were ashes. To the Castal family, Santiago had gone from honored guest to hated outcast. Raoul, the soldier, was the younger of Julietteʹs two brothers, so it fell to Philipe to avenge the family honor by issuing a challenge with a slap of his immaculate white glove. 
Honor. Conal Quinnʹs son should possess none. ʺYou should not even have sullied your hand by slapping me, Philipe,ʺ Santiago said. Yet Philipe had made the challenge, and Santiago had chosen the weapons. He was a dead shot. 
They were instructed to turn their backs to each other and pace off. I will hit
Castal in his right shoulder and end it. 
On the count of ten, Santiago began to turn, but just as he raised his pistol, Philipe fired prematurely, grazing his cheek and throwing off Santiagoʹs aimfatally. The bullet intended for the right shoulder of his opponent struck to the left, in Castalʹs heart. He crumpled to the earth as seconds and witnesses rushed to the fallen man. 
Swearing, Santiago flung his spent pistol to the ground and strode toward his foe. Raoul and his father were clutching Philipe with all the histrionics Santiago had come to associate with French Creoles, even if half their blood was as Spanish as his own. His own second, an American merchant named Robert Priestly, slipped between him and the cluster of men. A physician worked furiously on Philipeʹs body, but to no effect. 
ʺI never intended to kill the fool. He turned before the count of ten, dammit.ʺ 
ʺLeave it be, my friend. The Castals are a powerful family in New Orleans. Raoul has the Spanish military behind him. Youʹve made deadly enemies, and nothing you can say will change that.ʺ Priestly scooped up Santiagoʹs weapon and handed it to him. ʺA .67 caliber dueling pistol by Egg of London is too expensive to leave behind.ʺ 
Nodding his head, Santiago replied, ʺIʹll probably need it. The whole family will line up to take turns at me.ʺ 
ʺSince dueling is illegal, youʹd be wise to leave New Orleans as quickly as possible.ʺ 
Robertʹs words were prophetic. By the next morning, a warrant had been issued for his arrest. Raoul Castal had half the Spanish army stationed in New Orleans searching for a tall Spaniard with red hair and green eyes. Santiago hid out that day in Priestlyʹs warehouse while his friend made arrangements to smuggle him upriver on a keelboat. 
Juliette Castal sat with her small pale hands clenched into fists as her brother paced back and forth in the library of their luxurious city house on Royal Street. 
She was dry‐eyed, numb with shock at all that had happened to turn her spoiled young world upside down. 
ʺNow that Philipe is dead, what shall we do? I had so dreamed of being Countess of Aranda. Are you certain Santiago has no wealthno estates in Spain?ʺ 
ʺPah! His father was dismissed as governor of New Mexico. The Irish whelp has nothing. Nothing but his life, and he will not have that when I am finished.ʺ 
ʺPeople are already whispering about Philipeʹs dishonor. We must think of a way to extricate our family name from disgrace rather than worry about Quinn. 
Otherwise I shall never find a rich husband, Raoul.ʺ 
ʺOur brother has yet to be buried and you prate of husbands!ʺ he screamed at her, his black eyes gleaming with fury as he raised his hand to strike her. ʺYou vacuous little bitch!ʺ 
Juliette jumped up and backed away from him. ʺʹTis not just I, but our whole family who will be ruined if I fail to wed advantageously,ʺ she replied petulantly. 
ʺYou chose that Irish swine, not I. You unleashed this shame on us. Think on that when the good Creole families of the city turn away from us. What would have happened if I had not come home on leave before you actually wed the imposter?ʺ 
She stamped her foot in frustration. ʺDamn Quinn! This is all his fault.ʺ 
Castal stopped pacing and studied the beautiful yet selfish young woman who had cost his brotherʹs life. ʺI will tell you what you will do, my dear.ʺ He motioned to the writing desk. ʺSit down.ʺ 
Santiago reread the note from Juliette as Robert Priestly pleaded with him. ʺI knew I should never have delivered her message to you. This is insane! Her brother put her up to it. This is a trap, Santiago!ʺ 
ʺJuliette wants to talk with me aloneto give me a chance to explain.ʺ 
Priestly sighed as he watched the tall young man comb his fingers through curly red hair. How young and stubborn he was. ʺI imagine thereʹs nothing I can do to stop you.ʺ Santiagoʹs clear green eyes fastened on Robert. ʺNo, but there is one last favor Iʹd ask, my friend.ʺ He withdrew a thick sheaf of papers from his coat pocket. ʺI spent the day composing this letter to my family in New Mexico, explaining what has happened.ʺ 
Robert took the missive with a nod of acquiescence. ʺIʹll see it posted first thing tomorrow, but with the mails between here and Santa Fe being what they are, youʹll most likely arrive before your letter.ʺ 
ʺPerhaps,ʺ was the enigmatic reply. 
When Santiago reached the Castal city residence, he stood in the shadows across the way and studied the east side of the house, watching Julietteʹs window. Just as she had promised, the light in her bedroom was extinguished at midnight. He stole across the street. In minutes he was up the gallery stairs, standing before the floor‐length open windows of her room. He waited until his eyes adjusted to the darkness, then slipped inside. 
Juliette sat in her big bed, half afraid lest anything go wrong, yet also perversely excited by the danger as Quinnʹs tall figure approached. 
ʺJulie, it is Santiago,ʺ he whispered in French as he sat on the edge of the bed. ʺI did not intend to kill Philipe. If he had not fired early and spoiled my aimʺ 
ʺI will hear no slander of my brotherʹs name!ʺ she cried. 
ʺPlease, Julie. I love you.ʺ He touched a soft chestnut curl and felt her stiffen. 
ʺYou dare sneak into my bedroom and speak of love!ʺ 
ʺYou summoned me to your bedroom, querida,ʺ he said with rising anger. ʺI would not have you soil me with so much as a touch. Be damned, Irishman!ʺ She had the satisfaction of seeing the stricken look on his face. Now Raoul would spring the trap! 
ʺBeautiful Juliette, you pledged your love so ardently to Aranda, a Spanish nobleman. Well, take this to your cold bed from a cursed Irishman!ʺ 
His fingers slid to her shoulders, and he crushed her breasts against his chest as his mouth savaged hers in a fierce kiss. Then he shoved her into the pillows and walked swiftly to the doorway. She sat up, clutching the sheet to her, waiting expectantly. Where was Raoul? 
Just as Santiago stepped into the dim moonlight on the gallery, a shot rang out. 
The ball lodged deeply in his side. Quinn saw the elegant blue and gold uniforms of Raoul Castal and several of his fellow officers. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he drew a pistol from his sash and fired it at the man advancing on him. It struck his chest with deadly force. As his would‐be assassin fell backward against his companions, Santiago vaulted over the wrought‐iron railing of the gallery and dropped to the street below. He landed hard but kept his footing, then began to run. 
The low curses and pounding footfalls of his pursuers grew dim as he twisted and turned through the back alleys of the city. He left a widening trail of blood on his way to the waterfront. His only chance for survival was to find a boat at the wharf with the name of Tennessee Pride. 
The big Creek lounging against the hull of a keelboat watched the elegantly dressed stranger stumble in the mud. Just before the white man slid into the dark water, the Indian bestirred himself. He rolled the unconscious man over and gazed at his face. The fellowʹs eyes blinked open. ʺI say, my good man, are you drunk?ʺ the Creek asked with a precise English accent. 
ʺNo, I am shot,ʺ Santiago replied in the same language. Odd, how the speakerʹs cultivated voice did not match his savage appearance. It was Quinnʹs last thought before blackness enveloped him. 
Chapter Two 

Washington, DC, 1802

ʺI will not do it! Nothing you can threaten will make me sink so low, Edouard.ʺ 
ʺThe baron is not an altogether ill‐favored man. I ask only that you respond to his tendresse for you. ʹTis but a passing whim.ʺ 
ʺYou ask that I bed him,ʺ she stated baldly, ʺto advance your position in French diplomatic circles. That is no passing whim!ʺ 
The sound of violins and flutes floated softly in the gathering darkness. The festivities inside the Kensingtonsʹ ballroom were well underway now, with everyone of consequence in the capital city attending the fìte given in honor of the French Baron Anton Vandamme. But Edouard Louvois, second in command of Napoleonʹs legation in the United States, was not interested in the toasts being raised inside. In the secluded topiary gardens beyond the mansion, his cold pewter eyes studied his wife with insolent amusement. He fought the urge to strike her, an impolitic thing to do at a public gathering where the bruise would be remarked upon. ʺElise, you are behaving in a most unsophisticated manner. 
You have traveled in the highest political circles from Vienna to Madrid.ʺ He sniffed and gazed around him disparagingly. ʺʹTis this miasmic American wilderness that has bred such ingratitude. If we are ever to escape this hell, you must obey me.ʺ 
Elizabeth Shelby Louvois stared at her husband with shivering revulsion. ʺThe past four years of marriage to you have been hell enough, Edouard. I will not add to your abuse that of your degenerate friends.ʺ 
He seized her by one slim wrist and held the delicate bones tightly. ʺYou will return to that ballroom and be agreeable to the baron.ʺ His eyes raked the curve of delicate milky breasts revealed by her low‐cut gown. ʺOr would you prefer to go home with your own dear husband tonight, hmm?ʺ 
Elise wrenched free of his hurtful grasp but did not back away from him. A small, scornful smile curved her lips. ʺAn idle threat, do you not agree, considering your performances of late?ʺ 
This time he did strike her, a swift, back‐handed slap that left a red welt across one porcelain check. Then, collecting himself, he smoothed his jacket and straightened his shirt cuffs. ʺThat is only a taste of what will be in store for you if you choose to disobey me, Elise. Do you rememberʺ 
ʺI remember everything! ʹTis etched forever in my mindevery blow, every accompanying curse.ʺ 
At five‐foot‐five, she was tall for a woman. Her clear violet eyes stared levelly into his gray ones, daring him to strike her again. He clearly wanted to do so. 
Instead, spiderlike, his hand reached out with curved fingers and grazed her injured cheek in a mocking gesture of tenderness. ʹʹI cannot teach you a lesson here, my dear, but I promise grave retribution if you do not follow my orders tonight.ʺ 
ʺThere will be no more retribution, Edouard,ʺ she said, switching from French to clear, unaccented English. ʺYouʹve abused me for the last time. Ever since I married you, Iʹve lived for the day you would be posted here. My mother may be French, but Iʹm an American. I grew up in Virginia, and at last a kind fate has smiled on me. This is my home. The Shelby name counts for much more in Virginia than does that of Louvois!ʺ 
Edouard Louvois laughed. ʺYou are a Louvoismy wife, my property.ʺ 
ʺBut Iʹm on American soil. After my years in exile, I have family and friends to take me in. Soon my brother will arrive from Kentucky.ʺ 
ʺI have but to ask for the return of my wife, and your own American law will hand you over to me.ʺ So this was what occasioned her surprising boldness. He smiled nastily and reached for her. To his utter amazement, Elise slapped him with all her strength, leaving a fiery welt across his mouth. He staggered back as a red rage built up, but before he could retaliate, her next words froze him. 
ʺI have written letters denouncing you, describing the filthy perversions that I have witnessedthat you forced me to observe. What is whispered about and winked at in Vienna will not be treated so lightly in Washington, I assure you.ʺ 
Her eyes glowed with triumph as she watched him step back in dazed shock. 
ʺIf you publish such calumny, it will destroy your reputation as well as mine!ʺ 
ʺDo you think I care? After what I have lived through?ʺ She laughed shrilly. ʺI felt as filthy as a Paris sewer, enduring your touch. Now you would whore me to other men as well? No, Edouard, I would gladly destroy my reputation to bring you down.ʺ 
He regained his composure at last, ever the wily diplomat. Stroking his bruised lips, he murmured, ʺWhat will you do now, eh? Seek a divorce?ʺ 
ʺAfter four years of marriage to you, I have no desire to place myself at the mercy of yet another man. You will simply desist from making anyʺshe stressed the wordʺdemands on me.ʺ 
ʺA civilized accord.ʺ He nodded, amazed at the transformation of a malleable little fool into a deadly adversary. 
ʺCloaked by respectable marriage, you may pursue your lusts in secret. And as a married woman, I shall be free of unwanted male attentions.ʺ 
Louvoisʹ lips curled in a sneer. ʺYou would have no man touch your cold, lifeless flesh.ʺ 
ʺYou see, Edouard? We are in accord indeed.ʺ 
He sketched a mocking bow and said, ʺI trust you can fend off the baron discreetly then? I shall leave you to your own devices, madam. Good night.ʺ He turned and walked stiffly to the house. 
ʺGood‐bye, Edouard.ʺ 
Elise let out a long, shuddering breath and felt her knees go weak. I have done it! 

At last I am free!  She walked toward a small stone bench at the mouth of the topiary maze and sat down, too emotionally drained to cry. ʺI doubt I shall ever be able to cry again,ʺ she whispered on the cool night air. 
ʺNever be too certain of that, Liza,ʺ a reedy voice said softly from the shadows. 
She leaped to her feet as a tall, thin man with faded reddish hair and stooped shoulders materialized from the opening of the maze. His face was barely visible in the moonlight, but something about him was familiar. ʺYou called me Liza. Do you know me, sir?ʺ 
ʺI apologize for eavesdropping, my dear. I would not wish to cause embarrassment to the daughter of my old neighbor, Elkanah Shelby.ʺ 
Elise felt her breath catch. ʺMr. President?ʺ She curtsied to Thomas Jefferson, who gallantly took her hand and guided her to sit once more on the bench. 
ʺMy condolences, Liza, on the death of your father. After your long absence, he was eager to see you again.ʺ 
ʺI was overjoyed to be coming home to him, too,ʺ she said in a choked voice. 
ʺWhen we landed, I was told he had just succumbed to the heart ailment he has suffered with for years. I waited for so long . . .ʺ 
ʺYou can rely on your brother Samuel,ʺ Jefferson said in an attempt at consolation. 
ʺIʹm most eager to be reunited with him, but he has just embarked on a career in the army. I wonʹt be a burden to him. I shall make my own way now that Iʹm free of Edouard.ʺ 
ʺI did not intend to overhear such a personal matter, but I was trapped behind the hedge and could not prevent it.ʺ He paused for a moment, then said, ʺYou need never fear Edouard Louvois again.ʺ 
She met his pale blue eyes. ʺI did fear him, even when we first met, but I was young and desperate to return to America. He was a rising diplomat, my only hope of escaping Europe.ʺ 
ʺGiven what you have learned of Louvoisʹ penchant for viciousness, do you think this bargain with him wise? I could certainly bring pressure to bear on the man so he would agree to a divorce.ʺ Her eyes took on a hard expression. ʺNo, I will continue the charade as the chargéʹs wife. When he is again posted abroad, I shall remain here. Let tongues wag. He has finally goaded me too far. After watching four years of his intrigues, I too have learned a thing or two about playing the game. Besides, you know the scandal of a divorce would ruin me.ʺ 
ʺSurely not if it is handled discreetly. Elkanah would have wanted grandchildren,ʺ he said gently. 
ʺSamuel will attend to that in time.ʺ 
ʺBut what will you do with your life, Liza? You are still young and far too bright and beautiful to become a recluse.ʺ 
ʺIʹm not certain. I feel sad and yet perversely exhilarated all at once. Iʹm free of an intolerable relationship . . . yet my life with Edouard did provide me with many opportunities. Iʹm not only fluent in French and English, but over the years traveling through Europe, Iʹve acquired German and Italian as well as Spanish.ʺ 
She paused and smiled artlessly at the big, rawboned man who was the president of the United States. An idea had just occurred to her. ʺIf not for the impediment of my sex, I would make an admirable diplomat.ʺ 
Jefferson coughed discreetly. ʺAfter my years as Ambassador to France, I concluded that women often prove the most skilled at diplomacy precisely because of their gender.ʺ 
ʺBut being a proper Virginia gentleman, you do not approve,ʺ she said with a wry smile. 
He shrugged uncomfortably. ʺI will confess that I have always viewed domestic felicity to be a womanʹs highest calling.ʺ Although her face betrayed no expression, he knew she saw that life as one forever lost to her, and perhaps she was right. ʺYou have my friendship, LizaElise. Whatever you needif there is anything I can do to help you, only call upon me.ʺ ʺI am grateful, Mr. President, but perhaps there is a way I can help you. Living in the French Embassy, I am privy to a great deal of valuable information concerning Bonaparte. There are several things that I had planned to tell Samuel when he arrivesthings Edouard is not aware I know.ʺ 
Jeffersonʹs pale eyes took on a keen, penetrating glow. What did Liza know? ʺI have long feared Napoleonʹs ambitions in the New World, especially regarding the Louisiana Territory. We have unconfirmed rumors, which the First Consul denies, that he has forced Spain to return it to France. The army he sent last fall to the Caribbean has not eased my mind. Putting down a slave rebellion on Santo Domingo may be a pretext for positioning his forces to conquer the whole Mississippi Valley.ʺ 
ʺI can confirm your worst fears. A second army, even larger than the first, has sailed for Santo Domingo under Admiral Decres. Their ultimate destination is New Orleans.ʺ 
Jefferson stood up abruptly and swore, then apologized. ʺThis is monstrous, yet not wholly unexpected. With Spain holding Louisiana, we were in no dangerʺ 
ʺWith a weak Spanish king holding Louisiana, the Americans could gobble it up peacefully by the simple expedient of populating it and taking over the economy. 
Spain could not stop you. France may try. The treaty retroceding all of Louisiana to France will be signed shortly. Napoleon toys with the idea of reclaiming the land of Champlain and La Salle.ʺ 
Jefferson turned her words over in his mind. ʺYou say he toys with the idea. I have sent JeremyMr. Madisonto make discreet inquiries in France about American interests on the Mississippi in the event that France does reclaim Louisiana from Spain.ʺ ʺHas your Secretary of State offered to purchase any of the territory?ʺ she asked, chewing on her lip as she turned the idea about, piecing together in her mind bits of information, surmise, rumor. 
His thick, reddish‐gray eyebrows rose with renewed respect. ʺWe have given it thought. Our Western states and territories clamor for open navigation down the Mississippi and free trade through the port of New Orleans. If we could purchase the city . . .ʺ 
ʺWhy not the whole of Louisiana?ʺ she asked boldly, knowing full well such had been on American minds for the past two years. 
ʺYou are indeed as canny as your fatheror perhaps it is your French motherʹs influence.ʺ 
ʺI have learned from both of them . . . and others,ʺ she added bitterly, thinking of Edouard. ʺBut believe thisI am an American. One who has great cause to hate the French. I believe I could be of service to you.ʺ 
ʺA way of revenging yourself on Edouard? I do not deem it prudent, Liza.ʺ 
She smiled tremulously. ʺNo one has called me Liza since I was fourteen. 
Elizabeth was too English‐sounding for Mother. For the past ten years, I have been Elise. I think it would best suit my purpose to remain Elise.ʺ She looked him squarely in the eye and asked, ʺDo you trust Elise Louvois, Mr. President?ʺ 
Jefferson sighed in capitulation. ʺI trust Liza Shelby by any name.ʺ 
Chapter Three 

Washington, DC, One Year Later

ʺI shall miss you, Liza,ʺ Samuel said with a frown marring his normally smiling face. He leaned down to give his sister a peck on her cheek. ʺOur visits are altogether too brief. Iʹve been worried about you this past year since you returned home.ʺ 
She brushed aside his misgivings with an airy gesture and inspected his elegant dress uniform. Blueeyed and raven‐haired, Samuel Shelby had cleanly chiseled features and a tall, lean body that doubtless sent many a feminine heart aflutter. 
Although he would always be her little brother, at the age of twenty‐one, Samuel was now a man grown. She would have to let go. 
ʺI shall miss you, most definitely, but youʹve been given quite an honor. This will be an historic occasion. Just think, youʹll be part of General Wilkinsonʹs official military escort for Governor Claiborne when the French flag is lowered on Louisiana Territory forever.ʺ Elise brushed a lock of dark hair from Samuelʹs forehead with sisterly pride shining in her eyes. 
He looked down at her, the beautiful, raven‐haired Liza, with whom he had spent so little time since they were separated in childhood. She had told him little about her years in France and less about her unhappy marriage to Edouard Louvois. He knew she and her husband did not share a loving relationship, but considering Elkanah and Louise Shelbyʹs disastrous marriage, that was scarcely surprising. Yet there was more, some deeply buried pain, about which Liza refused to speak. She still thought of him as that sniveling ten‐year‐old boy who had waved goodbye with tear‐reddened eyes when her boat sailed for France. 
He took her chin in his hand and raised her face to meet his gaze. ʺWill you be all right after Iʹm gone? New Orleans is a long way from Washington.ʺ 
ʺYes, but now New Orleans is part of the United States. I just might find a way to visit you in the Paris of the New Worldjust to check up on you,ʺ she added with an affectionate twinkle in her eye. 
ʺDamn Mother for dragging you off to France and saddling you with that cold fop of a husband! You should have children to worry aboutnot a full‐grown brother.ʺ 
ʺWhat is done is done, Samuel,ʺ she said with gentle resignation. ʺI have made a life for myself.ʺ 
ʺYouʹve chosen a dangerous one. I know about your messages to the president. If Louvois or anyone at the French Embassy ever finds out . . .ʺ 
ʺTut, they can do nothing,ʺ she reassured him. ʺI merely attend soirees and teas, bat my lashes, and listen. Youʹd be surprised what a man will say to make conversation when heʹs dancing with a lady.ʺ ʺJust so you keep to that. I donʹt want you caught with your hand in a diplomatic pouch, Liza. Technically you are a French citizen, and Edouard could haul you back to France and have you executed.ʺ 
ʺEdouard will do nothing to me, rest at ease,ʺ she said with a steely edge to her voice. 
ʺLiza, what is it about him? Why do you live with a man you despise?ʺ 
ʺOur paths cross seldom enough in that big embassy,ʺ she replied evasively. 
ʺBesides, we both travel extensivelyand separately.ʺ 
ʺThen why not take a trip right now? Come with me to New Orleans. President Jefferson would help you get a divorce. You could make a fresh start.ʺ 
Gently, she pushed him away and turned from his impassioned plea. ʺI do not want a divorce, Samuel. My course is set and my life is excitingand useful, I think.ʺ 
ʺYour life is dangerous,ʺ he said stubbornly. 
ʺAnd yours as a soldier is not? I worry all the time about you.ʺ 
ʺThatʹs different. Iʹm a man and you are a woman. You should have a good man to love youʺ 
ʺI do. My only brother. Stay well and write often, Samuel.ʺ 
He hugged her and then winked. ʺYou only want me to write so you may learn about the political intrigue in Louisiana.ʺ 

Llano Estacado, Spring 1806

A naked Comanche warrior charged him with lance raised. The Red Eagle fired his Hawkins pistol but took no time to watch as his foe dropped to the ground and was trampled in the melee. All around him, fierce guttural war cries mixed with the thunder of muskets and rifles, the squeal of terrified horses, and the tortured screams of mortally wounded men. 
Another Comanche, his tattooed body covered with dust and blood, leaned over the side of his small swift pony and sighted his musket on Night Wind. The Apache leader was engaged in a fierce lance fight with two Comanches, oblivious of the menace at his back. Red Eagle kneed True Blood forward and seized a stiff braid of hair smeared with horse dung. Yanking the Comancheʹs head back, he sliced cleanly across his foeʹs throat with his knife. 
Just then, Night Wind finished skewering his second combatant and wheeled Warpaint about to see his brother fling a dead Comanche to the bloodsoaked earth. Realizing that Red Eagle had saved his life, Night Wind saluted him across the carnage. 
Almost as quickly as it had erupted in a deafening cacophony of shrieks, the battle ended. The Lipan raiders quickly dispatched the last of the war party of Comanches. An eerie silence descended over the plains while the sun rose in blinding, blood‐red splendor. 
ʺAgain I owe you my life,ʺ the leader of the Lipan Apaches said to his half brother, the Red Eagle. 
They were brothers who shared the same paternity, yet at first glance few would have thought so. The legendary Lipan raider Night Wind was swarthy, with straight, inky hair that clearly proclaimed his Apache blood. His half‐brother had inherited their sireʹs curly russet hair, and being of solely white blood, was lighter complected. Yet both shared similar bold, handsome faces with prominent straight noses, arched eyebrows and strong jaw lines. But most significant was the brilliant green color of their eyes. 
Joaquin and Santiago Quinn, the Night Wind and the Red Eagle, clasped their right arms tightly for a moment, then broke away in silent understanding. All around them lay evidence of a vicious, savage way of life completely at odds with the education both men had been given by the Franciscans. But New Spain was a violent land. 
The Comanche had killed a group of peaceful Lipan, including women and children who were on the plains for a spring buffalo hunt. This raid was necessary to warn the Lords of the Plains that their old enemy, the Night Wind, still protected his motherʹs people. As an added benefit, the Comanche, famous horse traders of the plains, had many superb mustangs to enrich the smaller and poorer Lipan bands living to the west in the mountains of New Mexico. As Night Wind and Red Eagle talked, the Lipan warriors rounded up the Comanche horses. 
ʹʹWe must have at least two dozen prime mounts. I make a present to you of that splendid white stallion,ʺ the Night Wind said to his brother. 
ʺYour generosity is great, Joaquin, but such a one will be excellent breeding stock for your ranch. For the long journey across the Royal Road, I will choose instead half a dozen strong geldings. They will fetch a high price in St. Louis,ʺ Santiago replied in the Lipan dialect he had grown fluent in during the past nine years. 
His eyes darkened for an instant as they swept the carnage around him. One Lipan warrior knelt and sliced off an ear from a fallen Comanche. A look flashed between the two brothers as each remembered the horror of their white fatherʹs brutality. Like his Apache enemies, he had collected such grisly trophies. 
ʺI think perhaps it is time you did return to civilization,ʺ Joaquin said. 
ʺAnd you to your wife and children. I know Orlena misses you even if Bartolomé thinks himself such a man now as to run the ranch in your absence.ʺ 
ʺOrlena and your niece and nephews will wish to see you before you make the crossing to St. Louis.ʺ 
ʺAnd I them,ʺ Santiago replied warmly. 
Joaquinʹs wife, Orlena, was also Santiagoʹs half‐sister. They shared the same Spanish mother and had journeyed to New Mexico together when Santiago was only a fourteen‐year‐old boy. That Joaquin and Orlena had made a life together gladdened his heart. 
Herding the captured horses before them, the Night Wind signaled their warriors to ride for the stronghold. 

Guadeloupe Mountains of New Mexico

Santiago was lost in thought as they approached the Lipan stronghold. The hidden trail wound through a narrow ravine beside an icy mountain brook, swollen by newly melted snow. Spring had come early to the mountains of New Mexico. Shaggy evergreens were lush with a thick new growth of needles, and the mountain mahogany was in leaf. When he saw the small cluster of brush jacals, his heart contracted. How long could they remain secure here? The Spanish soldiers to the north and the Comanche to the east were both closing in on his adopted people. 
Although not bound to the Lipan by blood as was Joaquin, Santiago felt as one with these simple people who lived in harmony with nature. They had opened their hearts and lives to him when he was a bewildered youth, sickened by the cruelty of Spanish conquerors and their hired killer, Conal Quinn. 
Among the Lipan, Santiago had become the Red Eagle, a warrior who joined them in raids against the Comanche such as the one they had just completed. 
But he was also a successful merchant, traveling from New Mexico east on the Royal Road to the French settlement of St. Louis, now in the United States, and south as far as the City of Mexico. He enjoyed the fleshpots of civilization until the clean air of open plains and high mountains called to him. 
He and Joaquin had ridden in companionable silence for a while, but now a third rider pulled abreast of them and spoke, breaking into his ruminations. 
ʺWe have many fine ponies from your old enemies, the Comanche,ʺ Spybuck said in his carefully modulated English. ʺDesert Flower will be pleased.ʺ 
Santiago looked at his partner. He had ridden with the big Creek ever since Spybuck had saved his life that dark night on the New Orleans waterfront. 
Quinn grinned, his teeth a white slash against his grizzled face. ʺAna will be pleased just to see us returned whole.ʺ 
ʺMy foster daughter has grown fond of your ugly face these past summers,ʺ 
Joaquin added with a speculative look in his eyes as he regarded the big Creek. 
Spybuck cleared his throat nervously. ʺI am not ugly, but it is Santiago she loves, and I dare say not in a sisterly fashion.ʺ 
Santiago changed the subject. ʺWe should be able to leave for St. Louis by April. 
With these horses and the winterʹs catch of beaver pelts, weʹll make a substantial profit.ʺ 
ʺWill you again give it all to the Lipan?ʺ Joaquin asked his brother. 
Santiago shrugged. ʺWhat else would I do with it? I have my share of the Aranda fortune languishing in banks from St. Louis to the City of Mexico.ʺ ʺYet you move, restless as the wind, from the white menʹs cities to the Apacheʹs strongholds. You could live like a king in the City of Mexico with your motherʹs people,ʺ Spybuck said shrewdly. 
ʺWhat he says is true, you know,ʺ Joaquin added softly. ʺThis is a dangerous life to which I do not often return. You need to find a good woman to build a life with and let Conal Quinnʹs ghost go.ʺ 
ʺI tried to escape Colorado Quinnʹs legacy. You both know what happened when I called myself Count of Aranda. I will not risk more betrayal or pretend to be other than what I am.ʺ His voice held a note of grim finality that silenced both of his companions. 

Washington, DC, Spring 1806

Elise peeked through the carriage window as the horsesʹ hooves echoed on the dark, silent streets. Her keen instincts sent a prickling warning that raised the fine hairs at her nape. I am being followed. She called out instructions to her driver, and the carriage veered sharply around the next corner. 
In a nondescript house some miles away, Thomas Jefferson sat in a dimly lit room, mulling over the diplomatic dispatches he had received that afternoon. 
Thanks to Liza and a few other stalwart operatives, he had been forewarned about General Wilkinsonʹs involvement with the Mexican Association. 

Liza. He ran his fingers through his hair, faded from bright red to silvery gray. 
ʺNow I know what Washington and Adams must have endured,ʺ he murmured to himself. The letter from St. Louis burned through his coat pocket. How was he going to break the news to her? 
She was late for their clandestine meeting. He knew she would have a good deal of information to give him. Odd, how he had come to depend on her more than on any of the men he similarly employed, this in spite of the fact that he had never approved of women interfering in politics. Women should have homes and families to sustain them. Thinking of Edouard Louvois, now off to France on special assignment, he made a grimace of distaste. She will be so alone now. 
Hearing soft footfalls coming down the hall, Jefferson stood up and walked to the door. Elise, dressed in a mist‐dampened velvet cape of dark violet, entered the room with an air of brisk efficiency. 
ʺI was followed, but after quite a few maneuvers, my driver lost him.ʺ At the look of concern etching his tired face, she continued, ʺNothing to worry about. 
Whoever it was is now following an empty carriage headed to Maryland! I have more news of General Wilkinson,ʺ she continued. ʺMy brother has confirmed that he is in direct correspondence with General Salcedo, who is working with the Mexican Association in New Orleans! What a double game he plays. As governor of Upper Louisiana Territory and commander of all the federal troops, he has far too much power.ʺ 
ʺThe general has powerful friends in the congress and the navy. Let us face facts, Liza. Given my precarious political position, I cannot dismiss Wilkinson unless I have firm evidence.ʺ 
ʺHe is Agent 13 on the Spanish pay rosters! It is unconscionable that he cannot be stopped.ʺ 
ʺWeʹve long known of his involvement with Spain, but itʹs a double‐edged sword, for he barters us as much information about the Spanish as he sells them about us. He is a scoundrel, but for the nonce, he is our scoundrel.ʺ 
ʺA dangerous one, according to Samuel. Here, read this last letter I received from himʺ ʺLiza, please, sit down. I have something of great moment to tell you.ʺ 
Jefferson assisted her to the threadbare settee in the shabby room. 
Elise felt a premonition of disaster but forced it aside. ʺWhat could be of greater moment than the very existence of our country, Mr. Jefferson?ʺ 
ʺAfter surviving all the personal losses in my own family, I know no easy way to say this, my dear. Samuel is dead.ʺ 
She felt everything go from red to black before her eyes. Digging her nails into her palms until she drew blood, she asked, ʺHow did it happen?ʺ 
ʺThe details are not clear. Only this evening, as I was leaving to meet you, did the letter arrive from St. Louis. It appears to have been a drowning accident in a small lake outside the city.ʺ 
She stood up on shaky legs. ʺThatʹs absurd! Samuel was a strong swimmer. He had been watching Wilkinson closelytoo closely it would now appear.ʺ Her voice grew flat and her eyes became hard as glass. 
Jefferson, never known to drink anything stronger than wine with dinner, rang for brandy, then urged Elise to sit down. ʺI think it wise if you leave Washington for a while, perhaps visit your Shelby cousins in Kentucky.ʺ 
ʺI shall leave Washington, rest assured, Mr. Jefferson,ʺ she said quietly. ʺBut I shall go to St. Louis to bring my brotherʹs body home.ʺ And to punish the men who
killed him! 

Chapter 4 

St. Louis, Summer 1806

ʺNo wonder St. Louisans boast that God would never dare cross the Mississippi,ʺ 
Elise said to her companion, Elijah. The wind whipped at her skirts as they stood on the precariously bobbing ferry. The crude raft fought the swift current of the great river as they neared their destination. 
Elijah Coombs had been dispatched by Jefferson to ensure Eliseʹs safety on the journey. Born in the hills of Western Virginia, Elijah was a blunt, homely backwoodsman whose crude manners were an excellent disguise for one of the presidentʹs most skilled spies. He and the coolly beautiful French‐American had worked together for two years. He posed as her groom and bodyguard. 
ʺSt. Louis is a rough‐lookinʹ place,ʺ he agreed as they scanned the riverfront where several dozen vessels, mostly keelboats, bobbed in the muddy water. 
Here and there a few big flatboats constructed of hastily lashed‐together logs banged against their moorings. Cargoes were being loaded and unloaded by rawboned, yellow‐haired Kentuckians and swarthy French half‐castes while a motley assortment of Indians watched impassively. 
Above the stone embankment of the levee, several narrow streets were cut up the steep bluff to where a number of buildings were scattered in a haphazard manner along the riverbank. Those nearest the waterfront were of crude timbers, dark and musty smelling as the river itself. Beyond the trees, an occasional stone edifice several stories high loomed. Perhaps there would be a few amenities after their exhausting and perilous cross‐country journey. 
ʺWhatʹre ye goinʹ ta tell the general?ʺ Elijah asked in a low voice, careful that the ferryman and other passengers could not hear them. 
ʺCertainly not that Iʹm Samuelʹs sister. I have a letter of introduction from Elizabeth Shelby, my dear friend who has gone to the family estates in Virginia to grieve. That should give me access to Samuelʹs personal possessions.ʺ 
ʺAnd in the meanwhile, yeʹll be able to charm that peacock Wilkinson,ʺ Coombs said in his sandpaper voice. He knew how close Elise and her brother had been. 
If the general was involved in Shelbyʹs death, he would not want to be in James Wilkinsonʹs boots. 
Once ashore, they made their way past the crowds of rowdy rivermen. A babble of curses rang out in French, Spanish, and English. Elise was glad of Elijahʹs brawny presence as they passed a French Canadian keelboat captain, whose bare paunch was obscenely exposed through an open leather vest. His red pantaloons and high black boots were as grubby as the red bandana tied over a head of greasy black hair. All he needed was a gold ear loop to look the part of a buccaneer. He brandished a wicked‐looking knife, challenging a fat Spanish merchant whose sweat‐beaded face indicated how little he wished to fight. Half-naked Indians and an assortment of rivermen made bets on the impending contest. Several of the disembarking ferry passengers were also drawn in. Elijah quickly engaged a wagon to transport them and their baggage to the city. 

Fort Belle Fontaine, above the city

ʺI trust you have found the Widow Fournierʹs accommodations adequate, Madame Louvois?ʺ 
Elise smiled coolly as she appraised James Wilkinson. ʺYes, general, the lady comes most highly recommended. It is kind of her to open her home to me.ʺ She studied him from beneath thick, inky lashes as he preened for her. 
The governor of Upper Louisiana was a short, plump popinjay with thinning sandy hair and a bulbous red nose. She was as familiar with men who overindulged in liquor as she was with vainglorious adventurers who used military uniforms to impress gullible women. Wilkinson should be easy to handle. Yet Elise never allowed herself the luxury of overconfidence. He had not risen this far without possessing some skills in intrigue! 
ʺThere is to be a gala at the home of my old friend, Auguste Chouteau, on Saturday. I hope this sad errand will not keep you from attending.ʺ His lips were oddly thin and bluish in that round, ruddy face. 
ʺI should be charmed, Governoror do you prefer your military title? Governor-General does have a splendid ring to it.ʺ She smoothed the pinched waist of her deep blue traveling suit and posed coquettishly for him. 
Wilkinson was struck by the ebony‐haired beauty before him, yet anyone with even the remotest connection to Lieutenant Samuel Shelby was to be watched most carefully. ʺOfficially it is Governor‐General, but my dear lady, I would be delighted to have you call me James.ʺ 
She dimpled. ʺYes, James, and you must call me Elise. Now, I fear I must tend to poor dear Elizabethʹs tragedy. My servant, Mr. Coombs, will assist me in packing the lieutenantʹs effects if you would direct me to his quarters?ʺ 
An hour later, Elise sat surrounded by Samuelʹs worldly possessions. So few
things to account for a manʹs life. She clutched his rosewood hairbrush and fought back tears while Coombs stood mutely by the door of Lieutenant Samuel Shelbyʹs spartan quarters. 
ʺMaybe I should go through his things while youʺ 
ʺNo, Elijah. There are things only I would know to look for. We can be certain Samuelʹs papers have been carefully readat least all of them that could be located.ʺ At his curious expression, she began to sort through a large wardrobe, opening drawers and shoving aside uniforms and civilian suits. 
ʺWhat are we looking for?ʺ 
ʺI wish I could be certain he had time to write and hide anything before . . .ʺ 
ʺIt couldʹve been an accident, Elise. Just because his body wasnʹt found donʹt mean he was murdered,ʺ Coombs said, his scratchy voice gentle. 
Ignoring his comment, she continued her search, then exclaimed, ʺAh, it is here. I feared some soldiers might have stolen it, even if unaware of its true value.ʺ She extracted a flat silver box approximately twelve inches square from the last drawer of the chest. Tarnished and dented, it was a manʹs jewelry case with the initial SSS engraved on the lid. 
ʹʹSamuel Sheridan Shelby,ʺ she murmured softly, then opened the lid. Her lips curled in contempt. ʺSomeone did take the ruby stickpin Father gave him for his sixteenth birthday, and several other heirlooms of some value,ʺ she added, rummaging through the pieces lying on the soft old velvet. ʺNow, let me see,ʺ 
she said, chewing her lip in concentration as she pressed her fingertips against the inside of the latch. Suddenly there was a sharp ping as a spring was freed and the inside lid dropped open, revealing a sheaf of papers swathed in more thick velvet. 
Coombs watched her read, then gasp in amazement. 
ʺSamuel is not dead, Elijah!ʺ She squeezed her eyes closed for a moment and clutched the letter to her breast, breathing a prayer of gratitude. Then she continued to read Samuelʹs incredible message. 
My Dearest Liza: 
I know of no way to ask your forgiveness for the cruel ruse that led you to believe me drowned. If any other means of getting this information to President Jefferson had presented itself to me, I would never have resorted to this desperate expedient. But you see, I know you well, beloved sister, and I am assured that you will be able to present this information to the president. There is no one here in St. Louis whom I can trust and there is no time for me to waste searching for a messenger. News of my death received from General Wilkinson is the only means I have of guaranteeing that you will come to St. Louis and search my effects. I only pray the case in which these papers are concealed will not be stolen. 
Immediately after my arrival at Fort Belle Fontaine, I inadvertently overheard a conversation between General Wilkinson and one Lieutenant Zebulon Pike. 
When you visited me in New Orleans last year, you heard rumors about the generalʹs involvement with Spain. I now know he is actively and immediately planning to provoke an international incident with the hope of a resultant war between Spain and the United States. Please read the documents enclosed with this letter for more details. 
I felt constrained to take matters into my own hands. I shall appear to die in such a manner as to relieve General Wilkinson of suspicion about me and bring you and your companion, Mr. Coorobs, to investigate. 
My demise will allow me to catch up with Lieutenant Pikeʹs slow‐moving expedition in a few days. I shall present myself as a down‐at‐the‐heels adventurer who is fluent in Spanish and inveigle a job as an interpreter. I have every reason to hope the unsuspecting fool will hire me. When we enter Spanish territory, I shall slip away to Santa Fe and attempt to persuade the Spanish governor that Pikeʹs expedition is not an enterprise countenanced by President Jefferson, but an ill‐conceived provocation on the part of General Wilkinson. 
I shall be deemed a deserter from duty and court martialed if the president does not intervene in my behalf, Liza, but under the circumstances, I feel I can do nothing else. Honor demands the sacrifice of me. I only pray it is not in vain. God bless you and the United States of America! 
With love, 
Samuel ʺThe young fool!ʺ Elise cursed stridently in a peculiar mixture of French and English. ʺHeʹs playing at being a spy, and itʹs likely to cost him his life out in that wilderness. Even if Pike and his men donʹt learn who he is, the Spanish governor in Santa Fe will probably stand him against a wall and shoot himor at best let him languish in a filthy jail cell.ʺ But at least heʹs alive! 

She began to peruse the other notes and papers regarding Pikeʹs expedition, which had received meager funding for an exploration to the headwaters of the Red River. Secretary of War Dearborn had approved it as a covert means of learning about Spanish troop movements near the border of Louisiana Territory, but the gullible cabinet member had been deceived. 
Pike was actually planning to allow himself to be captured by the Spanish, so he would be taken to Santa Fe. Samuel had hastily scrawled a note detailing the instructions Wilkinson had given Pike that fateful night when her brother had eavesdropped on them. 
ʺOne spy in a family is more than sufficient,ʺ Elijah said sourly as he, too, read the documents Elise handed him. ʺSamuel is as naive as Pike, I fear, even if his motives are nobler.ʺ 
Elise sighed and rubbed her temples, then began to pace. ʺWilkinson has convinced Pike that inciting a war with Spain will bring him military glory and rapid promotion. What it will bring him in all likelihood is imprisonment in a Spanish jail somewhere between Santa Fe and Chihuahua City!ʺ 
ʺIt doesnʹt seem likely Pike would hire Samuel on. What ever made yer brother think he could pose as an interpreter?ʺ 
ʺHis Spanish is as fluent as mine, Elijah. Our father lived in the Floridas for several years and brought home a Spanish cook. My brother and I picked up the language as children. I only wish he would leave off acting as irresponsibly as a child!ʺ She gathered the papers and stood up. ʺWe must make arrangements, Elijah.ʺ 
ʺFer what?ʺ 
ʺWhy, our journey to Santa Fe, of course! Weʹll need an experienced guide and provisions. You can handle that while I study this information and see what I can learn from the general and his friends.ʺ 
ʺGo to Santa Fe!ʺ Coombs roared, towering over her. ʺDo ye realize it is near a thousand miles through mountains and deserts filled with bloodthirsty red savages?ʺ 
ʺMy brother is with Lieutenant Pike. My God, Elijah, if Pike finds out how heʹs been deceived, he could shoot Samuel!ʺ 
He recognized her tone, which was as near pleading as Elise Louvois ever came. 
Shelby was her only kin, save for some distant cousins in Kentucky. He knew she doted on the young fool. With a sigh, he said, ʺAfter following the Ohio River filled with Indians and pirates, I suppose this canʹt be any more dangerous. Iʹll make some inquiries at the riverfront taverns.ʺ 
ʺWe must also find someone we can trust to deliver this information safely to President Jefferson.ʺ Her mind was already leaping ahead. 
Jedediah Scudder sat in the noisy tavern, his greasy buckskins and grizzled face allowing him to blend in perfectly with the Kentucky farmers and mountain men who frequented the place. A slovenly barmaid with lank hair and two front teeth missing smiled boldly at him as she swished her tatty calico skirts in invitation. 
He ordered another mug of ale and ignored her ample curves, at least for the present. The men he had arranged to meet had just entered the door. 
He had employed Bouchet before. The small, wiry French Canadian and his tall, muscular companion slid onto the splintery log bench. After the two thugs had received their whiskey, the conspirators got down to business. 
ʺWho is this man we are to kill?ʺ Bouchet asked, scratching his lice‐infested head. 
ʺNot a man, a woman,ʺ Scudder replied, ʺA most dangerous wench.ʺ 
ʺA woman! Sacre bleu!  I do not kill women,ʺ Bouchet hissed. 
His partner, a half‐caste Iroquois renegade, said impassively, ʺTwo times the moneySpanish silver. 

ʺNon,ʺ Bouchet interjected. 
Scudder spat on the filthy floor and grinned lewdly. ʺSheʹs a real beauty, my friend. If ye donʹt wish to kill her, ye could find uses for hertake her as yer squaw on yer next journey upriver to trap beaver. When ye tire of her . . .ʺ He shrugged negligently. ʺSell her to yer Pawnee friends. She must never appear in civilization again. If itʹs of any consolation, thereʹs a man, tooher servant. A big brute with yellow hair named Elijah Coombs. Him ye can kill, quick and clean.ʺ 
ʺOne hundred in Spanish silver,ʺ the half‐caste said, and Bouchet subsided in agreement. 
ʺYe drive a hard bargain,ʺ Scudder replied. ʺHalf now and half when theyʹre taken care of.ʺ 
ʺDone,ʺ Bouchet said, glancing at the Iroquois. 
ʺHer name is Elise Louvois. Sheʹs tall for a female, with queer‐colored purple eyes and black hair, lots of soft white skina fancy lady, half French.ʺ 
Bouchet finally caught the elusive louse he had been digging for. Popping the bug between two blackened fingernails, he grinned. ʺI will speak French to her on our journey north.ʺ 
Santiago and Spybuck discussed their new trading venture as they strolled down Main Street, moving from an area of prosperous shops and trading companies toward the raucous noise of taverns and bawdy houses near the intersection of Locust. St. Louis was one of the roughest river towns on the vast water system that stretched from British Canada all the way to the Gulf. 
ʺDo you trust this Spaniard, Manuel Lisa?ʺ Spybuck asked, knowing how much his friend disliked most of his own countrymen. 
Santiagoʹs eyes narrowed and he grinned mirthlessly. ʺNo, but heʹs in competition with the Chouteau family for the Osage fur trade.ʺ 
The Creek grunted. ʺAnd you hate New Orleans Frenchmen even more than you do your own Spanish countrymen.ʺ 
ʺMore to the point, Lisa has made contact with the plains tribes. He speaks their language, has lived among them.ʺ 
ʺAs have you.ʺ 
ʺYes. Iʹd do business with them through friendship rather than by building forts and forcing them to deal, as Chouteau and his new American friends do.ʺ 
They were passing by the White Horse Tavern when the sounds of a scuffle and a womanʹs loud scream interrupted their conversation. With catlike agility, both men spun around and peered into the alley. Twilight was thickening, but they could see a female struggling between two buckskin‐clad men. 
Elise felt the thin silk of her summer cape rip as she twisted free of her attackers. 

I must reach my
muff pistol, she thought desperately, praying the small Belgian gun would fire. She clawed into her reticule for it while kicking the Frenchman sharply in the shin with her pointy‐toed slipper. He cursed and hopped away, but the big half‐caste brute now had a hold on her dress and tore it free of one shoulder. 
ʺWhite as cream,ʺ the white man murmured. His lust‐crazed eyes stared at her bared shoulder and breast. 
ʺMy servant will be searching for me any moment. I am no whore, but a ladya friend of Governor‐General Wilkinson,ʺ she said in French as she backed away from him, clutching the reticule and reaching inside it as she spoke. 
The two men only laughed as they closed on her from opposite sides. She feigned a swoon as she dug the gun free. Only one shot, but perhaps it would bring help. Where was Elijah! She pointed the pistolʹs three‐inch barrel and pulled the trigger. Nothing! The smaller man landed against her with a solid thud, causing her to lose her weapon before she could attempt to fire it again. 
Then a large bronzed hand seized the little Frenchman from atop her and lifted him by his greasy buckskin collar. 
Bouchet snarled and pulled his knife. He slashed at Santiago, then felt the bite of cold steel deep in his guts. Staggering back, he fell against the rough logs of the tavern wall and slid to the ground. His larger companion was already lying bleeding at Spybuckʹs feet. 
Before Elise could gather her scattered wits, the white manshe supposed he was a white manassisted her to her feet. He was dressed in buckskins and moccasins with an indecent amount of dark red hair visible through the lacing of his open linen shirt. Unnerving green eyes narrowed on her. His face was well disguised by an untrimmed beard and shoulder‐length shaggy hair. 
ʺWhat is a lady claiming to know Governor‐General Wilkinson doing alone in this hellish place?ʺ he asked coldly in precise French. 
ʺI was to meet someone who appears to be late. I do thank you and your friend for your timely assistance,ʺ she replied. Affront at his peremptory manner kept her panic at bay. Her two attackers lay dead in the alley, their blood soaking into the mud. 
She shifted her attention to the giant savage. Good Lord, he was practically naked! His head was shaved, save for one long pigtail adorned with feathers, and he wore huge heavy earrings and copper armbands. This was a Southeastern Indian, far from his homelands; of that much she was certain. She looked from the white man to the savage and wondered for a fleeting second if she had moved from one menace to another, even though these two did not smell so vile as her first two attackers. 
ʺFor all your screaming and cajoling earlier, you are surprisingly reticent now, miss,ʺ Santiago said, taking in her appearance. This one was a real mysteryexpensive clothes and the features and speech of an aristocrat. Even Juliette Castal could not match her beauty. She was disheveled and terrified, but there was an arresting self‐possession about her that intrigued him. 
Elise knew her only hope was to bluff her way out of the situation. ʺIf you would be so kind, let me pass. I have friends waiting for me inside the White Horse,ʺ 
she said imperiously and walked away from the white man, who stood altogether too close to her. The Indian had picked up her silk cape and held it out as a sort of peace offering. Thanking him in French, she seized it and vanished around the corner. 
Santiago shook his head as he looked at the two river rats lying in the dark alley. 
ʺWhat do you think made one such as that come to this place?ʺ Spybuck asked. 
Switching unconsciously to the English of his friend, Quinn shrugged. ʺWho knows what makes a fine‐born lady do anything? Spoiled whim . . . thrill-seeking . . . a tryst with some lower‐class lover.ʺ He bent down and picked up the 
.36 caliber Belgian muff pistol she had dropped. It was an expensive but useless toy. A smile spread across his face as he rubbed his whiskers with the cool barrel of the gun. ʺPerhaps Iʹll have a chance to return this to the lady one day.ʺ 
Chapter Five 
ʺThen it was a trap.ʺ Elise swore as she paced back and forth in Widow Fourierʹs parlor. Lacking any decent inns, travelers without family in the city found the shabby‐genteel poverty of the Fourier house a comfortable accommodation. 
Elijah held the note supposedly written by him and shook his shaggy head.. 
ʺLooks like my poor scrawl, but that would be easy to copy.ʺ 
ʺOnly if someone knew who we were and why we were in St. Louis.ʺ 
ʺWilkinson?ʺ 
She waved her hand dismissively. ʺI donʹt think so. It would be much more in his style to simply have me closely watched so I learn nothingor, failing that, to intercept any dispatches to the president. But I donʹt believe he knows my identity.ʺ 
ʺYe say yet attackers are dead?ʺ 
She shuddered, recalling the bloody scene in the alley. ʹʹMost definitely. My rescuers were swift and thorough.ʺ 
ʺWhoever hired those cutthroats will try again. We must be careful. Yeʹll not receive any notes from me.ʺ 
ʺTo be sure, Elijah,ʺ she said grimly. 
ʺWho were the men who helped ye?ʺ 
ʺNo one of importance, Iʹm certain. Just a pair of river drifters, probably from the South. The white one spoke French.ʺ Piercing green eyes and a cold feral smile flashed into her mind. She shook her head and asked, ʺHave you located anyone who can be trusted to take us to Santa Fe?ʺ 
ʺI think so. Heʹs a legend of sorts on the plains. A renegade Spaniard with an Irish mercenary for a father. Santiago Quinn.ʺ 
She grimaced in distaste. ʺSounds perfectly charming.ʺ 
ʺHe makes the trip from Santa Fe to St. Louis several times a year and does business with Manuel Lisa, an arch rival of the Chouteaus, so I donʹt think heʹd likely be a friend to Wilkinson.ʺ 
ʺThat kind is friend to no one but the highest bidder, but youʹre rightif heʹs at odds with the Chouteaus, itʹs unlikely heʹs in collusion with their associate, the general.ʺ 
ʺQuinn has a reputation for swift and successful trips to New Mexico. Other than that . . .ʺ Coombs shrugged fatalistically. 
Elise made a decision. ʺWeʹll just have to be the highest bidders for his services then. Thereʹs no time to lose. Make arrangements for me to meet with him as quickly as possible.ʺ 
Elise inspected herself one last time in the mirror and decided she could charm the general and his officers, perhaps even the jaded Auguste Chouteau, if she used all her French wiles. Chouteauʹs estate, located on the edge of the city, was famous for its beauty, but considering how few buildings of any substance there were in St. Louis, she was doubtful. 
When she arrived, the house was quite a surprise. Two stories high and of graceful French architecture, it was made of stone and surrounded by meticulously tended gardens and even a small lake of picturesque beauty. 
ʺI see you are pleased by Monsieur Chouteauʹs house,ʺ Judge Easton said with a chuckle. The older gentleman and his daughter had arrived with their carriage to escort her to the ball. 
Eliseʹs instinct was to trust Jeffersonʹs old friend Rufus Easton, but she would tread warily before revealing to him who she was. ʺI knew the family was wealthy, but this is truly splendid.ʺ 
ʺWait until you see the inside,ʺ Rufus said with a twinkle in his eyes as he assisted both women from the carriage. 
The ballroom was as grand as every other part of the house, filled with the most elegant furnishings imported upriver from New Orleans, but originally crafted in France. The chandelier cast glittering light around a ballroom whose walls were covered with delicate rose‐printed wallpaper. The walnut floor was waxed to a glass‐like shine. As was the custom in the cityʹs most fashionable homes, none of the first floor rooms had carpets but for small, exquisitely wrought hearth rugs. 
Elise let her eyes drift across the sea of laughing faces, listening to men and women converse in French and English with here and there a Spanish phrase interjected. Although American since 1803, the French had settled St. Louis in 1764 and the Spanish had ruled it for nearly forty years. Men from many nations now gathered under the American flag, waiting to see if it would be good for their business or not. She knew that if adventurers like Governor‐General Wilkinson and his Spanish friends offered better prospects, many would follow them. 
Santiago surveyed the crowded ballroom from the arched hall doorway. Serene had insisted that he escort her to this tiresome affair. At first he had been inclined to refuse his petulant mistress, but he had decided to humor her, rationalizing that he might learn more about Chouteauʹs plans for expanding his fur trade on the plains. Smiling, he touched a lock of Sereneʹs amber hair. His willingness to escort her had pleased her, and the voluptuous Creole widow always rewarded him well. 
ʺDearheart, you must meet Judge Easton, an American but quite the gentleman for all that,ʺ Serene said, leading him toward a portly man of middling height who was conversing with several army officers. 
ʺYou make being an American sound as bad as being Creek,ʺ he whispered with amusement. He knew how scandalized she was by his association with Spybuck. 
The usual amenities were exchanged, and Santiago found his attention wandering. But suddenly a familiar face caught his eye. Across the ballroom he saw her, the beautiful Frenchwoman he had rescued from those cutthroats. Then he had thought her striking, but now she robbed him of breath! 
Her gleaming ebony hair was piled high atop her head in a cascade of curls interwoven with fresh violets, setting off her unusual eyes and blending with the deep violet of her watered‐silk gown. The low, rounded neckline revealed a fashionable amount of creamy white flesh, accented with an amethyst pendant nestled between the swells of her breasts. She was surrounded by a covey of admirers and obviously had them all drooling, not the least among them that fat, arrogant martinet, Wilkinson. Santiagoʹs eyes narrowed as he drew closer, watching her performance. She was older and far more sophisticated than Julie had been, but some feminine wiles never changedsoft silver laughter, a deftly wielded fan, dancing, sensuous eyes. Yet he could see that there was more to her exchange with the Governor‐General than mere flirtation. She hung on his every word, but at the same time seemed to prompt him at critical pauses, as if directing the conversation. To what end? 
Santiago knew Wilkinson was involved with the Spanish malcontents out west who wanted a convenient little war. Could she, too, be a filibuster? If so, she was certainly the most beautiful one heʹd ever met. But then, they had never been properly introduced. A predatory smile curved his lips as he walked over to Madam Lisle, who made it her business to know everyoneʹs business in St. Louis, and asked her who the beautiful, violet‐eyed woman was. 
ʺWhy, I understand she is from Paris, although I have not yet been introduced, Monsieur Quinn. Her name is Elise Louvois and she seems to be a particular friend of our new Governor‐General.ʺ Her puffy little eyes squinted with avid curiosity as she watched the ebony‐haired beauty across the room. 
Kissing the plump old ladyʹs hand, Santiago wended his way toward Mademoiselle Louvois like a puma stalking a deer. 
Elise watched the tall, russet‐haired stranger from beneath lowered lashes. He was staring at her intently. He looked naggingly familiar, although she was certain she would not forget meeting a specimen such as this arrogant devil. His black suit coat was tailored immaculately, severe amid all the glittering epaulets and ribbons of the army officers. The fit emphasized his lean build, and his graceful long legs were encased in scandalously molded trousers. She studied the chiseled, clean lines of his face, which was patrician, almost Celtic looking, with a prominent straight nose, bold jawline and piercing eyes. His coloring was striking, the deep bronzed tan of an outdoorsman set off by a snowy white silk stock and dark russet hair, immaculately barbered. 

He is wise to leave such a beautiful face clean‐shaven. Elise gave herself a mental shake and looked away as she saw a white smile slash across his face. He knew she had been returning his perusal. The bold fellow was making his way toward her! 
Before she could escape, some impulse made Santiago seize her hand and raise it to his lips for an intimate kiss. ʺMademoiselle Louvois, I believe this dance is ours?ʺ he said in English. Before she could respond, he swept her onto the dance floor. 
ʺYou gamble much, monsieur, for you know full well we have never been introduced, much less have I promised you this dance.ʺ Yet she did not break away, but followed him in the intricate steps of the dance, trying to decide why she was so fascinated with this man. Surely she had met others as handsome, as audacious. Yet there was something about those green eyes. . . . 
He was taken aback at her perfectly unaccented English. Here was an enigma. 
What an extraordinary color her eyes werea deep violet. ʺAllow me to compliment you. I have never enjoyed dancing with anyone this much.ʺ 
She smiled. ʺItʹs just that Iʹm tall for a female and can fit my steps the better to yours. You cannot imagine what a trial it is for a lady to dance with gentlemen shorter than she.ʺ Recalling that she was reported to be from Paris, he asked, ʺHave you ever danced with the emperor? Napoleon is quite slight of stature.ʺ 
ʺYou have met him?ʺ 
ʺI have seen him from a distance, back in my university days at the Sorbonne. 
But you have not answered my question.ʺ 
ʺWho are you, monsieur? I feel I should know you, yet we have never met.ʺ 
ʺDo you always answer questions with other questions?ʺ he teased as the music ended. Without breaking stride, he led her from the floor through an open patio door. 

I am mad to do this. Yet, bemused, Elise accompanied him from the crowded ballroom into the cool stillness of the moonlight. She had often flirted and teased men to gain information, but always her emotions remained completely under control. She felt little but contempt, occasionally mild amusement at their unsuccessful attempts to seduce her. But this man was differentfar more dangerous than any she had ever encountered. 
When his hard chest pressed against her soft breasts, she automatically put her hands between them as if to push him away, but he merely held her, staring into her eyes, as if gauging her reaction. 
ʺHave you ever danced with the emperor?ʺ he repeated. 
ʺOnce. It was quite horrid, really. Like other men Iʹve met, heʹs so vain he expects every woman to swoon beneath his attentions.ʺ 
A slow predatory smile spread across his face. ʺAh, a set‐down for my presumption,ʺ he said, not at all abashed by it. ʺHave you ever kissed the emperor?ʺ 
Elise stiffened at his effrontery, but before she could decide what to do, his mouth was descending to hers while one hand spread across her bare back, pressing her more tightly against his body. The other hand tilted her chin until their lips met. Her startled gasp gave him entry and the tip of his tongue lightly rimmed the inside of her mouth, then danced a duel with hers for the briefest moment before withdrawing. Her heart was racing, and she knew her cheeks were flushed. In all her twenty‐seven years, she had never blushed! 
Santiago sensed her disquiet and was surprised by it. She was sophisticated and witty in a ballroom, cool and imperious in a blood‐soaked back alley, but flushed and breathless over a simple kiss. He brushed aside his own uncharacteristic attraction, deciding it was merely her unusual beauty that aroused his lust. His fingertips grazed the rapidly beating pulse in her slender throat, then felt the heat in her cheek. 
ʺDare I hope to get higher marks than the emperor in kissing as well as dancing?ʺ 
She slipped from his embrace. ʺYou are insufferably arrogant, and no gentleman to take advantage of me so.ʺ 
ʺI was only claiming my reward for saving your life, beautiful oneand for returning this.ʺ He smiled at her gasp of amazement when he spoke in perfect French and handed her the muff pistol with a flourish. 
ʺYou!ʺ She looked at the gun as if it were a snake poised to strike, then seized it from his hand and slipped it into the pocket fold of her gown. 
ʺI would find a weapon that is more reliable if you insist on frequenting such dangerous places.ʺ 
ʺPlaces far better suited to your ilk, I am certain. Where is your great naked companionlurking in the bushes?ʺ He had played her for the fool, and she had fallen for it like a green girl! 
ʺSpybuck has other matters to attend.ʺ ʺWhile you masquerade as a gentleman.ʺ 
She switched back to clipped English, attempting to step past him and reenter the house. His hand on her shoulder stopped her. 
ʺYour coiffure has come undone. Please allow me to repair it while you calm yourself.ʺ He began to arrange several escaped curls back into place with practiced ease. 
ʺI donʹt need to regain any composure, and I can attend to my own hair,ʺ Elise snapped. 
ʺDarling,ʺ Serene purred as she glided onto the patio. Taking in the intimate tableau with slitted golden eyes, she placed her hand possessively on Santiagoʹs arm while he stood between the two women. 

He looks like a Turkish sultan, amused by two female slaves fighting over him!  Elise smiled coolly and nodded to the blonde. ʺʹDarlingʹ is yours once again. I make you a present of himand his scalping‐hunting cohort lurking in the bushes.ʺ 
With that, she walked stiffly to the door, rewarded fleetingly by the blondeʹs nervous glance toward the shadows of the garden. So she knew about the Indian. 
And probably everything else about the arrogant rogue who moved from riverfront taverns to elegant ballrooms. He had said heʹd attended the Sorbonne. 
That would account for his excellent French, yet the English, although precise, bore the faintest trace of an accent. 
Dismissing him from her mind, she made her way through the crowd. There were more important matters to consider, such as her meeting tomorrow morning with the Spanish mercenary who would take them to Santa Fe. What sort of man would Santiago Quinn be? 
Chapter Six 
Jedediah Scudder sat slouched on an uncomfortable horsehair sofa in James Wilkinsonʹs office. He disliked waiting, but took the time to survey the Governor‐Generalʹs headquarters. The fort, if this rude outpost on the Missouri River could be called such, was manned by just under one thousand troops. 
Wilkinsonʹs accommodations here at Belle Fontaine were certainly better than those of his subordinates. The sofa was sided by two equally uncomfortable-looking but expensive chairs. Several paintings of martial scenes adorned the whitewashed walls. A polished cherrywood sideboard on the far wall boasted a selection of decanters and a set of fancy glasses. 
Scudder was helping himself to a generous dollop of corn whiskey when Wilkinson finally entered the room. ʺTook yet own sweet time,ʺ he said, tossing down the drink and fixing cold eyes on the short, paunchy man in his gaudy, ill-fitting uniform. James Wilkinson drew himself up in indignant affront. ʺI will thank you to keep a civil tongue, and I do not approve of ardent spirits before the dinner hour.ʺ He eyed the glass with such distaste that Scudder sat it down without refilling it. 
ʺI come a long way with some pretty important information.ʺ He eyed Wilkinson, amazed for the hundredth time that this little popinjay was a man with whom Clark Jamison and Raoul Castal would ally. Both were members of the Mexican Association in New Orleans, an organization dedicated to appropriating Spanish land to create an empire in the West. 
ʺAnd just what news from New Orleans?ʺ Wilkinsonʹs tone was neutral, his florid face expressionless. 
Scudder spat with disgust, hitting the polished brass cuspidor in the comer with a loud ping. He saw the general wince with distaste and grinned nastily. ʺOh, them sneaky Spaniards ʹn Creole dandies is all cosied up with yer old friend Jamison. Seems both the Americans and the Frenchies in the Mexican Association want to join the Spanish officers whoʹll sell out their own flag to get rich.ʺ He eyed Wilkinson with the insult hanging in the air, thick as stale cigar smoke. 
Wilkinson, too, was an officer selling out his flag. ʺWhat they want to know is when your man Pike should be in Santy Fe.ʺ 
ʺI have already sent word to General Salcedo in Chihuahua City. Patrols will be scouring the Camino Real. Within two months, we should have our war,ʺ 
Wilkinson replied smugly. 
Scudder scratched his greasy hair, looking dubious. ʺJefferson has set his mind to keepinʹ peace with the Spanish. Way I rigger it, that crafty old man in Washington is watchinʹ ye . . . watchinʹ ye real close.ʹʹ He detected a faint tic under Wilkinsonʹs right eye. 
ʺWhat do you mean?ʺ 
Scudder smiled, revealing a wolfishly long set of strong yellow teeth. ʺYe had a young officer posted hereusta be under yer command in New Orleans. Named Shelby.ʺ 
ʺShelbyʹs dead,ʺ the general said with flat finality. 
ʺOh, he may be dead, but what about that blackhaired bitch whoʹs been swishinʹ 
her tail at ye ʹn yer men, Madam Louvois?ʺ 
Wilkinson looked mildly abashed, as if accused by his wife of some marital infractionone sin he would never commit. ʺWhat of the lady?ʺ He had not trusted her, but Scudderʹs next words nearly choked him. 
ʺSheʹs Samuel Shelbyʹs sisterand we know she works for Thomas Jefferson. 
Jamison riggers she come out here to do more than claim her brotherʹs body.ʺ 
Wilkinson ran his fingers across his pink scalp. ʺThere is no body. The young troublemaker drowned in a boating accident. If you think sheʹs looking for some incriminating evidence in his personal effects, Iʹve had them thoroughly searched. There were a few notes, all disposed of now. I doubt she can cause any trouble.ʺ 
Scudder chuckled mirthlessly. ʺI know she canʹt. I had her ʹn her man Coombs disposed of by a pair of river rats.ʺ 
Wilkinson flinched openly now. ʺI will not countenance killing a female. You will call this off at once.ʺ 
ʺAlready been done.ʺ Scudder spat again. 
Wilkinson looked at the complacent oaf with his condescension back in place. 
ʺUnless your thugs slipped into the Widow Fourierʹs place in the wee hours, the lady is in blooming health. She was at the Chouteausʹ ball last night.ʺ 
Scudder swore, then stared at Wilkinson. ʺDid she tell ye her man Coombs was tryinʹ to hire that renegade Santy Fe trader, Quinn? Now I just wonder what theyʹre planninʹeh, General?ʺ 
Wilkinsonʹs face went pale beneath his florid complexion. 
The morning dawned with brilliant yellow sunshine and a brisk breeze off the river, making the August heat quite bearable. Elise wore a nononsense riding habit of blue homespun, certain she would not find the infamous Spanish renegade the least susceptible to feminine wiles. Indeed, she most definitely did not want to attract such a dangerous ruffian in any manner. She only wanted him to agree to her termsstrictly a business proposition. 
As she bade the Widow Fourier good day and set out, she struggled to forget the previous evening. Several times she caught herself touching her lips with her fingertips, where he had kissed her. Who was the man? A French agent sent by Edouard? Absurd. Her husband was not even in the country and cared nothing for her activities. That seducer was probably an American. She stopped herself. 

Forget him and concentrate on what you will say to Quinn. 
ʺHow much are you planninʹ ta pay fer the trip?ʺ Elijah asked, noting her oddly agitated manner. 
ʺI have my share of Fatherʹs estate, and I can probably arrange to draw on Samuelʹs as well now.ʺ 
ʺThat much.ʺ He whistled low. 
For a moment, her face revealed the anxiety she had so successfully hidden, but she spoke calmly. ʺI plan to offer only a thousand to Santiago Quinn. I suspect that will be adequate for some wilderness outlaw. Outfitting for such a long trip might be somewhat costly. We shall see. You said he is already arranging a caravan now. Surely two passengers can cause him little inconvenience.ʺ 
Elijah remembered his earlier meeting with the hard‐eyed renegade and thought Quinn might consider a white female on a sidesaddle more than a ʺlittle inconvenient,ʺ but he held his peace as they crested the rutted road and cleared a stand of hickory trees. They had agreed to meet Quinn at the local race course a few miles north of the city. The sight that greeted their eyes exceeded the squalid waterfront in barbarism. 
The track was no more than a muddy quarter‐mile circle on the prairie. A motley assortment of humanity clustered in small groups, most avidly watching a race between two horses whose riders seemed more intent on slashing and gouging each other with rawhide quirts and fists than in controlling their swiftly moving steeds. One rider was a naked savage clad only in a breechclout, the other a ʺBoston,ʺ as the St. Louis Creoles called Americans. The mountain man was almost as scandalously dressed as the Indian, wearing only greasy buckskin breeches and heavy boots, which he used to wicked advantage, kicking his opponent. 
They crossed the finish line with the Indian ahead by a nose. A cheer went up from the crowd, interspersed by highly inventive cursing in all the languages that Elise spoke and several others she did not. Elegantly dressed Creole gentlemen and rude Kentucky backwoodsmen collected bets. Some of the ʺBostonsʺ looked none too sober in spite of the early morning hour. Indians, rivermen, and black slaves added to the chaos. Elise scanned the crowd, trying to imagine which of the disreputable criminal types would be Quinn, finally settling on a swarthy little fellow arguing with a riverman in Spanish‐accented English. Then she had a closer look at the big Indian who had just won the race. 
He was that scoundrelʹs companion! As if conjured, a second tall head appeared beside the savage, with the sun glinting off his dark russet hair. He was again dressed in buckskins, elaborately fringed and worked with a highly colored quill design. The savage clothes seemed molded to his body. There was something about him, exotic, mysterious. Damn the man! 
She turned to Elijah. ʺDo you see the renegade?ʺ 
ʺOver there. Appears to be a big winner, betting on his partnerʹs horse.ʺ Coombs pointed to Spybuck and Santiago, who was collecting yet another bet from a surly ʺBostonʺ who misliked losing to an Indian. 
As Elise tamped her outrage from a high flame to a simmering burn, Santiago sauntered arrogantly toward them with the Indian at his side. He nodded curtly to Coombs and then appraised Elise with deliberate slowness. ʺIʹm frankly surprised to see a lady at the racetrack, Miss Louvois.ʺ He glanced from her to Elijah. ʺI believe we have business to discuss, Mr. Coombs. Where is the other fellow who wants to go with us to Santa Fe?ʺ 
Elijah knew he was in over his head. Quinn and his friend must be the white ruffian and Indian who had rescued Elise at the waterfront. ʺYe have met?ʺ 
ʺTwice,ʺ Elise replied coldly. 
ʺBoth times my pleasure, Miss Louvois. Allow me to introduce my partner, Spybuck.ʺ The Creek nodded silently. Santiago loved the way the pulse in her throat revealed her agitation. Turning his attention to business, he asked Coombs, ʺAre you still interested in the trip?ʺ 
ʺYes, we are,ʺ Elise replied and took smug satisfaction in the look of frank incredulity spreading across his face. 
ʺWhite women do not ride the Royal Road, Missʺ 
ʺIt is Mrs.  Louvois. Iʹm a widow,ʺ she lied, continuing the convenient fiction she had used to explain Edouardʹs absence for many years. ʺAnd I shall be the first to cross overland to the Spanish capital. I have important business there.ʺ 
Santiago stared at her with narrowed eyes, hard as green glass, then looked contemptuously to her rented nag. ʺYou expect to ride nearly a thousand miles sidesaddle?ʺ 
ʺI was born and raised in Virginia, Mr. Quinn. My riding abilities are superb, I assure you.ʺ 
ʺThe prairie and mountains out west are not Virginia.ʺ 
ʺNeither are the islands along the Ohio River, but I managed to traverse them in spite of outlaws and pirates. Iʹll endure any discomfort necessary to reach my goal. If youʹre arguing to drive up your price as guide, it wonʹt work,ʺ she said in a dulcet voice. 
ʺLady, I donʹt frankly give a damn if you offer the Emperor Napoleonʹs crown jewels. I will not take a woman to Santa Fe!ʺ He turned away, but her hand on his arm stayed him. 
ʺI must be in Santa Fe as quickly as possibleitʹs a matter of life or death!ʺ 
ʺI agreeyour life if I took you.ʺ 
Elise had not felt so much like stamping her foot since Samuel had put a frog in her boot when she was ten years old. Samuel!  ʺMy brother is being held captive there and I must free him.ʺ The minute she blurted out those words, Elise could have bitten off her tongue. She had never given anything away in bargaining before! But her younger brother might be languishing in a Spanish prison! 
Santiago raised one eyebrow cynically. ʺAnd he is your only brother, the light of your life, imprisoned unjustly by the Spanish?ʺ 
ʺHeʹs the only family I have in the world,ʺ she replied tightly. ʺHe is also an American patriot on a special mission to avert war between Spain and the United States. There are others who want war, and they will stop at nothing.ʺ 
He studied her flushed, beautiful face. She was a regal little enchantress, used to getting her way, but did she really care for this brother? ʺThese men who want war with Spainare they by any chance in league with the debonair fellows who tried to abduct you at the river?ʺ 
ʺYes. I wish you had not killed them both. We could have questioned them.ʺ 
ʺI abjectly apologize for our thoughtless behavior,ʺ Spybuck interjected drily, startling both the woman and Coombs with his precise English. 
Elise struggled to conceal her amazement and smiled, nodding her head to him. 
ʺItʹs not that Iʹm ungrateful, Mr. Spybuck, but I am desperate. I must reach my brother before the men who hired those thugs to kill me, kill him. I will not impede your journey. No one wishes to reach the Spanish capital any faster than I.ʺ 
ʺThe way there is filled with swarms of black flies and mosquitos that will chew you alive, sun and wind to blister that satiny white skin, and a dozen hostile tribes of Indians who would love nothing better than to have all that shiny black hair to decorate their lodge poles,ʺ Santiago said conversationally. She did not flinch. ʺIʹll take my chances. If I slow you down, you have every right to leave me to the tender mercies of the prairie you so vividly described, Mr. Quinn.ʺ 
Coombs blanched. ʺElise, ye might wish to reconsiderʺ 
She shook her head, silencing him with a look he knew well. ʺI will pay you one thousand dollars in silver now. Another thousand will await you here in St. 
Louiswhen we return.ʺ 
He regarded her with detached amusement. That was a good summany times the going rate for a guide. By the cut of her clothes and the company she kept, Santiago imagined Elise Louvois was rich. He decided to find out how rich. 
ʺThat isnʹt enough,ʺ he said, his hands casually resting on the brace of .67 caliber Hawkins pistols in his sash. 
ʺI told you I wouldnʹt be coerced into raising my price.ʺ She tapped her foot until his eyes lit on it in amusement. Angrily, she stopped the irritated gesture and stared back at him. Damn the arrogant renegade! 
ʺYour offer is too low,ʺ he said flatly. 
ʺThis could be a matter of war between my country and yours. Surelyʺ 
He laughed mirthlessly. ʺIf youʹre trying to appeal to my patriotism as a Spanish subject, youʹre wasting your time and mine. Spanish justice made me an outlaw.ʺ 
ʺI shall file that away for future reference, Mr. Quinn. You have not a shred of compassion or loyalty. How does two thousand to start and another two thousand upon returning sound?ʺ 
ʺMake it three thousand each way,ʺ Santiago said, rubbing his jaw as he watched her. Very rich indeed. And very desperate. ʺDone. I shall have Mr. Coombs bring you the first installment this afternoon.ʺ 
Santiago nodded. ʺBring Spanish silver, no bank notes. Weʹll leave tomorrow from here at daybreak. There will be no amenities on the trail.ʺ 
ʺI shall survive without a ladyʹs maid, Mr. Quinn,ʺ she replied with cool disdain. 
PART II 
THE ROAD TO SANTA FE 
Chapter Seven 
Elise spent the day packing suitable clothes, while Elijah purchased horses for their journey. When they met to finalize their plans that evening, he had a bit of disturbing information for her. He had seen the Mexican Associationʹs hired killer, Jedediah Scudder, here in St. Louisarguing with Santiago Quinn. 
ʺNaturally I slid into the back of the tavern and listened around the corner. It seems Quinn has sold guns to Scuddersmuggled in from Canada.ʺ 
ʺWeʹve intercepted several of those arms shipments bound for New Orleans over the past months.ʺ She chewed her lip in vexation. ʺCan we dare go with Quinn in light of this? He plays the role of disinterested trader well, but what if heʹs in league with Wilkinson?ʺ 
ʺI donʹt think so. Scudder tried to buy his way onto the caravan, but Quinn refused him. Seems there was a dispute over payment for the weapons. Quinn had to extract his price from Scudder at gunpoint. I think heʹll have no more dealings with the conspirators.ʹʹ 
ʺBad business, non? ʺ Elise asked cynically. She would never trust the renegade. 
ʺWhat of Scudder? Do ye think heʹll try to kill us again?ʺ 
Elise considered. ʺHe will have little time, since we leave tomorrow.ʺ 
Recalling another matter, Coombs reached into his coat pocket. ʺHereʹs the weapon ye asked me to purchase. The eight‐inch barrel is a bit big for a womanʹs hand, but an English screw‐barrel pistol is less likely to misfire.ʺ 
ʺI wonʹt make the mistake of carrying it in a reticule, either.ʺ 
She unscrewed the barrel and checked the mechanism, then replaced it and slid it into a long open pocket cut in the side of her skirt. ʺI had Madame Fourier sew large pockets in all my clothes to conceal weapons, although I didnʹt explain that purpose to her. My mistake was in not carrying a real gun with me to this vile wilderness.ʺ 
Elise shivered. ʺIf God will not cross the Mississippi to St. Louis, how bad will it be by the time we travel all the way to Santa Fe?ʺ 
Sleep eluded Elise that night. She lay staring into the darkness, haunted by piercing green eyes and a cynical white smile. I shall be traveling for weeks with
him. Her fingers again touched her lips, and she remembered that kiss. How different it was from any other, certainly different from her husbandʹs. 
Elise hung suspended in that twilight world between sleep and wakefulness until a sudden rustling noise at her open window roused her. She looked through the sheer netting on her bed and saw a dark figure blocking the moonlight, moving toward her! She tried to roll across the bed, but the sheets slowed her just enough. A big calloused hand clamped over her mouth while the other arm wrapped around her waist, squeezing the air from her lungs. 
She clawed frantically beneath her pillows for her pistol while she bit down on his fingers as hard as she could. Jedediah Scudder cursed, and she renewed her efforts. 
ʺWastinʹ yer time, bitch. I mean to finish ye, but first . . .ʺ He ripped open the sheer white‐lawn nightrail and pinched her breast painfully. 
When a strangled cry escaped her, Scudder laughed. He imprisoned her beneath him and thrust a fat pillow over her face. Everything started to go black, when suddenly Scudderʹs weight was gone. She could feel the bed rock as her attacker fought with someone. Scooting toward the headboard, she searched frantically for her gun while two blurry shadows thrashed and punched each other. Elise saw her gun lying on the floor where her struggle with Scudder must have knocked it. She slid from the mattress and seized the weapon. But who to aim at? 
When a shaft of moonlight hit Scudderʹs face, Elise leaped onto the bed, jammed the gun into his back, and fired. The impact threw her against the headboard, but the shot was surprisingly muffled by his body. She huddled in the pillows, still clutching the gun as Scudder hit the floor. 
ʺElijah?ʺ 
ʺIʹm afraid not,ʺ Santiago replied as he rolled the dead man face‐up and examined him. ʺCoombs is dead. I was riding up Walnut Street when I saw two men struggling. I recognized Coombs and tried to help, but this bastard stabbed him and vanished down an alley. I tried to summon help, but Coorobs was dying. He told me to come herethat Scudder would try to kill you next.ʺ 
Elise bit down on her knuckles to keep from crying aloud. ʺElijah has been my friend for two years. He . . . he was a good man.ʺ 
ʺIʹm sorry for his death, but grateful for my life.ʺ He pried the knife from Scudderʹs hand. ʺHe could have killed me, too,ʺ Santiago said simply as he stood up. ʺIs your hostess deaf not to have heard all this?ʺ 
ʺShe is hard of hearing, and her room is at the opposite end of the house. The servants sleep downstairs. If you had not come . . .ʺ She shivered, thinking of Scudderʹs vile breath and cruel hands against her flesh. 
ʺAre you all right, madam?ʺ She looked like a beautiful waif as she sat huddled in the center of the big, disheveled bed with her inky hair gleaming silver in the moonlight. Her gown was ripped, revealing the milky swell of a breast, and she was fighting back tears. Somehow Santiago knew this was not a woman who cried often. He placed one knee on the mattress and reached out to her, taking the gun from her hand and tossing the spent weapon to the foot of the bed. Then he gathered her into his arms and held her. 
His gentleness surprised her. So did the fact that she felt comforted by the solid thud of his heartbeat and the masculine feel of his body. Her cheek lay against his hairy chest where his shirt gaped open, torn in the struggle. He ran one hand lightly down her back, stroking her tangled hair, while his other hand cradled her head. He smelled faintly of tobacco, whiskey, and some other keenly male scent completely alien to her. She breathed deeply, lulled into complacency until he spoke. ʺScudder had something to do with your missing brother. Exactly who was the Kaintuck?ʺ 
She stiflened and pulled away from his embrace. ʺJust a crude thug, no one of importance himself. He was sent to prevent me from reaching Santa Fe.ʺ 
ʺYou canʹt still believe Iʹll take you to Santa Fe? Coombs is dead. You are alone.ʺ 
ʺMy brother is therein danger.ʺ 
ʺSend someone else. A man.ʺ 
ʺThere is no one else I trust to send with you,ʺ she said, hating the plea in her voice. 
He chuckled. ʺBesides not trusting me, do you also perchance mistrust the governor‐general?ʺ 
ʺWhat do you know about General Wilkinson?ʺ she asked suspiciously. 
ʺThat he is in the pay of the Spanish, but that is common knowledge from Chihuahua to Santa Fe.ʺ 
ʺIt isnʹt in the United States, I assure you,ʺ she said sharply, then tilted her head and studied him with slitted eyes. 
ʺI am not a Spanish spy,ʺ Santiago said drily. 
ʺBut you are a man who sells guns to the highest bidder.ʺ 
He released her and knelt to sling Scudder over his shoulder. ʺAll the more reason not to go to Santa Fe with me.ʺ 
ʺ Touché, Monsieur Quinn, but I shall take my chances. You have been paid by the highest bidderme.ʺ 

Guadeloupe Mountains, Summer 1806

ʺYou are troubled, Desert Flower.ʺ Hoarse Bark watched her stare into the distance from her vantage point at the edge of the cliff. The mountains in the east gleamed pale lavender and gold as the last splashes of a sinking sun touched their jagged peaks. 
Ana turned from the vision, her lustrous brown eyes blinking back tears. ʺIt is nothing, my chief. You have far more important things to concern yourself with than my foolish musings.ʺ 
The big Mescalero smiled, revealing straight white teeth. He remained a splendid‐looking man, although past his fortieth winter. His thick black hair was lightly dusted with silver at his temples, and the desert sun and wind had etched fine lines at the corners of his eyes. He regarded her intently with those keen black eyes. ʺI do not think you foolish. I do think you have seen a vision.ʺ 
Her chin went up pugnaciously. She tossed her thick mane of unbound black hair back with one hand and said, ʺShe Who Dreams has told you. She had no right.ʺ 
ʺShe is a very wise seer, one this band has depended upon for many winters, but she is not immortal.ʺ 
ʺAnd you think I should take her place?ʺ The vision she had just seen squeezed her heart painfully. ʺWhat if I do not wish to remain with the Lipan?ʺ 
ʺThat is your choice. I know my friend, the Night Wind, has raised you as his own daughter. You are free to return to him and your Spanish foster mother any time you wish.ʺ He hesitated, walking on very treacherous ground now. ʺWhy did you return to us, Ana?ʺ 
ʺI seldom hear my baptismal name any longeronly when Father Bartolomé visits us.ʺ She knew she was evading his question and felt the spell of his gaze riveting her, willing her to talk to him. Sighing, she fell into step beside him, feeling oddly comfortable as she always did in his company. He was her foster fatherʹs lifelong friend. The two of them had escaped from the Spanish silver mines in Chihuahua as small boys and ridden together as raiders for many years. Like the Night Wind, Hoarse Bark bore the scars of countless Spanish beatings upon his broad, muscular back. 
She looked up at him and said, ʺI returned here because I felt the need to learn. 
Strange things were happening to me . . .ʺ 
ʺThe dreams foretelling things to come?ʺ he asked gently. 
ʺYes. At first I denied them. After all, I was given the finest European education. 
Such things as visions are mere superstition to enlightened Spaniards.ʺ 
ʺBut your heart could not deny them.ʺ 
ʺMy heart could not deny them,ʺ she echoed. ʺI saw things happen in visions. 
Then . . . then they occurred in reality. I felt like a misfit among the Spanish. I decided to return to the Lipan. Since my own band had been destroyed, my foster fatherʹs people became my own.ʺ 
ʺThis decision to return was made around the same time Night Windʹs brother Red Eagle returned to New Mexico, bringing us weapons and powder from the great cities beyond the sunrise,ʺ he said shrewdly, wondering if she would choose to speak of Santiago Quinn. 
Her dusky cheeks flushed. ʺRed Eagle spent little time in my foster parentsʹ 
home while I was a child. He studied in the city of Mexico and then journied across the ocean for many winters. I have seen little of him.ʺ 
ʺAnd yet you love him,ʺ Hoarse Bark said gently. 
She swallowed the taste of bile. ʺYou are a very wise man, my chief. Yes, I love Santiago Quinn and he has said he loves meas a little sister.ʺ Hoarse Bark could feel the pain radiating from her as she made that admission. ʺThis vision you have just seen concerns the Red Eagle. Is he well? Is he returning to us?ʺ 
ʺHe is on his way west, yes.ʺ 
ʺAnd?ʺ he prompted. 
ʺHe brings a white woman with him.ʺ 
His brow furrowed as he observed her face. There was more to her vision, but she chose not to disclose it. He would pry no further. They were nearing the village and several small boys playing stick ball came running past them, laughing. 
Ana, whom the Lipan called Desert Flower, felt his pensive sadness. ʺAre you troubled by the news my foster father brought you about the Spanish?ʺ 
ʺGovernor Alencastre sends out patrols to find the raiders who rescue Apache slaves, but they all vanish. Like the night wind,ʺ he said with a wry smile. 
ʺWhat of the Comanche? I fear we will be forced to fight them again.ʺ 
Hoarse Barkʹs eyes grew hard as obsidian when he recalled the brutal death of yet another Lipan hunting party, slaughtered by their ancient enemies, the Comanche, allies of the Spanish leathercoats. ʺWe are a small people and will fight only when we must for survival, but I am grateful that the Red Eagle is bringing us new rifles from the English.ʺ 
ʺThey are no longer English but call themselves Americans now,ʺ Ana said, unable to resist teasing him with her erudition. They both needed to smile these days. 
Hoarse Bark grunted. ʺDo they not still speak the same language? Then they are yet English.ʺ 
She Who Dreams observed Hoarse Bark and Desert Flower as they walked between the scattered brush arbors. When they parted, Desert Flowerʹs expression filled with a wistful sorrow. You have suffered much and must endure
yet more, but you have a special gift, Desert Flower. The Spirits will reward you one day. 

But first you must learn to use your power wisely. 

St. Louis, Summer 1806

Santiago disposed of Scudderʹs body behind a hide and tallow warehouse by the riverfront, then took Elijah Coombʹs mortal remains to the cityʹs only undertaker, awakening him well before daybreak. The wizened old man did not question what had happened to Coombs. Men often died in the night, victims of feuds or robberies along the sinister waterfront. St. Louis had no paid police force as yet. 
Elise wrote a letter to Coombsʹ family in Kentucky and another to the president, explaining Samuelʹs rash act and the emergency that had precipitated it as well as the appearance of Scudder in St. Louis and his demise. She sent both missives to Judge Easton, who doubled as the city postmaster. He was Jeffersonʹs political appointee, and she had decided she must trust him to deliver the information. 
Elise knew Jefferson would be aghast at her plan to rescue Samuel, but by the time her dispatch reached Washington, she would be at the Arkansas River. ʺIf I havenʹt already drowned, broken my neck, or been scalped,ʺ she thought disconsolately. 
She rubbed sleep from her eyes and prepared for the day. The slap of cold spring water on her face helped reduce the ravages of a terrifying and sleepless night. 
She performed her morning toilette, realizing that this was her last taste of anything approaching civilized amenities for months to come. Resolving to eat a hearty breakfast at the Widow Fourierʹs table before meeting with Santiago Quinn, Elise dressed and packed the last of her bags. Outside the city, Santiago lounged against the rough bark of a maple tree, his keen eyes taking in the preparations for their departure as he smoked a Spanish cigarillo. The mules were being loaded with an incredible amount of goods. The bulk of the load contained bolts of bright cloth, jugs of good‐quality corn whiskey, and other items for turning a quick profit in trade with the New Mexican merchants. But well hidden beneath the legal items were powder, shot, and Kentucky long rifles destined for the Lipan of Hoarse Barkʹs band. 
The Spanish government licensed its traders and allowed no foreigners to enter its territory. Although he was a Spanish subject, Quinn had no license to trade. 
Instead, he did as all border renegades didbribed the customs officials. But even the most corrupt of them would order his death if the guns destined for Apaches were ever discovered. However, Spanish garrisons, few and poorly equipped to patrol thousands of miles of wilderness, were unlikely to catch his band before they had disposed of their illegal cargo of weaponry. 
He had sold the beaver pelts and horses for a handsome price in St. Louis, then refurbished his remuda of mules, the most essential commodity on the long trail. 
Mules were sturdier, more surefooted, and able to pack far more weight than horses. He watched Chaco, a young half‐caste whom his brother had rescued from the copper mines, as the boy worked with the fractious animals. The thin, wiry youth would be an excellent asset on the journey. 
Not so a white woman. Again Santiago cursed his own foolishness for agreeing to take her along. Why had he done it? Had he not learned a bitter lesson from Juliette about beautiful, spoiled Frenchwomen? To add to the problem, this one was half American and they were always a troublesome lot. 
Again he speculated about her mysterious motives. She seemed obsessed with finding her brotherbut perhaps that was just a ruse. Why did she want to reach Santa Fe so urgently? She knew about Wilkinsonʹs intrigues. The wily general had sent that young fool Pike out to stir up trouble with the Spanish, and Santiago had a good suspicion that Elise Louvoisʹ mysterious brother was in some way tied to Pikeʹs expedition. Well, she was an optimist if she expected to find any of those men in Santa Fe. Of course, he was an optimist to think his men would reach Santa Fe either, encumbered with a white woman. 
ʺI guess Iʹll just wait and see this hand played out,ʺ he said beneath his breath, suspecting that the beautiful widow was, among other things, a skillful gambler. 
ʺWe are ready to leave. Where is the woman?ʺ The tone of Spybuckʹs voice indicated how pleased he was with the prospect of Elise Louvoisʹ company on their journey. 
ʺI told her to be here at first light. She probably oversleptthe last time sheʹll be allowed the luxury,ʺ Santiago added with a mocking smile curving his mouth. 
ʺYou did not agree to this foolery for the money. There is more.ʺ The Creekʹs shrewd black eyes measured his partner. 
Santiago tossed the butt of his cigarillo onto the rocky soil and ground it out beneath his thick leather moccasin. The harsh smile died on his lips, but before he could reply, Elise unwittingly chose that moment to ride into the camp. 
The fires were doused and the gear packed on mules and horses. A motley assortment of men watched her arrival, most of them swarthylooking Spaniards of mixed Indian blood. Two Indian women assisted with the packing. In shapeless buckskin tunics and leggins, they were as greasy and unkempt as their men. The tradersʹ faces were hard and dangerous‐looking for the most part. 
One beardless youth smiled shyly at her, and a fat older man doffed a frayed straw sombrero politely, but the rest were either hostile at having a white woman along or leering as if expecting her to satisfy their sexual needs. A frisson of fear darted up and down her spine as she searched the assembly for Quinn. 
Then she saw him, leaning indolently against a tree, talking with the big Indian who had startled her with his educated English at the racetrack. The group had ceased talking when she approached, and even the livestock seemed to quiet down. Everyone waited to see what would happen next. She watched as the renegade stalked toward her. Stalked was the only appropriate word to describe his cat‐like tread. For a man so tall, he was as taut and agile as a mountain lion. 
His fringed buckskins fit like a second skin, emphasizing his broad shoulders, slim hips and long legs. The open lacing of his shirt drew her eyes to the crisp dark whorls of hair covering his chest. Elise knew she would always remember the way that chest felt, the texture of his skin, his scent. She gave herself a mental shake and let her eyes travel to the arsenal on his person. The leather belt around his narrow waist held the two Hawkins pistols, and an evil‐looking skinning knife was strapped to his right thigh. A bullet pouch was suspended around his neck, and beneath his right arm hung a powder horn. ʹʹYou look prepared to fight the whole Spanish army,ʺ she said, waiting for him to assist her down from her mount. 
His green eyes raked her figure, clad in that same blue riding habit she had worn at the track. Resting one hand on the hilt of his pistol, he gestured with the other. 
ʺYou are not prepared to ride with us.ʺ 
ʺI fail to seeʺ 
ʺYou fail to see anything,ʺ he ground out, furious with himself for agreeing to take her along. He reached up and snatched her from the sidesaddle. As she gasped indignantly he turned to Spybuck and said, ʺGet rid of that contraption and put one of the spare stock saddles on her horse.ʺ 
ʺHow dare youʺ Before Elise could protest further, Santiago slid the big, gleaming blade from its sheath and advanced toward her. She backed away from him. ʺAre you mad?ʺ Her voice cracked with terror. 
Chapter Eight 
Calmly, Santiago replied, ʺNo, I am not the one whoʹs madyou are if you think to keep your seat on a sidesaddle crossing steep riverbanks and rocky mountainsides.ʺ 
ʺI never lose my seat,ʺ she replied coldly. His mocking expression made her itch to slap it from his handsome face. 
ʺPerhaps on a fox hunt in Virginia, your seatʺhe paused and crudely studied her derriereʺmay be fine, but not out West.ʺ He seized the train of her habit and reeled her closer. ʺJust think of me as your dressmaker, performing a small alteration.ʹʹ 
She swore when he sliced off the excess fabric as though he were skinning an animal and tossed the severed material away. He looked at his work, then let his eyes travel to her tiny waist. ʺAre you wearing stays?ʺ 
ʺYou are insolent!ʺ 
ʺYouʹll get rid of them yourself after a few days on the trail.ʺ He shrugged with more indifference than he felt as he watched the rise and fall of those rounded breasts. He could still smell her perfume and feel the silky texture of her hair and skin beneath his fingers. 
ʺWhat I do or do not wear beneath my riding clothes is none of your concern,ʺ 
she whispered furiously in French, mortified that all these crudely leering mountain men were witnessing this appalling discussion. The squaws stared impassively. She knew she would find no allies there. 
ʺSpeaking of your clothes, let me see what youʹve brought along,ʺ he replied in English. The sooner she understood who was in charge, the better things would go. He eyed the ridiculous amount of baggage on the horses she had led into camp. 
ʺMy selection of clothing is no concern of yours.ʺ She looked down at her ruined habit and thought of the others in her portmanteau. Would he cut up all of them? 
ʺEverything and everyone on this caravan is my concern. Get that through your thick little skull,ʺ Santiago replied as he slipped the latch on one small leather trunk. It was filled with frilly undergarments. He quickly closed the lid before any of his men drew closer and began to fantasize about the beauteous white woman in silk unmentionablesjust as he was doing right now. He raised one eyebrow and smiled mockingly. ʺAre you planning to entice the Osage with these, or perhaps my men? I can assure you itʹs unnecessary. Both are used to taking women without any adornment.ʺ 
ʺYou are trying to frighten me,ʺ she said as coolly as possible. And succeeding. 
ʺI am trying to explain survival on the plains to you, a subject about which you are woefully ignorant.ʺ He turned his back on her and exchanged words with Spybuck in Spanish. 
Elise listened to Quinn order the caravan to begin its journey due west across Missouri. After he had her suitably in hand, he told his men, they would catch up to the slower moving pack mules on their horses. He does not know I can speak
Spanish. She filed that bit of useful information away for future use. 
The thin youth who appeared to be in charge of the extra mules and horses led her resaddled mount back to Quinn. The pretty brown mare was fancifully named Ladybug. She accepted the reins with thanks, and the boyʹs face became suffused with color as he bowed and shuffled away. 
ʺYour first conquest,ʺ Santiago said, as Spybuck issued orders to the men and they mounted up, preparing to depart. ʺYou do know how to ride astride?ʺ he asked. 
ʺI learned to ride bareback as a child. I used to beat my brother when we raced.ʺ 
If he was sorry to see her unmoved by his ploy, he gave nothing away. ʺWhy is the rest of the party leaving us behind?ʺ she asked guilelessly. 
ʺYou have too much baggagemost of it better suited for a weekend at Versailles than for months on the trail. ʺI want you to choose your most practical clothes and a bare minimum of toilette articlesa hairbrush, soap. Nothing else. We travel light.ʺ 
ʺEven though I am paying you and have provided my own pack animals?ʺ Since Elijah was killed, she had sold his three horses to the stable in town. There was no way she could have managed half a dozen animals by herself. 
He stood with his hand on one of the geldingʹs withers. ʺEvery person on this caravan must have a remuda of at least three horses, plus mules. These will do, but youʹll require at least two of my mules to spell the horses as well.ʺ 
Realizing she would run the risk of having him decide to leave her behind if she argued further, Elise began to unfasten the portmanteau and packs, cursing silently. 
Santiago watched her toss expensive silk gowns and vials of rare perfume onto the ground without uttering a word of protest. She was indeed desperate to reach Santa Fe. Most women he knew would have cried and pouted or wheedled and flirted to get him to change his mind, but Elise attacked the repacking with ruthless precision. Again he wondered about her motive for undertaking the dangerous journey. 
ʺTake that one,ʺ he motioned to the deep violet silk ballgown she had worn at the Chouteausʹ soiree. ʺOnce we get to Santa Fe, you may need to charm Governor Alencastre.ʺ 
Elise glared at him. ʺI certainly will not want to charm you!ʺ She stuffed the gown, along with a small sack of jewelry, into the leather portmanteau. She had filled the largest trunk with the luxury items she must leave behind. Brushing off her skirts, she stood up and faced him. ʺWhat will I do with these things?ʺ she asked, gesturing to over half the luggage. 
ʺTie what youʹre taking onto your extra horses. Iʹll take the rest to Madame Fourierʹs place and return in half an hour. Be ready to ride hard after that.ʺ 
He secured the excess bags on the saddle of his big bay stallion, then lifted her trunk on his shoulder with effortless ease and mounted his horse. 
Elise cursed in a mixture of French and English as she wrestled with a heavy bag, hoisting it up onto a pack horse, then struggling to fasten it tightly. By the time Santiago returned, she had completed the taskat the cost of several blisters and two broken nails. I will show him. Nothing on the trail will stop me! 

He leaned onto the pommel of his saddle and surveyed her work. ʺIf it comes untied, you have to refasten it. Thatʹs the only way you learn to do it right. 
Mount up. We have some hard riding to do.ʺ 
He watched with a lazy smile as she swung awkwardly onto her mare. ʺItʹs been a long time since you and your brother raced as children. Letʹs see how well you ride now.ʺ With that he kicked his big bay into a swift canter, leaving her to follow with her pack horses. 
By the time they caught up with the caravan, Elise had reevaluated her certainty that nothing on the journey was going to stop her. Sweat ran in rivulets down her whole body from her scalp all the way to the toes of her boots. Muscles screamed in agony as her inner thighs gripped the saddle. Her thin kid riding gloves had worked well enough back in Virginia, but after h grueling four hours of hard riding, her already blistered hands were raw from pulling the lead rope of the pack horses. 
Above all, she hated to give Quinn the satisfaction of being right about her stays. 
By the time they made camp that night, she was certain the whalebone would be fused through her skin and knit with her own spine and ribs! When he signaled them to stop for the midday repast, she bit her lips to keep from crying out as she dismounted. 
Santiago watched her trying to conceal her aching muscles. He realized that he had been hard on her, but before they rode beyond the point where he could send her back, he had to test her ability to withstand the rigors of the journey. 
For such a pampered female, she was proving to be surprisingly tough. But after the calm way she had handled herself in the fight with Scudder, he should have learned to expect the unexpected from Elise Louvois. 
To her horror, the trappers began to unpack all the cargo from the mules and unsaddle the horses to save exhausting the beasts. Doggedly, she returned to Ladybug and began to struggle with the cinch. 
ʺIʹll do that. Go rest in the shade,ʺ Ouinn volunteered. He watched her nod then walk, chin pugnaciously tilted, to the cool invitation of a stand of cottonwoods beside a small stream. She smiled graciously at Chaco when the youth handed her a canteen of water. The besotted boy was no problem, but Santiago knew he would have to watch the other men carefully. 
Most of them were from Santa Fe and feared him enough to stay in line, but he had hired two new menan Irishman and an Americanwho had brought in pelts from Osage country. Sean Brenden and Jeffrey Soames might cause trouble if they took the notion. 
Elise leaned back against the gnarled trunk of an old cottonwood and looked around her. The beauty of the country through which they passed was remarkable. The gently rolling hills were verdant. Sharp outcroppings of limestone appeared randomly, with shaggy fat evergreens growing between the formations. An icy spring trilled its way between the sentinel trees. She would have given her diamond earbobs for the heavenly pleasure of stripping off boots and clothes and lying down on the smooth, mossy stones that gleamed beneath the crystal‐clear water. Knowing that was out of the question, she settled for sopping her kerchief in the cold water and daubing it on her face and throat. 
Bliss! 
Santiago watched the silvery droplets trickle below the open collar of her blouse. 
He could see the swell of her breasts and imagined the water running between them. He should not have fought with Serene last night. His erstwhile mistress had thrown a tantrum, and he had been so heartily sick of manipulative females that he had left her house instead of availing himself of her charms one final time. Now, after only one day on the trail, he was as randy as a green boy. 
Not that Elise Louvois would be an easy temptation to bypass under any circumstance! He had warned the men to stay clear of her. If he took her to his bed, it would solve two problems. He could assuage his lust with the beautiful widow and at the same time end the matter of any of the others attempting to claim her. 
When he knelt beside her and opened a jar of ointment, her eyes snapped open. 
The bright violet color reminded him of the wildflowers that covered the prairies in spring. ʺYou need to protect your face until your skin toughens under the sun. 
Here, let me . . .ʺ He began daubing the greasy yellow stuff across the bridge of her delicate nose, which was already pink with sunburn. She regarded him warily as he plied his task. 
The feel of his fingers was incredibly intimate and erotic as they grazed the planes of her face. His touch was as gentle and soothing as the salve. ʺThat feels wonderful. I didnʹt know I was burned until I got in the shade of the trees.ʺ 
ʺItʹs the wind. At first, as it blows on your skin, it cools it. Then it numbs it.ʺ He could feel her faint trembling as he completed the task. Her eyes were downcast, their violet depths covered by long black lashes, yet she was not flirting with him. Santiago had observed in Chouteauʹs ballroom that Elise Louvois was capable of such to achieve her own ends, but what had been happening between them since their first meeting on that St. Louis waterfront was not a conventional game. She was a sophisticated woman well past twenty years of age, a widow doubtless possessed of no little sexual experience. Yet she sat trembling as he treated her injuries. 
He picked up one blistered hand and she flinched. There was a wary tension in her body, as if she were poised for flight. Then she opened her palm and allowed him to examine it. ʺAre you afraid of me, madam?ʺ His level gaze commanded that she meet his eyes. She did not disappoint him. 
ʺI am a woman alone, surrounded by rough frontiersmen. Only a fool would not be afraid, Monsieur Quinn.ʺ She willed herself to sit perfectly still as he rubbed the salve into her painfully blistered palms. 
ʺI warned you about who I was and what the journey would be like. This is the easy part. We havenʹt yet begun to travel through difficult country. I could have Spybuck return you to St. Louis. He is quite trustworthy, I assure you.ʺ He knew she would refuse. 
Removing her hand from his, she shook her head. ʺIʹm certain your Indian friend is trustworthy, but no thank you. I shall manage the rigors of the journey. I have survived worse, Monsieur Quinn, believe me.ʺ She held on to the tree to support her aching muscles as she stood up. 

I have survived worse. Santiago saw something in the depths of her eyes, a terrible pain that only another who has shared that private hell can recognize. He made no further attempt to touch her. 
They reached the south bank of the Missouri that evening and pitched camp beside the deep, murkybrown waters. The vegetation was dense. Only a few feet from the narrow trail, thick vines twined sinuously around tall hickory, oak, and maple trees, while lacy ferns and spiky gray‐green weeds covered the ground. 
Santiago called a halt in a large clearing, obviously denuded of vegetation by years of use as a campsite. French and Spanish explorers had been preceded by countless tribes of Indians. Elise dismounted in a trance of pain after the twelve-hour ride. She was determined to do her share lest the renegade decided to send her back. Gritting her teeth, she began to unfasten the packs on her horses, but before she had finished with the smaller bags on Ladybug, a mellifluous voice interrupted her. 
ʺPlease, madam, allow me. Santiago has asked me to help with your packs. I have little extra baggage with which to encumber my own horses.ʺ Spybuck gestured to his simple loincloth and moccasins with as much courtly grace as if he wore a satin waistcoat. 
Her lips twitched in spite of her aching exhaustion. ʺI do thank you, Monsieur Spybuck.ʺ 
Her eyes traveled around the busy camp, where men unpacked mules while bantering, spitting, and swearing in the odd polyglot of languages common on the frontier. The two stoic squaws began to build a fire and prepare the evening meal. Knowing nothing of cooking, even under civilized conditions, she felt suddenly uselessand very uncomfortable. 
Elise desperately needed privacy to attend to her personal needs, but refused to make such a request to Quinn. This bizarre Indian with the appearance of a savage and the manner of a court diplomat was her only other option. 
When Spybuck set her bags and portmanteau on the ground, she asked, ʺIs there somewhere private where I could sleep . . . away from the men?ʺ ʺIt would not be advisable to venture far from camp alone. There are cottonmouth snakes, wildcats, even raiding Osage who would not be averse to taking a white woman captive. I suggest you speak with Santiago about sleeping arrangements.ʺ The Creekʹs face was expressionless as he completed his task and strode away, leaving her standing in the midst of the camp, surrounded by her gear. 
ʺThey must have planned this together,ʺ she muttered with a curse. She could see a narrow sand spit bordering the river. Perhaps if she followed it far enough, it might provide her with the privacy she needed. She seized the pack with her toilette articles in it and began to walk purposefully toward the water, glad of the pistol in the pocket of her skirt. Just let some savage, or the savages in this camp, try to attack her! 
Santiago watched her leave and noted that several of the men did, too. The big Irishman, Brenden, marked her with his cold, crafty gaze. Quinn watched from the shadows cast by a maple tree as Brenden began to stroll casually to the river, approaching from an oblique direction that would intersect with Eliseʹs route some distance through the woods. 
Elise watched behind her. No one followed. Good. She had come several hundred yards around the bend of a sand bar. Setting down her bag, she checked the cattails and other marshy weeds for snakes by striking into them with a long piece of driftwood. Satisfied, she quickly squatted and took care of natureʹs functions, then emerged to where her pack lay and knelt to open it. She was just reaching for a bar of soap when a voice broke the stillness. 
ʺGoinʹ ta strip and bathe, yer ladyship? Blessed Virgin, that is a sight Iʹd be longinʹ ta see.ʺ 
The big Irishman stood towering over her. Having approached from behind, his moccasined feet were silent on the sand. His eyes glowed with open lust, and a curly strand of reddish hair fell across his brow. She supposed some women would think him handsome. Superficially, he resembled Quinn in coloring and build, but his features were blunt, his manner crude and uneducated. He swaggered toward her, like a wolf certain of its prey. 
Elise made no attempt to stand and run but instead rested one hand on her opened pack, seeming to be digging through its contents while she slid her other hand into her pocket and seized on her gun. 
Brenden smiled, sure of himself. ʹʹYou and me, darlinʹ, could be havinʹ some ripping good timessort of break the monotony of the trip. You take my meaninʹ?ʺ 
His tone was practically purring now. She made no protest, did not try to cry or run. ʺMy father, God rest his soul, was a Jacobite. Fled to France from Scotland after the Risinʹ in ʹ45. Always said that Frenchwomen were the most passionate.ʺ 
ʺDid he, indeed?ʺ Eliseʹs smile did not reach her eyes. ʺI hate to disappoint you, Monsieur Brenden, but I am only half French. And the American side of me is most cold‐blooded.ʺ She slid the gun from her pocket and leveled it, cocked and ready to fire dead center at his crotch. 
His face turned the color of buttermilk, but he stood with his feet planted firmly on the sand. Slowly he raised his hands and gave a nervous chuckle. ʺPeace, my beauty. Youʹll be needinʹ a protector on this long trip.ʺ 
Santiago saw him slide his left foot back, preparing to kick sand in her face. 
ʺDonʹt do it, Brenden. If she misses, I wonʹt.ʺ 
The Irishman turned, his hands out in a placating gesture now. ʺSure and I meant no harm. The lady is aloneʺ ʺHer mistake. One she wonʹt make again. And as to a protector, Brenden, consider the job already filled.ʺ Santiago replaced the pistol in his sash but left his hand resting lightly on the butt. 
Elise watched the Irishman make a mocking salute to her. The murderous look in his eyes caused her blood to run cold. She had made a dangerous enemy. 
When he was gone, Santiago turned to her with narrowed eyes. ʺFor sheer idiocy, this surpasses even your little foray to the St. Louis waterfront.ʺ 
He was furious with her! Elise stood up and made a show of uncocking her pistol and replacing it in her pocket. ʺI had the situation well in hand.ʺ 
ʺYou little fool. He was ready to kick sand in your face. He wouldʹve had you flat on your back in another ten seconds if I hadnʹt followed him.ʺ 
She had not considered that, but recalling the Irishmanʹs movements, it was not beyond the realm of possibility. She looked into his arrogant face ʺYou need not have told him that I was your doxy!ʺ 
His eyebrows raised mockingly. ʺOh? You would prefer Brenden? Or perhaps Gravois or Montoya?ʺ 
The catalogue of hardened, filthy traders made him seem the obvious choice. 
ʺYou can be as insufferably vain as the French emperor.ʺ 
He flashed her an infuriating grin. ʺBut Iʹm bigger.ʺ 
She knelt and reached into her pack for the soap and a cloth, fighting the flush she felt at his innuendo. ʺI will require privacy to change my clothes and see to my personal needs, as well as being able to sleep in peace. Have you given this matter some thought?ʺ The moment she spoke, Elise realized her gaffe. 
His eyes held hers. ʺDidnʹt I just explain my thoughts? If you slept in my blankets, you would find peace.ʺ He watched her fight the heat stealing into her cheeks, even as he fought his own physical battle. Damn, but he wanted the woman! 
ʺThe sort of peace you offer holds no appeal for me, Monsieur Quinn.ʺ 
He shrugged in casual indifference. ʺYou make life on the trail more difficult. Iʹll ask Spybuck to select a safe place for you and rig a privacy tent with a blanket. 
His acquired sense of British chivalry will doubtless make him agree to guard you without exacting any payment in return.ʺ 
Chapter Nine 
That night Spybuck rigged a crude tent for Elise by fastening blankets to a length of rope strung between two saplings. The sunset brought a blessed relief from the humid heat, but she knew it would get worse as they traveled farther south and west onto the great plains. 
Dismally, she looked at her heavy riding habits, all of sturdy cotton and linen fabrics. ʺIʹll die of heat prostration if I donʹt adapt,ʺ she said to herself. She hated to admit Quinn had been right about her choice of clothing. Corset stays were most certainly a propriety she could not observe in the wilderness. Resolutely, she picked up one of her cotton underblouses. With a camisole beneath, it would provide decent covering without a hot jacket. She stuffed all the jackets of her riding costumes into the bottom of the portmanteau and then began to redesign the skirts, cutting off the long trains which were useless when riding astride. ʺI wonʹt be fashionable, but I will be able to breathe and be cool.ʺ 

Cool. Just thinking the word made her long fervently for a bath, but she had already seen what happened when she sought privacy away from the camp. The Indian squaws went to the river to draw water for cooking, but no one seemed to feel the need to bathe. Perhaps in a few days she would broach the subject to Spybuck. If dispassionate, he was at least civil. 
The next several days on the trail were so hellishly exhausting that Elise found herself dropping off to sleep as soon as they stopped at sunset. All thoughts about bathing were forgotten. Some nights she was too tired to eat, since the greasy strong meat and hard biscuits took considerable strength to chew. Once she made the mistake of inspecting a piece of biscuit and noted the black flecks scattered through its interior. 
ʺWeevils,ʺ she was told by Gravois, who assured her they were quite safe to consume since the insects had been cooked thoroughly when the bread baked! 
Santiago watched Elise go through the first days of trail fatigue, common to all novices. Grudgingly, he admired her fortitude. In spite of screaming muscle strain and bone tiredness, she did not complain, but doggedly rode until he signaled rest stops. Although he did not say so, he applauded her common sense in adapting her clothes to frontier weather conditions. 
Gradually, after they had followed the river for nearly a week, he began to notice unmistakable signs of her revival. She lost the dark smudges beneath her eyes and began to move without muscle cramps. Even her tender skin had begun to take on a golden glow from the sun. 
Needing companionship once she began to feel human again, Elise seemed to gravitate to the big Creek who helped her set up camp each night. Among Santiagoʹs men, he was the only educated one with whom she could carry on a conversation. She certainly did not trust herself with their magnetic leader, but she was perversely curious about Quinn. 
ʺHow did you and Santiago Quinn meet, Spybuck?ʺ she asked as they rode through the heat. 
His lips quirked in a smile. ʺWe do make an odd pair, do we not? It was back in New Orleans many years ago. Santiago was a green youth, just returned from Europe. He became involved in a duel with the elder son of a very powerful Creole family. He killed Castal when the fellow disgraced himself by turning to fire too soon. To cover up the regrettable incident, the family went to the Spanish authorities and accused Santiago of murder. 
ʺI found him at the waterfront, badly wounded, attempting to locate a keelboat he had hired to smuggle him upriver. It seems the dead manʹs younger brother had proved a better shot than his sibling. I booked passage on another boat myself and carried Santiago to safety aboard it. A few extra coins convinced the captain to depart early and hold his peace about the wounded Spaniard hidden among his cargo.ʺ 
ʺSo you nursed him back to health?ʺ she asked. 
ʺMy people, the Muskogeeor Creek as the whites call usdid. I took him to their city and he lived among us, mending for several months. Then when he was well, I decided to follow him West.ʺ 
ʺWhat was the cause of the duel? A woman?ʺ The moment she asked the question, Elise wanted to call back the words. 
Spybuckʹs face remained impassive as he replied, ʺYou will have to ask my friend that question yourself. It is not for me to say.ʺ 
Wanting to change the subject from her too apparent interest in his companion, Elise asked, ʺYouʹve been educated among the whites. How did that happen?ʺ 
ʺI was captured by Spanish slavers who raided from the Floridas during the war the Americans call their Revolution of Independence. A British officerʹs patrol captured the slavers and freed the captives, but I was the only Muskogee, far from my village. Captain Sir Charles Elliott Markham was a kind man, who had lost his only son to cholera. My parents had been killed by the Spanish.ʺ He shrugged fatalistically. ʺHe adopted me after his fashion, and I returned to British Florida with him, where I spent the next seven years. With the end of the war, the British ceded their claims in Florida and departed. I went with Captain Markham to his next duty station in Nova Scotia. Although I loved and admired him, my heart was in the warm country to the south.ʺ 
ʺAnd you wished to return and learn the ways of your nation?ʺ 
His face gave away a trace of amazement, a rarity for the enigmatic red man. 
ʺYou know of the Creek Confederation?ʺ 
ʺI have read a bit about the Five Civilized Nations. Enough to understand why you wished to return to your heritage. It must have been difficult parting with Sir Charles.ʺ 
ʺIt was. He sold out his commission and planned to return to England. He asked me to go with him, but I chose not to because I would not fit in.ʺ He shook his head. ʺI found I did not deal with my own people much better. That is when I began to wander . . . and when I met Santiago.ʺ ʺWho also does not fit in with any society,ʺ she said, her curiosity still unsatisfied. 
ʺI have never seen such colors.ʺ Elise rode beside Santiago as they crossed an open stretch of rolling hills, covered with thick field grass and a random scattering of wildflowers. 
ʺThis has been a year of higher than usual rainfall. The countryside is verdant because of it. Normally, by August everything is brown and dry. Spring is the time of spectacular beauty, when the flowers grow like a carpet in solid golds, reds, and purples. The pasture roses are especially lovely, a pale pink. They fill the air with their perfume.ʺ 
She looked at him with surprise. ʺYou seem an unlikely man to wax poetic over flowers.ʺ 
ʺI came to this country as a boy, and Iʹve grown to love its vastness and diversity. 
There is a freedom in this isolated wilderness that I would never trade.ʺ 
ʺYet you returned to Europe and studied at one of the worldʹs finest universities.ʺ 
His expression grew taut. ʺReturning only made me realize how little I had missed over there. I was a stranger among my motherʹs people.ʺ 
She was curious about this enigmatic man in spite of the warning bells clamoring inside her mind each time he touched her. ʺTell me about themyour motherʹs family.ʺ 
He gave a negligent shrug of his broad shoulders, the casual gesture belying his inner doubt. ʺMy mother died when I was quite young, I remember little of her. 
Her family is an old and illustrious one, tracing their title back to the Reconquista.ʺ 
She knew there was much he was omitting. ʺHave you brothers and sisters?ʺ 
ʺMy elder half‐brother, Ignacio, is dead, but my half‐sister Orlena and I share the same mother. She, too, left Spain and has no desire to return.ʺ 
ʺThen you were heir to a title and spurned it?ʺ 
He looked at her with a hint of cynical laughter in his eyes. ʺI didnʹt spurn it. 
Technically, until my death I am Count of Aranda.ʺ He laughed at her look of incredulity. ʺRemember that the next time you call me a loutish Spanish renegade.ʺ 
Elise felt a burble of laughter escape her lips. ʺExactly how did you know that those were my very thoughts on several occasions?ʺ 
ʺAnd they will be again, before this trip is over.ʺ 
ʺAnd what of your father? Quinn is not a Spanish surname.ʺ 
His expression lost all traces of its earlier good humor and grew stormy. ʺHe was an Irish mercenary who wed advantageously into Spanish nobility. I donʹt ever speak of him.ʺ 
Spybuck approached them from over the next hill, breaking the tension, He reined in his big piebald and said, ʺI have seen signs of Osage hunters.ʺ 
Santiago nodded. ʺGood. We should encounter Osage scouts any day now.ʺ 
ʺAre they hostile?ʺ Elise asked, scanning the horizon nervously. 
Remembering his dire warnings about her hair adoming a scalp pole, Santiago replied, ʺNot usually. They extort lavish gifts in return for safe passage through their lands. The French from Illinois and St. Louis trade with them for furs. The Osage have become fiercely competitive bargainers.ʺ Santiago affixed Elise with his sternest scowl. ʺWhen we encounter them or any other Indians, I want you to remain silent and stay near me.ʺ 
The command sounded ominous to her, but she questioned him no further. 
The beautiful, sunny dry weather turned suddenly that afternoon, and rain began to pour in sheets. The inclement elements slowed their progress, but since there was no lightning, they pressed on. Elise rode in silent misery, her sodden clothes and hair clinging to her body. She patted the big chestnut she had been assigned from the remuda while Ladybug took a rest. ʺA good thing you are such a sturdy fellow. This waterlogged, I must weigh at least a stone more than when we started.ʺ 
Gradually, the rain slowed to a fine mist, leaving the earth soaked and slippery with mud. They approached a small tributary of the Missouri, now flowing with considerable force from the earlier downpour. The banks were steep, but the men and their surefooted mounts were used to such hardship. Elise watched as they rode their horses and led the strings of heavily laden mules, scrambling down the muddy incline into the swift current. The two Indian women walked down, one slipping in the mud. Both were hauled aboard horses by the men and deposited on the opposite bank. 
Santiago had crossed several times on his big bay, overseeing the transfer. He leaned on the pommel of his saddle and stared across the river at her with a dare in his eyes. She imitated his nonchalant shrug and kicked the chestnut into descending the slippery bank. 
She made it halfway to the bottom before the horse began to slide. Used to a smaller, more agile mare with an even temperament, Elise was unable to control the big gelding. The animal became increasingly terrified and thrashed, starting to roll onto his side. Lest she be crushed, she kicked free of the stirrups and leaped clear of the frenzied horse. 
She landed in the mud with a solid whump and clawed for purchase on the slick bank to no avail. The water churned below her as the chestnut hit it and righted himself, then swam toward the opposite shore. She ceased her useless struggling as she slid into the current. 
Elise had always been a strong swimmer, but the heavy encumbrance of boots and clothing began to drag her down. As she struggled to keep afloat in the roiling river, she yanked at the buttons and hooks of the skirt, ripping them loose, but she could not kick the heavy folds of material away as they wrapped around her flailing legs like a shroud. 
Santiago had seen the chestnut slide from the opposite shore. By the time Elise went under, he was already urging his stallion into the shallows to pursue her. 
He saw her dark head bob up in the current, which was bearing her rapidly downstream. She struggled to stay afloat as he raced to catch up with her. Twice she went under and again surfaced before he caught her. 
Elise felt a strong arm reach out and pluck her from the muddy water as she cursed and ripped at the clothes that were drowning her. She was hauled against Santiagoʹs hard, warm chest and held fast as his bay cleared the river with powerful strokes. When they reached the shallows, Santiago dismounted and lifted her from the horse, then carried her ashore. They had been swept a good half mile downstream, around a sharp bend of the river. A tall stand of hickory trees grew against the base of a sheltering hill. He found a mossy place and knelt down. 
ʹʹIt isnʹt dry, but at least weʹre out of the water.ʺ He continued to hold her, his hands caressing her wet skin. 
Elise clung to him, shivering. ʺIʹm alive, thatʹs all I care about,ʺ she whispered, coughing up brackish water. 
He saw the torn fastenings of her skirt. ʺYou were trying to tear the skirt offto swim?ʺ ʺOf course,ʺ she replied, coughing some more. ʺWould you be able to kick with pounds of wet linen swaddling your legs?ʺ she asked crossly. 
Santiago chuckled. ʺIʹve never tried it, no.ʺ 
Elise cursed fluently in French, making use of some of Edouardʹs best oaths. ʺI fail to see any humor in almost drowning, especially since Iʹm an excellent swimmer. But I do thank you for saving my life,ʺ she added, looking up into his unreadable face. 
He started to touch her cheek, then changed his mind and released her. ʺYouʹre welcome, but I was merely protecting my investment. You still owe me three thousand dollars.ʺ 
She flushed and moved away from him. It was better that way, he thought. The more time he spent with the mysterious woman, the less certain he became about his feelings. She was beautiful and desirable, but also strong and self‐disciplined. 
Far from being a simple sexual interlude, involvement with her would mean all sorts of emotional entanglements. Santiago Quinn did not think he was willing to pay the price. 
After they had rested a few minutes, he mounted and settled her in front of him on the saddle. They rode in silence to where Spybuck was regrouping the disarrayed caravan. 
Chapter Ten 
Elise watched Santiago that afternoon, angry with him for his withdrawal from her, angry with herself for missing his company. When they pitched camp that night, the rain had ceased, and a steamy, unbearable heat bung like a pall over everything. After her brush with death that morning, she decided to take precautions against any repeat mishaps when they crossed future rivers. 
Spybuck had already explained to her that more than a dozen awaited them before Santa Fe. 
Taking several silver bits, she walked over to where Chaco was guarding the remuda and thrust the pieces of coin at him. ʺI wish to purchase a pair of boyʹs breeches, and you look to be about my size. Have you any to spare?ʺ 
His liquid brown eyes almost popped from their sockets. ʺSurely, Señora, you do not intendʺ 
ʺYes, I do.ʺ She thrust the money at him again. ʺIf it is not enough, I have more.ʺ 
He shook his head. ʺMore than enough for a pair of my much mended calzones, but . . . Don Santiago will not like this.ʺ 
She muttered in French beneath her breath about what Don Santiago could do if he didnʹt approve and stared Chaco down until he shrugged helplessly and headed to his packroll. 
The next morning, Elise emerged from her tent and strolled toward the cookfire to break her fast. All of the men stared. Even the squaws stared. Then Brenden let out a low growl of appreciation and said, ʺWhat have we here, boyos, a new helper for Chaco?ʺ 
ʺLook at them legs,ʺ Soames muttered low. 
Several other men made lewd comments in French and Spanish, but everyone grew silent when Santiago walked into camp. Elise stood her ground as he approached. 
ʺCome with me,ʺ he said, then turned with a quelling look at the lustful faces of the assembled men and stalked toward the privacy of a small stand of trees. 
Rather than risk his wrath and her own public humiliation, she followed. 
When she caught up to him, his eyes raked down her long slender legs, then up over the curve of her hips. ʺWhat the hell are you doing?ʺ 
ʺTrying my damndest not to drown in the next river we cross.ʺ 
ʺYou will not walk about dressed as a man!ʺ 
ʺFirst you berate me for dressing and riding as a lady. Now youʹre angry when I donʹt.ʺ 
ʺDo you have any idea what the sight of a womanʹs legs and ass, so amply displayed, does to a man?ʺ 
ʹDo you have any idea what swallowing gallons of river water does to a woman? 
In britches, I can ride in comfort and swim if I must. This manner of dress could save my life.ʺ 
ʺThis manner of dress can cost your life!ʺ He raked his fingers through his hair and swore as he continued glaring at her. 
She remained calm, determined to win her point. ʺI will not risk drowning again.ʺ 
ʺThen will you risk this?ʺ he snarled, seizing her and sweeping her into his arms. 
Her body molded to his as he lowered his mouth and took her lips in a swift, savage kiss, totally unlike the seductive way he had kissed her back in the Chouteausʹ garden. His mouth ground down on hers with all the pent‐up sexual frustration, anger, and confusion that had grown inside him ever since he first saw her. 
Her calm evaporated as his hard body pressed intimately against hers and his hands roughly caressed her back, the curve of her hips and buttocks. His mouth opened over hers, and his tongue slid insistently against the seam of her lips until they parted. He delved inside, tasting, probing, eliciting her response. 
She gave it, hesitantly at first, remembering the other kiss that had ended so quicklytoo quickly. Elise let her tongue duel with his and felt frissons of pleasure jolt through her body. Then his hand moved up to cup her breast and his thigh invaded her legs, rubbing intimately against the core of her body, which her breeches made very accessible. She began to ache low in her belly and found herself pressing closer to him, grinding down on his leg. 
Santiago was a hairsbreadth from throwing her to the ground and tearing off her clothes when Spybuckʹs discreet cough brought him reeling back to his senses. 
ʺI have sighted an Osage scouting party only a mile from here. We had best discuss what presents we shall make to them.ʺ He turned and vanished through the trees. 
Quinn lifted Elise away from him and pressed her against the smooth trunk of a sapling, holding her at armʹs length while they both regained control of their bodies. 
She broke free of his grasp and turned her back on him. What have I done?  This made the flirtatious kiss at the ball seem as nothing! She knew she would have let him perform the same base rutting on her that Edouard hadbut with this renegade, she had actually wanted it! 
He watched her clutch the tree, her nails digging into the bark. She was ashamed of her response to him. His black anger deepened, oddly mixed with a hurt that he refused to acknowledge. ʺWeʹre going to have visitors shortly, If you open your mouth, I swear Iʹll sell you to them!ʺ 
She turned and slipped back into camp after he issued the rough command, loathe to face anyone. But the men were nervous now about dealing with the Osage and paid her little heed. 
Elise watched the Osage delegation ride into camp, a stately cavalcade on splendid horses. When they dismounted, she was amazed that most of the men were as tall as Santiago, who was well above average height for a white man. She had thought Spybuck fierce when she first saw him, but these plains horsemen were far more intimidating. Except for small, braided scalplocks decorated with feathers and bones, they plucked every vestige of hair from their bodies, including their eyebrows. It gave their wide faces and high foreheads an even flatter, more sinister appearance. 
They had obviously dressed for a ceremonial occasion. Heavy earrings made of bones and shells weighted down their pierced earlobes and brushed against their bare shoulders. Thick necklaces and armbands were the only covering on their upper bodies, which gleamed with oil in the morning heat. Their one concession to modesty was a breechclout. Even more barbaric, their naked flesh was tattooed. Disfiguring bluish designs and crude pictographs covered their chests, arms, and legs. 
She shivered as she watched Spybuck and Santiago talk with the leader. The exchange was made in some strange tongue. Both the Creek and the renegade appeared to be fluent in it. Again she wondered at the two men with such formidable educations who had turned their backs on civilization to live this crude and dangerous life. Spybuckʹs position was more sympathetic, a redman caught between two worlds. But what of Quinn, a Spanish count with an Irish mercenary for a father? What bitter secrets were hidden behind those hard green eyes? 
The discussion ended abruptly, and some sort of a ritual signal was made between the two sides. Then the Osage swung up on their ponies and rode away. 
ʺPrepare to break camp. Weʹve been invited to partake of Chief No Earsʹ 
hospitality. One does not decline, if heʹs at all fond of his scalp.ʺ Santiago smiled at the men, who gave nervous laughs and began to do as he ordered. His eyes traveled to Elise, who stood near her tent, watching the Indians ride away. What the hell was he going to do with a white woman in the Osage camp? Sighing, he knew the answer. 
As she walked toward him, Eliseʹs mind filled with questions about the Osage. 
ʺMy brother may have visited with these Indians. Could I inquire about him?ʺ 
Santiago scowled. ʺDonʹt be foolish. One of the warriors might take a fancy to your white skin or all that long silky hair.ʺ Remembering what he had said about it decorating a scalp pole, she paled. ʺI could hide my hair beneath a scarf and smear myself with dust. In a baggy buckskin shirt, I could pretend I was a boy.ʺ 
He inspected her delicate face and the seductive curves of her body. ʺThe Osage are sometimes savage, but theyʹre never stupid. No, youʹll be under my protection. Put on a dresssomething modest that a pioneer wife would wear.ʺ 
ʺWife?ʺ Her voice broke on the hateful word. 
His eyes dared her. ʺYes, wife. If you belong to me, there is less chance of trouble.ʺ 
She refused to give him the satisfaction of asking the ramifications of this masquerade. ʺVery well, I shall don a dressprovided we need cross no rivers to reach their village.ʺ 
There was no river to cross, but the village was situated on a steep bluff above a sizable stream. As they approached, Elise was struck by the imposing settlement. 
Several rectangular buildings situated at the center of the village were around one hundred feet in length and their vaulted roofs about twenty feet high. 
Between them, a crude sapling pole sported an American flag! Had Pike left it? 
Elise said nothing but continued to study the village. Samuel may have been here! 

All the lodges, great and small, were made of sapling pole frames covered with animal hides and woven reed matting. She could see women, naked from the waist up, toiling in weed‐infested gardens, harvesting corn, squash, and beans. 
Some sat in front of their shelters working patiently at the grueling task of scraping bison hides stretched on wooden frames. 
ʺThey have an orderly settlement,ʺ she said to Santiago as they rode through the neatly arranged rows of buildings, each with its own adjacent patch of garden. 
ʺThe two large buildings at the center are the lodges of No Ears and Rich Man. 
The Osage have two chiefs, elected by a council. After the summer hunts, the Osage return to harvest their crops. In the winter months, they trap beaver to sell to the Chouteaus, Lisa, and other traders.ʺ 
ʺDo you buy from them?ʺ Obviously he knew these Indians and had been here before. Several men called out greetings and young women batted their eyes flirtatiously. 
ʺOn several occasions I have, but mostly I prefer to avoid dealing with them. 
Theyʹre not like my brotherʹs people.ʺ 
ʺI thought you said he was Spanish and that he had died.ʺ 
At once he regretted the foolish blunder of speaking so freely to this sharp‐witted female. ʺMy halfbrother Ignacio was Spanish. He is dead, but I have another halfbrother. We had the same father. His mother was Lipan Apache.ʺ 
She would have asked more, but they drew up in front of the two large lodges of the head chiefs. One tall man stood awaiting them, his face impassive. Hideous stubs of skin were all that remained of his ears. Obviously, he was Chief No Ears! 
She shuddered, imagining the savagery that created such disfigurement. The shorter, older man beside him, adorned from head to ankles with jewelry, must be Rich Man. In spite of the blistering heat, a heavy bear pelt decorated with feathers and shells was slung across one plump shoulder. 
Santiago pulled ahead and dismounted in front of the chiefs, then signaled for the rest of his party to do likewise. He waited for the chiefs to begin the lengthy welcoming ceremony. Rich Man was quite a crowd pleaser, unlike the taciturn No Ears. His crafty black eyes watched as the villagers quit their chores and assembled around the visitors before he began to speak. 
ʺAgain the White Apache, Red Eagle, honors the Osage with his presence. 
Always he is welcome as a brother.ʺ Rich Man turned to Spybuck and continued his flowering oratory about the kinship with the great Creek Confederation across the Father of Waters. 
After a quarter hour, during which she felt ready to faint with the heat, Elise was relieved when the formalities seemed to be over and the people began to disperse. As she watched Santiago to see what was expected of her, she felt a prickling creep up her spine. Turning, she saw the grotesque Chief No Ears, his tattooed body gleaming with sweat. He had circled around their little band and was studying her with intense interest. 
Santiago, too, had noticed when the chiefʹs attention was caught by the white woman. No Ears was speaking with Brenden, damn his eyes! The lying Irishman had traded with the Osage before. He knew the chief, and he certainly had a score to settle with Santiago Quinn. 
No Ears nodded gravely at Santiagoʹs approach. ʺI will give you three of my finest ponies for the woman, Red Eagle.ʺ 
Quinnʹs green eyes narrowed on Brenden. In English he said, ʺWeʹll settle matters between us later.ʺ Then turning to the chief, he replied. ʺYou do me great honor to ask for the woman, but she is my wife. The custom among white men does not allow them to share their wives.ʺ He knew the Irishman had said otherwise to the chief, but his steely glance dared Brenden to call him a liar. The chief looked dubious and affronted. Ever since he had lost his ears when captured by the Kiowas as a youth, he had been sensitive about the disgrace they had inflicted on him. The slightest thing could set him off. ʹʹIf she is your wife, then you must send her to my lodge. My wives will make her welcome.ʺ 
ʺAgain, the brave Chief of the Osage does me great honor.ʺ 
Elise listened as the exchange continued in that unintelligible language. Her unease grew when she noted the smirk on Brendenʹs face and heard Santiagoʹs menacing words to the Irishman. Finally Santiago returned to her and took her arm possessively. 
ʺDo exactly as I say,ʺ he said in English. ʺUntil we leave this village, you are to act the part of my wife. Tonight weʹll share a blanket in the lodge of Chief No Ears.ʺ 
To her credit, Elise did not create a scene or voice her indignation, but Santiago knew she was furious. 
ʺI suppose we have that snake Brenden to thank for this. Tell me, does sharing your blanket have more than symbolic significance?ʺ 
His lips quirked in a grin in spite of their precarious situation. ʺIf you mean is it a choice between No Ears or me, it is. Iʹll do no more than lie beside you . . . unless the old leeher watches.ʺ 
ʺWatches? You mean heʹll come into our sleeping quarters?ʺ she croaked. 
ʺYou commented earlier on the size of the lodges. The chiefʹs household is large. 
He married three sisters from the Elk Clan and has many children. They all sleep in that lodge, as do any guests he cares to invite.ʺ He could not resist adding, ʺI think itʹs a test.ʺ 
She eyed him suspiciously. ʺJust how much acting do we have to do?ʺ ʺAfraid, Violet Eyes?ʺ He touched her cheek and smoothed back a wayward black curl from her temple. 
ʺYou wonʹt have to deal with Brenden. Iʹll kill him myself!ʺ Elise hissed furiously. 
Chapter Eleven 
A gravely courteous woman of middle years approached Elise as Santiago steered her to the lodge of No Ears. Quinn introduced her as Talks With Fists, the chief wife. She bowed and gestured for Elise to follow her inside the large dwelling. Two other women watched her from the doorway, one impassively, but the younger one, a striking woman with ebony braids tied in coils at the sides of her head, glared with searing malice. 

ʺThey will offer you food and perhaps the opportunity to rest before tonightʹs festivities,ʺ Santiago explained. 
Elise looked into the dim interior of the big lodge with its tiny doors, then back at the hostile young woman. ʺI donʹt wish Talks with Fists to think me unappreciative of her hospitality, but since I canʹt communicate with her or her sisters, would it be possible to stay with you?ʺ 
He smiled rakishly. ʺSo, even a scoundrel such as I is preferable to being left alone with a room full of Indian women. Shining Crow wonʹt harm you. It would be a breach of hospitality. Go and eat with them, then Iʹll return and show you about the village.ʺ 
Elise knew arguing would be useless. Smiling at her hostesses, she followed them inside the lodge. It was an immense, single room, surprisingly clean and well ventilated, with four deep fire pits, each with its own smoke hole in the high roof. The walls were hung with elaborately woven reed mats, which were not only decorative but also covered with pictographs that recorded the martial glories of the clan. War implements, such as shields, guns, and bows were hung in order on one wall, while on the others hung farming tools, skinning knives, and cooking utensils. At each end of the hall sat woven chests and large leather pouches, intricately worked with the exquisite quills that also adorned Osage clothing. 
Elise watched from the soft cushion of pelts where Talks With Fists had bade her rest, while the chief wife instructed her two younger sisters in preparing the midday repast. It consisted of a rich meat stew bubbling in an iron pot and a toothsome assortment of freshly gathered fruit and nutstart dark wild plums, sweet cherries, hazelnuts, and pecans. She ate with good appetite in spite of the baleful looks from the pretty young squaw Santiago had called Shining Crow. 

Cawing Crow would better suit that one,  she thought with a twitch of her lips as the young woman complained in a high whiny voice. 
The Indian cradle boards she had seen when they first entered the village fascinated her. Elise watched several young girls, obviously daughters of the two elder wives, care for the smaller children. Although swaddled tightly against rigid wooden frames that allowed them little movement, the babies seemed bright‐eyed and alert as they were removed from the carriers. Shining Crow took one of the infants and put it to her tattooed breast. As she fed her child, she looked with scornful pride at the white woman. 
Unused to such immodesty, Elise turned and studied the intricate basketwork being done by another girl. Altogether, more than a dozen women of various ages were working or caring for children in the lodge. The children themselves, once free of their cradle boards, were allowed to crawl about under supervision. 
As if to make up for their earlier confinement, both males and females went completely naked until of a good age. Even then, the breechclouts of the men and leather aprons of the women were scanty enough covering. 
Eliseʹs impression that Osage women were never idle was confirmed when Santiago returned several hours later and took her for a tour of the large village. 
ʺThe women hoe and harvest the gardens. Do the men never help?ʺ she asked as she watched a slim young girl carrying a huge basket of squashes from a garden plot to one of the lodges. 
ʺThe men hunt, go to war, and attend religious and ceremonial functions,ʺ he replied. 
She snorted in disgust as she watched two girls scraping a stretched buffalo hide with sharp stone adzes while several older and stronger boys ran past them, playing a game of stick ball. 
ʺThe various tribes of red men are as diverse as the white nations. I donʹt think you would consider the role of women in England similar to that of women in the Ottoman Empire. At least the Osage women keep their lodges if they divorce their husbands, or are divorced by them. Property resides with the female in most Indian societies.ʺ She looked at him with frank curiosity. ʺYou mentioned your half‐brotherʹs people. What are they like?ʺ 
Her question took Santiago by surprise. He should not have mentioned his Lipan half‐brother. Night Wind was a fearless raider who freed Indian slaves from Spanish captivity. But the raider was also Joaquin Quinn, a rico with a prosperous ranch, living in a fertile, isolated valley outside Santa Fe. No one must ever know the half‐caste rancher and the feared raider were one and the same. 
ʺMy brotherʹs people are Apache, but of a small subgroup called Lipan, horse Indians who ride onto the plains and hunt buffalo during the summer months, defying their ancient enemies. The Comanche drove all other Apache groups into the western mountains.ʺ 
ʺThen they are different only because they defy the Comanche. Do they treat their women better than Ottoman Turks?ʺ she teased. 
ʺPerhaps even better than the French.ʺ 
Her first instinct was to recoil, but she immediately realized that he knew nothing of her marriage to Edouard. She listened as he continued, unaware of how his rejoinder had affected her. 
ʺWomen among the Lipan not only own the property, but exercise great power. 
Descent is through the motherʹs clan, not the fatherʹs. When a man marries, he moves to his wifeʹs lodge.ʺ 
ʺOh, then they let their wifeʹs family support them.ʺ 
ʺThe men donʹt idle about. Life on the plains and in the mountain ranges of New Mexico is harder than here. Everyone must contribute to the tribeʹs survival. Men assist with heavy chores such as gutting and skinning large game, lifting and turning the buffalo hides as the women work them, even cutting saplings when a new lodge is to be built. Perhaps most important of all, the men share child care with women.ʺ 
She raised her eyebrows in amazement. ʺReally. In Virginia, most planters leave raising children to their wives. I always knew my father was most unusual. He spent a deal of time teaching me and my brother to swim, ride, and shoot, as well as personally overseeing our education.ʺ 
ʺCertainly most fathers donʹt encourage your unladylike accomplishments, not the least of which is your formidable education.ʺ 
She looked at him with an expression of irritation, trying to decide if he was baiting her or simply expressing the Spanish attitude of male superiority. ʺTell me, if you approve of Lipan women, why does it distress you to see an American woman of independence?ʺ 
ʺIs that what you consider yourselfAmerican? Not French?ʺ 
This time he had neatly turned the tables, answering a question with a question. 
ʺMy mother was French, but I was born in Virginia. She left my father and my brother and took me to Paris when I was fourteen.ʺ 
ʺAnd you never forgave her,ʺ he said softly, intuiting there was some deeper pain for which her mother was responsible. 
His remark struck home. ʺNo, I never did,ʺ she replied quietly. 
The great celebration that evening was a combination of banquet, religious ceremony and dance, but to Eliseʹs consternation and Santiagoʹs amusement, the festivities were only for men. The women waited on them, then ate the left‐over food. She stood in the shadows of the large central campfire, watching as the chiefs and their shaman passed a ceremonial pipe around a select circle, including Santiago. The renegade then made a lavish production out of dispensing gifts to the chiefsbolts of brightly colored cotton, ropes of glass beads, and other trinkets and tools. 
As the ʺwifeʺ of the guest of honor, she had been allowed to sit behind Santiago and eat what he deigned to pass back to her. He had done it on purposeallowing her to taste of that delicious roasted meat, and then telling her it was skunk, a special delicacy of the Osage! She ate only corn cakes and fruit for the rest of the meal. 
Soon it would be time to retire. Elise watched as the young men dancing in circles gradually slowed and dropped to the sidelines. Flutes, gourd rattles, and skin drums provided low, eerie music. The dancers and the older men sitting around the fire imbibed freely of the whiskey they had received from the Chouteaus. 
As she watched some of the Osage stumble and others grow slack‐jawed with drink, she wondered how supposedly civilized men could justify the practice of selling ardent spirits to these simple people. Pure greed was part of it, but it went beyond that, she knew. The French and Spanish and now the Americans all had coveted the rich lands of the red men. By giving them whiskey, the whites hastened Indian destruction more surely than all the shot and powder on earth. 
Such ponderous thoughts took her mind from her own immediate problem. 
What would she do when Santiago came for her? She was completely at his mercy, surrounded by these savages who were his allies. What would the sleeping arrangements be like? She had seen nothing in No Earsʹ lodge to indicate how they made up their accommodations, since all blankets were packed away during the day. How many people would sleep together when the men as well as the women entered the lodge? 
Abruptly, Rich Man stood up and gave a signal with his right hand. The music stopped and everyone began to rise and file to their various dwellings. Elise watched as Santiago walked toward her. He was dressed in a fantastical buckskin outfit, tight breeches with elaborate quilled patterns and fringe down the sides. His chest was bare but for a narrow vest decorated in the same manner. All he required to look like a savage was a scalplock, she thought. 
Her mouth went dry as he drew near, moving with the lithe grace that reminded her of a stalking panther. The dying firelight highlighted his shoulder‐length, curly reddish hair, held back by an elaborately beaded headband. His eyes glowed with a feral light. Small wonder they call him the White Apache. 
Santiago touched the soft buckskin tunic she had been given by Talks With Fists. 
Beautifully quilled, it was a handsome gift. With her hair braided and decorated with shell jewelry and her skin darkened by the sun, she looked stunning in the Osage costume. He picked up one gleaming ebony plait and said, ʺBut for those violet eyes, you could be a very beautiful Osage woman, a chief wife.ʺ He felt her stiffen and smiled. ʺCome, wife, itʹs past time to seek our blankets.ʺ He walked toward the lodge, hoping she would follow without protest. 
Elise felt someone staring at them during the exchange that had just passed. She looked up and saw No Ears, whose black eyes were fastened speculatively on her. Without further hesitation, she followed Santiago into the lodge. 
Sleeping arrangements were simple. Big thick pelts were piled in a haphazard fashion around the floor. The sleepers, husbands and wives or single persons and small children, covered with light blankets after stripping off their clothes with no more care than she would have shown in removing her opera cape! The fires were dying to faint coals in the warm August night. Talks With Fists exchanged a few words with Santiago, then gestured to a pallet she had made up for them in one corner of the lodge. 
After she departed, Elise whispered in English, ʺIf you think Iʹm going to remove thisʺ 
ʺYou kept on your chemise, didnʹt you?ʺ he interjected. 
ʺYes, butʺ 
ʺThen you wonʹt be naked. Hereʹs a blanket. You cannot sleep in that tunic and ruin the quillwork on it. It would be an insult to Talks With Fists.ʺ He paused in pulling off his moccasins and asked innocently, ʺDid I mention to you that Indians often earn their names by their actions?ʺ 
She cast him a scathing look and knelt down, her eyes darting furtively around her. No one seemed to be watching. She was relieved that No Ears had not yet entered the lodge. Quickly, she slipped the heavy tunic over her head and then slid beneath the blanket with her leggings still on. She heard his chuckle in the gathering darkness. 
Soon the last faint light from the fire pits would be gone. She lay down and stared at the high, arched roof, listening to the sounds of Santiago pulling off those form‐fitting breeches, imaging the slide of soft leather over sinewy long legs. Stop it! What is wrong with me? 

When he slid beneath the blanket, Santiago felt her tense like a hare ready to bolt from its warren. He made no effort to touch her. ʺBest you lie still and hope No Ears has drunk enough of Chouteauʹs whiskey to fall asleep quickly,ʹʹ he whispered. 
Elise bit her tongue to keep from asking the logical question what if he does not? 

Acutely aware of his hard male body lying so close beside her, naked beneath the thin blanket they shared, Elise could not sleep. In spite of her earlier exhaustion, she lay wide‐eyed and trembling in the darkness. Faint rustling sounds of people turning and shifting positions on their pallets emanated from across the lodge. 
Then, grunting and panting, accompanied by the sound of flesh slapping against flesh, filled the room. She fought the urge to cover her ears with her hands, remembering those ugly, degrading nights with Edouard. 
Santiago was at first amused by the lusty sounds around them, knowing how they must be affecting her aristocratic sensibilities. Then he grew restive as visions of stripping her naked and burying himself in her pale, sweet flesh played across his mind like caresses. 
He felt himself growing hard and tried to relax, let his mind go blank, but it was useless. He turned his head and looked at her. A narrow shaft of moonlight shining through a smoke hole in the ceiling bathed her face, revealing the trickle of tears from beneath her lashes. Elise Louvois, who had survived two assassination attempts and coolly shot a man to save his life, was silently crying. 
Wordlessly, he rolled up on his side and touched his fingertips to her wet cheek. 
He felt her flinch, but she did not move. ʺI wonʹt harm you, Elise. Iʹm many things, but Iʹve never forced a woman in my life, nor will I ever.ʺ 
She felt the gentleness in his touch but was not comforted by it. Humiliation engulfed her. He must never know my secret!  Aloud she said, ʺI donʹt fear you, Quinn.ʺ ʺThen what is wrong? Youʹre crying, a luxury I suspect you seldom indulge.ʺ 
ʺThe . . . the night and the sounds bring back unpleasant memories, ones I would put behind me forever. Please, let us speak no more.ʺ She rolled onto her side, turning her back to him. 
Santiago lay back and pondered the enigmatic and infuriating woman. The sounds of lusty sex brought painful memories to her. What did that say of her marriage? Perhaps it explained why a beautiful widow in her mid‐twenties had never remarried. Yet she had responded to his touch on several occasions. There was passion in her. Had Louvois not been the man to unleash it? Would a Spanish renegade do better? Or did she cry because she still pined for her dead Frenchman? Alternatively tantalized and troubled by the questions, he drifted into sleep. 
Toward dawn the rain came softly soughing through the forests, cooling the steamy earth and the air inside the big lodge. After spending so much of the night awake, Elise had finally succumbed to exhaustion. Still asleep, her chilled body sought warmth. She turned against the side of Santiagoʹs long body and burrowed beneath the covers. When he rolled to meet her and threw his arm across her shoulder, neither of them awakened. 
A sudden hiss of lightning roused the sleepers inside the lodge. One of the swift and violent summer thunderstorms that scoured the prairies had struck with full force. Most rolled over and returned to sleep, knowing it would soon pass and no fires could be lit until then. A few children wailed plaintively, and some of the women arose to comfort them. 
Elise awakened, disoriented at first as she stared at the high, arched roof which amazingly held the rain at bay. She was in the Osage village en route to Santa Fe. Then, as her mind cleared further, she felt a weight across her body. With dawning horror, she looked down and saw Santiagoʹs arm draped possessively across her breasts and his leg insinuated between her thighs. She stiffened and tried to slide away, but his low chuckle stopped her. 
ʺYou snuggled against me in the night like a lost lamb climbing into the shepherdʹs arms.ʺ 
ʺLet me go.ʺ She was proud of how steady her voice sounded. 
ʺBut no one else is stirring except for mothers and infants. Where will you go?ʺ 
he whispered, not drawing her near but not releasing her either. 
Elise could feel the hardness of his muscles, the fine hair on his sinewy thighs as they entwined with hers. The heady pungency of his male scent was not at all unpleasant to her heightened senses. She felt drugged, drawn to the persuasive warmth of his body in the chill morning air, Then she felt the probe of his rigid erection brushing the top of her thigh. 
Santiago knew he was losing control, and this was not the time or place to pursue his physical urges. When she tried to slide free again, he rolled carelessly away from her and said, ʺSleep some more, else it will be remarked upon by the Osage.ʺ 
As he threw off the blanket and reached for his buckskins, Elise found herself imagining his naked body, and the rustle of his clothes robbed her of breath. 
Furtively, she turned her head and looked. In the gray, dawning light she could see him standing, totally unashamed of his nakedness, pulling on an old pair of tight breeches that he had taken from his saddlepack. The muscles of his arms and legs moved smoothly. All of him was touched by the sun except for a small portion between his waist and thighs where he had worn an Indian breechclout. 
She stared at his narrow hips and small, hard buttocks. Every inch of his body was lean and graceful, pleasing to look upon. 
When he began to turn toward her, she quickly snapped her head away and squeezed her eyes closed, remembering that hard, engorged staff. The male member on any man could never be pleasing to look upon! 
He made a small scolding noise, smiling down at her while he reached for his shirt. ʺPeeking, Elise? I trust you liked what you saw. Iʹd hate to think I suffer in comparison to other men youʹve known.ʺ He slipped from the lodge quietly, leaving her to fume in silence. 
Chapter Twelve 
The rainstorm quickly blew itself out, and the village began to steam under a merciless late August sun. Elise waited for more of the women to arise before following suit. When she saw Talks With Fists leave the lodge, she quickly dressed and followed the older woman. 
Forcing herself to put the humiliating encounter with the renegade from her mind, Elise decided it was past time she began to attend to the vital business which had brought her on this dangerous journey. No Earsʹ chief wife had spoken quite serviceable Spanish to a Pawnee slave last night. She might be able to communicate with the squaw and learn if Lieutenant Pikeʹs expedition had visited this village and if Samuel was with them. 
After seeing the American flag flying on the lodgepole when they arrived, Elise suspected that Pike had been here. She had debated asking Santiago what he knew about the American expedition but decided that the less he suspected about her political activities, the better. Of course, he did not know she spoke Spanish either, an advantage she wished to keep. On several occasions, he and his men had used his native tongue around her. She might gain valuable information simply by listening to them. To date, other than a few lewd comments exchanged between the trappers regarding her sexual desirability, she had learned nothing. 
Elise waited until Shining Crow had fastened her babyʹs cradle board to her back and departed before approaching the formidable Talks With Fists. Having no desire to learn how the Osage woman had earned that name, she smiled and bowed very respectfully, then accepted the silent offering of a corn cake. So far she could not fault the hospitality of the Indians, even if their taste in meat left something to be desired. 
After taking a few bites, she spoke in Spanish. ʺI am most grateful for your kindness. Last night I learned you speak Spanish, so now I wish to express my thanks.ʺ 
Talks With Fists studied her with shrewd, obsidian eyes. ʺDoes the White Apache know you speak his language?ʺ 
Elise noticed she did not say ʺyour husband.ʺ Here was a woman around whom she must tread warily. ʺNo, he does not. Often it is better if a man does not know everything about his woman.ʺ 
A hint of a smile touched the older womanʹs austere lips as she nodded. ʺI am on my way to bathe in the river. Although I know most white people do not wash over much, you are welcome to join me.ʺ 
ʺNothing could sound better to me!ʺ 
Elise and the Osage woman gathered fresh clothing from the lodge and made their way to a section of riverbank secluded by thick rushes and willow trees. 
Shining Crow and several other young women were already in the river. She had removed her baby from its cradle board, and to Eliseʹs amazement, the child was propelling itself through the water with its motherʹs help. 
As soon as she saw Elise behind Talks With Fists, Shining Crowʹs pretty face distorted with anger. Handing the baby to a companion, she walked from the waist‐deep water toward the bank, boldly preening her large, milk‐filled breasts with every step. She exchanged several terse sentences with her sister in the Osage language, then gestured contemptuously to Elise. 
ʺIf you speak Spanish, you may direct your words to me, Shining Crow.ʺ Elise waited, noting the way Talks With Fistsʹ keen eyes measured her. This is a test of
some sort. 
ʺWhy does a dirty white woman come to pollute our water? Your people never bathe,ʺ Shining Crow said in Spanish. 
ʺSome whites bathe. I do,ʺ she dared the voluptuous Indian woman, who moved closer, trying to back her away from the river. Elise stood her ground. 
ʺWhite skin is as ugly as the underbelly of a fish.ʺ Shining Crow gave her a swift, hard push with the flat of her palm, causing Elise to lose her balance and slip on the muddy bank. She fell hard into the ooze, landing on her buttocks with a loud plop. Several of the women tittered nervously. Shining Crow stood over her, smirking victoriously. 
ʺSo itʹs to be a fight, is it, you vicious heathen?ʺ she spat in English as she rose to face her nemesis. 
Shining Crow reached out and seized a fistful of her hair, giving it a painful yank. Elise reciprocated by grabbing one of the Osageʹs braids and twisting on it like a coil of rope. They fell into the water, rolling and thrashing in the shallows while the onlookers watched, some impassively, others cheering Shining Crow. 
The Osage was heavier‐boned and more muscular than Elise, but the white woman was several inches taller and possessed a wiry strength that her fragile looks belied. They kicked and punched, neither willing to relinquish her hold on the otherʹs hair as they rolled toward a rocky stretch of the bank. When Shining Crow tried to slam Eliseʹs head against a smooth stone, the white woman realized that the contest might well prove deadly. The Osage could crush her skull! Using her long legs for leverage, she arched up and threw Shining Crow off her, then quickly pinned her between two submerged rocks. 
Using every bit of strength she possessed, Elise tried to hold her foe down, but the Indian sank strong white teeth into her wrist and broke free. Before Shining Crow could sit up, Elise again seized her braid in one hand and used her other fist to punch the young woman soundly in her mouth. The blow landed so squarely, it felt as if she had broken her own knuckles, but still the Osage kicked and punched. Elise used her longer arms to hold her foeʹs head beneath the shallow water. Fearing to drown her, she opted for what she hoped would be a swift end to the contest and slammed the Osageʹs head against one of the rocks. 
Shining Crow went limp almost instantly, and Elise released her. Please God,
donʹt let her be dead,  she prayed as she pulled the girlʹs body up out of the water. 
What would No Ears do to her if she killed the mother of his son? 
Talks With Fists waded through the shallows to them and yanked her youngest sister up by one arm as easily as a child might lift a rag doll. ʺShe is only stunned,ʺ the chief wife said to Elise. She turned to their third sister and spoke rapidly in their tongue. 
Shining Crow was beginning to regain consciousness by this time. Several of the women helped her from the water while another carried her baby. They gathered their clothing at the bank and dressed quickly, throwing a tunic hastily over Shining Crow, then headed back toward the village, 
ʺMy sister disobeyed me. She should be working, not leading those younger women to laze about with her.ʺ A crafty smile wreathed Talks With Fistsʹ seamed face, ʺYou, too, talk with your fists. Sometimes it is the only way to reason with a grown woman who would act as foolishly as a child.ʺ 
So it had been a test. Apparently she had passed it, Elise thought with relief. ʺI did not wish her harm. Does she dislike all whites?ʺ 
The Osage shrugged as she began to strip off her clothes. ʺYou are the first white woman ever to come to our village. No Ears asked to buy you from the White Apache. My sister is jealous, even though there is no reason. I knew Quinn would not let my husband have you.ʺ 
Elise pondered that. The Osage seemed to know she was not Santiagoʹs wife. 
ʺWhy are you so certain he would refuse to give me up?ʺ 
ʺI am not so old that I have forgotten the way a man looks on a woman he desires, or she on him.ʺ 
Unwilling to pursue that topic further, Elise, too, began to disrobe and waded into the cold, clear water. After a few general comments, she felt bold enough to ask about the American flag. ʺWhy do the Osage fly our emblem over their village?ʺ 
ʺWe owe a debt to the American father, General Wilkinson.ʺ 
Elise felt her pulse speed up. ʺHow so?ʺ ʺHis horse soldier, Pike, brought many of us from exile. We were captured by the Potawatomis. At the order of Wilkinson, we were freed.ʺ 
ʺThen you were among those ransomed and returned here by Lieutenant Pikeʹs expedition?ʺ 
ʺMe and my husband and my sisters. The journey was long. We walked for the waxing and waning of a moon before we reached our home. Rich Man flew the flag of the Spanish, but when Pike saw it, he said it was bad medicine. We must fly the Americansʹ flag.ʺ She shrugged pragmatically. ʺWe keep the Spanish flag for when their soldiers return. Until such time, we honor the American who freed US.ʺ 
ʺAnd Lieutenant Pike said it was General Wilkinson who ordered your freedom?ʺ 
ʺHe is Pikeʹs leader. Yes.ʺ Talks With Fists was unashamed of her thin, wiry body with its sagging breasts and stringy muscles. She scrubbed her skin vigorously with sand. 
Elise put aside modesty and followed suit, finding to her amazement that the fine sand did indeed feel cleansing. ʺGeneral Wilkinson is Lieutenant Pikeʹs military commander, but it was not he who ransomed you. Our president, Thomas Jefferson, gave the orders to General Wilkinson.ʺ 
Talks With Fists appeared to digest this. ʺHow does it come to pass that an American woman lives with a Spaniard? Your tribes talk of war and are ancient enemies, I think.ʺ 
This was not the easy repartee of the ballroom in which Elise was practiced at maneuvering and evading. The Indian woman was direct and intelligent. Elise decided on the truth, or at least part of it, remembering what Santiago had told her about Osage society. ʺI have chosen Santiago Quinn to take me to my brother, Samuel Shelby, who rides with Lieutenant Pike.ʹʹ She described Samuel, praying the Osage would remember him. She did. 
ʺHe was with them. Like you, he could speak Spanish, and acted as interpretor. 
Pike warned us not to trade with Manuel Lisa but to sell our furs only to Chouteau.ʺ 
Elise learned a great deal about Wilkinsonʹs strategy in sending the gullible young Pike west to treat with the plains tribes. Not only was he to incite a war between the American and Spanish governments, but at the same time to drum up business for Wilkinsonʹs partners in the fur trade, the French Creole Chouteaus in St. Louis. She laughed inwardly at the practical approach of the Osage, who refused to become embroiled in Spanish‐American politics and kept both flags to placate each delegation in turn. She had a great deal of information to record in her diary at the earliest opportunity. 
Samuel was alive and safe. For now, that was the most important thing of all. If only he remained so until they both reached Santa Feor better yet, until Quinnʹs faster‐moving party caught up with them along the trail. But that was unlikely since there were so many routes across the trackless prairie between Missouri and New Mexico. 
Her brother was already acting as an interpreter for the expedition. The plains tribes more often spoke Spanish than French, and French was Pikeʹs only foreign language. She prayed her brotherʹs clumsy masquerade would not be discovered by the lieutenant or any of his men during the long journey to Santa Fe. Stay well
Samuel, please. 
When they returned from the river, word of her victory over Shining Crow had spread through the village. Women and children murmured in awe and whispered as she walked by. Even a few of the men seemed to view her with acceptance, perhaps even grudging approval. Talks With Fists was pleased by the way the encounter with her sister had turned out and acted quite friendly, but Elise did not want her new friend to reveal to Santiago that she could communicate in Spanish. Since the older woman also spoke a few halting words of French, they agreed that it would be their only medium of communication when the renegade was around. 
He appeared at noon after spending the morning with several of the Osage men who captured and sold horses. They had come to terms on the purchase of extra mounts, since two of the caravanʹs horses had already come up lame, including one of Eliseʹs pack horses. 
Taking a seat by the open fire where Talks With Fists was roasting a savory haunch of venison, he inspected Eliseʹs appearance. ʺWell, Iʹd say you emerged from the combat in amazingly good form,ʺ he said in English, touching a long scratch across her cheek. ʺBest tend to your injuries before they fester.ʺ 
ʺIf you think I look injured, you should see the goose egg on Shining Crowʹs head,ʺ she replied curtly, uncomfortable under his intense scrutiny. All morning long, she had agonized over how she would face him after her tears last night. 
She desperately wanted to put that behind her. 
ʺYou were fortunate. She could have killed you.ʺ 
His low tone of voice seemed accusatory to her. ʺAnd we couldnʹt have that. It would mean you forfeit your second three thousand dollars. I was forced to defend myself. Talks With Fists seems pleased.ʺ She paused and looked at him, half afraid of what she might see in those piercing green eyes. 
Santiago nodded. ʺThe Osage are people who turn against anyone who shows weakness, even a white female.ʺ After that back‐handed compliment, the men were served their meal under the direction of Talks With Fists. As Quinnʹs ʺwifeʺ 
Elise was given the galling task of offering him a chunk of juicy roast meat and corn cakes. When he accepted the food, the laughter in his eyes revealed to her how much he enjoyed playing by Indian rules. 
ʺSmall wonder you chose to live with Apaches,ʺ she muttered in English as she stalked away to wait with the women and children for their share of the meal. 
Elise studied Santiago as he talked expansively with Rich Man and No Ears in their language. How much had they told him about the visit of Pike and his men? The return of No Ears and Talks With Fists and the other captives? Perhaps she should ask him. It would be a test of sorts to see if he would tell her the truth or lie to her, thinking she had no means of communicating adequately with the Indians, who spoke little French and no English. 
Later that afternoon, Spybuck rode out with No Ears to check on a buffalo herd for an early hunt in honor of the visitors. Elise found Santiago alone, lounging in the shade of a big cottonwood tree, watching a bunch of naked Indian boys playing with toy bows and arrows. The lodge with the flag still waving lay just across the open square in the center of the village. She sat down beside him with her words all rehearsed. 
ʺSpybuck told me there is to be a buffalo hunt tomorrow. How long must we remain in the Osage camp?ʺ 
Santiago admired her sun‐darkened skin and gleaming braided hair. ʺDo you dread our communal sleeping arrangements in the lodge so much?ʺ 
Her face heated, but she met his eyes. ʺYou know I donʹt find it pleasant.ʺ ʺLiar. 
You found my body heat quite pleasant last night.ʺ 
ʺI wish only to reach Santa Fe! Iʹm anxious about my brother.ʺ She paused, then deliberately changed the subject. ʺHave you heard anyone mention that American flag? Where did the Osage get it?ʺ 
Santiago grinned. ʺI wondered when youʹd get around to asking about that as soon as I saw it on the chiefʹs lodge pole. A Lieutenant Pike, who stopped here, gave it to the Osage.ʺ 
He went on to recount much of what she had already learned from Talks With Fists but he did not mention the praise heaped on General Wilkinson. He studied her critically. ʺYou said your brother is a captive in Santa Fe. Are you perhaps anticipating the fact? Is he with Pike, who may well be captured by the Spanish and taken there?ʺ He watched her face, which was unreadable. Except for those brief flashes of temper or passion, she was a chillingly controlled female. 
Elise considered whether to tell him the truth and decided against it. She shrugged. ʺNo, my brother went to Santa Fe on a private diplomatic mission. 
What makes you say these American explorers will be captured in Spanish territory?ʺ 
ʺThat would tend to aggravate tension between the United States and Spain. You said your brother wanted to avert war. He might have infiltrated Pikeʹs force, which I believe is a reconnaissance expedition for a possible American invasion.ʺ 
ʺOr an invasion by another force, perhaps not authorized by the American government?ʺ she probed. 
ʺYou refer to General Wilkinson. Would he betray his Spanish paymaster?ʺ He fenced with her. 
Realizing she would learn nothing more from this mysterious Spaniard who had disavowed all loyalty to king and country, she stood up, prepared to leave. ʺI know James Wilkinson, is a dangerous man, Monsieur Quinn. So are you.ʺ 
He rose in a lithe movement and took her hand, raising it to his lips as if they were in a Paris drawing room. ʺAfter all we have sharedand will sharecan you at least call me Santiago?ʺ he asked in teasing French, then began to kiss her hand. 
She jerked away as if scalded, but he swiftly seized her wrist and gently examined the bruise discoloring her knuckles where she had struck Shining Crow. ʺI have some herbs in my pack, from a Lipan medicine woman. Iʹll have Talks With Fists steep them in water. Soak that hand in the solution.ʺ 
He caressed her knuckles with a light kiss that Elise felt all the way to her toes. 
Santiago Quinn was a dangerous man . . . in more ways than one. 
Chapter Thirteen 
Elise dreaded the prospect of again sharing a blanket with Santiago that night. 
Inexplicably, his tender gestures alarmed her even more than his aggressive sexual overtures. If he persisted in his sensual assaults, might she one day succumb? Increasingly, she feared she would. 
Across the campfire, he was sharing a pipe with several other men. Elise realized how her eyes unconsciously sought him out in a crowd, how much she enjoyed gazing on his hard, beautifully chiseled features. The mysterious scar on his cheek added to his dramatic handsomeness. He moved with catlike grace and his voice was low and smooth, especially when he spoke French. What would it sound like whispering to her in Spanish? 
Thinking of the night to come, she trembled. This is madness. 
From the shadows between two small lodges, Sean Brenden watched Quinnʹs raven‐haired woman. He had hoped his sly words to No Ears would provoke the chief into challenging the Spaniard, but his ploy had failed. After the way she had threatened him with a gun and Quinn had thwarted his attempts to disarm her, the Irishman burned with the desire to see them both destroyed. Somewhere along the way he would seize an opportunity. 
Santiago noticed Elise enter the lodge and smiled grimly, certain she would pretend sleep when he came to lie beside her. What torture that would be for the second night in a row! And he must endure it for several more before they could leave the Osage. Deciding it might be easier if he let her play the charade, he lit a cigarillo and smoked it slowly as the darkness gathered. Let her fall asleep, if she
can. 
The day of the buffalo hunt dawned hot and bright. Everyone in the village arose early. All the able‐bodied young warriors were to join the White Apache and his men. Most of the younger wives would accompany their husbands, along with a group of slaves, to gut and skin the carcasses of the great beasts. 
Santiago had spent the night in restless misery, desiring the woman who lay beside him, but she had made it clear she did not want his attentions. Perversely, he wanted her to have to perform the hard, messy chores of an Osage squaw during the buffalo hunt to bring her down a peg or two, but he decided finally to leave her in camp. 
Elise watched the hunters and their women preparing weapons and tools. She had heard of the great bison, a mammoth breed of cattle whose numbers were said to blacken the western prairie. She was curious. Talks With Fists was going with the hunt to supervise the womenʹs work. Might she not go along as well? 
ʺWith luck, we should return by nightfall, depending on how many buffalo we kill,ʺ Santiago said to her as he prepared his gear. 
ʺI would like to go. Iʹve never seen a buffalo before.ʺ She watched him check his saddle cinch. 
He turned in surprise. ʺThere will be lots of buffalo for you to see on the journey. 
Best you remain here.ʺ 
She felt a surge of purely irrational anger at his patronizing tone. ʺBut we wonʹt be hunting them, only passing by. I understand the hunt is a contest of great skill.ʺ 
His eyebrow arched quizzically. ʺAnd who told you that?ʺ 
She could not confess she had overheard the conversation in Spanish. ʺI read about it back in Virginia.ʺ 
ʺYouʹll have to work with the other women,ʺ he said, a dare in his voice. 
ʺIʹm not helpless.ʺ 
He grinned wolfishly. ʺSo you arenʹt. Ask Spybuck to saddle your mare.ʺ 
They rode for about an hour, then Spybuck and the Osage who had accompanied him in scouting the herd gave a signal. Everyone reined in, and the women dismounted. Elise had enjoyed the warm wind blowing across the wide‐open stretch of gently rolling hills. The farther west toward the land of the Kaws they traveled, the fewer were the trees, the flatter the horizons. Was this the beginning of that vast, trackless desert earlier explorers had spoken about? 
She knew President Jefferson was eager to know more of the wilderness. He had dispatched a team of superbly equipped scientists, Lewis and Clark, commissioned to explore all of the Louisiana Territory. They were due to return to St. Louis within months of her departure. Now in the vastness of the American wilderness, she shared Jeffersonʹs intense curiosity. The Louisiana Territory was magnificent. 
The men rode toward a small outcropping of rocks, moving slowly and quietly around the limestone formations. Several of the more adventuresome young women began to walk toward the rocks to get a view of the hunt. Elise followed them. When they crested the rise, the spectacle robbed her of breath. There in a wide, shallow valley with a small stream meandering through it were hundreds of great shaggy beasts. They grazed calmly on the tall, tough grass she had seen for several days before reaching the wooded area where the Osage kept their permanent village. 
The buffalo were like something out of a fairy tale, misshapen, humpbacked creatures with small hindquarters and oversized heads. They were spread out randomly up and down the valley, oblivious of the hunters approaching them. 
Their eyes were so tiny that Elise thought they must surely be blind. Noting that Talks With Fists had slowly walked up to the promontory and joined her, the white woman asked, ʺCan they not see the hunters?ʺ 
ʺTheir sight and hearing are weak, but their noses are keen. Only wait.ʺ As she spoke, the head woman knelt down and opened a leather satchel that one of the captive Pawnee girls had carried for her. She began to remove an assortment of knives for the arduous chore of butchering. 
Elise kept her eyes fastened on the scene unfolding across the valley. The horsemen approached downwind of the peacefully grazing buffalo. It seemed hardly sporting to slaughter such bovine creatures, even though most of the Indians carried only bows and arrows. Surely the beasts could not outrun a swift horse. Suddenly the whole scene erupted before her eyes. Just as the lead Osage hunter neared the rear of the herd, the wind shifted and the animals seemed to turn in a gigantic wheel. With amazing coordination and speed, they regrouped into a tight pack that raced across the shallow stream with astonishing speed. 
The hunters kicked their horses into a gallop, closing with the rear of the herd. 
Yelling and urging their mounts recklessly into the bobbing stampede, they cut out animals from the herd and shot them at dangerously close range. Often it took several rifle balls or arrows placed high behind the shoulder, penetrating the chest cavity, to bring down one animal. 
The hunt did not appear to be a cooperative venture. Every rider was out to make a kill for himself. A number of horses stumbled on the rough ground, throwing their riders into the churning dust. No wonder there were so many warriors crippled with poorly mended broken bones! Her eyes searched the melee for Santiago. 
He rode furiously beside a huge racing buffalo, leaning dangerously near the animal with his Ferguson breech‐loading rifle. To get a close shot, most of the men hung precariously to one side of their mounts, giving the horse its head. 
Now she understood why the Osage called Quinn the White Apache. He clung to his big bay stallion with a grace and tenacity unmatched by any of the others. 
Just as he raised his rifle to fire, another figure raced beside him, obscuring Eliseʹs view. 
Sean Brenden! She screamed a warning, but it was enveloped by the pounding din of the stampede mixed with the deafening discharge of weapons and screaming yips of Indians. Elise tried to run, but Talks With Fists seized her with strong brown fingers. ʹʹYou will only be trampled yourself.ʺ 
ʺButSantiago!ʺ Elise watched in horror as Brendenʹs big sorrel slammed against the bay, attempting to crush Quinn between his own mount and his quarry. Just as the horses converged, Santiago fired and the buffalo dropped. Elise screamed as Santiago was knocked over the side of the bay. In the next instant Brendenʹs sorrel stumbled, pitching him headlong into the path of several buffalo. He disappeared in the dust, his screams drowned out by the general chaos. 
From the hill, Talks With Fists and Elise watched the bay, now surrounded by the thundering herd. Suddenly Elise saw Santiago swing up into the saddle! She gave a small cry of joy, then bit down on her fist in fear as he guided True Blood, dodging clear of the last of the blood‐crazed buffalo. Then he wheeled about and returned to the place where he had made his kill and been attacked. 
The big Irishmanʹs body had been trampled beyond recognition. 
ʺLet the vultures eat it,ʺ he said to Spybuck, who had seen the incident from the opposite side of the herd. 
The two men dismounted by the large cow Santiago had brought down. The herd had passed now, but more than a dozen of the great beasts had been killed. 
Every warrior returned to his trophy, waiting for the women to come and do the gutting and butchering. The hunters themselves slashed open the big body cavities and removed the choicest morsels to share with friends luckless enough not to have killed game of their own. 
Elise was still numb with fright as she raced to Santiago. He and Spybuck were working on the carcass the White Apache had killed. As soon as she reached them, she stopped, breathless and chilled in spite of the heat of the day. ʺI saw it all! Brenden tried to kill you. I thought he had.ʺ She dug her nails into her palms, struggling not to throw herself into his arms like a fool. 
Santiago stood up, a wide smile slashing his dusty face as he observed her heaving breasts and pale face. God, her eyes looked big enough to drown in, great pools of violet. ʺYour concern touches me, querida, ʺ he said. 

Querida. Beloved. A Spanish endearment he did not know she understood. 
ʺBrenden almost knocked me free of True Blood, but not quite. Still, if his horse had not thrown him . . .ʺ He shrugged but it was not his usual careless gesture. 
Their eyes locked and both stood very still, scant inches separating them. Neither reached out to the other, but the intimacy between them was palpable and trancelike in intensity. 
Spybuck broke the spell. Cutting the warm, bloody liver from the carcass, he said, ʺHere, eat while it still pulses with body heat. Such will make you strong to kill many more buffalo.ʺ He offered the prize to Quinn. 
Santiago tore his gaze from Elise and looked at his friend as if he had never seen him before. Slowly, he reached out and took the bloody chunk of raw liver in his hand and silently bit into it. 
Elise gasped in horror as she watched both men consume the noisome stuff. 
Then the sights and sounds surrounding her once more intruded. All the other hunters, Osage and white, were carving out and eating not only the livers, but other even more repugnant organs. No Ears was tearing at a huge pulsing red mass that must be a heart. Others pulled out lengths of entrails and ran them through their teeth, sucking out the half digested grasses the buffalo had consumed. Nausea churned in her stomach at the stark barbarity around her, for even the women and slaves participated, begging to share in the ʺdelicacies.ʺ 
Rewards were given by the successful hunters to their favorites. 
Santiago offered a small piece of the liver to her. ʺHere, a delicacy on a par with raw oysters, which I saw you consume at the Chouteausʹ ball. Try it.ʺ 
She backed away in horror as he wiped a drop of blood from his chin with the back of his hand, How could she ever have been attracted to this savage? He was no better than the benighted Indians with whom he chose to live. Stumbling on a rock, she shook her head. 
Feeling expansive and proud of his kill, No Ears approached his guest with a fat rope of entrails, wanting to show Quinnʹs beautiful white woman what an excellent provider he would be. He cut off a length of the awful stuff and offered it to her. 
The grisly humor of his courtly looking gesture almost undid her, but Elise still had the presence of mind not to laugh. If she gave way to it, she feared she might continue laughing into hysteria. Nodding politely to him, her eyes moved in mute entreaty to Santiago and Spybuck. Surely they would not subject her to this! The chunk of liver was beginning to look downright toothsome by comparison. 
Santiago exchanged several sentences with No Ears, and the chief looked at Elise with genuine astonishment on his face, then bowed stiffly and stalked off. 
ʺWhat did you say to him?ʺ 
Santiago grinned. ʺThat the Wa‐kon‐da of whites does not allow them to eat the entrails of animals, just as the Osage do not eat fish. Believe me, the idea of eating a fat trout would be just as repellent to most Indians as eating those intestines was to you.ʺ ʺRight now, not even a perfect fillet of salmon in caper sauce sounds good.ʺ She shivered. ʺIs Waʺ she stumbled over the word, ʺWa-kon‐da their god?ʹʹ 
ʺThe nearest thing,ʺ Santiago said as he knelt beside Spybuck and began to skin the huge buffalo cow. ʺNot God as we think of him, but more like a life force, the source of all power and order on earth. There are lots of lesser gods and goddesses they make offerings to, asking particular favors. There was a purification ritual last night before the hunt.ʺ 
Santiago stopped working and looked up at her, then gestured around him to all the women who were diligently field‐dressing the carcasses while the men sat back and ate their raw treats. ʺThey accept that whites do things differently and that their women are weak and useless, but it would be best if you helped with this task. Just for appearances. I donʹt know how many times I can appeal to No Earsʹ sense of religious tolerance before he simply decides all white men are crazy for keeping such worthless females.ʺ 
She gritted her teeth and seized one of the skinning knives lying on the grass, wanting to use it more on Quinn than she did on the buffalo. ʺI do not faint at the sight of blood. Show me what to do.ʺ 
By the time they had completed their task, sunset wrapped the shallow valley in a golden cloak. The decision to remain the night was made, and the women built cookfires after gathering wood, while the men cleaned their weapons and prepared them for further use. 
Elise had never felt so filthy in her life. She was smeared with blood and dirt and soaked with sweat. The acrid odor of the buffalo clung to her skin, even to her hair. When two large spits had been constructed of green saplings and big chunks of meat set to roast on them, Talks With Fists directed several slaves to turn the meat and tend it. The women retired to a secluded copse of willow trees at one end of the valley where the stream formed a pool of clear water in a rocky-bottomed basin. 
Soaking and scrubbing away the grime provided more than a physical cleansing. 
Elise felt renewed, as if she had distanced herself from the repugnant scene on the prairie that afternoon. As she sat detangling her hair by combing her fingers through the wavy locks, a large silvery fish darted past in the water where she dangled her feet. Whimsically, she considered catching and eating it just to give that odious Spaniard and his Osage a taste of their own medicine. 
Then the vision of Brenden knocking Santiago into the stampeding herd flashed into her mind, followed by a resurgence of her feelings when she had thought he was dead. Upon finding him alive and whole, she had almost flung herself into his arms like a lovesick schoolgirl. She had run to him with that clear intent written on her face. Only at the last second had her sense of reason prevented her from acting the fool. He wants me to come to him. 
After Edouard, the thought of giving herself to any man had never even remotely occurred to her. Perhaps it was what made her such a good spy. She had always been impervious to masculine charm. At the same time, she gained a sense of power from manipulating men, using their vanity to achieve her own ends. How ironic that a renegade Spaniard who spurned civilized society to live like a savage should be the first man to sexually attract hera man with as little principle and loyalty as her husband. 
ʺOnce this journey is over and Iʹm reunited with Samuel, things will look different,ʺ she murmured to herself, trying not to think of yet another night spent sleeping beside Santiago Quinn. Already the sun was gone and a damp chill hung in the evening air. Who knew what might happen if they were again to awaken entwined together? She vowed to sleep with her clothes on so that she would not be tempted to seek his body heat during the night. 

A Pawnee Village 

two hundred and fifty miles northwest

Samuel Shelby crouched low inside the scanty cover of a small tepee. Never had he felt so vulnerable as he did on this wide bowl of trackless plains. He had ridden with a half‐caste Osage for two days in search of this village. Along the way they had seen nothing but vast herds of bison on the flat grasslands. So unbroken was the land and so cloudless the sky, the two appeared to merge on the horizon stretching endlessly in every direction. 
There was nowhere to run for cover and make a stand if the Spanish officer outside was told by the Pawnee that an American and his half‐French scout were inside the lodge. As he listened to the conversation in Spanish, his knuckles tightened on his Harpers Ferry pistol. He had pretended ignorance of the language and spoken only French with the chief. Now he would learn if he was being betrayed. 
ʺI come from Colonel Alencastre, whom our friends the Pawnee know well. The great leader of the Spanish in New Mexico has been told of foreign invaders, Americans, who come to spy on us. The Spanish and the Americans will soon go to war.ʺ 
Swift Horseʹs face remained impassive as he listened to the diatribe of the arrogant young officer, thinking of the American emissary hiding inside his lodge. He too had spoken of a war between the white men. Swift Horse cared nothing for the Spanish king or the Americans. Let them kill each other and leave the Pawnee to lead their lives as they had since the time of their ancestors. 
But the American, Shelby, had promised that his leader Pike would bring presents. Might the Spanish do the same? 
ʺThe Pawnee have long been faithful children to the Spanish father. We have learned your language. Look that we even fly your flag. We have heard rumors of these Americans.ʺ 
Samuelʹs expression hardened as he exchanged a grim look with Baudare, his half‐caste companion in the lodge. Both men clutched their weapons, prepared to fight, although they stood no chance of survival with nearly a hundred Spanish cavalry surrounding the village. 
The Spanish lieutenantʹs hard black eyes narrowed to slits. ʺWhat do you know about the Americans?ʺ 
ʺDo you wish to kill them?ʺ Swift Horse asked. 
ʺNo. I have been instructed to find them and escort them to Santa Fe. Governor Alencastre wishes to speak to them and learn why they have trespassed on Spanish land.ʺ 

I was right. They know about Pikeʹs expedition. Wilkinson must have sent all the details
to Governor General Salcedo in Chihuahua. 
Samuel was enough of a geographer to know they were not yet on Spanish land, but still well within Louisiana Territory. However, the logical conclusion was that Pike intended to travel farther south and west until he was in disputed territory. General Wilkinson wanted him to be captured and taken to New Mexico, and Pike knew it. 
Wryly, Shelby considered that such did not mean the haughty Spanish officer would quail at executing an insignificant American lieutenant and his halfcaste scout, especially when they refused to lead him to their main camp. Samuel would never assist Pike in creating an international incident which would lead to a war between Spain and the United States and allow General Wilkinson and the Mexican Association to carve out their own empire during the conflict. He attended closer to the Pawnee chiefʹs words. 
ʺYou have brought presents for us? I have told you of the Americans. This will make them angry at us. For the risk, there must be reward.ʺ 
The lieutenant scoffed. ʺYou have told me nothing yet. Where are they?ʺ 
Samuel peered through a small slit in the bison hide of the lodge covering and watched Swift Horse gesture due north, the opposite direction from Pikeʹs location. He smiled grimly to himself. How fortunate Swift Horse doesnʹt know Pike
wishes to be found! 

Swift Horse continued to describe the friendship of the Pawnee, wheedling skillfully for gifts. Samuel watched as they walked toward the column of mounted cavalry and the lieutenant gave curt orders to several men. One dismounted and began to unpack trinkets and cloth, while another brought a dozen mules from their remuda and presented them to the chief. 
A handsome offering indeed! Given the poorly equipped way Pikeʹs expedition had been forced to travel, he knew they could not begin to match Spanish generosity. That might bode ill for a force composed of barely more than twenty men. He knew the only reason Swift Horse did not betray him and Pike to the Spanish was the expectation of more presents. 
ʺAccept these tokens of affection from your Spanish father across the waters,ʺ the lieutenant said to Swift Horse. 
ʺI wish you success in capturing your American enemies.ʺ The lieutenantʹs eyes took on a steely gleam as he looked to the north. ʺI will run the American interlopers to ground and bring them to Santa Fe. I, Raoul Castal, swear it on my honor as an officer and a gentleman.ʺ 
Chapter Fourteen 

The Neosho River, September 1806

Elise swatted at yet another mosquito and swore beneath her breath. Lord above, how much more of this could a human being withstand? Ever since they had left the Osage village the previous week, the trip had been fraught with misery. 
Heavy morning fogs were followed by sweltering, airless days when heat and humidity suffocated both horses and riders. Only the tough, foul‐tempered mules seemed impervious to everything. 
Then had come torrential rain, so severe that Santiago had ordered their pack train to camp in the shelter of some shallow limestone caves. After that, the insectsswarms of black flies and mosquitoes brought on by the late summer rainsbegan their assault. At first they were only a nuisance, but this afternoon the mosquitoes were growing so thick, they actually made breathing difficult without inhaling and swallowing them. 
Elise had followed the lead of the men and wrapped a scarf across her nose and mouth, but the painful bites still plagued her. The insects stung through the thin cloth of her blouse and britches. 
Santiago watched her scratching and swatting. Obviously she was in abject misery, yet she neither complained nor slowed them down. He kicked True Blood into a canter and pulled up beside her. ʺTonight weʹll have a solution to this plague.ʺ 
She eyed him with disbelief. ʺWhat? Can you buy suits of armor from the Kaw Indians?ʺ 
ʺNothing so cumbersome. Just be patient a small time longer.ʺ 
They reached the southernmost bend of the Kaw River, which ran wide and shallow, filled with muddy gray silt from the rains. The banks were covered with thick black mud. To Eliseʹs amazement, the men leaped from their horses and began to roll in the muck, coating their entire bodies with it, even smearing it on their faces. 
ʺHave they been driven out of their senses by mosquito and fly bites?ʺ she asked Santiago. 
ʺThis is the solution to your misery. Mud. It seals the skin and provides protection better than any sort of clothing.ʺ He, too, dismounted, adding with a grin, ʺSome Indian tribes distill a highly noxioussmelling bear grease that performs the same function, but itʹs considerably more difficult to obtain and to remove once the insects abate.ʺ 
ʺMud!ʺ She clasped her long fat plait of hair and thought of it hardened with river muck. Then a black fly landed on her head and bit through the part in her hair. She slapped it and cursed. 
Santiago laughed. ʺSurely, anything is better than this. Youʹll have no blood left by the time we reach New Mexico if you donʹt try the mud.ʺ He let his bay trot to the waterʹs edge to drink with the other horses while he began to cover himself with mud. 
ʺSamuel, when I find you, Iʹll kill you with my own bare hands for leading me into this hell!ʺ she gritted out as she dismounted. Kneeling in the mud, she scooped up a glob of it and began to smear it up her arm. It reeked of rot and dead fish. She persisted, rubbing it all over her torso until it penetrated her thin shirt and undergarments, coating her skin. After her entire body had been treated, she took another fistful and raised it to her face. Nearly gagging from the ghastly stench, she covered everything but her eyes. The mosquitoes swarmed like black clouds around her, but none could penetrate the muddy barrier. 
Santiago worked along with his men, coating the horses and mules with the same mud protection. As he finished working on Ladybug, he looked at her mistressʹs transformation and listened to her swear some remarkable oaths. A few were picked up from the rough company she was traveling in, but others had obviously been acquired over the years spent in Europe. 
The enigma of her personality was compounded by her background. Was she French or American? Why had she chosen the dangerous life she led? Somehow it all related to her dead husband. He was certain of that. Someday, he vowed, the elusive widow would tell him everything. 
ʺWeʹll follow this stretch of the Kaw River for several days,ʺ he said to her. ʺIf the weather drys out, the mosquitoes and flies will stop swarming. Until then, we can at least replenish our muddy armor at regular intervals along the way.ʺ 
She looked at him and bared her teeth, which were startlingly white against her mud‐blackened face. ʺWhat happens if the weather does not dry out before we reach the place where we must leave this river?ʺ 
He grinned back. ʺThen we crack.ʺ 
She muttered an unintelligible oath and mounted Ladybug after once more adjusting a muddy scarf over her mouth and nose. Even if they could no longer bite, the mosquitoes were still dense and tiny, and the danger of breathing them in remained. Like a pack train of bandits, the blackened riders set out, heading southwest. 
Mercifully, by the end of the week, the hot clear sun finally dried the air and the insects abated. Since they had been forced to leave the river to move south the preceding day, everyone was in itchy misery as the mud literally did harden and crack, falling off in small chunks, leaving behind a grimy film of filth. The only one who seemed impervious to the intense discomfort was the big Creek who had not used the mud. Elise asked him why. 
ʺMy people lived in the swamps of Georgia for generations past. There is something about us, perhaps our skin is tougher. I do not know.ʺ 
ʺDo you use bear grease?ʺ she asked, never having detected any unpleasant odor about Spybuck. 
He laughed. ʺThe tribes on the plains do, but Muskogee do not. I did notice when I came to live among white men that I grew somewhat more susceptible. I concluded the perfumed soaps were to blame. Now I use nothing on my body but clean sand from fresh running water. I am little bothered.ʺ 
ʺI would give all the gold in the French treasury for some of that clean water and sand. If I do not get this crust off my body soon, I shall rip my own flesh away,ʺ 
she said, scratching her neck with dirt‐encrusted nails. ʹʹWe will reach the cold springs tonight.ʺ 
ʺCold springs?ʺ she echoed. 
Spybuck smiled. ʺTheir waters will prove very refreshing. Endure one last day. 
You have done well. I think Santiago is proud of you.ʺ 
She stiffened and raised her chin pugnaciously. ʺThat arrogant lout only lives to laugh at me. But I thank you for giving me something to look forward to.ʺ 
An oasis from an Arabian fairy tale could not have appeared more heavenly than the sight that greeted Elise late that afternoon. Tall stands of cottonwoods and elms were visible across the flat, sun‐baked landscape, which had been unbroken by a single tree since they left the Kaw River. The springs seemed to simply bubble up from the earth in a random series of fountains, cascading into small streams that meandered around the stands of timber. 
Horses were drinking and the men splashing each other, laughing and talking with more animation than they had shown since the buffalo hunt with the Osage. 
Even the Indian women had squatted in the water, letting the blessed cool flow over their parched bodies in the same silent acceptance with which they endured everything else. Entranced, Elise slid from Ladybugʹs saddle and started to follow the whooping men into the water. 
ʺIf you would allow me, I can show you a more private place for your ablutions,ʺ 
Spybuck said. 
Nodding in gratitude, Elise seized a pack with clean clothes in it and followed the big Creek. They walked around a dense stand of locust trees and down a twisting path barely visible for the thick underbrush that clogged the way. 
Finally, when they were out of earshot of the others, he stopped and pointed ahead. ʺDown there is a small pool where you may bathe and wash your clothes in privacy. I will remain here and see that no one disturbs you.ʺ 
Since her sleeping arrangements during the stay with the Osage had marked her as Santiagoʹs woman, no one was likely to disturb her. Nonetheless, she was grateful for the Creekʹs concern and told him so, then dashed toward the lure of clean water and blessed relief from her mud‐caked prison. 
Santiago had ridden ahead to check for signs of Pawnee just before they reached the springs. After an hour of tracking, he found a small group of hunters peacefully skinning several buffalo they had killed. They were not painted for war. Relieved that the often hostile Indians were no threat, he rode for the springs. He could hear the hoots of laughter and good‐natured oaths as he approached. 
He turned True Blood away from the direction Of the noise toward the other side of the springs. The solitude of the pool appealed to him. Slowing the big bay, he dismounted by one rippling rill, allowing the horse to drink while he removed the saddle. He dug out some soap and his razor, then began to climb down the steep side of the hill toward the pool, which had always been his private place for rest and refreshment. 
He had not gone far when the sounds of splashing and soft laughter made him freeze. Eliseʹs voice! Knowing he should turn around and go back the way he had come, he stood frozen for several moments. Then the enticement of the water nymph frolicking ahead won out. He walked through the high, marshy grass and climbed a large rock formation, which overlooked the deep, clear pool. The sight below robbed him of breath. 
Elise lay floating in the water. Her ebony hair fanned out like a gossamer web on the poolʹs clear surface while her milky‐white breasts with their rose‐brown nipples bobbed impudently as she lazily kicked a long sleek leg, moving with languorous grace atop the water. He could see every inch of her slender body, even the dark curly thatch at the juncture of her thighs. Her face and arms were sun‐gold, while the rest of her skin was luminescently pale, a startling contrast to her dark hair. 
If he had been hot and miserable before, now Santiago was burning up. His mouth went cotton dry and a fiery, insistent throbbing radiated from his groin. 
Without further rational thought, he began to tear off his clothes. 
A clean, hard splash sounded a few feet from where she was dozing blissfully. 
Eliseʹs eyes snapped open. She rolled over and began treading water, looking all around her. Suddenly a head broke the water in front of her, followed by a pair of bronzed shoulders. His hair was darkened by the water, but without even seeing his face she recognized Santiago before he shook his head, sending water flying in every direction. 
She dropped deeper into the pool, cursing the clarity of the water and trying uselessly to shield what she knew he had already seen. 
ʺWere you trying to frighten me to death, diving in that way?ʺ 
ʺItʹs fearful cold to do it any other way.ʺ He moved a bit closer, rubbing grimy rivulets of water from his eyes. 
ʺIf I scream, Spybuck will come charging over that rise,ʺ she said as calmly as she could manage. 
He arched his eyebrows. ʺAnd see your beautiful naked body the same as I? Is that what you want, Elisean audience?ʺ 
ʺGo away, Monsieur Quinn.ʺ She watched him warily. ʺI donʹt think so. I claimed this long ago as my own private pool, and I need a bath.ʺ With that, he turned away from her and swam for the shallows, where he began to suds himself vigorously with a small bar of soap. 
She watched as he worked the lather through his shoulder‐length hair, then moved those long, lean fingers down, gliding over the bunched muscles in each arm. When he began to suds the tawny pelt of hair on his chest, she could feel the heat stealing through her in spite of the coolness of the water. 
Unable to tear her eyes away, she waited as he washed the trail dirt from his body. What was about to happen had been inevitable since that first kiss in the Chouteausʹ garden. 
Although he seemed to pay her no heed, Santiago could feel those violet eyes staring and knew she would not leave the water. He could take her now. She wanted it as much as he did. Something niggled at the edge of his conscience, warning him away. He dismissed it. She was neither a young girl nor a virgin, but a woman of sophistication who no doubt had had many affairs over the years. 
But he suspected that her lovers had all been fine gentlemen who traveled in the rarified circles of polite society, not hardened outcasts like the White Apache. If that was the reason for her attraction to him, Elise Louvois would not be the first lady to be tantalized by the forbidden. For some reason unfathomable to him, he did not want this woman that way. Angrily, he forced the thought aside and plunged beneath the cold, clean water to rinse off. 
When he surfaced, he was directly in front of her. They both remained silent, treading water and staring into each otherʹs eyes. Then she raised one dripping arm and touched the thin white scar on his cheek with her fingertips. ʺPlease,ʺ 
she said softly, not certain if it was a question or a command. 
He reached out and swept her against his body with one arm, then quickly propelled them to the shallows. As soon as he gained his footing, he carried her ashore where she had carelessly tossed her towel. Laying her on it, he leaned over her, letting his fingertips trace the beaded droplets of water running in tiny rivulets from the curves of her breasts. 
She gasped softly and arched against the butterflylight touch, amazed to feel the tight puckering of her nipples when he caressed them. 
ʺYour breasts are very beautiful.ʺ 
ʺTheyʹre small.ʺ 
ʺYouʹre slim and theyʹre quite perfect,ʺ he murmured. 
Edouard had only hurt her when he bothered to touch her breasts at all. Santiago smiled down at the hardened, rose‐brown points, then lowered his mouth and laved the water around one with his tongue. When he circled the nipple with the tip of his tongue, she cried out. He repeated the caress on the other breast, then drew the thrusting point into his mouth and suckled it. She buried her hands in his hair, urging him on. 
His hands pressed the rounded sides of her breasts, cupping one while he suckled the other. Then his questing mouth moved upward, nuzzling her collarbone and trailing light, nibbling kisses up the slender column of her golden throat. Where the sun had caressed it, so did he, pausing over the pulse at its base, feeling it beat wildly. 
ʺEasy, querida, letʹs go slow,ʺ he murmured low as he felt her clutching his shoulders in desperate want. His hand grazed her jawline, then held her chin while his lips centered over hers. Wrapping his other arm around her waist, he rolled her atop him. Still their mouths had not touched. ʺKiss me, Elise,ʺ he commanded as her wet hair fell around them like a black silk curtain. 
She hesitated, uncertain of what to do, wanting to please him. Edouard had always told her she was not skilled in the ways of loving a man, but she felt the force of Santiagoʹs will compelling her and read the passion in his eyes. She lowered her head to his and pressed her lips against his. At once his mouth opened, and his tongue swept the seam of her lips, demanding entry. She complied, feeling a thrill as her tongue darted boldly inside, tasting of him as he did of her. 
The kiss moved from a delicate exploration to a hungry quest. He sucked on her tongue, drawing it deeply inside his mouth, then waited until she reciprocated. 
Their lips savaged each other as their breathing grew swift and erratic. Her hands clawed at his shoulders while his cupped her milky buttocks. His fingers dug into the soft flesh, lifting, kneading and moving her hips against his. He forced himself to slow down, running his palms up the curve of her spine, gentling the fierce kiss as he took her head in both hands. Burying his fingers in the thick satin of her hair, he brushed his lips softly over her cheeks and eyelids. 
His sudden switch from rough passion to tenderness surprised her. She was certain that he was ready to do what Edouard had done and plunge into her quickly, ending the act. Now, as Santiago kissed her and murmured low love words in Spanish, she found herself unable to wait longer, actually wanting him to bury his flesh deeply inside her. 
With a boldness born of burning hunger, she squeezed his staff between her thighs and began to move in a slow languorous circle until he was the one who gasped and groaned. He rolled her over once more onto her back and covered her with his body, pressing her into the soft, mossy earth beneath them. 
Instinctively, she opened her thighs as he raised his upper body and looked down at her. Her pale, silky flesh was flushed with passion now, the skin dried by a flame of hot desire that consumed him, too. His fingers grazed her breasts and traced the curve of her slim waist. 
She forgot to breathe as he positioned himself carefully between her thighs and ran his hand down her small flat belly to the mound of black curls, then deeper. 
A fleeting thrill of fear raced through her as his hand touched that place, always so dry and sore before. Now it felt wet and throbbing. His fingers slid over the smooth dampness, testing, teasing. She writhed as intense, indescribable pleasure lanced through her. 
He felt her readiness and knew he must have her now. ʺOpen your eyes,ʺ he commanded. ʺI want you to look at me when I come into you, my beautiful Elise,ʺ he said, switching to French. 
Her lashes fluttered and her eyes opened, hazy with newly awakened passion. 
Santiago took her hand and wrapped it around the velvety hardness of his staff, guiding the tip as it circled her nether lips, slicking the way for his penetration with her own moisture. Then he pulled her hand away and plunged into her. She felt as small and tight as a virgin. Her thighs clamped on his hips, as if signaling him that she needed time to accommodate him. He held himself still, embedded deeply inside her, and lowered himself onto his elbows so his chest pressed against her breasts. Then he kissed her, murmuring into her mouth softly in Spanish. 
The slick, hot delight of a moment ago had now changed into an incredible burning pressure as he filled her. Too long. I have been untouched too long. Then, as he continued to kiss her, the pressure began to ease, and the tightness dissolved in a softening wet warmth. She felt the crisp hair on his chest tease and abrade her sensitive breasts, yet he did not move inside her. She raised her hips slightly, attempting to accommodate herself to him. She could feel her tight sheath stretch, making her restive. 
Santiago could sense her melting. He began to move in slow, careful strokes. 
When her fingers dug into his shoulders, he whispered, ʺWrap your legs around my waist . . . yes, like that!ʺ His hips ground into hers with fury, and he let go of all restraint as her nails raked his back and she arched to meet him with every thrust. 
Elise was caught in a whirlpool, swept into a spiraling frenzy of ecstasy. The pleasure built and built toward some nameless elusive end that she had never known. All thoughts of Edouardʹs cruelties and her own inadequacies evaporated. She buried her mouth against the curve where his neck and shoulder met and bit down on the bunched muscle, muffling her cry of desperate hunger. 
Mindless, blind, she worked toward the goal, sweating and straining along with the man who held her so fiercely. Then a sudden surge of white‐hot pleasure rippled through her, the waves widening and throbbing as she clung to him and sobbed. Elise Louvois knew at last what it was to be whole. 
Santiago felt her entire body stiffen, then begin to undulate, wracked by the convulsive force of her release. He took a deep breath and held it, letting himself join her. As he shuddered in the throes of a hard, deep climax, he could feel her flesh enveloping him, hear her gasping sobs as they both slowly returned from the maelstrom to consciousness. ʺNever . . . I never imagined . . .ʺ Her voice, muffled against his shoulder, faded away. 
Santiago held Elise and rolled them to their sides, still intimately joined. He was oddly unwilling to break this union, a most unusual experience. He had wanted her for long weeks and knew her slender, long‐legged body would give him great pleasure, but he, too, had never imagined the intensity of the act. 
They were both soaked with perspiration and had rolled off the small towel. He rubbed a green stain on her hip and smiled, kissing the tip of her nose. ʺI think another bath is necessary,ʺ he said, pulling her up and leading her by the hand to the edge of the pool, where he scooped up the soap as they waded in. 
He held the bar between his hands and worked up a lather, then held his open palms out to her and asked, ʺAllow me?ʺ 
Blushing and uncertain of what to say, Elise nodded, letting him suds her sweaty body with gentle skill. The smell of musky sex clung to them, What a wanton, bold female she had been, yet she felt not a whit of regret. 

It was not my fault, but Edouardʹs. All those hellish years, even when her mind had told her so, her spirit had feared that she was inadequate. How wrong she had been to hold that fear for so long. Yet if she had not, she would not have traveled the path she had chosen and would not have met Santiago Quinn. 
Santiago watched the play of emotions cross her face as he bathed her. ʺWhatʹs going on behind those magic eyes?ʺ he asked, once again reverting to English. 
Just as he asked the question, he remembered the Spanish love words he had used in the heat of passion. It was just as well she did not know his native language. His question brought her from her troubling reverie. What was she to answer? He did not love her, nor she him. This was simply the inevitable result of a slowly simmering mutual attraction between a man and a woman trapped alone in the wilderness. The pain and humiliation of her past was hers alone, the shame to be shared with no one. She smiled and took the soap from him, boldly washing him as he had her. ʺYou have never trusted my devious mind, have you, Santiago?ʺ 
He laughed. ʺYou are still answering questions with more questions.ʺ Then he sobered as he gently lifted a gleaming lock of raven hair from her shoulder. 
ʺHow old are you, Elise?ʺ He raised his hand to forestall her obvious rejoinder. ʺI am thirty‐one.ʺ 
ʺTwenty‐seven,ʺ she replied. 
ʺYou didnʹt say how long youʹve been widowed, but I could tell you have not known a man for a long time. For a woman of twenty‐seven, one of your considerable beauty . . . Why? Do you still grieve for your Frenchman?ʺ 
She stiffened in anger. ʺHow dare you presumeʺ 
ʺThe only time you lose that cool self‐possession is when I make you spitting mad. The interesting thing is what angers you. 
ʺWhat I felt for my husband is no concern of yours.ʺ She turned and headed toward the bank. 
He shrugged and dove beneath the water. Rising and shaking away the excess water, he followed her. Her one towel was woefully dirty, wrinkled, and covered with stains from the mossy bank. When she threw it down in disgust, he laughed. 
She shot him a killing glare and began to struggle into her clothes without benefit of drying off first. Santiago watched her fight with a sheer camisole and underdrawers as they clung to her wet skin. ʺThe air will dry you in a few moments if youʹre patient.ʹʹ He stretched out on a large flat rock, partially shaded by a plum bush. Picking a piece of ripe fruit, he began to eat it. 
She was aware of the nonchalant ease with which he handled his naked body and it angered her. Arrogant womanizer. He knew how his presence affected her and was using it, trying to pry into her past, to get her to reveal feelings she must keep buried. Then his words startled her. 
ʺIʹm sorry about your husband, Elise. If you cared for him so much that you denied yourself this long, itʹs a matter better left alone.ʺ With that, he rose and began to climb the stone facing above the pool, where he had left his horse and clothes. 
When he returned, he was dressed, leading his bay. Elise had just finished struggling into her own clothes. She bit her lip, then said, ʺI did not love Edouard. Iʹm happy to be free of him.ʺ 
ʺThen why . . .ʺ Comprehension dawned on him. He dropped the horseʹs reins and walked over to her. ʺYou never found pleasure in his lovemaking, so you never again triedʺ 
She could not bear his pity, he who could not even begin to guess the whole sordid truth. ʺDonʹt let your success where other men failed swell your head, Spaniard.ʺ She shrugged carelessly. ʺSomething like this was bound to happen sooner or later.ʺ 
ʺAnd Iʹm dismissed now? Is that it?ʺ His smile was hard. ʺWe still have weeks of traveling before we reach Santa Fe. If you had planned to bestow your favors on any of my men, donʹt even think it.ʺ He could see her back stiffen. ʺI wonʹt have them cutting each otherʹs throats over you. That was what I warned you about back in the Osage village. For better or worse, youʹre my woman until the end of the trip.ʺ ʺAnd what if I choose to be no oneʹs woman?ʺ She turned to the path where Spybuck waited, then froze. 
Santiagoʹs soft, mocking laughter indicated that he already knew what she had just realized. ʺYes, you and I have been alone together for a long time. Even my Muskogee friend will believe now what the others have thought for weeks. 
Youʹre safer sharing my blankets, Elise.ʺ 
She turned unwillingly and faced him. ʺOnly until we reach Santa Fe.ʺ 
Chapter Fifteen 

Washington, October 1806

Thomas Jefferson sat at his desk with the waterstained dispatches spread across it. Those from Elise and her brother, sent from St. Louis, had been delayed for over two months during an arduous trek up the Ohio River and across the Appalachians. One courier had nearly drowned carrying them. 
ʺThank God he did not,ʺ the president murmured as he shuffled them into a stack alongside other materials from Commodore Truxton and Postmaster Grangerand a pile of correspondence from that imbecile, Kentucky Attorney General Daveiss. He had spent the night reviewing the evidence about the conspiracy to start a war with Spain. The presidentʹs informants did not agree about General Wilkinsonʹs role in the plot. Secretary of War Dearborn was still Wilkinsonʹs staunch ally and would not hear of removing the wily intriguer. 
Jefferson smiled grimly. Hopefully, the information from the Shelbys should provide sufficient evidence to convince Dearborn that his favorite required watching. Then his thoughts turned to Samuel and Liza out in the trackless wilderness. Lieutenant Shelby was a professional soldier even if he had taken a foolish risk, but his sister was a civiliana lady who had no business being involved in this deadly tangle. 
ʺI should never have allowed her to go to St. Louis in the first place.ʺ On the other hand, if he had been able to prevent thata highly unlikely event with the headstrong and clever Lizathen he would not have received the invaluable information from her and Samuel regarding Wilkinsonʹs activities. 
ʺDamn, the plot does thicken.ʺ Jefferson rubbed his aching temples and decided on a course of action. ʺI shall dismiss him as governor of Upper Louisiana.ʺ 
Much as the president would have loved to relieve Wilkinson of his military command as well, with the generalʹs powerful friends in Washington, that was impossible. 
He wrote the executive order, removing Wilkinson and naming John Graham as governor, then composed a letter to the general, at present rattling his saber somewhere between Nachitoches and the Sabine River. The missive contained a strong and unequivocal message: There was to be no war with Spain and no glory in it if the general deigned to instigate such a dangerous contest. The president prayed Wilkinson would not call his bluff. 
ʺGod save this fragile union and keep Liza safe,ʺ he said as he sealed the documents. 

Between the Arkansas and Cimmaron rivers, October 1806 Santiago listened to the even cadence of the horsesʹ hooves plopping through the sandy soil. The sun beat down with scorching heat, but it was more than welcome after the torrential rains they had endured the past week. He had crossed the vast plains and prairies between Santa Fe and St. Louis over a dozen times and never suffered such delays. They had endured storms, onslaughts of insects, even a destructive downpour of hail in the midst of sweltering September heat. 
He watched Elise as she rode ahead of him, talking with Spybuck. It was amazing how she survived the rigors and actually seemed to bloom in spite of them. He wondered if her brotherif she had a brotherwould recognize this woman with her sun‐tanned skin and braided hair. She could pass for an Indian squaw of mixed blood, and had done so in their encounter with the Kiowa a week ago. 
Soon they would finally reach Santa Fe. He had grown used to awakening each morning with her soft body lying beside his, to smelling the subtle sweet essence that clung to her without artifice of perfumes. He would miss her shrewd wit and keen intelligence, her stoic endurance of discomfort and her coolness in time of frightful danger. But if he were honest, Santiago was forced to admit he would miss their idyll of lovemaking most. Of all the women he had shared passion with, none had made him feel what Elise did. When he squarely owned up to that fact, he was not happy with the admission. She fascinated him, beguiled him, and wove a sensual web about him. Yet he did not trust her. 

What goes on behind those violet eyes?  Smoky eyes when he took her in passion, deep purple eyes when she was angry or afraid. And, for all her courage, Elise Louvois knew fear. Her past held specters that haunted her, but she refused to speak of them. Of course, Santiago was forced to admit that he, too, had not revealed much of his past. 

But Iʹm not involved in political intrigue. He knew her fierce determination to reach Santa Fe had something to do with the Pike expedition that General Wilkinson had sent west. His mind replayed the scene in camp the preceding week, when he had approached their fire, secluded away from the rest of the caravan. 
Elise had been writing in the small leather volume she always kept close at hand in her saddle pack. When she sensed his presence, she had closed it abruptly. 
ʺDark secrets? Or confessions of love?ʺ he had asked lightly. 
She had regarded him warily. ʺJust a simple diary Iʹve kept since I was a girl. As to confessions of love, I thought we had an agreement. Our liaison is only to last until journeyʹs end, with no illusions about a permanent relationship.ʺ 
As she sat by the fire, he studied her. Her loose hair gleamed in the flickering light that obscured her features. ʺNo illusions, Elise. But what about deceptions?ʺ 
ʺIʹve not deceived you in anything. We made a business arrangement in St. 
Louis,ʺ she said defensively. 
ʺTo reunite you with your lost brother . . . What did you say his name was?ʺ 
She clutched the diary tightly. ʺI didnʹt say. What does it matter to you?ʺ 
ʺWhat does it matter to youor himthat you refuse to give his name? Is he a wanted man?ʺ 
She laughed with soft irony. ʺYou were the wanted man, Santiago, not my brother.ʺ 
ʺAnd precisely because I was a man with a price on my head, I know all the pitfalls of dealing with the Spanish in New Mexico. They will arrest a party of American soldiers if they catch them on Spanish soil.ʺ 
She stared at him levelly. ʺMy brother is not a soldier.ʺ 
He studied her. ʺYou know, you are good, very good indeed at concealing what you donʹt wish known. But I think this ʹbrotherʹ is a soldier. Perhaps not in uniform?ʺ He waited for her to react, then shrugged when she did not. ʺIt wonʹt matter to Governor Alencastre whether the Americans are soldiers or civilians. A real stickler, the governor, honest to a fault, which is highly unusual in a backwater colony like New Mexico. If you think you can offer a bribe . . .ʺ He let the implication of futility dangle. 
She studied him, then carefully replaced the diary and her writing instruments in her pack and laced it. ʺI shall manage to secure my brotherʹs safety. Your job is to get me there as quickly as possible. Weʹve been delayed interminably.ʺ 
ʺNow you fault me for the weather?ʺ He strode up to her and shoved the leather pack away from their bedroll with one foot. ʺI can do nothing about flash floods and clouds of mosquitoes, but as to my job . . . right now it is to make love to you Elise.ʺ 
When he had knelt on the blanket and pulled her into his embrace, she had come willingly, almost too willingly, as if their passion would erase the memory of their earlier conversation. 
Santiago rode up to Elise and Spybuck. When we get to Santa Fe, I will find out who
this brother isif he even exists, and if he is indeed your brother. 
As he pulled up beside them, Elise was saying, ʺIʹve seen no trees or bushes all day today. What will we use to build our fires tonight?ʺ ʺWeʹll set to gathering fuel as soon as we make camp. 
She looked at him, her expression one of impatience mixed with curiosity. He was teasing her again, damn him. ʺWhat fuel is there but woodwhich is surely not present unless it grows below ground. Although, given the perversity of this wilderness, Iʹd not doubt such.ʺ She had watched in amazement on several occasions when the men had dug in the beds of dried‐up streams to find water, which welled up slowly from what looked like parched earth. 
When they made camp that night, Elise found out what the ʺfuelʺ waslarge, dried‐out piles of manure left by buffalo herds. ʺSurely it will stink! How can we eat anything cooked over . . . over that?ʺ She had endured the dust and the danger, broiling heat and bruising hail, even swallowed swarms of mosquitoes, but this was too much! 
ʺWell, at last you finally show a touch of feminine sensibility,ʺ Santiago said, chuckling at her expression of outrage. 
ʺMore like human sensibility, a quality youʹve long since abandoned,ʺ she snapped. 
ʺFires made with buffalo droppings burn bright, hot and quite clean as long as the materials used are dry,ʺ Spybuck interjected. ʺCome, watch and I shall show you.ʺ 
With a fulminating glare at Santiago, she followed the Creek to where Soames and Gravois were engaged in stacking a pile of the dried dung into a crude pyramid. True enough, when ignited, the evil‐looking stuff burned with a hot orange flame that was almost odorless and gave off less smoke than a hardwood fire. 
As she sat staring into the flames that night, Elise thought of the weeks she had spent with Santiago Quinn. When she had engaged his services as a guide and escort in St. Louis, she had never in her wildest imaginings thought he could become her lover. 

You were drawn to him from the moment he claimed you in that dance. But the elegantly dressed gentleman in the Chouteausʹ ballroom was a far cry from the dangerous‐looking renegade standing on the opposite side of the campfire. Even with a dayʹs growth of beard darkening his face, armed with evil‐looking knives and guns, and dressed in rough buckskins, he was a magnificent savage, virile and compelling. 
Why had he chosen to turn his back on civilization and live among cutthroats and red Indians? Even if he had been wanted by Spanish authorities in New Orleans for that duel, they no longer ruled Louisiana. He could even have returned and cleared his name. He did not have to be the White Apache. He chose to be. All of his mysterious past was somehow tied to the Irish father whom he had so curtly refused to discuss. 

Why do I fret over him? Soon he will walk out of my life forever. Yet the thought of never again hearing his easy laughter, seeing the wicked white slash of his smile, or experiencing the sensuous glory of his lovemaking, made her heart ache. 
Circumstances had thrown them together and forced her to give in to what she now knew were natural instinctsinstincts Edouard had almost destroyed. She should simply be grateful to Santiago for her awakening as a woman and remember him fondly, but the thought of living the rest of her life with only memories made her even more wretched. 
Perhaps when she returned to civilization, she might seek other lovers now that she had overcome her fear of the sensual side of her nature. The idea held no appeal. She returned her gaze to the flames and tried to think about finding Samuel in Santa Fe. 
When the weather turned burning hot, they began to travel from twilight until moonset, sleeping and resting the livestock as the sun arced high across the vast azure dome of sky. Earlier they had all cursed the rain that fell in driving sheets, halting their travel. Now water holes grew further apart and more brackish; they began to pray for more rain. Finally, the dry air grew heavy with moisture and clouds billowed over the horizon. 
Elise sighed in relief as she wiped a trickle of perspiration from her temple. ʺIʹve never seen such a welcome sight.ʺ 
ʺDonʹt speak too soon,ʺ Santiago said as he watched the clouds roll by. Suddenly they seemed to stand still in the heavens. The sun was beginning to set, and the caravan was preparing to move out. He studied the becalmed sky and then exchanged some words with Spybuck in Spanish. 
ʺHave Chaco tie all the mules and horses in the remuda on short lines and keep them bunched close.ʺ 
ʺDo you think the killing winds will come? It is late in the year for them. There is little to offer cover on this flat stretch of land.ʺ Spybuckʹs Spanish was as precise as his English. 
Elise listened to them discuss precautions for something they called el tornado, a term with which she was not familiar. ʺWhatʹs going on? Arenʹt we breaking camp?ʺ she asked Santiago after Spybuck went off. 
ʺYes. Mount Up and stay close beside me. If I tell you to dismount, donʹt question me, do exactly as I say.ʺ Within minutes, the pack train was headed southwest and the sky had turned an ominous grayish yellow, nothing like the spectacular rainbow‐hued sunsets she was used to seeing out west. They rode for about a quarter of an hour when the wind came up, stinging their faces with sand and whistling in an eerie fashion akin to a scream of agony. The men all watched the horizon intently, none more so than Santiago, who kept Elise close by his side. 
They had just sighted a dry streambed when Santiago saw the tornado moving across the northern sky like a great writhing snake. A vast gray funnel twisted and danced, touching the ground with such force that it sent sand, brush, and rocks flying. The wind was howling so loudly his voice could scarcely be heard over it as he shouted to Elise. ʹʹRide as fast as you can to that gully and dismount. 
Lie flat against the western wall!ʺ 
He issued directives and gestured toward the meager shelter of the dry stream bed, riding up and down the line of horsemen to communicate with them. Every few moments he glanced back to check Eliseʹs progress toward shelter. Suddenly, a gray vortex of wind‐borne sand enveloped her as it danced between the scattered riders and terrified animals. 
Elise spurred her mare furiously onward while holding her braid across her eyes in a vain attempt to shield them from the stinging sand. She felt the wind velocity shift but could see nothing. Ladybug broke stride and stumbled to her knees with a frantic cry, dumping her rider into the whirling, shrieking inferno. 
Then the terrified horse bolted. 
Santiago saw Ladybug reappear riderless. He drove his stallion through the howling wind, past stampeding mules and horses toward where he had last seen Elise. He screamed her name into the wind, and the wind threw it back. Elise lost all sense of direction as she struggled to her feet. Just standing took tremendous effort. She stumbled and then tried to walk toward what she hoped was the ravine. I am going to die out here alone. ʺSantiago!ʺ 
She did not know she had cried out his name, but somehow he heard it even though he could not see her. He kneed True Blood toward her, knowing how such storms could distort sound. Miraculously he saw her then, almost directly in his path. 
Elise felt a strong arm wrap around her waist and lift her up onto a horse. She knew Santiago had found her. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she clung to him as the whirlwind continued. The destructive funnel hopscotched across the flat plain, leaving them behind. A fierce wind‐driven rain washed the gritty sand from the air, but they could see no more than before, for now the rain enveloped them. True Blood instinctively found a small formation of rocks. 
With Elise clinging to him, Santiago dismounted and sought shelter for them inside the lip of the overhang. The big bay stallion stood beside the rocks, his body providing protection from the raging storm. As they lay on the sandy ground, Santiagoʹs back blocked the wind and rain from her while he cradled her in his arms. 
He kissed her wet face and whispered above the howling noise, ʺYouʹre alive. I found you. Thank God I found you!ʺ 
He spoke in Spanish. Wordlessly, Elise returned his kiss with a fierce surge of tenderness. Repeatedly this man had risked his life to protect her. Now he offered his body as a buffer between her and the hostile elements. He, too, could have been swallowed up in the tornado that swept by them. 
ʺWeʹre alive, my darling, weʹre alive. Thatʹs all that matters.ʺ She framed his beard‐stubbled face with her hands and kissed him softly, deeply. 
Santiago brushed wet locks of inky hair from her cheeks with trembling fingers and slanted his mouth across hers, drinking in the sweet essence that was Elise, mixed with the salty taste of rain, sweat and tears. He felt a fierce, exultant joy in being alive and knew she shared it with him. Her hands tugged at the lacing on his shirt and slid inside to feel his heartbeat. He cupped her breasts, then peeled away the sheer wet cloth and enveloped her chilled nipples with the heat of his mouth. 
Arching against him in response, she reached for his fly and began to unfasten the now familiar buttons. The soaked buckskin resisted her slipping fingers. He helped her, then tore at her baggy boyʹs breeches. She gave a twist of her hips to assist in freeing herself for his possession. I belong to you, Santiago. As he thrust into her, she closed her eyes and dug her nails into his shoulders, uncertain, uncaring if she had said the words aloud. 
They loved as fiercely as the storm raging around them. The warm rain beat down in a steady tattoo, in rhythm with their joining, while the soughing winds matched their labored breathing as they quickly scaled the heights. Jagged bolts of lightning streaked across the sky and thunder shook the earth beneath them. 
And in their coming together, they were one with the fury. 
Elise felt the ecstatic contractions begin to radiate deep inside her, like the lightning bolts overhead. She felt his staff swell and pulse its life against her womb, bringing her over the crest as he joined her in a long, searing moment of perfect unity. 
Santiago lay over her, feeling her heart pound as his did. ʺThe storm has broken,ʺ 
he whispered, rolling to his back with her atop him. ʺI know,ʺ she murmured, oblivious to the dying wind and rain, filled only with a deep sense of peace as he held her in his arms. 
ʺElise . . .ʺ He hesitated, uncertain of what to say, or whether he wanted to say anything. 
Her smoky gaze caressed him with an unspoken question. Bemused, she ran her fingertips across his lips, tracing their elegantly sculpted lines. Then she smiled sadly and said, ʺThere is something between us, Santiago, but it isnʹt trust. For now, letʹs be grateful just to be alive and together . . . non? ʺ 
He studied her with hooded eyes, knowing she was right. He desired her but did not understand what mysterious mission had brought her to him. Nor was he willing to reveal the painful secrets of Colorado Quinn to her. 
ʺYou are, as usual, ma cherie, infuriatingly logical. Spybuck will be searching for us. Weʹd best repair ourselves and find the others.ʺ 
Chapter Sixteen 
Miraculously, the train lost only two horses and a mule in the storm. None of the men was seriously injured, and the goods they were carrying remained intact. 
They rested and repacked the following day, then set out that night. Within two days, they sighted the first peaks of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. 
ʺWe must be nearing Santa Fe,ʺ Elise said, shadowing her eyes with her hand and peering at the jagged lavender ridges on the horizon. 
Santiago smiled as several of the seasoned veterans of the trail laughed and teased her good‐naturedly. Then he explained, ʺThe air out here is very thin and clear. It distorts distances. What appears on the horizon one day often will seem no closer after the next dayʹs journey. Weʹve only now crossed from American into Spanish territory. It will be a slow climb toward the valley of the Rio Bravo, lasting for many days yet. Weʹll stop at small villages along the way and do some trading.ʺ 
ʺIt was my understanding that the Spanish government allows only licensed Spanish traders into its territory. Why donʹt the royal soldiers arrest you?ʺ 
He shrugged, turning his coat collar up against a chill wind that had risen as they climbed to higher elevations. ʺWhy would they wish to cut off their cheapest supply of tools, cloth, jewelry, even whiskey? How do you know I havenʹt secured a license? In New Spain most officials are amenable to bribes.ʺ 
ʺAll except Governor Alencastre?ʺ She remembered his earlier warning to her. 
ʺAll except for him,ʺ Santiago echoed. ʺThe governor fights a losing battle. 
Unlicensed traders, French and Anglos, have been slipping into New Mexico for decades, bringing goods more cheaply from St. Louis and New Orleans than they can be hauled from the City of Mexico, which is a much greater distance.ʺ 
ʺThen you must make a great deal of money as a reward for the rigors of the trail.ʺ She was dubious about the fact, especially considering the way that he chose to live. 
ʺWe make enough,ʺ he replied tersely. 
Since they had climbed to sufficient elevation for the temperature to drop markedly, the train once again traveled by day and camped nights. Elise grew even more appreciative of Santiagoʹs body heat when they slept, for their blankets seemed thin as the mountain air. 
The first of the villages they visited began with a tiny scattering of crude brush jacals, which were poor protection indeed against the night air. The central square contained several more substantial buildings made of adobe bricks in the peculiar architectural design called Pueblo, modeled after the flat‐roofed dwellings of the landʹs earliest inhabitants. Exposed timbers supported the roofs, which were then thatched with woven willow boughs, sealed with a paste of mud and ashes. The walls extended several feet above the roof, allowing their inhabitants to use them as fortifications in time of attack by hostile Indians. 
Everyone in the village came out to greet the caravan, small naked children running among men and women of all ages. The men wore simple white cotton tunics and baggy trousers, the women thin, low‐cut camisas and full, brightly colored skirts. Shoes, if any, were crude leather sandals. 
After he greeted the villagers in Spanish, Santiago explained in English to Elise. 
ʺThey are genízaros from various Indian tribes, many of mixed Spanish blood who have been raised as Christians by their Spanish benefactors.ʺ He stressed the last word bitterly. ʺThe government uses them in an outer defense perimeter against the Comanche and other warring tribes.ʺ 
ʺLike the Apache?ʺ she asked the man the Osage called White Apache. 
ʺLike the Apache. All the Indiansthese peaceful, mixed‐blood farmers and the free tribes in the mountainsare being cheated of their land by the whites. To hold on to these small plots, the genízaros must serve in the Spanish militia.ʺ 
She would have questioned him further, but the alcalde, a short, rotund man with thinning gray hair and an ill‐trimmed goatee, bowed before them and began to chatter excitedly in Spanish. 
ʺWe are invited to share dinner with him tonight. I think you will find it enlightening.ʺ 
She noted the openly curious stares of the people, who must have thought a female in boyʹs breeches as peculiar as she did the young women who strolled through the crowd with their pendulous breasts bared beneath the scant cover of their rebozos, nursing noisily suckling infants! 
Elise was escorted to the largest of the adobes by an elderly woman with greasy white braids. With her limited French, greatly aided by gestures, the alcaldeʹs wife Maria explained to Elise that she would be given time to bathe and change before the evening meal. A basin of water was provided, along with some linens of dubious cleanliness. Elise thanked Maria, then made her toilette as best she could and donned a simple yellow muslin dress. 
How peculiar it felt to be in the garb of a white female again after weeks spent wearing Indian tunics and boyʹs clothes. She gave her hair a thorough brushing, but had no mirror beyond the small steel one in her saddle pack in which to inspect her appearance. ʺLittle matter, since I fear the feast will not be an elegant affair,ʺ she murmured to herself. 
Although simple and none too sanitary, her introduction to New Mexican food began pleasantly. She watched Maria and her two daughters prepare dried blue corn by grinding it with a pestle in a mola,  a hollowed‐out smooth stone. The fine flour was then mixed with water and rolled into thin tortillas, which were baked over a hot fire. 
Santiago showed her how to use a tortilla in lieu of a spoon, scooping up a glob of stringy cheese with it and neatly taking a bite. 
She emulated him and liked the exotic flavor of goat cheese and blue corn cakes, but when she reached out with another tortilla to dip into a bowl of onions and chiles verdes,  he cautioned her to begin with a small bite. 
One of the men said in Spanish, ʺThe white lady will singe the roof of her mouth.ʺ Pretending not to understand, she scooped up a generous portion of the sauce, having eaten many of the hot dishes prepared by Elkanahʹs cook back in Virginia. But none of Felizʹs spicy Spanish sauces compared with the green chiles indigenous to the Americas. Elise gasped for air, then let out a coughing breath that she was certain would ignite the crude oak table like kindling! 
Frantically, she seized the nearest cup to gulp some cooling liquid down her flaming throat. Unfortunately, it was not her cup, filled with mildly sour watered wine, but her hostʹs, filled with aguardiente. 
ʺNo, Señoritaʺ was all the alcalde managed before her eyes widened and more tears gushed from them, spilling down her flushed cheeks. 
ʺ Aguardiente is a most potent brandy,ʺ Santiago said as he handed her a large cup of watered wine. 
She gratefully took several swallows, then asked in a raspy croak, ʺWhat is that brandy made of? Scorpions?ʺ 
He laughed. ʺClose. This particular product is distilled from the juices of the cactus.ʺ 
She drank more sour wine. ʺThey must leave in the spines. Iʹm certain several are lodged in the pit of my stomach.ʺ She finished off the battered wooden cupful of wine and held it out for a refill, trying to ignore the solicitous yet amused reactions of the people around the table. At least she was spared the rough guffaws and teasing of Santiagoʹs men, who were eating elsewhere in the village. 
Maria began to speak rapidly, explaining that chiles verdes was perhaps a dish not suited to delicate European ladies. Apologetically, she bustled off to bring fresh roasted ears of yellow corn and some plain goatʹs milk to soothe her guestʹs stomach. Elise wanted to beg off the goatʹs milk, a substance she had learned to loathe in France, but knew she could not protest without revealing her comprehension of Spanish. 
She gagged down the milk beneath the watchful black eyes of Maria and ate an ear of corn with a plain tortilla. The gray stringy cheese had lost its appeal. When the meal was over, Elise received yet another surprise. Although not painful like the hot chiles and distilled cactus juice, it was one that tested her calm French sophistication. 
A large bowl of coarsely chopped tobacco was passed around the table, along with whole brown leaves which were used to roll the small pungent cigarillos she had seen the men smoke along the trail. Santiago had indulged occasionally. 
But here the women joined the men, deftly rolling their own and puffing away in public as unabashedly as they had nursed their babies. Even Mariaʹs two adolescent daughters smoked. 
When the ʺmakingsʺ were passed to her, she shook her head and said in what she hoped was appropriately broken Spanish, ʺNo, gracias.ʺ 
Santiago relieved her of further embarrassment by explaining that white ladies had very delicate constitutions, as evidenced by her bout with the chiles verdes and aguardiente,  and could not suffer to smoke even this, their finest tobacco. 
Almost afraid of what might come next, Elise was relieved when, one by one, the alcaldeʹs children were excused for bed. Santiago indicated that Eliseʹs ʺdelicate constitutionʺ necessitated that she too get some rest. 
When they bad goodnight to their hosts, Santiago excused himself from Elise, saying he had to check with Chaco on the pack animals. He advised her to go to sleep and said he would join her later. She felt Mariaʹs troubled gaze following her as she headed to the small room at the rear of the house. She
knows we are not
wed, although we sleep together. 
Elise had learned to pass off the crude innuendoes of the men while they were isolated on the trail, but here in this simple home, she suddenly felt like a harlot. 
When they had embarked on the trip, the two squaws had casually passed from man to man. Elise had been indignant and complained to Santiago about it. He had informed her it was none of her business and their own choice as to where they bestowed sexual favors, then added casually that the morals of fine white ladies were often no better. 
She had bristled with indignation then, but now . . . I can no longer cast stones. 
Before her liaison with Quinn began, she had never been touched by anyone except her husband. But Edouard Louvoisʹ touch had soiled her even though they were lawfully wed. She had freed herself from his vile demands, yet not even that could erase the past. And now she had complicated the future as well by falling under the spell of a Spanish renegade. 
Troubled and confused, she paced on the cool, hard‐packed earthen floor of the bedroom. A lone candle flickered against the rough adobe walls. She looked from the starry sky beyond the high, narrow window to the rude pallet of woolen blankets. She needed time to think in solitude. The night air held more appeal. 
Quietly, Elise slipped from the room, grateful that the leather hinges on the door did not squeak. She began to walk aimlessly through the quiet square, pondering what was to become of a life she had not long ago thought filled with purpose. 
Her moccasined feet were silent in the soft dust. As she approached another adobe building across the small plaza, the sound of low voices echoed on the still night air. She would have passed on, but one of them was Santiagoʹs, addressing Gravoisnot in French, but in Spanish. Why would he not use the little Frenchmanʹs native tongue? She walked around the side of the building and stood below the window to hear better, remembering their earlier exchange about trust. 
ʹʹAre the guns well hidden?ʺ the Frenchman asked, also in Spanish. ʺI would hate to have a Spanish patrol stop here and find several dozen fine Kentucky long rifles. They are illegal when sold to Spaniards, much less given to Apaches.ʺ 
A strange voice interjected, ʺWe have brought fast ponies to take the weapons to our stronghold at first light. You will not be in any danger. My warriors are concealing the rifles inside bales of buffalo hides. We are disguised as peaceful ciboleros.ʺ 
Santiagoʹs voice held a trace of grim amusement. ʺYou will hunt Comanche and Spaniards with those rifles, my brother, not buffalo. Only take care, Strong BOW.ʺ 
The Apache Santiago had called Strong Bow asked, ʺWhen do you come tO our stronghold? The Night Wind has raided the woolen mills to the south and brought us many slaves. Your brother could use your help transporting them to Frey Bartolomé.ʺ 
ʺIt has been too long since I visited the priest. I long to stop at Joaquinʹs ranch and see Orlena and my new niece, but that must wait. You are certain all is well with my sister and her child?ʺ 
Gravois interjected, ʺHe has said the lady and her babe are fine, Santiago. This is not the time for family news. ʹTis business.ʺ 
ʺYou will be paid for securing the weapons from Lisa,ʺ Santiago said curtly to Gravois. 

Lisa. Eliseʹs dazed mind assimilated the shocking information she was taking in. 
Manuel Lisa was a Spanish renegade, rich but of unsavory reputation back in St. 
Louis. Santiago was smuggling high quality weapons to his Apache allies to use against his own countrymen! And his half‐caste brother was involved in raiding Spanish mills, enslaving innocent victims! 
When she heard the scraping of chairs and gruff farewells between Santiago and the Indian, Elise knew she must hurry back to their room before she was suspected of spying. How would she lie beside him in the darkness this night, knowing he was truly a traitor to all civilized society? 

Santa Fe, October 1806

His excellency Colonel Joaquin del Real Alencastre, Governor of New Mexico, stroked his beard with perplexity. He let his ice‐blue eyes travel over the disheveled appearance of the dark‐haired prisoner standing before him. 
Alencastre had traveled far in the service of king and country and was a zealous guardian of Spainʹs sovereignty against American encroachments, but he was also a prudent and fair man. 
In the past, Governor General Salcedoʹs orders about preventing all foreign interlopers from returning home had been clear. But when Salcedo informed him about Lieutenant Pikeʹs expedition, the instruction read only to send the Americans south to the governor‐general himself. 
A lone traveler who claimed he had been with Lieutenant Pike was not expected. 
And now the interloper warned him that Pike might be an agent provocateur for a Spanish‐American war! Should he believe the young man who, although not in uniform, carried identification giving his rank as a lieutenant in the American army? The governor would be well within his rights to shoot the young fool. 
ʺYou have no proof regarding the intentions of your commanding officer. 
Indeed, Lieutenant Shelby, you cannot even prove his party exists.ʺ 
Samuelʹs face split in a grim smile. ʺAh, but you do not need my proof, for you see, I was in the Pawnee camp of Swift Horse when Lieutenant Castal came searching for our party. That gentleman is under your command, is he not?ʺ 
Alencastreʹs eyes narrowed, then he sighed. ʺYes. Lieutenant Castal was dispatched to locate such an expedition. He has not returned as yet.ʺ 
ʺHow, I wonder, did you learn about the presence of our expedition into Spanish territory?ʺ Samuel played his role as casually as he dared, yet he knew his position was precarious. Spanish ʺjusticeʺ could be swift and merciless at times. 
ʺIt is I, not you, Lieutenant, who will ask the questions here,ʺ Alencastre reprimanded with surprising gentleness. 
ʺPresident Jefferson knows about Agent 13, Governor,ʺ Shelby countered. 
One pencil‐thin eyebrow rose. ʺAnd who is this mysterious agent?ʺ 
ʺThe same man who sent word to Governor General Salcedo that Lieutenant Pike was headed into Spanish territory to map it for a future American invasion. 
General Wilkinson.ʺ Samuel waited for a response. 
ʺYou are a fractious young man to accuse not only your fellow officer but your commander‐in‐chief as well.ʺ 
Shelby shrugged. ʺTheir motives are different. Pike is merely a fool who thinks heʹll advance his career and win glory in a war against Spain. He is a patriot, if a very misguided one. Wilkinson is for sale to the highest bidder, but even when bought, he will turn his coat again and shift allegiance. He takes pay from America and Spain and conspires against both to carve out an empire from Spainʹs possessions in New Mexico.ʺ 
ʺA war between His Catholic Majesty and the United States could aid the filibusters,ʺ Alencastre said consideringly. Stroking his beard, he continued, ʺBut it would also fuel the American governmentʹs greed for Spanish land.ʺ 
ʺEven though what you say about Americaʹs land hunger may be true, you must realize that President Jefferson would not want to provoke a war with Spain at this time. It would ill serve our interests or yours.ʺ 
Alencastre pondered that, reasoning that it was most likely trueif what Shelby claimed about General Wilkinson was true. If the general was a Spanish agent, the governor of New Mexico had not been informed of it. But it would certainly explain the strange orders he had received from Governor General Salcedo. Had Wilkinson sent word to Salcedo about Pikeʹs expedition, wanting the Americans to be arrested and brought to Santa re? Then why did the wily Salcedo want them escorted unharmed to him in Chihuahua? Was Salcedo himself part of the filibuster plot with the Americans? 
ʺI have a great many things to consider, Lieutenant Shelby. If what you say is true, the charges are more grave than you could ever imagine.ʺ He rang for his sergeant and had the American escorted to a comfortable cell. 
Chapter Seventeen 

Northeast New Mexico, November 1806

In spite of the chill nights that promised winter, the day had dawned with unseasonably warm sunshine. White clouds bubbled up on the jagged horizon, melding into the pale lavender of the mountain tops. The small party of renegades, for that was how Elise had come to think of them, drew closer to Santa Fe. Elise Louvois, however, was no closer to a decision about her relationship with Santiago Quinn. 

Heʹll leave me in Santa Fe and go off to join his Apache raiders. The vendetta between
him and the Spanish authorities is none of my concern. Yet she knew she could not just walk away. The thought of never again seeing his smile, hearing his laugh, feeling his touch made her heart ache. But he was a traitor, a dangerous man who had turned his back on all civilized decency to deal in slaves and sell guns to savages. Elise realized that she was woefully ignorant about the frontier and Spanish government policies toward the Indians under their domain. Having heard back in the United States of atrocities committed by savages, she felt a revulsion toward anyone arming them, but in all fairness, President Jefferson had spoken out for their rights to the land settlers were taking from them in a never‐ending march west. 
After having traveled with Spybuck, she had certainly learned to admire his intelligence and integrity. The problem of Indians versus settlerʹs rights on any frontier was a knotty one that she was ill‐equipped to solve. Perhaps the heart of the matter was that she was less concerned with political issues than with her personal behavior. Even after the shocking things she had learned about Santiago Quinn, when he turned to her in the night and put his hands on her, she was lost in a maelstrom of passion. 
For a woman who had schooled herself to behave logically and remain in control of her emotions, her response to the man was disquieting indeed. She had never possessed any fairy‐tale notions of love. Her parentsʹ marriage was a bitter disaster from its onset, which ultimately caused Samuel to lose his mother, while Elise was torn from father and brother. Then had come her own travesty of a marriage. No, Elise Louvois had never allowed herself to think of love. 

I do not love Santiago. My body lusts for his touch, that is all. The sun beat down warmly on her back as they rode through a narrow, rocky pass between two cliffs and the sweet pungency of spruce and pine filled the air. Deep in her troubled reverie, Elise was oblivious of the beauty surrounding her. 
Santiago watched her from the rise in the trail where he had ridden ahead. 
Normally she was an alert, vivacious traveler who was enthralled by seeing the wonders of nature. Something was troubling her, for the clear view of the valley floor spreading in front of her did nothing to pique her interest. She gazed on it with an expressionless face, as if it were only so much painted opera scenery. 
Ever since they had left Santa Rosa, Elise had been preoccupied and distant. She had erected an emotional wall between them during the days, even though she responded to his lovemaking as always in the nights. How quickly the weeks had flown into months. In a few days they would arrive at their final destination. 
She had said from the start, as had he, that their liaison would last only until journeyʹs end. The thought did not sit well with him. 
Spybuck saw the rattler glide onto a rock, seeking to bask in the warm morning sun, just as Elise rode close to the danger. Before he could shout a warning from his position behind her on the narrow trail, Ladybug sensed the snake and skittered, then reared up, throwing Elise against the rock. The rattlerʹs lethargy quickly changed when its warm cocoon was invaded by a hurling body. The double fangs sank deeply into Eliseʹs arm and she screamed, clutching her injury as she slid, dazed, to the ground. 
Spybuckʹs knife caught the snake squarely at the base of its head. It wriggled in a grotesque parody of a dance for several seconds, then lay still. Leaping from his horse, he seized the knife and tossed the impaled lifeless body behind the rocks, then knelt by Elise. 
Santiago raced up the trail and dismounted just as the Creek picked her up. ʺLet me have her,ʺ he commanded as he took Elise in his arms. 
ʺIt bit me, Santiago. The pain . . .ʺ Her eyes glazed over as the poison began to do its deadly work. 
Santiago cursed as he laid her on a flat place at the side of the trail. ʺRattlers thick as horseflies all the way across the flatlands and no one was touched!ʺ He pulled his knife from his belt and slashed her shirtsleeve away, then examined the wounds. They were deep. 
ʺIʹm going to have to cut the punctures and draw the poison, Elise. Bite down on this, querida.ʺ He pulled her leather glove from her hand and folded it into a thick wad. 
Spybuck knelt beside him and held her arm so she would not flinch under the knife. She closed her eyes as he sank the razor‐sharp tip of the blade deeply across each puncture. Blood welled up and he put his mouth to the wounds, sucking as much as he could draw of the poison, then spitting it onto the ground. 
He repeated the process over and over on both punctures until Spybuck placed his hand gently on Santiagoʹs shoulder. 
ʺYou have cleansed all you can. Now let us bind up the bleeding. She must be kept warm and quiet.ʺ 
By this time, all the men had dismounted and were watching, as subdued as the impassive squaws, while the beautiful white lady who had won their respect lay near death. 
Santiago took the blanket Spybuck handed him and wrapped Elise in it, then carried her to his horse. She tried to free her throbbing arm, which was beginning to feel oddly numb. 
ʺDonʹt try to move,ʺ he whispered as he handed her to the Creek and swung into his saddle. 
Wordlessly, Spybuck handed her up in understanding. They were several daysʹ 
ride from Santa Fe, but if Santiago cut through the pass to the north, he could reach Joaquinʹs ranch by nightfall. Orlena had been taught the healing arts by her foster mother, She Who Dreams. ʺI will take the caravan through the mountains and make camp at the sulfur springs in the valley. We will await you there.ʺ 
With a nod, Santiago kneed True Blood into a ground‐eating canter and rode north. 
Orlena placed little Aurelia in the cradle that Joaquin had made sixteen years ago for their firstborn, Bartolomé. She kissed her infant daughter, who cooed and fell quickly asleep. Running her fingers across the smooth black oak headboard brought back bittersweet memories of her earlier years in this enchanted land she had come to love. 
The pounding of hoofbeats and shouts of vaqueros roused her. Pulling on a shawl against the chill autumn air, she rushed from the room to check on the disturbance. ʺPlease, Holy Mother, do not let Joaquin be injured!ʺ The Night Wind had been raiding in the south for weeks. Her heart beat with terror as she heard the footfalls in the front foyer. Rounding the corner, she froze in her tracks. 
ʺSantiago!ʺ 
Her half brother paused in the center of the large arched doorway of the sala, holding a blanketwrapped woman in his arms. His face was pale and tense. 
ʺQuickly, bring your medicines! She was bitten by a rattlesnake early this morning,ʺ he said, brushing past her with his burden, heading down the corridor to the bedroom that was his when he visited. 
Orlena was at the bedside with her supplies by the time he had removed the blanket from the woman and placed her beneath the bedcovers. She looked at the womanʹs strikingly beautiful face, a chalky hue beneath her sun‐darkened skin. 
ʺShe is going into a feverish sleep,ʺ Orlena said as she unwrapped the binding on the injured arm. Tersely, Santiago explained what had happened. 
ʺYou were right to open the punctures and suck out the poison at once. I shall prepare a poultice from these herbs to further cleanse the wounded area, then brew some cherry bark infusion to combat fever.ʺ She selected dried green needles and gray leaves from several small pouches and mixed them together in a small bowl of clear water, then placed the sticky mass over the wound and rebound it securely with clean strips of cloth. 
Orlena sent her serving woman Lupe to boil water while she crushed cherry bark into a cup. When the black‐haired woman moaned, Santiago knelt by the bedside and held her hand in his, murmuring low in Spanish, ʺIt is all right, beloved. You are going to be fine, You are safe now.ʺ 
Orlena watched the way he stroked her brow and looked at her waxen face. 
ʺWho is this woman, Santiago?ʺ she asked softly. 
ʺHer name is Elise Louvois,ʺ he replied. His fiercely possessive gaze never left the unconscious womanʹs face. 
ʺShe is French?ʺ Considering how his first infatuation with a Frenchwoman had ended, Orlena was surprised. 
ʺHalf French, but she considers herself an American.ʺ 
ʺAn American,ʺ Orlena echoed in amazement. ʺHow did a white woman from so far away come to New Mexico?ʺ She had never met an American woman before. 
ʺI met her in St. Louis.ʺ Santiago quickly outlined their journey and the mysterious circumstances precipitating Eliseʹs joining his caravan to Santa Fe. He omitted any mention of their having become lovers. ʺShe hopes to find her brother in the capital. I suspect he is a soldier with an expedition sent by the American general, Wilkinson, to provoke a war with Spain. Elise claims she and this brother are bent on preventing war.ʹʹ 
Orlena watched his face as he spoke, digesting his words carefully, noting what he said and what he chose not to say. When he had finished, she said, ʺYou do not trust her, yet you love her.ʺ 
A stricken look crossed his face, then vanished, replaced by the hard mask he had worn for many years now. Ah, Santiago, what happened to the carefree little
brother I knew so well back in Spain? 

ʺI do not know if I love her,ʺ he said in a measured voice, trying to deny what he knew was obvious. ʺPerhaps if I could trust her, it would be easier. . . .ʺ 
ʺLove is never easy, nor do we always understand those we love. I loved Joaquin long before I knew of the demons that drove him. To know the truth is to share great pain. Sometimes that is the only way to exorcise it.ʺ 
ʺWhat is between you and Joaquin is different, Orlena. You are not like Elise.ʺ 
She smiled as she tested the cherry bark steeping in the boiled water. ʺI do not know. I, too, came from a far countrya rich, spoiled woman who fell in love with a renegade. It would appear your Elise and I have much in common.ʺ Orlena motioned for him to raise Eliseʹs head, then began to spoon the infusion down her throat. 
He smiled grimly at the comparison. ʺI imagine there is much more than Conal Quinnʹs green eyes that my half‐brother and I have in common.ʺ 
ʺHis Lipan blood made him a renegade. He did not choose to live outside the law. You have embraced this dangerous life because you thrive on it, as a sort of penance for your fatherʹs sins.ʺ She put her slim hand over her brotherʹs large dark one. ʺConal is dead, Santiago,ʺ she said earnestly. ʺEven the Night Wind, who has far more reason to hate him than you, has let him rest. You must, too.ʺ 
He stood up and paced away from the bed to stare out the window at the starry sky. ʺConalʹs Apache son did not ever know a fatherʹs love. He always saw our father for the monster he truly was. I . . . I worshipped him.ʺ 
ʺAnd I did not?ʺ she asked sharply. ʺHe raised me as if I were his own daughter, and then . . . then he turned his twisted lust on me.ʺ Her gold eyes darkened as she remembered the horrors they had all lived through. ʺBut we survived, Santiago. All of us, and just because you have Conalʹs blood does not make you guilty of his crimes.ʺ 
ʺI can do no less than my brother, who still risks his life to free Indian slaves.ʺ 
ʺHe is Lipan, but he is also a rancher who cares for his family.ʺ 
ʺI would be Lipan, too, for I do not pride myself in Motherʹs blood any more than you do. You abandoned a life of luxury at the Spanish court to remain here.ʺ 
ʺFor the man I love, Santiago.ʺ She looked in his eyes and said, ʺIf you love this American as I love your brother, you must cease this life of gunrunning. You have the money to live any way you choose.ʺ 
His eyes darted down to the unconscious woman lying so pale and still on the bed. The silence remained unbroken as he pondered. ʺI suppose I do love her.ʺ 
His voice was confused, uncertain. ʺWhen she spoke of parting in Santa Fe, I could not imagine my life beyond that point. The thought of her dying fair robs me of breath.ʺ He looked at his sister with wry humor. ʺIs that love, Orlena?ʺ 
ʺYou must answer that yourself, Santiago.ʺ The Guadeloupe Mountains Desert Flower stood in front of She Who Dreamsʹ sturdy bison‐hide lodge. The wind whipped across the village, and a few faint dry snowflakes swirled about her as she waited. The old medicine woman knew she was outside, but She Who Dreams answered in her own good time. 
The hide flap on the lodge opened, and the squat solid figure of Desert Flowerʹs mentor appeared. ʺCome. We will walk.ʺ They strolled among the villageʹs scattered lodges where women were tending fires and men helping with heavy camp chores. Children darted by, laughing and calling out to each other. No one disturbed the serene passage of She Who Dreams and her young charge. 
ʺYou have seen this white woman from beyond the sunrise.ʺ 
Desert Flower looked at the old womanʹs impassive face. Reluctantly she replied, ʺYes, dimly. She is in the home of your daughter.ʺ 
She Who Dreams nodded. ʺYou are curious, for you can tell nothing of her spirit. 
She lies in a sick sleep.ʺ 
ʺPerhaps she shall die.ʺ 
The old woman chuckled mirthlessly. ʺIf the Spirits will it. Do you truly wish her to?ʺ 
Desert Flower sighed. ʺNo,ʺ she replied in a small, ragged voice. ʺThe Red Eagle loves her, but I do not know if she will make him happy. Perhaps she is like the other white woman he loved.ʺ 
ʺPerhaps not. There is but one way for you to find out. It will take great courage, for you may not like what you learn.ʺ 
Desert Flowerʹs eyes narrowed. ʺI have the courage of a Lipan, and I will let no one harm the Red Eagle.ʺ ʺThen go to your foster motherʹs home.ʺ She Who Dreams watched the young woman depart. A troubled expression marred her usually impassive face. ʺYou have much to learn, daughter of my daughter. 
Much, indeed.ʺ 
ʺHow much longer can she remain unconscious?ʺ Santiago asked as he bathed Eliseʹs feverish dry skin with cool cloths. 
Orlena was worried. ʺI do not know. If only I had been there with the poultice when the poison first entered her body . . . But She Who Dreams has saved many men who were carried even greater distances than you brought Elise.ʺ 
ʺBut they were warriors, toughened by this harsh land.ʺ 
Orlena smiled a bit. ʺWomeneven we white ladiesare a great deal tougher than men like to think. You have been sitting with her all night. You must rest. Let me take over, or you will frighten her when she awakens.ʺ 
She watched him sway on his feet with exhaustion. He had ridden, carrying her in his arms all day yesterday, then sat up with her all night. His face was covered with a grizzled reddish beard and his eyes were bloodshot. ʺLupe has prepared a bath and some food. Then to sleep with you.ʺ 
After he had quit the room, Orlena resumed the ministrations to the woman on the bed. ʺWho are you, Elise Louvois?ʺ she murmured to herself. The woman was stunningly beautiful, but that only explained Santiagoʹs physical attraction to her. Her roguishly handsome brother had always turned womenʹs heads. The hard, dangerous aura about him seemed to fascinate them. He used and discarded them as ruthlessly as Juliette Castal had used him. The irony of this womanʹs French ancestry did not escape Orlena. How Santiago must have fought his growing feelings for her! But this was no green girl out on a lark. Judging from what her brother had told her, Elise was a very resilient and determined woman, desperate to reach Santa Fe. But men had died around her, some trying to kill her. Until she learned more, Orlena would withhold judgment. 
Elise awakened slowly as something cold touched her face. Her eyes flitted open and she tried to speak, but her tongue seemed glued to the roof of her mouth. 
ʺHere, drink this slowly.ʺ A beautiful woman with dark gold hair falling across her shoulders was speaking in Spanish. Before Elise could reply in that tongue and give away her secret, the lady switched to perfectly accented French and repeated the instructions. As she sipped the blissfully cool water, Elise struggled to gather her thoughts. Her brain felt as if it had been set out in the desert sun to bake. 
The room was handsome and large, with whitewashed walls and a polished oak floor. The furnishings were masculine, of dark walnut, satiny and expensively finished. The bed was curtained with velvet hangings. This was no rude jacal. 
Then she remembered that Santiago had a half sister, a Spanish noblewoman. 
That explained her cultured French. She had been raised at the Spanish court, where Bourbon monarchs had reigned for over a hundred years. 
ʺYou speak my language,ʺ she said guardedly. ʺWho are you?ʺ 
Orlena was astonished when she stared into Eliseʹs eyes. Violet‐colored, they were striking in a sundarkened face framed by ebony hair. Smiling, she replied, ʺI am Orlena Valdés de Quinn, Santiagoʹs sister, Joaquin Quinnʹs wife.ʺ 
Elise was addled and disoriented. ʺYou are Santiagoʹs sister, yet wed to his brother?ʺ 
Orlena chuckled. ʺʹTis confusing, I know, but my husband and I share no blood. 
We are each bound to Santiago by half our blood. Santiago and I share the same mother. He and my husband share the same father.ʺ 
ʺConal Quinn,ʺ Elise said. 
ʺConal Quinn,ʺ Orlena echoed softly, her eyes darkening. 
ʺIs Santiagoʺ 
ʺHe is asleep in the next room. After he sat up all night with you, I forced him to rest.ʺ She again picked up the cool cloth with which she had been bathing Eliseʹs face and wrung it out. ʺHere, allow me. It will help clear your head now that the fever has broken.ʺ 
ʺI can do it.ʺ Elise reached for the cloth with her right arm, then whitened as a stab of agony lanced through her body. 
ʺSantiago had to cut deep to remove the snakeʹs venom, but it will heal without much scarring.ʺ She carefully wiped Eliseʹs face as she continued, ʺI have used a Lipan poultice on it. My foster mother has made a fair medicine woman of me.ʺ 
As her mind began to clear, Elise recalled Santiagoʹs explanation regarding his brother who was a half‐breed. Had the Night Windʹs wife, too, lived with the savages? ʺYour foster mother?ʺ she prompted. This was an opportunity to learn more about what drove Santiago Quinn. 
ʺShe Who Dreams and White Crane adopted me as their daughter. They have dealt with me and my brother far more decently than has the civilized world.ʺ 
ʺIs that why Santiago sells them weapons?ʺ The instant she said it, Elise cursed her fever‐fogged brain. She had revealed something that might cost her life! Yet Orlenaʹs face did not seem hostile, and the Spaniard had nursed her through a terrible ordeal. 
ʺSantiago does not sell the guns to our people. He buys them through intermediaries in your American cities, then gives them to the Lipan. You have not been here long, else you would know of the cruelty in this land that forces children in woolen mills and silver mines to work until they starve or are beaten to death.ʺ 
ʺThen Santiago does not traffic in slaves.ʺ Somehow Elise knew that was true. 
ʺOf course not!ʺ Orlena exclaimed. ʺHis own halfbrother escaped from such a fate. My husband was sold into slavery by their father.ʺ 
Elise gasped in spite of her resolve to control her emotions. ʺConal Quinn. No wonder Santiago hates his father so. He refused to speak of him.ʺ 
Orlena smiled sadly. ʺWhen you are stronger, I will tell you a long and twisted tale about our families and how fate chanced to bring us all together here. For now, only know that the Lipan do not wantonly kill and enslave as the Spanish and their Comanche allies do. They are a small people, surrounded by enemies. 
Santiago only helps them survive.ʺ 
Elise digested that bit of possibly biased information as Orlena rose. ʺYou must rest some more, but first let me bring you some clear broth for nourishment.ʺ 
ʺThank you for saving my life, Orlena,ʺ she said gravely. 
The blonde smiled wistfully and said, ʺʹTwas not I but Santiago who did that.ʺ 
She turned and left the room, giving Elise a great deal to ponder. Elise gingerly raised her arm, testing its strength. The pain was a dull ache now that she moved slowly. She took time to appraise her situation, attempting to sit up in the big soft bed. After several false starts, she accomplished the feat. The rattlesnake had well and truly poisoned her. Her body felt sore and aching, her head dizzy and light. Just as she was about to slide her legs from beneath the bedcovers and attempt to stand up, voices from the hallway speaking in soft Spanish caught her attention. 
ʺTruly you do have the gift, Ana, to know Santiago was here with a white woman who has been gravely ill,ʺ Orlenaʹs voice said. 
ʺShe is recovering then?ʺ the woman called Ana asked. 
ʺYes, I think she will be fine. A good thing, for I fear my womanizing brother is quite enamored of her,ʺ Orlena replied. There was a gentle warning in her voice. 
ʺI am most anxious to meet such a woman as could bring Santiago to heel. Here, give me that broth. I will see to her. You have a new baby to feed.ʺ 
The door opened, and the most striking Indian woman Elise had ever seen entered. She looked nothing like the squaws on the caravan or even the most handsome of the Osage women. This Ana was small and slender, with skin of a coppery hue. She wore her thick, straight hair in an elegant coronet of braids atop her head and was dressed in a beautifully embroidered camisa, a full red skirt, and riding boots. The only items on her person that were Apache rather than Spanish were the eagle feather necklace around her slender throat and the beaten copper belt that circled her tiny waist. Her face was delicately formed, with a high forehead and finely arched brows. A straight nose and generous lips complemented her high cheekbones, but most compelling of all were her eyes, which were huge, luminous, ebonyand hostile. 
Ana inspected Elise as the white woman did her, then glided over to the bedside table with the bowl of hot chicken broth. 
ʺI am Ana, and you are the white woman Santiago has brought among us,ʺ she said in perfect French. 
ʺI am Elise Louvois. You must be the Lipan child Orlena raised with her own children.ʺ Elise tried a friendly smile. 
One slim black eyebrow rose disdainfully. ʺI am not a child. I have been educated in white menʹs ways. I read your language as well as speak it.ʺ She raised a spoon of the broth toward Eliseʹs mouth. 
Taking the bowl and spoon to hold herself, Elise sipped, then replied, ʺI am American by birth, not French. Do you speak English?ʺ 
ʺDo you speak the Lipan tongue?ʺ 
Deciding the sparing would get her nowhere, Elise tried a direct approach. ʺYou do not like me, Ana. Why?ʺ 
Ana betrayed a hint of grudging respect. ʺNo. Nor do I trust you. The Americans and the French both covet the land the Spanish have stolen from my people. 
Santiago, like his brother, is on our side. Among our people he isʺ 
ʺThe Red Eagle,ʺ Elise interjected. ʺI have been told such by the men on the pack train. The Osage call him the White Apache. Yet you, who are Apache, dress in Spanish clothes. Is it because you would please the white side of his nature? He is Spanish and Irish, not truly Apache.ʺ 
Anaʹs face hardened, and her voice cracked with suppressed fury. ʺHe has chosen to be one of usa thing most whites like you could never understand. 
And he has none of his fatherʹs evil blood in him. None!ʺ 
ʺI apologize, Ana. I know of Conal Quinn and did not mean Now it was Ana who cut off Elise. ʺYou already know too much about us, white woman. Return to your own kind as soon as you are able.ʺ Her eyes narrowed with venomous hatred. ʺThis I swear to you. If you betray Santiago, I shall kill you as an Apache does his enemies.ʺ 
Chapter Eighteen 
Elise tried to rest for an hour or so after Ana left, then gave up, deciding she was too upset by the striking Lipan womanʹs words. Ana loves Santiago and would make
him a good and loyal wife. Something Elise Louvois certainly could not do. But did she love the renegade? The question haunted her. For weeks, perhaps ever since their first tempestuous kiss, she had pushed the idea to the back of her mind. 
After she had finally surrendered to their mutual passion, she was even more unwilling to face the issue, reasoning that he had given her the only gift she could in conscience accept from himfreedom from Edouardʹs taunts about her frigid inadequacy as a woman. 
ʹʹIʹm too confused to think straight. What I need is a good hot bath to wash away the trail grime.ʺ She reached for the bell pull and Lupe quickly appeared. Within an hour, she sat soaking in a tub of heavenly warm water. Orlena had poured in violet‐scented oil, saying she knew the perfume would suit Elise. Had Santiago told her? 
She laid her head against the tub and turned over in her mind the chaotic pieces of her life. Samuel had to be her first priority. She must locate him, and together they could then work to keep the fragile peace between Spain and the United States. After that . . . surely her confused feelings about Santiago would sort themselves out. 
Possibly he would deliver her to Santa Fe as they had agreed and ride off with never a backward glance, but some feminine instinct told her he would not. 
Orlena had said he rode True Blood half to death getting her here and then sat up all night with her. He had almost revealed his feelings the day they nearly died during the tornado, but she had stopped him. How much longer would he respect her wishes, especially when she no longer was at all certain what her wishes were? 
Determined to hold such thoughts at bay, she picked up the bar of soap and began to bathe her face and neck, but when she reached up to suds her hair, the pain in her lower arm throbbed wickedly. Cursing in French, she persevered, succeeding in getting soap in her eyes. She dunked her face beneath the water and blinked back burning tears. 
ʺI suspected you might need some help, and that youʹd do something this foolish scarcely twenty‐four hours after a brush with death.ʺ 
Elise jerked upright, pulling sopping masses of black hair over her breasts as she tried to focus her eyes on Santiago. He was leaning indolently in the doorway, his green eyes devouring her wet, naked body. He had obviously already had the opportunity to bathe and shave away several daysʹ growth of beard. ʺClose that door! Anyone couldʺ He did so, stepping inside. She angrily corrected herself, ʺClose it as you leave! Anyone who walked in and saw us like thisʺ 
ʺNo one will walk in.ʺ He slid the bolt on the door and slowly walked toward the tub. 
ʺSantiago, please. What will your sister think of me.?ʺ 
He shrugged. ʺThis is my room. And you are my woman. Orlena knows when to be discreet. Anyway, with a large ranch to run and four children to care for, she has more than enough to occupy her. Except for a few servants, everyone has left the house until dinner time.ʺ 
Her eyes widened, then narrowed. ʺYou planned this.ʺ 
ʺPerhaps I did.ʺ He continued stalking around the tub. ʺYou cannot wash all that heavy hair with your injured arm.ʺ 
ʺThere are other things I cannot do with an injured arm, as well,ʺ she snapped back. 
Santiago laughed as he knelt by the edge of the tub and began to work a thick lather through her masses of night‐dark hair. ʺFor such an educated female, you show a deplorable lack of imagination, querida.ʺ 
He finished with her hair and poured a large clay ewer of water over her head to rinse it. While she held the heavy coil of wet hair with her good arm, he began sensuously working the slick soap across her body. When he reached her breasts, she could not hide her response to the tingling pleasure, especially as he rinsed the hard nubby points by cupping them with water‐filled hands. 
Santiago held both perfect spheres in his palms, lifting one, then the other, as if comparing two rare works of art. ʺSo beautiful,ʺ he murmured, then again took the soap and began to move lower, sensing that she was powerless to protest any further. Her body trembled in anticipation of his every touch. 
Since Santiago had first laid eyes on her, he had witnessed Elise survive many brushes with death, but not until he rode through the mountains holding her fever‐wracked body in his arms had he admitted to himself what he now did. 
Orlena had seen it at once. He loved Elise Louvois. No matter if he could trust her or not, he must have her. With utmost gentleness and soft erotic caresses, he completed the seductive bathing, massaging her sleek long legs, slender ankles, and small, delicately shaped feet. 
ʺI think you are quite clean enough,ʺ he said in a passion‐roughened voice. He used a piece of soft white cotton cloth to rinse her. Recalling how he had used similar cloths yesterday to cool her feverish body, he swallowed. What if he had lost her? 
Elise surrendered to his tender ministrations, so unlike their passionate couplings in the wilderness. Here, in this beautiful house, surrounded by the amenities of civilization, Santiago Quinn had become a different man, yet one she desired no less than she did the fiercely savage renegade. 
Taking her cue from his soft, gentle wooing, she traced her fingertips over the contours of his beautifully sculpted face, the prominent straight nose and arched reddish eyebrows, then down the angular slant of his cheekbones, lingering on the fine white scar which only served to accent his masculine beauty. ʺHow did you come to have this?ʺ she whispered. 
He did not answer, but took her mouth in a soft lingering kiss, rimming her lips with the tip of his tongue. When she opened to him, he laved inside as gently and thoroughly as he had laved her outer body. ʺI want to taste all of you,ʺ he said as he lifted her from the tub and set her on the polished wood floor. 
ʺIʹll ruin the wood,ʺ she protested, but he quickly seized a pile of soft linen toweling and began to dry her, working up from her feet and legs to her hips. 
He skirted past the soft black curls at the juncture of her thighs, whispering, ʺIʹll leave the outside as wet as the inside.ʺ Then he massaged her spine and her breasts until she clung to him, still weak from her brush with death, but drugged even more by his touch. 
When he carried her to the bed and sat her in the center of it, he used one last towel to rub dry her long heavy hair. Through the linen, she could feel the kneading of his fingers on her scalp. Elise closed her eyes in bliss and heard herself whisper his name. ʺSantiago.ʺ How beautiful the Spanish word felt on her tongue. 
When he laid her back against the pillows, every fiber of her being felt as liquid as the warm, oiled bathwater. She watched with unabashed pleasure while he stood over her, kicking off his moccasins, slipping the open linen shirt over his head, and peeling down the soft buckskin breeches. The play of lean, sinuous muscles beneath his bronzed skin was poetry in motion. She traced the thick russet hair on his chest as the cunning pattern narrowed to an arrow‐thin line, leading directly down past his flat, hard belly to where his sex stood proudly erect. Leaning forward, she took the hot velvety hardness in her hand and stroked it. 
He knelt on the bed, her prisoner now, shaking with the pleasure her lightest touch evoked. His hands found her breasts and lifted them, teasing the nipples until she arched against his thighs. He squeezed her breasts against his staff, imprisoning it between them, then groaned in pure bliss. When she began to writhe, her movements nearly drove him over the edge. He pulled away from the luscious embrace. 
Then Elise felt the pressure of his hands on her shoulders, pushing her gently back onto the bed. ʺNo exertion for you, querida. Only lie still and let me love you.ʺ He knelt at her side and began to rain soft wet kisses from her face to her throat, then over her breasts to her belly. 
When his mouth moved lower yet and nuzzled the raven curls, she remembered his earlier words, I want to taste all of you. He could not possibly mean . . . men did not do that to women . . . did they? 
Quickly she learned that they did. He eased himself between her thighs and spread them; then his hot, seeking lips and tongue found her. And he was right. 
She was wet inside as well as outside. Her hands poised on his shoulders as if to push him away, but already he was working such delicate and intense magic that she was powerless to stop him. Gradually her hands slid up the nape of his neck, and her fingers tangled in his thick, russet hair. 
Santiago felt her initial resistance melt into a passionate assent. Soon he felt her fingers tugging on his hair, pulling him yet closer as her breath came in small ragged gasps and moans. When he felt spasmotic tremors begin to wrack her slender body, he rose over her and quickly plunged into her quivering sheath. 
Gritting his teeth, he held still, buried deep inside her, letting the first waves of orgasm wash over her before he began to slowly rock her in the age‐old rhythm. 
ʺEasy, Elise, slow, just lie still and allow me . . .ʺ His own words strangled in his throat when she arched up to meet him. Seizing her pelvis in his hands, he stilled her, gentling their mating dance, cupping her hips until he felt her crest a second time. 
Then he relinquished his control, not in fierce grinding passion but in a slow, deliberate homecoming that stole upon him like the dawn breaking over the horizon, slowly at first, then culminating in a fierce, multicolored explosion of brilliant light, flooding all his senses. 
Elise held him as he spent himself and then rolled them carefully to lie on their sides, deliberately sparing her injured arm, which he held across his chest protectively. ʺThis was different,ʺ she said softly, then realized the double entendre and blushed fiercely. ʺII meant the ending . . . so soft and gentle.ʺ 
He smiled and tucked a wayward raven curl behind her ear. ʺYes, it was. We usually tear at each other like mating wildcats. Perhaps Iʹve learned something in the last two daysor finally admitted it to myself.ʺ He kissed her with heartrending tenderness, then rolled away from her and off the bed. 
Her heart felt squeezed so painfully in her chest that she could not utter a sound as she rose and began to dress. He had brought her a fresh change of clothing from Orlena, which he had tossed onto the chair by the door. One of the beautiful camisas and a skirt of deep purple linen lay soft and fresh beside some daintily sewn batiste undergarments. 
He finished dressing first and walked to the door. ʺIʹll bring us some wine from the kitchen. My brother receives fine vintages from the City of Mexico.ʺ 
She inspected herself in the large oval mirror hanging on one whitewashed wall. 
Orlena had chosen well. The embroidery in the blouse matched the color of the full skirt. Simply cut clothing suited to this strange foreign land, they flattered her, clinging to every curve. The violet color highlighted her eyes while the pure white of the blouse contrasted with her golden tanned skin. ʺI could be a Spanish woman.ʺ No.  Her thoughts were interrupted when Santiago returned with a bottle and two lovely crystal goblets. 
He poured and handed her a glass, his bright emerald eyes studying her pensively. After taking a swallow for courage, he said, ʺElise, when I rode here with you unconscious in my arms, I realized my feelings toward you had changed.ʺ He added darkly, ʺIn ways I didnʹt want to admit.ʺ 
Elise listened intently, afraid of what he was going to say, but knowing there was no way to prevent it. Their relationship had gone too far now to turn it back to the simple passion they had discovered along the trail. No, what is between us has
never been simple,  she forced herself to admit as she sipped the sweet wine. 
ʺI love you, Elise. I never thought to speak those words to another woman as long as I lived, a vow made nearly a decade ago and well kept . . . until you.ʺ 
ʺYou know nothing about me, Santiagoyou donʹt even trust me.ʺ 
He smiled wryly and shrugged in that careless, graceful manner she had grown to love. ʺI suppose I can learn to trust, if you can. Iʹll give up this reckless lifefor you. Will you marry me, Elise?ʺ 
Her heart felt as if it had shattered in minute fragments. The pain was more than she could bear. Unable to stop herself, Elise sat down her wine, spilling it onto the polished oak table. She stepped toward him, her hands clenched in the folds of her dress as she choked on the words she had to say. ʺI cannot marry you, Santiago. I am still wed to Edouard Louvois.ʺ 
He stiffened, then reached out and seized her shoulders, his fingers like bands of steel, holding her fast. ʺYou said you were a widow.ʺ 
ʺII lied. Weʹve lived apart for yearsʺ 
ʺHow convenient for you,ʺ he replied coldly, releasing her and turning away. 
She watched the anger drain slowly from his face, replaced by the emotionless mask of Quinn the renegade. ʺI suppose the deception is related to your mission to rescue your brother in Sante Fe?ʺ His voice was ice cold. ʺIs this mysterious sibling really your husband? Or perhaps another lover?ʺ The sting of betrayal cut deeply, far more than it had with Juliette. 
ʺSantiago, please donʹtʺ 
ʺDonʹt what? Ask questions you cannot or will not answer? Who is this supposed brother?ʺ 
ʺLieutenant Samuel Shelby. He was with Pikeʹs expedition. You were right about that, but Pike is working for General Wilkinson and my brother is trying to stop him.ʺ 
He raised an eyebrow and looked at her with glacial green eyes, his expression as hard and cynical as she had ever seen it. ʺSo, you and this brother are out to prevent a war. How noble. Who in the hell are you, madam? Ever since the night I met you on the St. Louis riverfront, men have been trying to kill you.ʺ 
ʺI . . . I cannot tell you everything, only thatʺ 
ʺForgive me! I donʹt wish to hear any more of your clever lies or half truths. I was willing to trust you, Elise, but you wonʹt ever trust a renegade like me, will you? 
Maybe youʹve never trusted anyone. A lesson I too thought Iʹd learned in my youth. I was a fool to forget it.ʺ He turned from her and stormed through the door, slamming it behind him as he said, ʺIʹll send Spybuck to escort you to Santa Fe as soon as youʹre able to travel.ʺ 
The silence echoed around her. Elise stood alone in the center of the room, surrounded by all the memories of their lovethe subtle musky smell of sex, the rumpled bedsheets, the tub of bathwater, now gone cold . . . cold as her heart. ʺIf I still have a heart. Why didnʹt I let the president secure my freedom from Edouard?ʺ 
A foolish question now. The decision had been made many years ago when she was certain she could never fall in love. ʺNow itʹs too late.ʺ The walls seemed to close in on her as she collapsed on the bed, clutching the sheets to staunch her tears. She inhaled the faint essence of leather, tobacco, and the spicy male scent that was uniquely his. 
Santiago went to the room he had been sleeping in and threw a few toilet articles in his pack, then swung it over his shoulder and headed toward the sala. He could hear Bartoloméʹs and Orlenaʹs voices. 
ʺHow do you know you can trust her? I do not like an American knowing about the rifles.ʺ 
Before she could reply, Orlena heard Santiagoʹs footfalls on the polished wooden floor and looked up to see him standing grim‐faced in the doorway with his saddle pack slung over his shoulder. ʺAre you leaving? What has happened?ʺ 
ʺI go to meet Spybuck. He is to take Elise to Santa Fe.ʺ He quickly turned to his nephew. ʺWhat is this about Elise knowing of the weapons we brought?ʺ 
Bartoloméʹs green eyes hardened. ʺYou did not tell her of it. I thought not. She must be a spy.ʺ 
ʺA spy for whom? Santiago, what is going on?ʺ Orlena asked, impatiently ignoring her hot‐tempered young son. ʺElise knew about the weapons for our people, but she thought you were selling them for profit. I explained the truth of the matter. If she were a spythe Blessed Virgin only knows for whomwhy would she reveal such knowledge by openly asking? She mistrusted you, Santiago, but she does no longer.ʹʹ 
His face was expressionless now. ʺShe had better mistrust meand fear me.ʺ He cursed himself for all the times he and his men had spoken Spanish in front of her. Her husband had beenno, he corrected himself was a diplomat. They traveled across Europe. If she spoke French and English, why not Spanish as well? ʺShe must have overheard us speaking in Spanish about the weapons.ʺ 
Orlena placed her hand on his arm. ʺSurely you do not think she is a Spanish agent? I cannot believe it.ʺ 
ʺShe says she is here to prevent a war between the Americans and the Spanish. 
Frankly, I do not know what she might do.ʺ 
ʺShe loves you,ʺ Orlena insisted. 
He raised one eyebrow cynically. ʺReally? A pity the lady can do little to regularize our relationship. She already has a husband. Her French diplomat is very much alive.ʺ 
ʺThat does not mean she is a French spywhat have they to gain in the wilds of New Mexico? The French emperor cares naught for us,ʺ Orlena reasoned. 
ʺShe knows the American Wilkinson is in Spanish payperhaps because she is, too. The weapons have all been disbursed to our Lipan brothers. She cannot prevent or betray that, but she might also know about this last raid of the Night Wind. I must ride to intercept Joaquin.ʺ 
Orlenaʹs face paled now. ʺSurely she would not know where he takes the children!ʺ ʺI am not certain, but there is one way we might find out. She wrote in a diary nearly every day of our journey. It is with her baggage at the rendezvous point where I am to meet Spybuck. I will read it closely. If there is no evidence, I will send Spybuck to escort her to Santa Fe and watch her. If she plans betrayal of our cause . . . I will return to deal with her.ʺ 
ʺWe will guard her well, Uncle Santiago,ʺ Bartolomé said gravely. 
Orlena nodded mutely, certain in her heart that her brother must be wrong about Elise betraying them to the Spanish authorities. But she had lied about being married and that had cut Santiago deeply. ʺGo with God, brother of my heart,ʺ 
she whispered, giving him a swift embrace. 
Ana, once more dressed as Desert Flower in her beaded buckskin tunic and leggings, stared at Spybuck with fury distorting her face. ʺYou cannot just let her go! She is a traitor who will turn you all over to the Spanish governor. She has deceived the Red Eagle.ʺ 
Spybuck looked at her beautiful face and lithe slim body as she stood beside her fleet Lipan pony, ready to return to Hoarse Barkʹs stronghold. How many lonely nights over the past months had he dreamed of seeing her again? He spoke to her in Spanish, for his command of the Lipan dialect was inferior and he feared to betray himself with inappropriate words. ʺWhat is between the two of them does not concern us, Desert Flower. Santiago has asked me to take her to Santa Fe. We found nothing in her papers to indicate she is in league with the Spanish.ʺ 
In fact, what they had found were notes about Lieutenant Pikeʹs contact with the Osage and his attempts to win their loyalty for General Wilkinson, not President Jefferson. Other passages referred to Samuel Shelbyʹs mission to the Spanish on behalf of Jefferson. Some notations pertained to the various other Indian tribes they had met along the way. Nothing incriminated her as an agent of either the Spanish or the French. 
ʺI still do not trust her,ʺ the Lipan woman said stubbornly. ʺBut I will be glad to see her gone and the Red Eagle free of her clutches.ʺ 
ʺYou must let go. He does not love you as you would wish,ʺ he said gently. 
Anaʹs eyes rounded in amazement. Never before had the big Creek spoken of such a personal matter to her. ʺYou presume much, for a red man raised by whites. You are far from both your peoples.ʺ 
He took a step closer to her and reached out for her hand, clasping it before she could draw away. ʺI presume because I have been the Red Eagleʹs friend for many years. I know his heart . . . and I know yours. At last, I would have you know mine. For years I have held my peace, thinking perhaps you and my friend were destined to wed. Now I know it will never be. He loves the American.ʺ 
ʺNo!ʺ 
ʺYes,ʺ Spybuck replied softly, still holding her hand, which had balled into a small, tight fist. ʺHe feels betrayed by her, and perhaps he will never be able to marry her, but it changes nothing. You have already waited too long, Desert Flower. So have I.ʺ 
ʺYou?ʺ She looked up into his glowing obsidian eyes, suddenly realizing what he meant. ʺYou are Creekreally more white than red for all you wear that ugly shaven head like a badge of honor.ʺ 
His hand touched his scalplock unconsciously. Always he had been vain about his tribal identity, even though he knew Lipan men wore their hair long, bound back with headbands. He smiled, revealing straight white teeth in his bronzed face. ʺYou, too, have been raised more white than red, but you are right. This is the land of the Apache, not the Muskogee, as my people call themselves. I will think on the matter.ʺ 
With that, he raised her hand to his lips and gave it a very elegant European salute, then turned to go. 
ʺWhat of the American?ʺ she called after him. 
ʺBe grateful I am taking your nemesis to Santa Fe. I shall watch to see she does no mischief. Return to your stronghold. Perhaps I will see you there one day soon. 
She leaped onto her pony and kicked it into a trot, refusing to look back at the arrogant Creek or Muskogee or whatever he chose to call himself. How dare he court her? Surely the Night Wind, her foster father, would not accept a bride price from him! 
PART III 
SAVAGE SCENE 
Chapter Nineteen 
Elise looked down on the capital of New Mexico from the mountain pass above it. Remembering her first sight of St. Louis, she realized that distant appearances could be deceiving. Santa Fe was a town of several thousand soulsSpanish, Indian, and people of mixed blood such as Santiagoʹs brother. Situated in a wide valley with a bright ribbon of river running through it, the scene was almost too perfect. 
Flat‐roofed, open‐beamed adobe buildings predominated, gleaming with whitewash in the brilliant sunlight. Situated at opposite ends of the main square, the bell towers of the cityʹs two churches thrust heavenward. 
The pair of riders began the gradual descent to the floor of the valley. Elise looked at Spybuckʹs impassive profile. He had spoken little since he had come to collect her at the ranch. She wondered what Santiago had told him about her, but did not ask. It was as if a great leaden weight had settled on her, and it took all her strength to breathe in spite of the bracing dry air. She had no energy left for talking. 

But when l face the governor, I must find out where Samuel is being held and free him. 
She chewed her lip in vexation, trying not to think of her bitter parting from Santiago. 
Suddenly the taciturn Creek turned to her and asked, ʺWhy did you tell Santiago your husband was dead?ʺ 
She knew the question was not asked in idle curiosity, nor was it hostile. ʺI didnʹt mean to betray himor you. I wonʹt involve your caravan in my mission any further. Iʹm sorry about Edouard. . . .ʺ Her words faded. She did not know how to express her desolation. 
ʺAre you sorry you wed himor sorry you are not a widow?ʺ There was no levity attached to the question. 
ʺBoth. We never had a real marriage, even before we separated. But then, perhaps there is no such thing as real marriage. My parents lived apart most of their lives, too.ʺ 
In spite of her brave facade, Spybuck could feel the pain lurking beneath the words. ʺIt is not finished, this love between you and Santiago.ʺ 
ʺOh, but it is, my friend. He made that very clear. Besides, Iʹm still married to Edouard, and I have responsibilitiesif not to my husband, then certainly to my country.ʺ 
ʺAnd to your brother?ʺ 
She turned to him with a look of earnest entreaty in her eyes. ʺAbove all I must locate Samuel. He is the reason I came west in the first place. I must see that he is not languishing in some filthy Spanish prison. Together, he and I must convince Governor Alencastre that President Jefferson did not dispatch Lieutenant Pike as an agent provocateur.ʺ Spybuck nodded gravely. ʺThat may prove a formidable task.ʺ 
ʺWhat is he like? Have you met him?ʺ 
ʺI have not been granted an audience with the governor,ʺ he replied drily, ʺbut I have heard he is an honest mana rarity for a Spanish bureaucrat anywhere, especially on the frontier.ʺ 
ʺThat is what Santiago said, so that lets out bribery,ʺ she muttered beneath her breath. 
ʺWhat will you do?ʺ 
She shrugged wearily. ʺI donʹt know. First Iʹll have to locate Samuel. If heʹs here alreadyand his papers indicated he would try to arrive before Lieutenant Pike didthen Iʹll discuss plans with him.ʺ 
ʺA lone American coming in advance of that expeditionI fear that he will most likely be in custody, Elise.ʺ 
She frowned. ʺI fear so, too. That means I must obtain an audience with the governor.ʺ 
Spybuckʹs expression did betray a hint of amusement now, in spite of his concern for this resilient woman. ʺI think being the first Anglo female ever to arrive in Santa Fe, you will have no difficulty securing an audience. Nor do I discount your skills of persuasion.ʺ 
She looked at him sharply. ʺYouʹve read my papersyou and Santiago! Thatʹs why heʹs set me free.ʺ Spybuck did not deny it. ʺWill he come to Santa Fe to watch meor is that your job?ʺ 
ʺLet us just say I have decided to keep an eye on you for your own good. 
Santiago has more urgent business to the south, but he will eventually return.ʺ 
She speculated about what sort of dangerous mission the renegade might be on, but said nothing. ʺBy the time he is in Santa Fe, I only pray Samuel and I are on our way back to the United States.ʺ <><><><><><><><><><><><> The palace of the governor was hardly the grandiose building an American might expect for a province the size of New Mexico. The low, whitewashed building was of Pueblo architecture with a wide portale fronting it. All sorts of men, savage Comanches and nattily dressed ricos,  lounged in its shade while the. 
presidial soldiers drilled in the warm morning sun. 
Everyoneʹs attention was caught when the American lady, rumored to have come to Santa Fe overland from St. Louis, walked across the plaza. Caballeros swept off their broad‐brimmed hats and made courtly bows while the genízaros stood in open‐mouthed awe. Even the fierce Comanche warriors appraised her with more curiosity than arrogance. Elise swept by them all, through the main door where a surprised pair of guards were too slack‐jawed to prevent the violet-eyed womanʹs entry. In moments, she was whisked into the austere antechamber to await the governor. 
As she paced, Elise considered what she had learned since her arrival the preceding night. The small, rude inn where Spybuck had taken her provided more than food and shelter. The elderly woman who ran it also informed her that a lone americano answering Samuelʹs description had arrived several weeks ago and was being held by the governor. Not wanting to arouse the suspicions of the xenophobic government authorities, she decided not to make further inquiries, but to beard the governor directly. How easy it would be for both her and Samuel to vanish forever in some Spanish dungeon! 
A tall, rather attractive young officer stepped into the room and bowed politely. 
ʺA thousand pardons for keeping you waiting, Madame Louvois, but his excellency will see you now. I am his second in command, Lieutenant Raoul Castal, and it is my pleasure to welcome you to Santa Fe.ʺ 
Castal studied her from hooded eyes as he bent to kiss her hand. A magnificent woman! His fellow conspirator, Clark Jamison, had not exaggerated back in New Orleans. She was as beautiful as she was dangerous. However, her arrival in Santa Fe spelled trouble. Her foolish brother had posed no threat, for Alencastre had not believed him, but Elise Louvois could upset all their carefully laid plans. 
As Elise smiled her thanks to the elegant man, she noted the way he studied her with intent dark eyes. His light brown hair was meticulously clubbed with a velvet ribbon, and his moustache was neatly barbered, but something about him bothered her. The handsome officer made her uneasy in spite of his courtly manners. ʺYou are most kind, Lieutenant Castal,ʺ she replied as he escorted her into the large audience chamber. Why did his name seem familiar? 
Governor Alencastre was a slightly built man with the austere face of an esthete. 
His thinning gray hair was cut short, and his uniform was surprisingly plain for his high office. He wore none of the gaudy medals and ribbons of rank so common among American as well as European officers. His leather breastplate spoke of a man who spent more time on patrols than in palaces. So did his windburned skin and keen, ice‐blue eyes. 
ʺMadame Louvois, you are a long way from your home. What brings a French lady to New Mexico?ʺ he asked in perfect French. 
She met his assessing gaze levelly and replied in the same language, ʺI have come seeking my brother, Governor Alencastre. You hold him prisoner. Samuel Shelby.ʺ He stroked his neatly trimmed goatee as he motioned for her to be seated in a heavy oak chair with threadbare velvet cushions. Pacing around the large table which served as his desk, he said, ʹʹAh, yes. The young man who claims to be an American army officer but arrived here out of uniform.ʺ 
ʺHe is a lieutenant in the United States Army, your excellency.ʺ 
His eyes turned almost opaque as he fixed them on her. ʺWith a French sister. I find that most curious, Madame.ʺ 
ʺSamuel speaks French as well as I do, yet we are both Americans. There is no mysteryour mother is French. Our father was a Virginian. I am wed to a Frenchman who is in the diplomatic service of the emperor. Other than my husband, Samuel is my only living relative, your excellency.ʺ She doubted an emotional appeal would work, but it was worth a try. 
ʺBe that as it may, his Catholic Majesty does not allow foreigners in this outlying province. The situation between Spain and the United States right now is particularly grave.ʺ 
ʺAll the more reason to hear us out, Governor Alencastre. I cannot know all my brother told you, for I have not seen him in over a year and know nothing of what befell him since he undertook this journey. But I shall tell you my story and you may compare it to his. Our government wishes desperately to avert war with yours.ʺ 
Elise carefully related how Samuel had stumbled onto General Wilkinsonʹs plan to send Lieutenant Pike into Spanish territory and have the expedition captured and brought to Santa Fe. ʺSo you see, Governor, there was time to do nothing but leave the information where only I would know to look for it. He had to cover his trail by pretending to drown, then catch up with Lieutenant Pike in St. 
Charles and pass himself off as a civilian fluent in Spanish.ʺ 
In the midst of her narration, she switched to that language. Alencastre raised his eyebrows but did not interrupt as she finished explaining about Samuelʹs desire to reach Santa Fe before the Pike expedition was apprehended. ʺHe wished to assure you that President Jefferson does not want an international incident. 
General Wilkinson has acted for his own gain without presidential approval.ʺ 
ʺWhat does he hope to gain?ʺ he interjected as those cold blue eyes studied her mercilessly. 
Elise did not wish to admit how precariously weak the new federal union was by betraying Wilkinsonʹs conspiracies. Perhaps Alencastre knew the general was Agent 13, perhaps not. Would Samuel have told him? ʺThe general has political aspirations. Using martial glory, he can realize them,ʺ she replied carefully. 
He smiled for the first time, and his expression lessened in harshness. ʺYou are suggesting he is an unprincipled opportunist?ʺ 
ʺYour choice of words, your excellency, but a good choice. If only your soldiers can locate Lieutenant Pike and escort him quickly back to American territory, nothing further need come of this incident.ʺ 
Alencastre studied her. How muchif anythingdid she know about his orders from Governor‐General Salcedo to capture Pike and deliver him to Chihuahua? 
Probably nothing, and he would not enlighten her. The less said about this whole dangerous contretemps, the better. 
ʺMy soldiers are searching for this Lieutenant Pike. Once he is apprehended, then we shall see.ʺ Shifting the subject, he smiled again and said, ʺYou are a most adventurous lady to have come where no American woman ever dared before. 
How did you do it?ʺ 
She met his smile with one of her own, carefully overshadowed by wistfulness. ʺI was desperate to reach Samuel after I found out he was alive and on his way to Santa Fe. I hired a guide . . . well, actually he is a Spanish trader who sells horses and pelts in St. LouisSantiago Quinn.ʺ 
ʺI have heard of him,ʺ Alencastre replied, wondering how a lady of such apparent fine breeding had fared with the son of Colorado Quinn. ʺYou are most resourceful to have survived the rigors of trackless prairies and savages.ʺ 
ʺIt was an ordeal. I pray, your excellency, may I not at least talk with my brother after having come so far?ʺ She leaned forward, holding her breath. 
ʺNow that I have spoken with you, I think I shall have another conversationin privatewith Lieutenant Shelby. In the meanwhile, you may return to your lodgings.ʺ It was not a request. ʺI will send word when you may see the lieutenant.ʺ 
Outside the heavy oak door, which had a narrow crack around its sash, Raoul Castal listened to Eliseʹs parting words to the governor. Santiago Quinn!  The murdering renegade who had killed his brother was still alive and had returned to New Mexico! 
Quickly he moved away from the door as thoughts whirled through his head. He had given up pursuit of the Irishman on the Natchez Trace when river pirates had killed everyone aboard the boat on which he had booked passage. Thinking Quinn dead, he had returned to duty. After serving the past seven years in Texas, he had again been posted to Santa Fe, where he would be part of General Salcedoʹs overthrow of Spanish authority. What a marvelous stroke of fate that Quinn should fall into his hands at last. He would exact a long overdue vengeance. 

The cantina was dark, and the air reeked of fried garlic and sour sweat. Jeffrey Soames sat nursing his third glass of the ghastly swill locals called whiskey. 
ʺWhy in hell did I let Brendan talk me into cominʹ ta this shithole,ʺ he muttered. 
A stupid thing, Sean getting himself killed over a woman. He cursed Santiago Quinnʹs luck again. The Spaniard should have died in that stampede, not Sean. 
When the swell in the natty Spanish officerʹs uniform crossed the cantina crowded with buckskinclad traders, he stood out like a peacock in a vultureʹs nest. Realizing even in his liquor‐fogged state that Americans were prohibited from entering Spanish territory, Soames hunched over his glass and put his head down, praying the lieutenant would pass by without noticing him. 
But Castal recognized the American. There had been dozens like him coming and going through Santa Fe for years, mostly ignored if they carried on their illegal trade quietly and greased a few palms along the way. Now, however, he had business with this one. 
ʺSeñor Soames?ʺ he inquired, standing in front of the scarred pine table, one hand resting lightly on the handle of his sword. 
Soames considered using his broken Spanish to deny his identity, but realized he could fool no one by attempting to pose as a Spaniard. ʺWhat if I am?ʺ he replied, his hand sliding beneath the table toward the hunting knife at his waist. 
ʺI would not touch that knifeunless you wish to die, Señor Soames,ʺ Castal said genially. ʺWhich would be a foolish mistake since you might live, a rich man in the bargain.ʺ Soamesʹ bloodshot eyes stared up at Castal with suspicion. ʺRich,ʺ 
he scoffed. ʺHell I wasnʹt paid enough on that damn caravan to buy me a decent glass of whiskey.ʺ 
ʺYou were with Santiago Quinnʹs mestañeros,  were you not?ʺ 
Soames was sobering up fast. Hackles rose on the back of his neck as he realized just how precarious his position was. ʺI just hired onQuinn said he had him a tradinʹ license. Heʹs Spanish.ʺ Damn all greasershim and you! 

Castalʹs smile did not reach his cold dark eyes as he said, ʺI would like to offer you the opportunity to earn some fine Spanish silver. Please step outside with me, and I will explain . . . in private.ʺ The drunken fool was eager to oblige. 
Good. Soon he would have the crude American slavering at his bait. 
The Creoleʹs prediction proved true. Soames rubbed his grimy hands together nervously as he looked up and down the deserted alley. ʺSo you want Quinn? I kinda got me a score to settle with him too.ʺ 
Castal knew. He had heard about the manʹs partner, killed by the renegade along the trail. ʺQuinn was wanted for murder in New Orleans when Spain ruled there. 
I wish to see justice done, but alas, Spanish law cannot touch him in New Mexicounless you can help me. I have heard rumors about his dealings with the Apacheonly rumors, of course.ʺ He had in fact spent the day dispatching all his trusted subordinates through the city in search of information about the absent Quinn. This malcontent was new to the renegadeʹs band of cutthroats and might talk more freely. 
ʺI overheard some stuff on the trail about him goinʹ down the Camino Real, south.ʺ ʺAll his goods were sold here in Santa Fe by the savage who is his partner. Why would he continue down the trade route?ʺ 
Soames shrugged. ʺI only heard he was headed south to meet someone outside Chihuahua City. Maybe Apaches? Look, if he knowed I was tellinʹ you, heʹd cut my throat. You could take a patrol and head after him. Lots of things can happen to a man ridinʹ along the road to Chihuahua. . . .ʺ He let his voice trail away, then added, ʺNow, what about that silver?ʺ 
ʺAnd a lot of things can happen to a drunken man in a back alley of Santa Fe, too, amigo, ʺ Castal said as a thin Italian blade flashed in the darkness. 
Jeffrey Soames slid to the ground with a surprised grunt. Castal kicked him over, face up, and checked to be certain the American was dead, then walked from the alley with swift, purposeful strides. 
Chapter Twenty 
El Camino Real, above Chihuahua City

Santiagoʹs eyes scanned the bleak horizon as his big bay plodded steadily south. 
He would catch up with Joaquin in a couple of days if Strong Bowʹs reports were accurate. It would be good to see his brother again, but he was uncertain of how much he wanted to reveal about Elise. Joaquin and Orlenaʹs relationship had survived great treachery and adversity. But they loved each other. Did Elise love him? 
He could still see the stricken look on her face when he had asked her to marry him. Had he been too swift to condemn her? That marriage had been an unhappy one. Perhaps she simply did not want the encumbrance of another, even less certain marriage. Or perhaps she did not want marriage with a man she believed to be a peniless renegade. ʺBetter not to dwell on it,ʺ he muttered to True Blood. 
His thoughts shifted to his half‐brother. Joaquin rode as the Night Wind very rarely these days. This had been a special mission of mercy. He had raided the woolen mills at Encenillas where a whole band of Apache slaves had been forced to work under ghastly conditions. Just as the Night Wind had been, most of the slaves were children whose entire families had been slaughtered. Right now the raider was taking them to the old Franciscan, Fray Bartolomé. The priest ran a school in a hidden valley outside of Chihuahua City, where they would be cared for and educated. Hundreds of such children had been rescued from certain death over the years. 
It had been nearly two years since Santiago last visited Fray Bartolomé, who had been his earliest teacher in New Spain. He was eager to see the old man again. 
God and all His Saints knew he needed the peace that always seemed to surround the holy father. 
Distractedly, he guided the bay past a prickly cluster of catʹs claw cactus. The desolation on this stretch of flat tableland had always amazed him, for not far ahead lay several fertile river valleys, filled with fruit trees and corn fields. 
Santiago felt the vibrations before he saw the riders. A group of Spanish soldiers thundered down the trail behind him. Once he had made sure they were not Comanches or other bandidos, he felt no concern other than that his solitary reverie had been broken. But where were they going in such a hurry? 
Surely they could not know where the Night Wind and his men were taking the children? Leathercoats would not ride this far to recapture a handful of mere slaves, but they would love to capture the famous raider known only as the Night Wind. A prickle of unease washed over him as they drew near. In the flat, open terrain there was nowhere to hide. When they crested the last low ridge, they had already sighted him. 
Santiago reined in and watched their approach. The two men in the lead were a grizzled sergeant and his corporal, obviously seasoned presidial soldiers. He greeted them as they slowed their hard‐pressed mounts and drew up alongside him. Both men had their Brown Bess muskets in hand, although not trained on him. His glance moved from them to the lieutenant who approached now. The sun was behind his back, and his face was obscured by the brim of his flashy hat, definitely not regulation issue. There was something nigglingly familiar about the fellow, in spite of the layer of yellow dust coating what had once been an elegant uniform. 
ʺI see you do not recognize me, Irishman,ʺ Raoul Castal said as he raised one hand, signaling his men to surround Quinn. 
The instant he heard the mocking voice, Santiago reached for the pistols at his belt, but the sergeant had maneuvered behind him and raised his musket, jamming it into Quinnʹs back. Santiago raised his hands and looked into the dark, deadly eyes of his old foe. ʺSo, you still fear facing me man to man, Raoul.ʺ 
He gestured to six soldiers who now all had weapons trained on him. 
ʺDueling would only mean a swift death for you, Quinn.ʺ 
ʺOr for youa chance you do not choose to take.ʺ 
A nasty smile slashed Castalʹs handsome face. ʺIf I were to die, you would again go unpunished for my brotherʹs murder.ʺ 
ʺIt was not murder, and I am not wanted for your trumped‐up charges in New Mexicoor even under American law in New Orleans now.ʺ 
ʺA mere technicality. You are widely known to be a renegade, trading with the Apache. A serious crime in New Mexico.ʺ 
ʺAnd you propose to see justice done?ʺ Even with no chance of escape, Santiago knew he must attempt to break away. He did not want to contemplate what horrors the vengeful Creole might visit on him if given the opportunity. ʺKill me and be damned, Castal,ʺ he yelled as he knocked the sergeantʹs Brown Bess up with one hand while leaning to his right on True Blood and kicking him into a headlong charge at the lieutenant. 
Almost. He almost had the bastard. But a musket cracked against his skull, knocking him unconscious as his knife grazed Castalʹs gun arm, missing his throat. Then everything went black. 
When Quinn awakened, he was tied on the bay, his hands bound in front of him and his legs strapped to the stirrup leathers. His head throbbed and his vision blurred as he struggled to straighten up from the slumped position. It was difficult because his hands had gone numb from the tight rope biting deeply into the flesh of his wrists. 
ʺAh, I see you have rejoined us. Good. Now I can tell you what awaits you at journeyʹs end. Surely you did not think your rash attempt on my life would end with a merciful bullet in your back?ʺ 
ʺAnother instant and I would have cut your throat, Castal,ʺ he said in a sandpaper voice, eyeing the oozing red bandage on the lieutenantʹs upper arm. 
His tongue was swollen and his mouth as dry as the dust beneath their feet. He did not waste his breath asking for water. 
Castal took a long drink from the wooden canteen on his saddle, then reached over and let the water trickle onto True Bloodʹs mane, just in front of Santiagoʹs face. ʺNot thirsty, eh?ʺ he asked mockingly when the renegade made no attempt to lean forward and catch the precious fluid. He laughed softly. ʹʹYou will be a great deal thirstier before we reach Santa Fe, but do not fear, I will give you enough water to keep you alive.ʺ 
When Quinn would not answer, but only stared straight ahead, Castal continued his purring narration, watching for any betrayal of emotion. ʺI have special plans for you. Ever since I learned of your miraculous resurrection, I have been thinking of exactly how I wished you to die. . . . There is an old prison high on the hill to the north of the city. It was used to house Indian captives, but the last several governors have grown soft and no longer think it suitable, as your father did when he ruled here.ʺ 
He smiled when he noted the faintest tightening of Quinnʹs jaw. ʺAh yes, your illustrious father was quite an inventive man. He had an iron box that he used for particularly recalcitrant prisoners . . . about the size of a coffin. If you think youʹre hot and thirsty now, renegade, wait until you spend a day with that iron cage surrounding you. I will light torches around it to aid the winter sun with its work. Your skin will shrivel and peel from your bones.ʺ 
Remembering the horrors Conal had inflicted on Joaquin with that hideous sweat box, Santiago felt the churn of nausea deep in his gut. At least it is not my
own father who will torture me. 
But the malevolent presence of Conal Quinn hung over Santiago like a pall as they rode north, nearer and nearer the journeyʹs end. He wondered if Alencastre knew about Castalʹs actions. The governor might want him interrogated, but Alencastre would not approve of his lieutenantʹs methods. Useless. Castal would slip him into the deserted prison on the hill by dark of night and bring what was left of his prisoner to his superior when he was finished. 
<><><><><><><><><><><><> Santa Fe ʺWhat by all thatʹs holy are you doing here?ʺ Samuel hugged Elise fiercely, then held her at armʹs length for the tongue‐lashing of her life. When he was ushered into this small chamber in the governorʹs palace, he had expected another interview with Alencastre or some subordinate, not to find his sister in this godforsaken place! 
ʺIt is I who should be berating you! What an idiotic, stupid, dangerous thing you did. Youʹre a soldier, not a spy. Thank God you left the papers where only I would find them.ʺ 
ʺYou were to give the information to Jeffersonʹs men. If I had even dreamed youʹd come yourself, I wouldʹve gone without leaving any word!ʺ 
ʺThere was no time for that. I had to act at once,ʺ she answered. 
ʺThere was no time for me to do anything else, either,ʺ he replied defensively. 
Then he released her and combed his fingers through his hair in agitation. ʺAre you, too, under arrest? The governor is a hard man to convince.ʺ 
ʺIʹm not certain. Heʹs allowed me the freedom of the city. Heʹs shrewd but fair, I think, and I believe that between us weʹll convince him of the presidentʹs sincerity. He has patrols out looking for Pike right now.ʺ 
Samuel smiled ruefully. ʺHow well I know. One nearly caught us in a Pawnee camp before I could escape on my own.ʺ 
ʺTell me everything you know about the expedition. Where are they now?ʺ 
ʺNot so fast, my clever little sister,ʺ Samuel admonished. 
ʺIʹm your elder sister,ʺ she corrected. 
ʺBut still little to me,ʺ he said, pointing out the disparity between his six‐foot frame and her slender five feet, five inches. ʺLiza, I traveled that trail. Itʹs filled with savages and snakes. How on earth did you survive?ʺ 
ʺThe savages were the least of my difficulties. The snakeswell, suffice it to say that if I lived through a rattlerʹs bite, Iʹm pretty hard to kill.ʺ 
He paled, feeling guilt twist his gut for what he had put her through. ʺHow did you get here? Surely General Wilkinson didnʹt supply you with an escort?ʺ The latter question was as near levity as Samuel could manage at the moment. 
ʺI hired a man,ʺ she said quietly. ʺA Spaniard who knows the trail well. He takes pack trains back and forth several times a year.ʺ 
ʺDuring my brief time in St. Louis, the only man I had heard of fitting that description was a renegade, a half Irish cutthroat namedʺ 
ʺSantiago Quinn. Yes, Samuel. And he proved a most resourceful guide.ʺ 
His eyes narrowed as he looked at her face, noting the nervous way she would not meet his eyes. ʺLizaʺ 
ʺIʹd rather not discuss Quinn.ʺ She interrupted with such finality that he sighed and threw up his hands as she commanded, ʺNow, tell me all about Lieutenant Pike. I must know everything. We are to dine with the governor this evening.ʺ 
ʺPike is a worse disaster than a tornado,ʺ he replied sourly. 
Her face took on a faraway look for an instant. Then it vanished. ʺI know firsthand how destructive the killer winds can be. Pray, continue.ʺ 
The table was set with handsome linen and branched silver candlesticks. 
Governor Alencastre had gone to some lengths to show hospitality to his captive guests. The spacious dining hall seemed to dwarf the three people as several Indian servants began to place steaming dishes heaped with spicy beef and fresh vegetables on the table. 
After the wine had been poured, Alencastre raised his glass. ʺMay I propose a toast with our excellent wine, made right here in New Spain?ʺ 
Elise and Samuel raised their glasses. 
ʺTo a courageous sister and brother who have risked much in service to their country and the cause of peace.ʺ 
ʺTo Spanish courtesy,ʺ Elise responded and they all drank. 
ʺI take it you have decided our intentions are honorable then, your excellency?ʺ 
Samuel inquired. 
ʺHave you located Lieutenant Pike?ʺ Elise asked. 
ʺNone of my patrols have found him yet. It is most peculiar, for if he had taken even a rather circuitous route, we should have located him by now. He seems to be quite lost.ʺ 
Samuel made a polite snort. ʺI have never seen a worse navigator in my life. And to further complicate matters, even before I parted company with him he had made several side trips, sending his men off at great peril to their lives. He follows every small stream or mountain on the horizon. For a man who wishes to be caught, he is stupidly botching his own assignment.ʺ 
ʺWe shall locate him, never fear. Although if we do not do so soon, snow will be flying in the mountains. As ill‐supplied as you say he is, I suspect it will go hard for his men.ʺ 
Before Elise could ask the question hovering on the tip of her tongue, Alencastre closed off the discussion. ʺBut enough of the hapless Lieutenant Pike. I have some very good news for you. I have just received word that war between our nations will most likely be averted. Your ever‐resourceful General Wilkinson has decided to accede to his presidentʹs wishes. He has marched from Nachitoches to the Sabine and worked out an agreement with the Spanish forces there. If both sides hold their troops in check beyond the designated neutral ground, it will greatly ease tensions.ʺ 
ʺNow that is news worth toasting,ʺ Samuel said with a grin, but his eyes caught Eliseʹs as all three raised their glasses in the salute. What did this mean regarding
Wilkinsonʹs embroilment with the Mexican Association and the Spanish
insurrectionists? 

ʺYou will be most happy to learn that I am issuing you a safe passage home. As soon as an escort can be arranged, you will cut across Texas and reach New Orleans. I understand the weather there is lovely this time of year.ʺ 
ʺA great deal better than it will be on the high plains,ʺ Samuel said. 
ʺWe are most grateful, your excellency.ʺ Elise wanted to probe further about Alencastreʹs plans for Pike, but doubted that he would answer. Most likely the governor would imprison him. Thank God Iʹve secured Samuelʹs freedom! 

Just then a knock sounded on the door, and an aide entered with a message for the governor. He scanned it and rose, making his apologies for leaving in the middle of dinner. ʺMost distressing news. Our Comanche allies have abducted the daughter of a very prominent Taos rancher who commands a sizable force of militia. I must leave at once to see if a full‐scale disaster can be avoided. 
Lieutenant Castal will be in command while I am absent. Please do not hesitate to call on him if you require anything before I return.ʺ 
Chapter Twenty‐One 
ʺI donʹt like Lieutenant Castal being left in charge while Governor Alencastre is away,ʺ Elise said to Samuel. She stared out the window into the street below her room at the inn. The arrogant Creole had just ridden in from some mysterious patrol. 
ʺHas he made improper overtures to you?ʺ her brother asked, instantly tensing. 
She turned and smiled ruefully at him. ʺSuch a protective brother. Samuel, Iʹve been taking care of myself for years. I can easily turn any manʹs improper advances to my advantage.ʺ She chewed her lip worriedly, not certain how to explain the instincts she had developed over the years as a spy. 
Something niggled at the back of her mindif only she could recall it. ʺI donʹt trust Castal. Heʹs more than a Spanish soldier on a frontier outpostin fact, his French is impeccable.ʺ 
Samuel shrugged. ʺSo is Alencastreʹs. Thatʹs scarcely unusual for an educated man. Do you think Castal is involved in the filibuster with Wilkinson?ʺ 
ʺItʹs not beyond the realm of possibility. The Mexican Association in New Orleans has wide‐ranging contacts all across New Spain.ʺ 
ʺI think we can be certain Alencastre is honest,ʺ Samuel ventured. 
ʺAll the more reason to be concerned that heʹs left us in Castalʹs care. I wish that escort for us had been arranged before the governor was summoned away. The sooner I shake the dust of New Mexico from my boots, the happier Iʹll be.ʺ 
ʺLiza . . .ʺ Samuel groped for a way to ask the question that had been troubling him ever since he learned that his sister had crossed the prairie with a Spanish renegade. ʺYou said Quinn saved your life and took you to his familyʹs ranch to have his sister treat the snakebite. Now you canʹt wait to leave, even before heʹs returned to Santa Fe. Is Santiago Quinn the reason you never want to see New Mexico again?ʺ 
Her facade almost broke. She desperately wanted to keep Samuel from knowing of her disastrous liaison with Quinn, which might prove as dangerous as if he learned the truth about Edouard. ʺThe privations of the trail were inducement enough to make me long for American soil, Samuel. Quinn was a capable guide who saved my life. Nothing more.ʺ 
Samuel watched her turn away and sensed she was lying. ʺYouʹve changed a lot since we were children, Liza. I blame Louvois for that, but you still canʹt fool me. 
Iʹve done a bit of checking on this renegade mustanger since the governor freed me. He has quite a reputation with women andʺ 
A sharp rapping on the door interrupted him. Eager to avoid her brotherʹs questions, Elise bade the caller enter. Spybuck stepped into the room, dressed in the buckskin shirt and pants so common to frontier trappers and traders. He had cut off his prized scalplock and had not shaved his head since she saw him last. 
A thick stubble of hair had begun to grow on it. 
His face was grim as he addressed her. ʺI have just received most distressing news from the Indians who reside in Analco, across the river. Santiago was captured on the road to Chihuahua and has been brought to the deserted prison on that hill.ʺ He gestured to the promontory visible from the window. 
Her heart stopped beating. ʺCaptured! They found out about the guns!ʺ 
ʺNo, the weapons for the Lipan had long since been delivered, with Castal none the wiser. Do you not recall the duel Santiago fought in New Orleans?ʺ 
ʺOh, my God! Castal! That was the familyʹs name!ʺ Elise ground her fist against her lips. ʺI should have remembered. When I met the lieutenant, I instinctively disliked him and couldnʹt fathom why.ʺ 
ʺThe Creole must have thought Santiago dead all these years. He was recently transferred to Santa Fe and learned the truth. He will kill my friend, Elise.ʺ 
ʺBut he canʹt! Without knowledge of Santiagoʹs gun running, what charge can Castal use in New Mexico to hold him?ʺ she asked. 
ʺGun running? Liza, you canʹt get involved with these renegades,ʺ Samuel said, trying to step between Elise and Spybuck. 
She shoved her brother aside. ʺSamuel, this is Spybuck, who has been an invaluable friend to me on my journey. Spybuck, this is my headstrong younger brother, Lieutenant Samuel Shelby. Now please ignore him and tell me everything you know.ʺ As Samuel glowered, Spybuck explained. ʺCastal needs no chargeshe used Jeffrey Soames to elicit information about Santiagoʹs journey south to meet Night Wind.ʺ 
ʺNight Wind! The Apache raider?ʺ Samuel was liking this less and less, but both his sister and the big Indian ignored him as Spybuck continued speaking. 
ʺThe lieutenantʹs patrol brought Santiago to the prison before dawn this morning. No one knows he is there.ʺ 
ʺAnd as long as Governor Alencastre is gone, Castal is in charge.ʺ Elise could read in the Creekʹs eyes how serious the situation was. ʺHow much time do we have before he executes Santiago?ʺ 
ʺCastal will not simply execute him. He has brought him to the old prison for a reason. The torture devices inside were designed by Santiagoʹs own father when he was governor.ʺ 
Her blood ran cold. Somehow she found her voice and asked, ʺWhat do you plan and how may we help you?ʺ 
ʺNow wait a minuteʺ 
ʺHe saved my life, Samuel,ʺ Elise said quietly. 
Samuel studied her pale face. ʺThis involves more than a debt of honor, doesnʹt it, Liza?ʺ 
Spybuck interrupted, ʺThere is no time for this. I must ride for Night Wind. He and his raiders are our only hope for freeing his brother. But that will take timetime Santiago may not have once Castal decides to begin his grisly games. 
The residents of Analco told me about him. He may well be as insane as Conal Quinn was.ʺ 
ʺI will buy you time, Spybucksomehow.ʺ 
She wrung her hands, thinking of how to approach the cold Creole officer. 
Turning to Samuel, she asked, ʺWill you ride after the governor? Perhaps he could return before Spybuck can reach Santiagoʹs brother.ʺ 
ʺWho is an infamous Apache raider,ʺ Samuel said darkly. 
ʺFew people know of their relationship,ʺ Spybuck said meaningfully to Shelby. 
Looking from the menacing savage to his sister, Samuel sighed. ʺLet me get a horse and directions to Taos. If I ride like hell, maybe I can bring Alencastre backif he thinks this Quinn fellow worth his time. But I donʹt want you in danger, Liza.ʺ 
ʺI wonʹt be,ʺ she lied glibly, practically shoving him toward the door. 
ʺThis is a dangerous man and youʹre on foreign soilhis soil, Liza.ʺ Samuel refused to budge. 
She shook her head placatingly and said in her most soothing voice, ʺIʹve spent over half of my life on foreign soildealing with dangerous men.ʺ More than you
could ever imagine. ʺI am not a fool, Samuel. Iʹll be very careful.ʺ 
He remained unconvinced. ʺI shouldnʹt leave you alone.ʺ 
ʺAll I have to do is charm that viper while you summon help.ʺ 
ʺRemember your last encounter with a snake, Liza?ʺ Samuel asked with a scowl. 
He looked at the stubborn set of her features. It was useless to argue further and best to find Alencastre as quickly as possible. What is this Spaniard to you, little
sister?  As soon as he met Santiago Quinn, Samuel Shelby planned to look him over very critically. He seized her shoulders firmly. ʺPromise me you wonʹt do anything crazy that will cause Castal to turn on you.ʺ 
ʺIʹve had much practice at this sort of game, little brother, more than either of you,ʺ she said, looking from Samuelʹs worried dark eyes to Spybuckʹs. ʺBring help, both of you!ʺ The Indian only nodded, understanding her feelings for his friend far better than did her brother. 
Elise inspected herself in the polished steel mirror and decided her appearance would do. She had sent word to the lieutenant that it was imperative she see him. The messenger had returned at once, saying she was invited to have dinner with him at the governorʹs palace that evening. His special guard would escort her the short distance. 
ʹʹI must keep him away from Santiago for tonight,ʺ she murmured to herself as she inspected the violet silk gown Santiago had commanded her to bring when she had abandoned most of her elegant clothes on the banks of the Missouri River. Santiago!  Her heart pounded as she considered how to approach Castal. 
The Creole had been attracted to her when first she met him. Seducing him would not be difficult. Elise shocked herself when she realized that she would be willing to do so if it would save Santiago. But bedding him would serve nothing. 
A man who had hated this obsessively for nearly a decade would not give up his prey for any woman. In fact, if she handled it maladroitly, Castal might well take delight in imprisoning her alongside Santiago. 
She smoothed her hair in its sleek, heavy knot and adjusted the amethyst-studded pins that held it in place. No, it would be a grave error to allow Castal the advantage of knowing how much she cared for the renegade. Even if she possessed any real diplomatic power, this was still a savage, wilderness, as far from the City of Mexico as it was from Washington. Castal would not be daunted by her threats any more than he would be seduced by her charms. 
She was too emotionally involved to think this through as she always had done in dangerous situations in the past. Elise resisted the impulse to rub her aching temples and ruin her hairdo. Pacing over to the narrow bed, she seized her small silk bag and prepared to leave for her rendezvous. The soldiers sent to escort her had been kept waiting long enough. 
ʺThis time Iʹll just have to play it by instinct. Iʹm certain heʹs a filibuster. How can I turn that to my advantage?ʺ 
As soon as she was ushered down the long, deserted hall to the private dining room, Elise felt her fear was well justified. Once he sensed any weakness, the wolfish Castal would pounce on her as a hound would on a crippled rabbit. 
His hair was impeccably clubbed back, revealing the strong lines of his aristocratic face. He had gone to great pains with his appearance. His elegantly tailored indigo uniform was molded to his body and trimmed with elaborate gold braid. Unlike the austere Alencastre, this was a man who delighted in displays of power. When he smiled and bowed over her hand to salute it with a brushing kiss, the light in his eyes was as cold as death. 
ʺWelcome, Madame Louvois. You have grown even more lovely than when first you captured my interest . . . the day you arrived in Santa Fe,ʺ he said in perfect French. 
He bent to kiss the back of her hand, and Elise summoned every ounce of willpower to not jerk it away as his moustache touched her skin. ʺYou are most kind to invite me for dinner, lieutenantor should I address you as acting governor?ʺ Feed his vanity. That can never hurt. 
His smile was predatory. ʺLet us forgo titles tonight,ʺ he said as he escorted her to where an Indian servant waited to seat her at the handsomely appointed table set with the governorʹs linens and flatware. 
ʺWhile his excellency is away, it is my great pleasure to entertain the first American lady ever to enter Santa re.ʺ He paused a beat, then said, ʺI thought perhaps your brother would join us.ʺ 
This was dangerous ground indeed. ʺSamuel has fallen in love with this wild, exotic country,ʺ she began carefully. ʺHe hired a trapper to guide him for a few days of hunting, since we cannot depart for American territory until Governor Alencastre returns.ʺ 
ʺHas his mission with the governor gone well?ʺ he asked as another servant poured dark red wine into her goblet. 
Elise shrugged and sipped her wine as her mind raced. Castal had most probably eavesdropped when she pied Samuelʹs case to Alencastre. ʺMy brother is very dear to me, lieutenant.ʺ She smiled, then resumed. ʺBut he is often too noble for his own good. His mission was dangerous and, I fear, useless. I have secured his safe passage home and that is all that matters to me.ʺ Smiling, she changed the subject. ʹʹPray tell me, how long have you served in New Mexico?ʺ 
ʺOnly a brief tenure. I was a native of New Orleans before the French emperor sold it to your country.ʺ His eyes were glacial as he stared out the window at the gathering twilight for a moment. ʺBut my fatherʹs family has a long and illustrious tradition of military service with the Spanish monarchy. I served most of my career in Spanish Louisiana and then Texas before being reassigned here.ʺ 
His anger at the loss of his home to the Americans was evident. Also, he had been passed over for promotion and sent to this backwater post. His family was probably impoverished. That was why he joined the filibusterers, to get rich. 
What if she could convince him that Santiago had access to a great deal of money? Elise decided to gamble. 
ʺDo you find New Spain as fascinating as I? It is a land rich in promise.ʺ 
Castal studied her as they were served thin slices of lamb, fresh vegetables, and hot corn cakes. He had the servants refill their wine glasses, then dismissed them and turned his measuring gaze on her. The flickering candlelight cast his handsome face in sinister shadows. The sun had been engulfed by the jagged mountains and darkness fell. 
ʺExactly what game do you play, madame?ʺ 
Elise forced herself to take a bite of the lamb and a long, sensuous swallow of wine before replying with reigned innocence, ʺGame, lieutenant? Me?ʺ She laughed softly and switched to Spanish. ʺI merely think there is much wealth in this vast wilderness . . . and Spanish power is as weak as that of my brotherʹs army.ʺ 
Surprised by her fluent Spanish, he raised his eyebrows and gave her a mock salute with his goblet, then also switched to Spanish. ʺYou almost speak treason, yet you are supposed to be an American.ʺ 
ʺI, like you, was raised between two worlds. My father was American, but I grew up in France and wed a French diplomat who is a weakling and a fool. I have learned to look out for my own interests.ʺ 
ʺAnd those of your idealistic younger brother?ʺ 
She shrugged with Gallic dismissal. ʺComing to Samuelʹs rescue worked out most felicitously for me. Along the trail, I learned some very useful information about the renegade Spanish nobleman who guided me here. I understand you are holding him in the prison on the hill?ʺ 
His eyes narrowed as he took a large swallow of wine. ʺNot only do you play games, my dear, but dangerous ones as well. How did you learn I hold Quinn?ʺ 
ʺWhy do you think I urged my brother to ride off to shoot deer? Ever since I arrived here, I have been waiting for Quinn to reappear. I have even employed several of his own men and some locals to inform me of his whereabouts.ʺ 
ʺWhat is your interest in this renegade? An affair of the heart, perhaps? He has charmed more than one unfortunate lady.ʺ 
Perhaps the mysterious woman who sparked the duel? She smiled laughingly as if the idea were too absurd to merit a reply. ʺHe exudes a certain crude fascination that piques my curiosity, I confess, but I am a great deal more interested in the Aranda fortune than I am in the man.ʺ 
The meal now forgotten, he hissed furiously, ʺWhat fortune! He is a renegade mustanger who once masqueraded as a count. His father was an Irish mercenary who ended his career in madness and disgrace.ʺ 
ʺLa, Lieutenant, you have been deceived. Colorado Quinnʹs son is indeed a disreputable outsider who chooses to live among savages, but that does not negate the fact that his mother was an heiress of some renown in Spain. He is indeed Count of Aranda, and he uses his inheritance to send guns to his Apache allies. I almost had him ready to reveal where he keeps his wealthfor it is banked in various locations from the City of Mexico to New Orleans. Now I learn you have arrested him. How inconvenient for me.ʺ She made a pouty toque, then added, ʺBut I am not greedy. I would be more than willing to share with you.ʺ 
He gave her a speculative look. ʺYou think you can convince him to reveal this information to you?ʺ 
ʺIf I had been allowed to pursue my original plan, certainly. But a prison cell is not exactly a trysting place, it is, lieutenant?ʺ 
ʺThere are other ways to extract information from a man than seduction,ʺ he replied in a chilling voice. 
Although her blood ran cold, Elise smiled at him with the indulgent expression one might reserve for a dim‐witted child. ʺYou could torture that one until you killed him. He would never talk. His Apache honor is a matter the fool takes seriouslybravery in the face of pain is everything to them. You have spent your career fighting Indians. Surely you know this.ʺ 
ʺHe is white, not Indian.ʺ 
ʺHe is the White Apache. Your methods would fail.ʺ 
He regarded her with narrowed eyes, his expression growing hostile and suspicious. ʺWhat would you propose instead, my dear?ʺ 
ʺSimply a variation on my original plan. I was never so naive as to think I could seduce him into giving over his fortune. I planned to accompany him from Santa Fe into Mexico, then have him followed when he contacts those who hold his wealth. Only Santiago Quinn, as Count of Aranda, can lead us to his riches. If you were to arrange a prison escape, I could take the credit for it, which would smooth over any mistrust he might have for me. Then you could follow us. 
Together we would learn his secrets.ʺ 
A paper‐thin chance. Please let it work. The alternative was too horrible to contemplate! 
Castal toyed with his goblet, staring into the bloodred wine. ʺLet him escape with you and follow. What is to keep the two of you from slipping away once you have him free, eh?ʺ 
ʺSurely you have a genízaro soldier or two who will follow orders. They can pose as the men I hire to implement the escape.ʺ She watched his face with a sinking heart. Heʹs playing with me. 
ʺNo, I do not think so. You deny any tendresse for the renegade, yet you would risk a second journey across the wilderness with him.ʺ 
ʺThis time I know he can offer me far more than a passing sexual diversion. I much prefer money to men,ʺ she added in an ice‐cold voice. ʺAnd for you, Quinnʹs money would mean power.ʺ 
The wide slash of a smile did not reach his fathomless dark eyes. ʺSo, my sources in New Orleans were right. You are meddling in our plans.ʺ 
She shrugged again. ʺIf you choose to take the whole of his majestyʹs possessions in New Spain from him, it is nothing to me. I am interested only in the freedom that vast wealth will afford me.ʺ 
ʺLet us test the truth of your assertions. Come.ʺ He rose and reached for her hand. 
Silently she acquiesced, knowing, with dread squeezing her heart, what he planned to do. ʺA test, Lieutenant?ʺ 
ʺA test, madame,ʺ he replied. 
Chapter Twenty‐Two 
Santiago awakened slowly . . . to agony. His head throbbed, and the pain in his arms was excruciating. He had been manacled all day against a rough stone wall in a dark, filthy cell. At least the night air was cold, giving minimal relief from the fiery burning on his back. When they arrived at the prison before dawn, all Castal had time to do was have his sergeant ply the lash for a brief interlude. 
When he was summoned to town, the lieutenant had not wanted to forego the pleasure of watching Quinnʹs torment. He had him manacled to the wall, left to contemplate the fate that awaited him. 
God above, to be subjected to the same tortures his father had devised for his brother! Halfway through the day, he had passed out and hung by his arms. The manacles bit into his wrists even when he struggled to stand on rubbery legs. 
Every muscle in his body screamed. He willed his mind to focus on the Lipan stronghold far away in the fastness of the Guadeloupe Mountains, blocking out the pain. 

I must practice now . . . for much, much worse will come later. He conjured up the faces of Orlena and Joaquin, She Who Dreams and Ana, but they kept fading away. Only one face hovered in front of his pain‐glazed eyesElise, with her huge violet eyes. 
The sound of footfalls echoed in the empty stone prison. Castal had returned under cover of darkness to continue his bloody sport. Bracing his manacled legs firmly on the hard‐packed dirt floor, he waited, closing everything out but the face of his lovely Elise. 
ʺSo, you have awakened. How propitious the timing,ʺ Castal purred. ʺI see you are still standing. Commendable, but then perhaps it spares your arms.ʺ He gave a signal, and two of the soldiers walked to the wall, then pulled on the chains until his arms were stretched so high that his feet barely touched the ground. His shoulder muscles bunched in agony as his arms felt pulled from their sockets. 
Castalʹs laughter echoed eerily across the dungeon. Hidden in the shadows, Elise watched, knowing the brutal cat‐and‐mouse game the Creole played. If I show
that I care, heʹll turn on me and use me to hurt Santiago even more. She willed herself to remain calm, her face masked by an expression of sadistic curiosity. Edouard Louvoisʹ face had often mirrored that look. 
When the first crack of the lash sounded, it was as if the cruel leather was biting into her flesh as well as Santiagoʹs. She stood still, revealing nothing. I cannot stop
them too soon or Castal will know. Nor could she dare look away from the bloody slashes crisscrossing that splendid bronzed back. 
After a dozen or so blows, Castal motioned for the guard to stop. ʺHe has fallen unconscious. Revive him.ʺ 
The guard lowered his whip while his companion fetched a bucket of fetid water from the polluted well outside to throw on the manacled prisoner. 
Castal strolled to the doorway of the big dungeon, where Elise stood hidden in the shadows, and murmured low, ʺI must give you credit, my dear. You are either telling the truth, or you are a frighteningly skillful liar. Which is it, I wonder?ʺ He raised his hand and held her chin in his fingers, while their eyes dueled. 
Elise continued their staring contest for another moment, then whispered, ʺIf you pursue this clumsy sport, we will lose his fortune when he dies. Remember, he must be able to travel to sign out his money wherever it is held in Mexico. If you maim him too badly, we lose everything.ʺ 
ʺAnd what thenonce we have secured this supposed fortune?ʺ 
ʺThen you may have your pound of flesh. Perhaps I shall even watch.ʺ 
He studied her as a collector would a butterfly pinned to a board, then seemed to reach a decision. Elise held her breath as he said, ʺI shall begin interrogating him in the morning . . . and I shall expect you to lend your moral support, my dear.ʺ 
His voice was laced with irony. 
ʺI shall be here, never fear,ʺ she replied. 
ʺI know you will, because I shall see to your accommodations tonight. Consider yourself my guest at the palace of the governor for the duration of this venture.ʺ 
He turned from her and summoned his sergeant. ʺTake him down and throw him into a cell for the night. Oh, yes, and be certain to remind him that the iron sweat box awaits him on the morrow.ʺ Once Castal was gone, Santiago opened his eyes and turned his head, trying to see who had been left to guard him. The faint aroma of tobacco drifted on the cold night air as the fat sergeant and his thin subordinate approached. He pretended unconsciousness while they lowered him to the ground and removed his leg manacles. 
As the two soldiers dragged him to the nearest cell by pulling the chains on his arms, the sergeant said to his companion, ʺAwaken him as soon as we have him behind bars.ʺ 
They rolled his limp body into the cell, and the door clanged shut. Then a bucket of the vermin‐infested water splashed across his face like a slap. 
The sergeant, a beefy fellow with a badly pockmarked face, grinned evilly, revealing jagged, blackened teeth. Removing the cigarillo clenched between them, he said, ʺSleep well, Apache lover. Once the sun rises, you will go into the box in the courtyard. You do remember the iron coffin the lieutenant spoke of on the trail? We will build fires around it until it glows hot as a blacksmithʹs forge. 
Even in the winter chill, it will make you very warm.ʺ 
Quinn did not move as he heard their departing laughter. Once they had left the prison, he sat up slowly and looked around the dank cell. His head throbbed wickedly and his back was afire, but his only thought was of how to use this reprieve. Why had Castal not continued the torture? Drawing it out for his own sadistic amusement might well cost the Creole dearly. Santiago saw a possibility, outlined by the flickering light of the torch. He began to crawl slowly toward the far wall, where a jagged piece of iron stuck out in stark relief. It was a holder for manacle chains like the ones in the torture room where he had been suspended. 
The iron bar might provide enough leverage to break through the chains on his arms, for they were very old and rusty. 
He set to work with dogged determination, gritting his teeth against the pain in his lacerated wrists. Every time he pried at the rusty link below the manacle, the cuff bit deeply into his flesh. Hours passed as he repeatedly tugged at the chain link, using his manacled arm for leverage. Sweat beaded his face in spite of the cold night air. He clenched his teeth for yet another try and this time was rewarded with the grating sound of rusty metal breaking free. One chain dropped. One to go. 
Dawn. His arms were at last free. Best he deal with the two guards before Castal returned. He heard them crossing the courtyard. His cell door had proven impossible to unlock, so he must lure them into opening it for him. Hoping to entice them into the cell for some sport, he called out the fat sergeantʹs name. 
ʺRuiz, you brother of a pig! Your lieutenant told you to keep me alive for his amusement! Not kill me! I need water, you fat, filthy vermin! Water!ʺ 
He continued the diatribe in a raspy, broken voice, just loud enough to carry to the outside, while carefully holding the arm manacles as if they still confined him. Ruiz and his companion did not hurry, but neither did his taunts go unanswered. 
After several minutes, the sergeant appeared, rubbing sleep from his eyes. ʺYou will live to regret your insults, renegade. Then you will die,ʺ he added with an evil leer. 
ʺBut if I die before your lieutenant commands, he will turn his wrath on you,ʺ 
Santiago replied as he hung against the bars with his chains seeming to weigh him down. 
ʺFetch him water,ʺ Ruiz commanded the other guard. When the fellow returned with a bucket of the same noisome swill he had been drenched in the preceding evening, Santiago waited for the order he knew Ruiz would give. 
At the sergeantʹs command, the guard threw the bucketʹs contents at him. As he did so, Ruiz drew closer to the grimy bars. Santiago leaned forward as soon as the water hit him and spat full in the sergeantʹs face. The thin, sallow‐complected guard dropped his bucket in shock as the sergeant let out a snarling oath. 
ʹʹSo you wish to play games, do you? Unlock the cell, Adolfo.ʺ The guard complied, and Ruiz entered. 
The smaller man stood in the doorway as the sergeant swaggered up to Quinn, slapping a quirt against the palm of his hand. When he raised it to strike his prisonerʹs face, Santiago dropped the left chain and seized the quirt, yanking Ruiz forward. In the same split second, his right arm came up, swinging the chain, which caught Adolfo full in his face with its heavy, rusted links. The soldier dropped to the floor with a moan, clutching his head in his hands. 
Santiago turned back to Ruiz, who had regained his balance and was drawing his sword. Before the sergeant could free the blade, Quinn was on him, his manacled hand smashing into his tormentorʹs face with a sickening crunch. As Ruiz went down, Quinn seized the sword hilt, unsheathed the blade, and plunged it into the sergeantʹs fat belly. When he turned to the other guard, the thin soldier was struggling to aim his fusil, but the blood dripping into his eyes blinded him. Desperate to stop the echo of a shot that might alert Castal, Santiago leaped forward and slashed his enemyʹs throat with Ruizʹs sword. 
Kneeling, he searched both dead men until he found the key to his manacles. 
ʺThey were useful, but they no longer serve,ʺ he murmured as he freed himself from the heavy iron bracelets. 
The sharp rapping on her door interrupted Eliseʹs troubled thoughts. Telling the guard she would be ready in a moment, she steeled herself for the horrors ahead. 
Castal still did not trust her and had held her prisoner last night. She must keep him from killing or further maiming Santiago until help could arrive. Beyond that she could do nothing, for if Castal had even a glimmering that she cared for Santiago or he for her, the Creole would use each against the other. 

Spybuck, Samuel, please hurry! 

Elise tried her best to play the role of a scheming and avaricious woman of the world as she and Raoul rode toward the ugly, squat stone prison. Wearing the only riding habit she had left intact, she sat Ladybug sidesaddle, as elegant looking as any Spanish noblewoman. 
They conversed in a mixture of French and Spanish, at Castalʹs instigation. He was still trying to trip her up. 
ʺYou spent months on the trail with the renegade, madame. Did he call you Elise?ʺ he asked suddenly, turning to face her as they rode. 
She laughed. ʺOf course he did. He was an interesting lover, lieutenant. I have already told you that.ʺ 
ʺMay I also take the liberty . . . of calling you Elise?ʺ His double meaning was clear. 
She gave him a hard, cynical smile that indicated she understood his message. 
ʺCertainly, Raoul. What do you have planned for my dear Santiago today?ʺ She tried to sound as if she was titillated by the heinous process. ʺThe lash is frightfully crude. If he took a fever from the wounds, he might die and spoil our plans.ʺ 
He laughed. ʺYou are the one who told me how tough the Apaches are and how he has been raised as one of them. But no, I shall abandon the lash for more subtle meanshis fatherʹs marvelous iron box still rusts in the prison courtyard. 
The weather is turned chill here in the mountain valleys, but if we light fires all around it, the intense heat combined with the closed‐in darkness can break a manʹs will very quicklywithout even leaving telltale scars.ʺ 
Elise forced a trill of laughter. ʺYou are very good at this, Raoul. Are you certain you have never been involved in espionage?ʺ 
From his vantage point behind the jagged outcropping of rock above the trail, Santiago overheard their conversation as they rode slowly past him. He raised the crude fusil and almost fired it, then lowered it. He only had one bullet, and there were two of them he wished to kill. 
Chapter Twenty‐Three 
Castal growled out a string of oaths as he rolled Ruizʹs limp body back onto the dirt floor. The two corpses lay sprawled grotesquely where the escaped prisoner had left them. ʺThey have not been dead long,ʺ he said as he rose and issued orders to his men to begin a thorough search of the area. 
Elise tried not to look at the remains of Santiagoʹs guards. Dear God, what had he done to kill the thin one in such a bloody manner? As the soldiers dispersed to follow Castalʹs instructions, she placed her hand on the Creoleʹs arm to get his attention. ʺWe must recapture him alive, Raoul.ʺ 
He regarded her with a scowl. ʺA good thing I placed you under lock and key last night, eh? Else I might believe you had a hand in this escape.ʺ 
She laughed hollowly. ʺYou give me credit for the absurd. His Apache friends must have freed him.ʺ 
ʺNo. There is no sign of horses. He did this alone, but he cannot get far. He is afoot, injured, and armed only with the weapons he took from these fools. I must recapture himor dispose of him before Alencastre returns.ʺ 
ʺHow long will that be?ʺ she asked, holding her breath. 
He shrugged. ʺSuch depends on the activities of the Comanche.ʺ 
ʺWhat would the governor do if he found you had taken a prisoner here to be tortured?ʺ 
His expression was ice cold. ʺHe has no reason ever to learn of it, does he, my dear?ʺ 
ʺNone whatsoever, Raoul,ʺ she replied evenly, then added, ʺ If your hand‐picked soldiers can be trusted not to tell him.ʺ Please hurry, Samuel! 

The column of presidial soldiers was dirty and exhausted as they rode into Santa Fe with the governor at their head. Alencastre turned to Samuel Shelby and said, ʺYou had best see to your sister. I will head straightaway to see if Quinn is still alive.ʺ 
Samuel nodded grimly, then turned when he heard hoofbeats. Elise and Castal came riding down the hill from the prison. ʺPerhaps we are already too late,ʺ he said, spurring his mount toward her. 
She kicked Ladybug into a canter and met him at the edge of the plaza. Castal held back, his expression at once wary and alarmed as he watched the exchange between sister and brother. 
Alencastre signaled for his lieutenant to approach him, then waited as Castal and the two Americans reined in their mounts in front of him. ʺNow, lieutenant, could you enlighten me about any prisoners being held in the hilltop fortressin violation of my orders?ʺ His ice blue eyes fastened on Castal, whose face grew stony. The govenor had always been an excellent judge of character. He had at first been inclined to distrust Shelby, but the man seemed earnest and the patrol had been on its way back to Santa Fe anyway, having restored peace between the settlers and the Comanche. Now he suspected Shelbyʹs wild accusations were grounded in truth. Before Castal could reply to his question, Elise interrupted. 
ʺSantiago escaped after Lieutenant Castal had him chained and beaten. He is afoot, and the lieutenantʹs own men have orders to find him and kill him!ʺ 
ʺThis whole matter is a grave misunderstanding, your excellency,ʺ Castal put in smoothly. ʺI assure you, Quinnʹs injuries were the result of resisting arrest for selling guns to his Apache allies.ʺ 
ʺYou have no proof of these accusations,ʺ Elise interjected. 
He turned his piercing gaze on Elise. ʺThe lady has perhaps been deceived about her guideor perhaps she has been using us all, she and her American brother. 
Whom would you trust, your excellency, a loyal Spanish officer or two foreign adventurers and a known renegade?ʺ 
Alencastre stroked his goatee. ʺI will hear you out, lieutenant, and you as well, Madame Louvois. In the meanwhile, let us see if we can run the illusive Santiago Quinn to ground. Perhaps he can shed some light on this tangle, eh?ʺ 
Santiago had hidden through the day in a small cave, really little more than an outcropping of rock covered with dense catclaw and juniper. Crossing the river would not be difficult unless Castalʹs patrols were taking shots at him while he covered the open stretch between the Spanish and Indian towns. If he had been stronger, he might have attempted to steal a horse and ride directly for the stronghold, but with his back a fiery mass of oozing flesh and his head still pounding from the blows he had taken, he knew it was a surer course to seek help in Analco. 
Darkness and cold enveloped him as he huddled behind the cover of a large cluster of tuna cactus. Once beforeit seemed a lifetime agohe had made this same escape. Ironic, how life turned full cycle. As a heartsick fifteen‐year‐old boy, he had escaped Santa Fe, that time from Conal Quinn at the governorʹs palace, to seek shelter with the Indians of Analco. 
The rude settlement stretched in haphazard fashion up and down the opposite bank of the Santa Fe River. The small, shabby adobe huts and even more flimsy jacals were mere black lumps in the dim light of a quarter moon. Earlier that day, presidial soldiers had searched the village for him. With luck, they would not return, thinking they had sufficiently intimidated the ʺtame Indiansʺ with their show of Spanish force so the residents of Analco would not offer shelter to a renegade. 
Old Silver Hair was dead now, but his son Manuel, a Jicarilla Apache who had ridden with Night Wind, occasionally visited his remaining family in Analco. 
Manuel had helped Santiago free Night Wind. Now he only prayed the Indians could save his own life. 
Then there was a matter to be settled before he shook the dust of Santa Fe from beneath his feet forever. Elisethat treacherous, beautiful raven‐haired bitch. 
Something drove him to confront her one last time. He would kill her, he thought as he slipped from cover and began to work his way toward the shallow river. Its icy embrace would at least soothe his raw, aching back. 
Elise tossed fitfully, then threw off the heavy covers and slipped from the bed in her small room, pulling on her robe as she did so. She had been unable to sleep in spite of Samuelʹs stern admonition to rest. Looking out the narrow window to the street below, she realized that the hour must be well past midnight. Had it been only yesterday when Santiago escaped? Please God, let him be safe! 

Governor Alencastre had questioned her in front of Castal until he was convinced about the way the lieutenant had tortured Quinn, then had her and Samuel escorted to their rooms at the inn. She knew he intended to question Castal further about the abuse of a prisoner. But that did not mean he would arrest the Creole, who claimed, with some justification, that Quinn brought guns to Spainʹs ancient enemies, the Apache. The only thing certain in the entire deadly tangle was that she and Samuel were now as hated by Castal as was Santiago. 
ʺOh, my love, where are you?ʺ she whispered in the still, cold air. Had he been able to elude the presidial soldiers, only to lie bleeding to death slowly in some hidden arroyo between Santa Fe and the southern mountains? Surely he could not make it to safety injured as badly as he was. If only he had waited until Alencastre returned and stopped the torture. The Night Wind could not be far behind, and he would have rescued Santiago. But the renegade had no way to know that. Elise stood shivering, alone with her troubling reverie. 
What was she to do? Return to New Orleans with the escort the governor was arranging? Samuel argued that Raoul Castal was a dangerous enemy. She had made a fool of him and he would exact revenge if she remained in Santa Fe. But how could she leave without learning if Santiago was dead or alive, safe or imprisoned? Rubbing her temples, she turned back to the bed and climbed in. 
Finally, sleep claimed her. 
Elise did not hear the soft thud as the guard outside her room slid to the floor unconscious. Neither did she see the blade slide between the rudely made adobe wall and the door, raising the wooden bar. A dark figure slipped inside the room and replaced the bar, then moved silently to the bed. 
Elise awakened as strong fingers closed over her mouth and a raspy voice whispered, ʺIf you scream, I promise I shall slit that beautiful white throat from ear to ear.ʺ 
To his surprise, she did not struggle, but her hands simply slid up his arms and held fast to him as she pulled herself up into his embrace. 
ʺIf you think to use your considerable charms to entice me into trusting you, donʹt bother. I overheard your delightful conversation with Castal as you rode up to the prison this morning.ʺ Santiago released his hold on her mouth as he felt her trying to shake her head. 
ʺI was only pretendingto keep him from killing you. Spybuck asked meʺ 
ʺNo more lies, Elise,ʺ he said raggedly as he held her in his arms, feeling her soft breasts pressed against his chest. As always, she smelled of violets and that siren essence that was as old and beguiling as Lillith. With a muffled curse, he admitted to himself what he had come to doand it was not to kill her. 
As he savaged her mouth, his fingers dug painfully into her scalp, holding her head immobilized. She opened to him and her tongue darted out, colliding with his, then dancing hungrily around it. He felt her arms circle his neck, then move lower, feeling the bandages with which Manuelʹs wife had wrapped his lacerated back. ʺYouʹre gravely hurt,ʺ she murmured into his mouth, but he ignored her protest and pressed her back into the bed. 
Elise gloried in the feel of his warm, hard flesh rubbing against her chilled skin. 
She could feel the rapid beating of his heart. You are alive, my love, alive!  His rough, yet sensual assault left her no time to reason or protest further. Someone had aided him, tended his injuries, yet instead of escaping he had returned to her, to punish her for what seemed to him a far more heinous betrayal than the lie about Edouard. 
Nothing would convince him that she was innocent. All she could do was to hold him close, to love him one last, bittersweet time. The memories would have to last the rest of her life. With a sob she gave into his unleashed passion, trying to say with her body what she could not say any other way. 
Santiago ripped her sheer cotton nightgown, baring her silky flesh. Her skin felt chilled in the cold night air until his hands and mouth warmed it. For all your
treachery, you cannot control your bodyʹs response to my touch. 
Neither could his own raging desire be banked once he felt her soft curves mold against him. As he continued kissing her mouth, throat and breasts, he tore at his own clothing, tossing his weapons on the floor and unlacing his shirt. She helped him, unbuttoning his fly and shoving his pants down his hips. 
When her hands touched the hot, hard length of his phallus, he trembled, then growled low in his throat as he pulled her silky thighs wide and caressed the dark curls at their apex. She was wet and hot for him, trembling with a hunger as desperate as his. If only he could forget her as easily as she would forget him once the pleasure of their coupling was over. Angrily he thrust into her, pounding his hips against hers. 
Elise felt his fury and knew its cause as she enveloped him, wrapping her legs around his waist. Come to me, deeper, make us one. Rather than punishing her, he gave her startlingly intense pleasure, his desperation fueling her fiery ache, filling a void that would forever after this night remain empty. She arched and bucked, pulling him closer, closer yet in their primal mating dance. 
With his hands tangled in her long skein of silken hair, he labored over her, lowering his mouth to hers and plunging his tongue inside, imitating the motions of their joining in perfect rhythm. He could sense her reaching the crest, then felt the rippling convulsions of her release. With an oath he followed her over the rainbow abyss, spilling his seed deeply inside her in several long, slow thrusts that robbed him of thought and breath. 
When he collapsed atop her, she could feel his heart thudding against hers as his hard chest rubbed her tender breasts. She buried her face against his neck and held him tightly, willing their union never to end. His hoarse, breathless voice whispered in her ear, breaking the spell even as he pulled free of her body. 
ʹʹRemember this when next you lie in the arms of your French husband. Youʹll never burn for another man as you do for me.ʺ He rolled from the bed, pulling up his pants and refastening his clothing. 
Elise sat up with a small sob of frustration and reached out to him, knowing how useless it was, yet unable to stop herself. ʺPlease, donʹt gonot like this. You must understandʺ 
ʺI understand well enough. You arenʹt the first woman to betray me, Elise.ʺ He seized a fistful of her hair and pulled her from the bed. In the dim light, he saw her mouth open as if to screambut she did not. 
Elise silently pleaded with him not to kill her, yet before she would cry out and draw the soldiers, she resolved to die quietly. He raised his fist as if to strike her jaw, then cursed and dropped it. 
ʺIf you feel you must, do it.ʺ She thrust her jaw out, ready to take the blow. When he still hesitated, she said, ʺDo it and be done!ʺ 
He did not strike her hard, but when she crumpled in his arms, Santiago was frightened for a moment that he had seriously injured her. Then he felt the steady beating of her heart. He took a deep, painful breath and laid her gently on the bed, covering her with the heavy woolen blanket. Placing a soft kiss on her bruised jaw, he slipped silently from the room. 
Night Wind and Spybuck stood on a hillside looking down at Santa Fe. It was barely dawn, and gold and fuchsia light cast deep shadows through the mountains, striking the valley floor. Few stirred in the city. 
ʺHis body is not in the prison. Would that I could claim it before I make those who killed my brother pay dearly, beginning with Raoul Castal,ʺ Night Wind said tightly. His grief was bottomless, but he would hold it at bay until Santiago was avenged in the Apache manner. 
ʺIt is possible that he is not dead.ʺ Spybuckʹs voice sounded hollow, yet he was willing to grasp at any straw. ʺLet me go into the city and see what I can learn. 
No one will recognize me disguised as a cibolero. Before we attack, let us learn all we can. I will devise some way to speak with Elise.ʺ 
Night Wind nodded. ʺI will take my men to Analco and talk with our friends there. Silver Hairʹs family may know my brotherʹs fate. Already I know Castalʹs.ʺ His face was like granite. ʺCome to us when you are finished in the city. 
We will plan vengeance then.ʺ 
They split up, and Spybuck rode toward Santa Fe while the rest of the warriors followed their stony‐faced leader to the shanties of Analco. As they circled around the Indian village to approach obliquely, a lone rider appeared from between two of the larger adobe houses. 
Joaquin reined in and watched from a hiding place behind a stand of cottonwoods. The light was dim, yet . . . could it be? He recognized the big bay stallion. 
ʺTrue Blood would allow no other rider on his back,ʺ he murmured to himself, afraid to believe. Signaling for the other men to remain behind, he rode onto the trail and approached the horseman who had broken into a canter once clear of Analco. 
Santiago saw his brother and immediately spurred the bay forward to reach him. 
One look at that dark face told him all he needed to know. ʺI am not a ghost, Joaquin, come to haunt the living. I escaped from Castal. Manuel retrieved my horse for me.ʺ 
The two men seized each otherʹs arms and held fast for a moment suspended in time. 
Eyes glassy with unshed tears, Night Wind said hoarsely, ʺWe found the prison empty and assumed we were too late.ʺ 
Suddenly the poignant silence was broken as a cry went up from the jacals at the edge of the settlement. A column of soldiers rode through the dusty streets, trampling garden plots and knocking Indians aside as they caught sight of the two riders and recognized the oneʹs bay horse. ʺQuinn!ʺ They began firing. 
ʺIt is time to ride, my brother,ʺ Santiago said as they wheeled their powerful mounts around and headed south. From the cover of the trees, Night Windʹs men fired at the small party of presidials and three of them fell, leaving only four to pursue. Not expecting their quarry to have armed allies, the remaining soldiers turned and fled back toward the river. 
ʺWe will ride for the stronghold before they alert Castal,ʺ Joaquin said. 
ʺWhat of Spybuck?ʺ 
ʺHe is in the city. I will send a messenger to him once we are clear of the patrols.ʺ 
In a flurry of dust, the band of raiders took off at a gallop, quickly leaving the river valley behind and vanishing into the mountains. 
ʺYou are keeping something from me, Liza,ʺ Samuel said as he studied her haunted face and the slight discoloration along the side of her jaw. ʺAnd donʹt tell me that fairy tale about falling against the washstand in your room again.ʺ 
He watched her as she swallowed and stared out the window. ʺHe came here in the night, didnʹt he? And the son of a bitch struck you!ʺ He seized her shoulder and turned her around. 
Looking at his outraged face, she thought sadly, Edouard did far worse than strike a
mere blow. Aloud she said, ʺYes. Santiago came to my room.ʺ Her eyes pooled with tears and she forced them back. ʺHe overheard my exchange with Castal as we were riding to the prison yesterday morning. He thinks I was a party to his torture, Samuel.ʺ 
Shelby swore beneath his breath as he took his sister in his arms. She broke down at last and began to sob. ʺYou never cried, even when that foppish Frenchman treated you like dirt.ʺ 
ʺI did not love him.ʺ 
Her voice sounded so forlorn, it tore at him. ʺYou canʹt love a renegade whoʺ A soft tap on the door interrupted them. Impatiently, Samuel commanded the caller to wait while he handed Elise his handkerchief. When he opened the door, Spybuck stood in front of him. 
ʺI see you have learned of Santiagoʹs death,ʺ he said softly as he watched Elise wipe the ravages of tears from her face. 
ʺDeath? Did they recapture him?ʺ She blanched as she seized the big Creekʹs arm. ʺHe escaped yesterday! Heʹd found helphis back was bandaged.ʺ 
ʺHow do you know that?ʺ 
ʺI . . . he came to my room last night. I assumed he slipped away after that.ʺ She watched the expression on Spybuckʹs normally impassive face change from a grimace to a look of joyous disbelief. 
ʺHe has escaped then! When we arrived at the prison this morning, we found it deserted. Night Wind has ridden for Analco and I came here to learn what you knew. We feared the worst.ʺ 
ʺSamuel brought Governor Alencastre back early yesterday, but Santiago was already gone. I wish he had waited for you and his brother to free him. The governor would have prevented any further torture until you arrived.ʺ 
ʺTell me everything about Santiago and Castal,ʺ Spybuck commanded. 
ʺSantiago is gravely injured. Castal had him whipped.ʺ Elise shuddered as Samuel held one arm protectively around her shoulders. She quickly related everything that had occurred since the Creek had ridden for help. ʺSo, you see, Santiago is hiding somewhere while patrols scour the countryside for him. You must find him and take him to safety.ʺ 
ʺIf he has eluded them so well, they will not catch him. Night Wind will know where to search. Santiago has probably gone to Analco, the very place his brother is right now. You and your brother are now Castalʹs bitter enemies. Best you come with me. I would not rely overmuch on the good will of any Spanish governor, no matter how honest you think him.ʺ 
ʺNo, Spybuck,ʺ Samuel interjected firmly. ʺAlencastre may not trust us completely, but neither does he trust Castal. The governor is a man of his word, and he promised us safe passage back to American territory.ʺ 
The Creek turned from Shelby and studied Elise for a moment, then asked, ʺDo you not wish to be reunited with Santiago?ʺ 
ʺI am not certain what I should do,ʺ she whispered, unable to meet Spybuckʹs imploring face. 
ʺThis was his parting gift to my sister,ʺ Samuel said as he gently lifted her jaw, revealing the darkening bruise. ʺIʹm taking Liza home as soon as Alencastre will give us escort.ʺ 
Spybuckʹs eyes never left Elise. ʺIs this your wish, as well?ʺ 
Elise looked pleadingly at her brother. ʺPlease understand, Samuel, I have to see him one last timeto tell him face to face that I didnʹt betray him. Then . . .ʺ She turned away, uncertain of what the future would bring. ʺYou can wait here.ʺ 
ʺAbsolutely not! If you insist on this madness, Iʹm going with you.ʺ He eyed Spybuck warily. ʺHow far is this Indian camp?ʺ 
ʺThe journey will take several days of hard riding.ʺ Spybuckʹs usually impassive face broke into a devilish smile as he added, ʺElise will have to vouch for you, Lieutenant, else I would never jeopardize the safety of Santiagoʹs people by bringing an American army officer into their secret stronghold.ʺ 
Chapter Twenty‐Four 
By the time they neared the Guadeloupe Mountains, Samuel had begun to grow at ease with the incredible Creek who spoke like an Oxford don and dressed like a cibolero. He had led them on an arduous journey, doubling back, hiding their tracks by riding in stream beds, and taking every precaution so no one could follow them. It took three days before he was satisfied. Then they rode directly into the heart of the mountains. 
The magnificence of the country awed both Shelbys as the lush river valley gave way to rolling foothills. The grandeur of the stark, jagged mountains was softened by fragrant Ponderosa pines and junipers. 
ʺThis country is even wilder and more isolated than the northern country I traversed with Pike,ʺ Samuel said when Spybuck reined in between two giant boulders. 
ʺSoon we will arrive,ʺ he said as he waved his arm to some hidden sentry, then kneed his piebald into the icy waters of a rushing mountain stream. 
Within minutes, they were riding around the side of a steep cliff, following the sparkling creekʹs course until it led them to the stronghold. The village was well concealed in the labyrinth of valleys that threaded the peaks of the Guadeloupes. 
Elise and Samuel studied the encampment with a mixture of trepidation and curiosity. Two warriors with shoulder‐length hair held back by buckskin headbands clutched what looked to be new Kentucky rifles. Their bodies, encased in well‐worn buckskin tunics, were squat and well‐muscled. Both nodded to Spybuck but eyed the whites with impassive bronzed faces. 
ʺNot exactly a hearty welcome. Glad Iʹm out of uniform,ʺ Samuel murmured. 
ʺIf you were in uniform, I am afraid even I might not be able to save your life, lieutenant,ʺ Spybuck replied genially as he led the way toward the orderly array of lodges with smoke rising from the openings at their tops. 
The air was brisk and chill in spite of the brilliant sunshine, and the people were warmly dressed. in furs and buckskins. Children played, laughing and running between the hide‐covered teepees. Few adults were outside, but as soon as word spread of Spybuckʹs arrival with a white man and woman, they began to file out of their homes to inspect the visitors. Most seemed curious, the women a little shy, as Spybuck led his companions through the gathering crowd to where an imposing older man stood with arms crossed, waiting for them to dismount. 
ʺI bring you greetings, Hoarse Bark,ʺ the Creek said in the Lipan dialect he had been practicing. 
ʺYou bring me more than that, I think,ʺ Hoarse Bark replied drily, eyeing the dark‐haired white couple. 
ʺThis is the Red Eagleʹs woman, Elise, and her brother, who is called Samuel. 
They have come to see that all is well with my friend.ʺ 
Hoarse Bark inspected them as Spybuck dismounted and indicated that they should do likewise. ʺThen they are welcome.ʺ 
ʺThey are both fluent in Spanish, so you may converse freely with them,ʺ 
Spybuck said as he made introductions. 
As soon as the amenities were over, Elise worked up her courage and addressed the Lipan chief. ʺI would like to see Santiagothe Red Eagleif I might.ʺ 
ʺYou have journeyed far to join him. He is within that lodge.ʺ He gestured to a teepee across the clearing. 
Elise nodded to Samuel and Spybuck, then walked resolutely toward the hide-covered edifice while Hoarse Bark offered Spybuck and Samuel hospitality. 
When she reached the lodge, Elise knew she was trembling. For days now, she had thought about what she would say to him and was no closer to having an answer now than she had been at the beginning. Is it too late for us, beloved? 

Not knowing protocol in an Apache village, where knocking on a skin‐covered lodge was not an option, she called out in English, ʺSantiago. Itʹs Elise. May I come in?ʺ 
Across the clearing, the three men stood expectantly until Hoarse Bark noted the way Spybuckʹs eyes continued sweeping the village. ʺDesert Flower is within the lodge with the Red Eagle, tending his back. I imagine she will be out shortly.ʺ He coughed discreetly, then added, ʺIf you wish to wait for her, I will see to our guest.ʺ Eliseʹs call brought a response from a feminine voice in the Lipan dialect. 
The old medicine woman Spybuck had told her about? She hesitated a second, then opened the flap and stepped inside. 
The beautiful Apache woman from the ranch sat on a big pile of soft furs with a bowl of some sort in one hand. Santiago lay facing the opposite direction, seemingly naked beneath the furs. Ana was daubing a paste from the bowl into the lash wounds on his back. 
ʺYou!ʺ Ana exclaimed, almost dropping the medicine. 
At her accusatory tone, Santiago roused himself from the stupor in which he had been drifting. His head still ached and his back, although healing, was painful enough to have cost him a good deal of sleep. He stared at Eliseʹs pale face and blinked his eyes in disbelief. His heart pounded in his chest, squeezing breath from his lungs, but he sat up with complete self possession and said quietly in Lipan, ʺLeave us, Little Sister. I would speak with the white woman alone.ʺ 
Ana watched his face and saw desire still smoldering beneath his anger, and she knew it would serve nothing to argue. She set down the bowl and rose, saying quietly in Spanish, ʺWhen you are through with her, I shall return to finish treating you.ʺ 
Eliseʹs eyes never left Santiagoʹs face, but she felt the hatred radiating from the beautiful Lipan, who brushed past her and left them alone. 
ʺWhat witchery did you work to follow me here?ʺ He began to rise but before he could, she stepped around the fire and knelt in front of him on the fur pallet. He could smell violets. 
ʺNot witchery, Santiago. Spybuck brought us.ʺ 
ʺUs?ʺ was all he trusted himself to say. 
ʺSamuel came with me.ʺ ʹʹSamuel, your beloved brother.ʺ His tone was withering. 
ʺYes, my brother, who rode to bring Governor Alencastre while Spybuck sought your brother and I . . . I fabricated a tale to placate Castal so he would not kill you before they returned.ʺ 
ʺThat should have come naturally enough,ʺ he said in a flat voice. 
A stricken look crossed her face, then she lowered her lashes and looked down at her hands. His nearness addles my wits. I cannot talk!  ʺI spun him quite a yarn, involving your title and the vast wealth you were supposed to have hidden in banks across New Spain. I donʹt know if he believed the lie, but he was interested enough to test me. . . .ʺ She shuddered and raised her eyes to meet his. ʺDo you believe Spybuck would have brought Samuel and me to this camp if what I am saying were not the truth?ʺ 
Santiago stared into the violet depths of her eyes and remembered the way she had embraced him that night in Santa Fe. He felt his guts twist as he realized that she was telling the truth. ʺAnd I struck you, querida,ʺ he whispered hoarsely. 
ʺYou did not know,ʺ she said gently. 
ʺBut I judged you without giving you a chance to explain. However much I desired you, I never trusted you, and now I know my suspicions were groundless. You risked your life for me with Castalwere even ready to die at my hands rather than betray me to his guardsand I struck you.ʺ He stroked her face where that blow had landed. 
Elise closed her eyes and leaned forward, drawn to his embrace as she had always been, ever since that first kiss in the Chouteausʹ garden. Her hands reached out and touched his chest, feeling the warm hardness of muscle and the springy crispness of russet hair. She slid her palms over his shoulders and dug her fingers into his back to pull him closer. When he flinched in pain, she immediately released him, remembering the terrible slashes inflicted by the lash. 
ʺOh, my darling, Iʹm sorry. Let me finish dressing your back.ʺ As she murmured low, he did not let her go, but lowered his mouth to kiss her, stopping her protest. 
ʺDamn my back.ʺ His words were muffled against her silky skin as his mouth moved with ravenous hunger over her face and neck, feeling the pulse at the base of her throat accelerate wildly. 
Elise held him to her, but the memory of the beautiful Lipan woman flashed into her mind as Ana called out in Lipan. 
ʺRed Eagle, Hoarse Bark and Spybuck would speak with you. Also the one who claims to be the white womanʹs brother.ʺ 
He pulled his mouth away from the velvety lure of Eliseʹs flesh and struggled to regain his composure. With a grimace, he said to her, ʺIt seems I will at last meet your brother. The timing could have been better.ʺ 
ʺHe would not allow me to come without him,ʺ Elise replied, praying Samuel did nothing to offend Santiagoʹs Apache allies. 
ʺWe will come to the lodge of Hoarse Bark directly,ʺ Santiago called out to Ana. 
Ana opened the tent flap and stepped inside with smug confidence. ʺYour wounds must be dressed and bound ere you can don a shirt.ʺ Her eyes met Eliseʹs and dared her to protest as she knelt beside Santiago and picked up the bowl of medicine. ʺTurn Red Eagle, so that I may finish what I started.ʺ Her double meaning was not lost on her white rival. 
He muttered a Spanish oath and turned his back. Elise gasped as she saw the raw, oozing cuts and weals that crisscrossed his back. 
ʺWhite men did this,ʺ Ana said with a venomous glance at Elise. 
ʺMy old enemy did it, Ana. Elise saved me from dying at his hands in that prison.ʺ 
Ana made no reply, but finished applying the paste to his back, then reached over to a skin container against the wall and extracted some clean white cotton to bandage his back. 
Her familiarity with the lodge made Elise surmise that it must be her own. She
has tended his wounds here in her own dwelling. What other needs had the beautiful Ana tended to for Santiago? 
As if reading her thoughts, Ana smiled at Elise. The feral, possessive light in her glowing black eyes was an open challenge. 
Samuel watched his sister and the attractive Lipan woman emerge from the lodge, followed by a tall, lean man with long, curly russet hair. In spite of his Apache clothing, the hard‐looking devil had no Indian blood. Shelby knew he was the half‐Irish renegade whom his sister loved. He had to admit that Quinn was a splendidlooking specimen, but lord, the coldness of those green eyes! 
As the dark‐haired stranger inspected him, Santiago had no doubt that this was Eliseʹs brother. Samuel Shelby had the same ebony hair and strong, arresting features, merely shaped in bold, masculine strokes. His blue eyes regarded Quinn with wary hostility. 
Spybuck broke the tension between the two men, who were sizing each other up like a pair of Roman gladiators. ʺThis is Lieutenant Samuel Shelby, Santiago. He went to no little risk and trouble seeking Governor Alencastre in Taos while Castal held you prisoner.ʺ Santiago extended his hand to Shelby. ʺI am greatly in your debt, lieutenant.ʺ 
ʺBut much more in my sisterʹs debt,ʺ Samuel replied. His meaning was not lost on Quinn as they shook hands guardedly. 
ʺThis is between Santiago and me,ʺ Elise interjected. ʺThere is so much we need to discussprivatelySamuel.ʺ 
Shelby began to protest, but before he could speak, the clawlike hand of an old Lipan woman clutched his arm. He turned in amazement to gaze into opaque eyes set in a face that was wrinkled and sunblasted as old rawhide. 
ʺThe fates of your sister and the Red Eagle are already decided,ʺ she said in clear Spanish. ʺNo one must interfere with the will of the Spirits.ʺ She looked around the small group and her nearly sightless eyes fastened on the slim figure of Desert Flower. ʺGo summon the other women to prepare a feast of welcome for our guests.ʺ 
As Desert Flower departed to do She Who Dreamsʹ bidding, Spybuck watched her retreating figure. 
ʺGo speak with her for I know you have waited a long time to do so,ʺ Santiago said in Lipan. 
Spybuck merely shrugged impassively. ʺThe time is not right.ʺ 
Samuel listened to their brief exchange in some heathen dialect, then noted the look of naked love on his sisterʹs face. Elise, who had always hidden her feelings so skillfully, had bared her soul before them all. What hold did the damnable renegade have on her? 
Again, as if reading his mind, the old woman addressed Shelby. ʺI will take your sister to my lodge, where she may rest and refresh herself before the feast. Go with the Red Eagle and do likewise. You have journeyed far these past days.ʺ 
ʺThis eloquent and rather domineering matriarch is She Who Dreams, a medicine woman of great renown,ʺ Spybuck said in English to the Shelbys. 
Elise smiled and reached out to take the old womanʹs hands. ʺSantiagoʹs sister is your foster daughter. Orlena has spoken of you, and I am honored to make your acquaintance,ʺ she replied in Spanish. 
She Who Dreams studied Elise. ʺCome, tell me of Sun In Splendor. How is my newest granddaughter?ʺ 
A decidedly unhappy Samuel Shelby was forced to leave his sister in the chaperonage of the old medicine woman. Santiago Quinn walked beside him as they headed toward one of the larger bisonskin teepees. Perhaps he could take the Spaniardʹs measure. 
Hoarse Bark and Spybuck must have been thinking the same, for they quickly found an excuse to leave the two antagonists alone to settle matters between themif such was possible. 
Santiago sat in his lodge, staring across the campfire at Eliseʹs brother. ʺYou donʹt like me, do you, lieutenant?ʺ Quinnʹs face was guarded. He held out a cup of hot coffee as a peace offering. 
Shelby blew on the steaming tin cup and inhaled its fragrance before replying. ʺIf youʹre asking if Iʹd pick you for Lizaʹs husband, you have to admit youʹre one hell of an unlikely choice, Quinn.ʺ His stormy blue eyes studied the renegade. 
ʺI asked Elise to marry me,ʺ Santiago replied simply. ʺShe refused. It seems thereʹs a small impedimenther French husband. Is he the man you picked for her?ʺ 
Shelby cursed as he took a swallow of scalding coffee. ʺI donʹt approve of that French fop either. She married him in Paris when she was too young to know any better.ʺ ʺWhy did she leave him? Or did he desert her?ʺ Santiago was still stunned and confused by Louvoisʹ resurrection. 
Samuel shrugged uncomfortably. ʺDamned if I know. Theyʹve lived apart for five yearsever since he was posted to Washington. He made her unhappy.ʺ Shelbyʹs glacial gaze sent a clear message. 
ʺI imagine it looks as if I couldnʹt make her any happier,ʺ Santiago said as he gestured around the lodge. 
ʺI heard of your reputation back in St. Louis, Quinn. Youʹre the White Apache. 
You court death running guns to these sayIndians.ʺ 
ʺThese people have treated me with kindness, offered me a home. The Spanish arm our ancient enemies, the Comanche, and send them to annihilate us. Your own American traders bring whiskey to destroy us. Who are really the savages, Shelby?ʺ 
ʺYou speak of the Apache as if you were one of them, as if you shared their blood.ʺ 
ʺIf only I didI would a thousand times over have preferred to claim a Lipan father rather than Conal Quinn,ʺ Santiago said bleakly. ʺAt least my halfbrother has one side of his family in which he can take pride. Being the son of an Irish mercenary and a Spanish noblewoman, I choose to claim neither.ʺ 
ʺYouʹd actually prefer to be a half‐caste like your infamous brother?ʺ Shelby was incredulous. 
Santiago stiffened. ʺYes, I would. The Night Wind is a man of great courage and honor.ʺ 
Realizing that this was not the way to settle matters, Shelby tried another tack. 
ʺThis is no place for a woman like my sister. Sheʹs an educated lady, used to the comforts and amenities of civilization.ʺ 
ʺPerhaps you underestimate her mettle,ʺ Quinn replied with a smile. ʺShe was quite tough and resilient on the trail.ʺ ʺShe almost died on that trailfrom snakebite and God only knows what else that she hasnʹt confided to me. I wonʹt have Liza risk her life any more, Quinn. Iʹm taking her home.ʺ 
ʺWhy donʹt we leave that decision to the lady?ʺ Santiago asked. ʺShe came after me.ʺ 
Shelby sighed in defeat, knowing that Liza would do as she wished. All he could do was appeal to her common sense, but somehow he feared that her love for the renegade would override all reason and logic. He looked at the White Apache and asked baldly, ʺDo you love her, Quinn?ʺ 
ʺYes.ʺ Santiago figured that he owed that much of an honest answer to Eliseʹs earnest young brother. 
ʺThen donʹt risk her life by asking her to stay in New Mexico,ʺ Shelby replied stubbornly. 
ʺShe came to New Mexico because of you, not me, Shelby,ʺ Santiago replied, stung and defensive. ʺBut youʹre right,ʺ he added grudgingly, ʺthis life is too dangerous. I have a lot of things to ponder before I discuss them with Elise.ʺ 
With that, the renegade rolled effortlessly to his feet and left the lodge on silent moccasined feet. 
Chapter Twenty‐Five 
The feast that night was lavish. The winter had been mild, and game was abundant. With the new Kentucky niles Red Eagle had brought, the Lipan were successful hunters. Elise and Samuel were treated as honored guests, seated beside the chief, Hoarse Bark. 
As the delicacies were served, Elise noticed that although the women waited upon the men, the children were fed first, and fathers, elder brothers, and uncles took as much time with them as did their female kin. 

Could I live this hard, austere life?  Elise knew Samuel was appalled that she would even consider such a thing. She wished he could see Orlena and Joaquinʹs ranch. 
That life would have been far more reassuring to him. But Elise did not know what Santiago wished to do. 
She had thought when he asked her to marry him that he would live among the Spanish. But now, after seeing how he fit in with the Lipan, she questioned her earlier assumptions. There was also the presence of Orlenaʹs beautiful foster daughter to consider. Ana was an even more formidable rival dressed in her Lipan finery than she had been in the clothes of a Spanish lady. 

She belongs here and I am an outsider. Her eyes met Santiagoʹs over the leaping flames of the campfire. Aria, whom everyone here called Desert Flower, sat beside the Red Eagle, offering him juicy chunks of roasted venison, much as she herself had done in the Osage camp. 
Although Elise smiled and conversed graciously in Spanish with Hoarse Bark, Spybuck, and others, Santiago could tell that she was every bit as uncomfortable here as her brother had indicated she would be. When the meal was done, She Who Dreams approached Santiago. He rose and bowed respectfully to her, knowing the old medicine woman never did anything without a purpose. 
ʺIf you will walk along the stream beyond the camp, I will send your woman to you. There is much you have to say to each other.ʺ Her tone indicated that she knew their feelings better than they did themselves. 
Santiago smiled gratefully at her and slipped quietly from the festivities. 
ʺThe Lipan donʹt seem to have whiskey,ʺ Samuel said to Liza in English. ʺAll the tribes along the trail we encountered were quite debauched by it.ʺ 
ʺSantiago gives them weapons to defend themselves and provides other useful tools, but he doesnʹt seek their destruction as other white men do,ʺ she replied. 
ʺHow does he afford it? His smuggling and mustanging must be profitable, but I imagine he spends it all on his Indian brothers. What would be left for you, Liza? How could he take care of you, provide for you?ʺ 
ʺI have some money from Father, Samuel.ʺ She smiled ruefully as she recalled her bargain with Quinn. ʺIn fact, I owe my guide quite a sizable sum for delivering me safely to you in Santa Fe.ʺ 
Samuelʹs face darkened. ʺYou canʹt mean to support him!ʺ 
Before she could reply, the old medicine woman approached them. She Who Dreams was a mysterious person whose almost sightless gaze seemed omniscient. Elise believed the old woman possessed powers beyond anything she could have imagined before she came to this strange, enchanted land. 
ʺCome.ʺ She Who Dreamsʹ commands were never disobeyed. 
Elise excused herself from Samuel and Spybuck and followed the old woman. 
Only when they rounded the blazing fire did she see that Santiago had slipped away while she and Samuel were arguing. 
ʺI will see that your brother does not come in search of you. Walk by the water.ʺ 
She gestured to the meandering stream that burbled through the village. 
Nervously smiling her thanks, Elise approached the water and followed its course upstream, past the lodges, climbing a steep trail through fragrant fir and pine. 
Samuel watched her depart. Then, seeing that the renegade was also absent, he muttered a curse and stood up. The old crone who had spirited Liza away blocked his path. 
ʺYour sister is a woman grownand wed. You cannot protect her virtue,ʺ she said to Shelby. 
His face reddened in the flickering firelight. ʺI can protect her life. That renegade has endangered her.ʺ ʹʹYet it was she who hired him to bring her west and she who followed him here. Her life is her own. She must choose.ʺ 
ʺYou must pardon me if I do not accept that,ʺ Shelby replied stiffly. 
ʺThings move out of our hands now. The Spirits will decide if your sister and Santiago Quinn are fated to be together. Many trials lie before them . . . and before others,ʺ she said as her eyes moved to Spybuck and Desert Flower. 
Santiago crouched on the muddy bank beside the stream, tossing pebbles into the icy water, trying to let its soft murmur soothe his roiling emotions. Would Elise come? What would he say to her? Did he even have the right to ask her to share his life? 
He sensed her presence even before she spoke. 
ʺSo pensive, my love. Would you share your thoughts with me?ʺ Elise walked up to him as he stood and faced her. 
ʺHonestly, I donʹt know where to begin. Iʹm confused, Elise.ʺ He sensed her shiver beneath the heavy buckskin robe she wore. ʺYouʹre not used to the thin mountain air,ʺ he said softly as he took her in his arms. 
Elise went willingly, reaching out to hold him tightly. She could still feel the heavy bandages across his back. Castal could have tortured him to death. The thought of that made her tremble even more. 
Mistaking her shivering for cold, he scooped her into his arms and walked swiftly toward the village, taking a route away from the communal fire where the celebration was still going on. His lodge would afford them privacy and warmth. 
Elise said nothing, just nestled her head closely against the beating of his heart as he carried her to a large teepee and entered its warm, welcoming interior. When he set her on her feet, she did not relinquish her hold. ʺItʹs heavenly warm in these skin lodges. I much prefer them to the Osagesʹ.ʺ She met his eyes. ʺI would like to learn more of the Lipan . . . and to take my brother to meet Orlena and her family. Perhapsʺ 
ʺYour brother will never accept us, I fear. And he has good reason to mislike our alliance, Elise. You yourself said it. Iʹm a renegade.ʺ 
ʺYouʹre the only man I will ever love,ʺ she said slowly and carefully, willing him to return her declaration. 
Instead, he muttered a vile Spanish curse and lowered his mouth to claim hers in a fierce, desperate kiss. When his lips touched hers, she opened to him and their tongues dueled, gliding and twining as his mouth savaged hers. Hungrily, she returned the rough caress as she felt his fingers unfastening the ties of her robe. 
When it dropped to the floor beside the fire, his hands slid to her waist and began to work on the buttons of her riding skirt until it slid heavily to the ground. 
Elise tugged at his elaborately beaded buckskin tunic, loosing the lacing in front, then pulling it over his head. He helped her, shrugging it off carelessly, heedless of his painfully slashed back. Resuming their interrupted kiss, he slipped open the buttons of her blouse and slid it free. 
ʺNo corset stays,ʺ he whispered hoarsely when she stood before him, clad only in her sheer lace camisole and cotton underdrawers. 
ʺYouʹve taught me well, querido,ʺ she replied as he carried her to a pile of pelts nearer the wall of the lodge and laid her on the warm, glossy fur. ʺMy boots,ʺ she instructed. 
Quickly he pulled them free, running his hands down her legs, over the soft cotton covering them, feeling the curve of hips and calves. As he peeled away the last of her thin undergarments, she unlaced his buckskin pants, then waited impatiently as he unfastened his moccasin boots and pulled off the tight buckskins. 
ʺYou are so magnificent,ʺ she said softly as her fingers traced the patterns of reddish hair on his chest and belly. When her hand seized his rigid staff and stroked it, he let out a ragged cry of ecstasy and leaned over her to suckle one upthrust breast. His hand cupped the other, feeling the nipple harden in anticipation of his mouth upon it. Now it was her turn to cry out as he suckled one full breast, then the other. ʺPlease, oh, please, Santiago, querido, ʺ she sobbed. 
Outside the lodge, Desert Flower stood frozen in horror, listening to the animal sounds of passion coming from within. She had followed the lovers as they slipped into the isolated lodge and knew in her heart what she would overhear. 
Even though she did not understand the English words, the images their hoarse voices invoked were clear indeed. 
Red Eagle had carried his white woman through the cold night, kissing her passionately, possessively. He loved the white‐skinned witch. He was at this very moment making her his, bonding with her in a mating pleasure Desert Flower had never known. 

And I never will!  She clasped her hands over her ears and stumbled blindly away, then began to run. Her tear‐filled eyes blurred the pathway in front of her, but she knew the location of the horse corrals even in the icy chill of darkness. 
Inside the lodge, all was golden light and radiant heat as Santiago and Elise kissed in passionate abandon. Their hands touched, caressed, glided, explored each other anew. She thrilled at the bunched muscles of his arms and hard chest. 
Then her fingernails dug into his shoulders and moved down his back. 
When he flinched, she immediately cried out, ʺIʹve hurt you! Oh, my love, when I think of what could have happened. Let me . . .ʺ She sat up and pushed him gently onto his stomach so she could kiss and caress his injured back. Her lips were soft as velvet as she plied the spaces of bare skin between the bandages with light, brushing kisses. 
When her hands strayed lower, curving around his small, hard buttocks, he rolled over and pulled her down beside him. ʺEnough of your witchery,ʺ he whispered as he spread her legs and his mouth moved with fierce hot intensity from the slight swell of her belly to the nest of ebony curls below, seeking and finding the hot, honeyed sweetness he sought. 
The fierce jolt of pleasure sizzled through her like a flaming brand and her hips arched into his caress. He lay on his side, holding her as he loved her so tenderly and fiercely. She reached for his hardened staff and once again stroked it with her hand, knowing the reaction her touch would elicit. Then she drew nearer, tasting of him as he did of her, experimentally. 
Could she do thislove him this way? It seemed so natural, so beautiful, nothing like . . . She blocked all thoughts of the past and turned to the present. Here was her love, loving her. She grew bold and took him in her mouth. At once he stiffened, then moaned in an anguish of pleasure, holding tightly to her hips as he continued making love to her. 
Elise felt the gentle rhythm of his caress and matched hers to his, slowly, hesitantly at first, but then gradually spiraling upward, faster, harder, out of control. Just as the blinding waves of shimmering pleasure released her, she felt his staff swell and pulse forth its hot, sweet seed. They lay, sated and panting for a few moments, replete in mutual pleasure. Then he sat up and drew her into his arms, kissing the top of her head as he held her to his chest. She buried her face against the hard, furry wall and whispered, ʺI didnʹt know I could do that. . . .ʺ 
ʺIt pleased me greatly,ʺ he said, then added with a worried note in his voice, ʺDid it not please you?ʺ 
She raised her face and their eyes met. ʺYes, I enjoyed it very much. I didnʹt understand that a woman could make love to a man that way.ʺ 
His lips curved in a wicked smile as he lowered them to kiss her. ʺNow you have learned something new . . . and you are a very gifted pupil.ʺ 
She murmured against his mouth, ʺThen let us continue instruction. Perhaps there is more yet to learn. . . .ʺ 
Desert Flower reined in her pony and slumped against the fillyʹs neck. She had ridden blindly for hours and now dawn streaked the sky. ʺHow can I return to camp and face them?ʺ she asked aloud. 
The cold winter wind stung her tear‐streaked face, throwing her words back at her. She had prayed for a vision, for guidance, but none came. She Who Dreams often said that the Spiritsʹ guidance came only as They willed, never at human command. But surely there must be a sign. The white woman, a foreigner even to the Red Eagleʹs Spanish people, could not be meant for him. Her home was across the Father of Waters. 
She slid from the pony and knelt by the edge of a small pool of water, gazing at her reflection on its placid surface. Nothing. No vision. Angrily she slapped her hand beneath the icy surface, breaking its tranquility, shattering her own image. 
Just as her heart had been shattered last night. 
As she crouched in silent misery, Desert Flower did not see the Comanche warrior crest the hill and stand silhouetted against the blood‐red sky of sunrise. 
His keen obsidian eyes took in the lovely Lipan woman kneeling by the pool, then darted around the rough, rock‐strewn terrain. Surely she must have a protector? Or had they at last come near their ancient enemyʹs hidden stronghold? He slipped silently behind a juniper, then began to climb down the hill to report to the Spanish leathercoats who rode with their scouting party. 
After a few moments, Desert Flower collected herself and rose, brushing dirt from her beautiful buckskin tunic. It was time to return to the stronghold. 
Everyone would be worried about her if she were discovered missing. Then there would be questions about why she had done such a foolish thing as riding out alone in the middle of the night. She swung up onto her fleet little mare and kneed her into a canter. 
As she rounded a large boulder, climbing higher into the trackless mountains, she heard the pounding of hoofbeats behind her. Seven Comanche warriors, in their horned buffalo‐skull headdresses, were riding toward her. With them were two Spanish leathercoats! 
She kicked her pony into a gallop and turned toward the protection of a cluster of rocks that were strewn across the side of the mountain. If only she could elude her deadly pursuers in the rocky maze, she could make it to the outer perimeter of sentries at the eastern entrance to the stronghold. As she rode the twisting, treacherous trail, she dared not look behind to see if they were gaining on her. 
Just when she thought she had made it, the hiss of an arrow rent the air. The shaft grazed her arm, leaving a long bloody furrow that burned like fire. She cried out in Lipan as she neared the walls of the pass into the stronghold. 
Suddenly, a shot rang out over her head and one of the Comanches pitched backward from his mount. As the Lipan sentries fired again, the war party turned and rode away. 
Desert Flower raced her lathered pony into the heart of the village, screaming for Hoarse Bark and Red Eagle. The chief was the first to reach her as she slipped from her mount and began to explain her brush with a fate too hideous to contemplate. 
Santiago awakened to the shots and heard the sound of excited voices. He had taken a sated, exhausted Elise to She Who Dreamsʹ lodge late last night, then returned to sleep restlessly, still uncertain of what their future would be. After quickly pulling on his buckskins and lacing up his moccasin boots, he strapped his sheath knife to his thigh and fastened his pistols in the sash he had tied about his waist. When he reached the center of the commotion, his breath caught. Ana stood sobbing brokenly in Hoarse Barkʹs arms as the chief questioned her tersely. 
Her arm was soaked with blood! 
Shoving his way through the crowd, he reached out to her and spoke in Lipan. 
ʺWhat has happened, Little Sister? Who did this to you?ʺ 
She flew into his arms and he held her protectively as Hoarse Bark explained about the Comanche scouting party and the leathercoats who accompanied them. 
ʺIf they leave these mountains alive, they will ride to Santa Fe or El Paso del Norte and bring the presidials down on usalong with a hoard of their butchering Comanche allies!ʺ Red Eagleʹs eyes met Hoarse Barkʹs in immediate understanding. The very existence of their people was at stake. 
ʺIt is all my fault. If I had not ridden out and led them back hereʺ 
ʺThere is no time for such wailing now, Ana,ʺ Santiago said. ʺAre you hurt badly?ʺ His eyes scanned the crowd for She Who Dreams, but he did not see the slow‐moving old woman. ʺYou must let She Who Dreams tend your hurts, but first there is something I would have you do for me.ʺ 
His hands held Anaʹs trembling shoulders, willing her to listen to his instructions in the midst of the chaos swirling around them. Men rushed to arm themselves while women herded children into lodges to pack supplies in case they must flee for their lives. ʺI would have Elise safely away from here. She cannot ride through the mountains like the Lipan. Raise an escort of warriors to take her and her brother back to Santa Fe. Tell her to wait for me there. When we are done here, I will come for her.ʺ 
ʺI will see that the American woman is safe. Ride carefully, Red Eagle.ʺ 
From a distance, Elise watched the exchange between Santiago and the beautiful Lipan. What did it mean? Pandemonium reigned, yet the tall renegade held Ana and spoke to her intensely. When he turned as if to leave, Ana pulled him to her for a swift embrace, then ran off. Santiago strode in the opposite direction, shouting commands at the warriors. In moments, he and Spybuck rode out with several dozen heavily armed warriors. Elise hid in the shadows of the lodge, feeling betrayed and alone in this alien wilderness. 
When the party of mounted men had gone, she walked through the village, intent on finding She Who Dreams so that she might learn what had happened to cause the commotion. The old woman made her uneasy, but she had been hospitable after her own fashion, Elise supposed. Santiago had told her that Indian names were most often earned, and She Who Dreams was a seer of some sort. I wonder what she sees in the starsor whatever Apaches use to predict the future? 

What is my fate with him? 

Ana watched the white woman wander aimlessly through the busy village. The idea that had been gnawing at the back of her mind ever since Red Eagle had given her his instructions now seized hold of her. ʺIf only my dreams were clear,ʺ 
she murmured to herself. ʺSurely I must do it. Why else would events have unfolded this way? He is truly fearful that she cannot live the life which he has chosen.ʺ 
Ana had informed Elk Catcher to ready a small party of armed warriors to escort the American visitors to Santa Fe, then had Spotted Deer bind up her gashed arm. She did not wish to confront She Who Dreams just yet, although Ana would not admit that to herself. Taking her courage in hand, she approached her palefaced rival. 
ʺI spoke with the Red Eagle before he rode out,ʺ she said to Elise in Spanish. 
ʺI know.ʺ Eliseʹs face flushed as she added, ʺI saw the two of you.ʺ 
Anaʹs eyes glittered with triumph. So you already think I am better suited for him
than you. The Spirits had meant it to be this way. She felt reassured as she said, ʺHe instructed me to see you and your brother safely to Santa Fe. There is great danger here. A party of Comanche with their white allies, the Spanish, have found our hidden stronghold. If any of them escapes, we will be attacked.ʺ Elise paled. ʺYou mean Santiago and the rest of those men must track down and kill every one of the intruders?ʺ 
ʺYes,ʺ Ana answered flatly. ʺThe Red Eagle is wise to send you away. Your voice condemns him for fighting with usfor being Lipan. He told me you could never accept his way. You and your brother are to return to your own land once we escort you to the Spanish governorʹs city. His soldiers are your friends,ʺ she added acidly. 
ʺNo! Santiago would not send me away without so much as a good‐bye. I do not believe you, Ana.ʺ Elise studied the younger womanʹs expression. The Indian was in love with Santiago. Had she made up the tale to get rid of her rival? Still, visions of Ana tending a naked Santiago in his lodge, and Santiago holding the wounded girl in his arms before he rode off flashed through her mind. Ana belonged in this savage place. She had been raised as a Spaniard and possessed the blood of the Lipan, who were his own adopted people. I am an outsider. 
Ana studied Elise with contempt, then shrugged indifferently as Samuel Shelby and Elk Catcher rode up, along with four warriors. ʺBelieve as you like, but you and your brother will return to Santa Fe. The Red Eagle has commanded it.ʺ 
Elise looked at the squat, muscular Lipan who dismounted before them. Samuel did likewise and strode up to Elise with a stern look on his face. 
ʺWe have to ride for Santa Fe, Liza. Weʹre sitting right in the middle of a war. Iʹll hear no arguments from you.ʺ He gestured to Ladybug, saddled and packed with the few meager items Elise had brought with her to the stronghold. 
Tears clogged her throat as she looked from her brotherʹs commanding expression to Anaʹs implacable features. Returning her gaze to Samuel, she said, ʹʹIʹll return to Santa Fe, but Iʹm going to wait there for Santiago.ʺ 
ʺJust mount up and ride,ʺ was all Shelby replied as he watched the orderly but intense activity all around them. The entire village was preparing for attack! 
She Who Dreams did not join in the frantic packing, but remained inside her lodge until the white man and woman were gone. She stared into the flames of her fire. Seeing the faces of Samuel, Elise, Santiago, Ana, and Spybuck, she murmured low, ʺYou must all journey far so that the will of the Spirits may be fulfilled.ʺ 

Llano Estacado, Three Days Later

ʺWe have them all but the one leathercoat. That one is crafty and swift. See how he hides his trail?ʺ Strong Bow knelt beside the stream where the lone rider had quit the cover of the water. Only a few small scratches on the rocks from his shod horseʹs hooves gave away his change in course. 
Bone weary, Santiago slumped on True Blood. They had killed the six remaining Comanche and one of their leathercoat companions here on the plains. But the second Spanish presidial had escaped during the breakneck chase. Somehow he had split off from his companions and headed back into the mountains. 
Santiago cursed in Spanish and English as he read the sign Strong Bow had just uncovered. ʺHe could be anywhere by now. The ground here is dry and hard. 
Scratches on stone do not give us any idea of how long ago he left the wateran hour, a day. We must split up, fan out to the west.ʺ He gestured the length of the stream. ʺHe must be one of the Spaniardʹs tame Indians from Analco to be so good at eluding pursuit,ʺ Strong Bow said. 
ʺWhere will we rendezvous when we have finished with the soldier?ʺ Spybuck asked Santiago and Strong Bow. 
Santiago looked at the sun, already past its zenith in the heavens. ʺEach man will search for another two days, then return to the stronghold. If no one has stopped the presidial by then, he will be in Santa Fe. And our people will need us for the battle that is to come,ʺ the renegade replied grimly. 
They mounted and rode, each taking a separate path. Santiago headed in the most southerly direction, having an intuition that told him the crafty soldier would take this oblique route to further throw them off his trail. 
By twilight, he had uncovered no sign of his quarry. After days without sleep, eating only a few handfuls of parched corn and strips of dried meat, he was nearing exhaustion. All during the riding and fighting, thoughts of Elise had haunted him. Would she wait in Santa Fe? 
Perhaps his preoccupied fatigue was the reason he did not see the glint of a musket barrel from the western ridge as a lone man in leather armor took aim and fired. 
Quinn fell from True Blood, struck in his right side. He hit the ground rolling for a stand of Spanish dagger. Another shot sounded, and the rocky earth beside him sprayed his clothes with bits of shale and powdery, dust. A rifle shot quickly followed the musketʹs second report. Then a familiar Muskogee war cry rang from the ridge where the soldier had been hiding. Grinning, Santiago began to staunch the blood flowing from his side as he waited for Spybuck to climb down to where he lay. 
ʺIt would seem I must make a lifeʹs work of rescuing you from your own folly,ʺ 
the big Creek said drily as he dropped the presidialʹs weapons beside Quinn. 
ʺYou were thinking of Elise instead of watching the ridge ahead of you.ʺ 
The renegade grunted noncomittally as he wrapped his pistol sash around his bleeding side. 
ʺI caught his trail about half an hour ago and saw him head over that ridge.ʺ 
ʺI wish you had found his tracks ten minutes sooner,ʺ Quinn replied with a wry grin. Then he slumped over, unconscious. 
Chapter Twenty‐Six 

Santa Fe

ʺWeʹve overstayed our welcome, Liza. Alencastre may not trust Castal, but he doesnʹt trust us either. Weʹre Americans, remember?ʺ Samuel stared at his sister over the cup of bitter coffee the innkeeperʹs wife had just brought with their meager breakfast of cheese and tortillas. What a primitive wilderness this was! 
Elise looked away from Samuelʹs compelling gaze and wondered when he had become the dominant one in their relationship. Somehow, his journey west had changed him. But then, it had changed her as well. I will always love Santiago
Quinn. But he doesnʹt love me. 
As if echoing her thoughts, Samuel persisted. ʺItʹs been a week since we left the Apache camp. If he were coming for you, heʹd have been here by now.ʺ His voice gentled as he reached across the small table and took her hands in his. ʺHe doesnʹt love you, Liza. Heʹs chosen to stay with those savages. Youʹll be much better off without himand without Edouard Louvois. Iʹm going to do what I should have done five years ago. Petition President Jefferson for his help in securing you a divorce.ʺ 
ʺWhy?ʺ she asked bleakly. ʺThe only man I would ever wed has chosen another woman. I was so certain Ana was lying to me. . . .ʺ Her voice was whisper soft now as tears threatened again. How often in the past days had she cried? ʹʹNo, I really wasnʹt certain at all. I only hoped she was lying.ʺ 
ʺLetʹs go home, Liza.ʺ His voice was filled with concern, soft with compassion, but deep inside burned a fierce, bright anger. He silently cursed the renegade who had broken his sisterʹs heart. Not bad enough that he endangered her life with those savages as well! 
ʺBut what if what if weʹre wrong and Santiago canʹt come. What if heʹs been hurt or killed?ʺ she asked, grasping at straws. 
Seeing the desperation in her eyes, Samuel shook his head and sighed in resignation. ʺAll right. Weʹll wait a bit longer.ʺ 
Elise smiled through her tears. ʺThank you, Samuel.ʺ 
That evening, Governor Alencastre invited his American guests to dinner. As always, he was a gracious host and the food at his table, much to Samuelʹs relief, was far superior to what the rude inn offered. 
Elise shoved a piece of roast pork about on her plate as her brother and the governor talked. Nothing she ate these days seemed to agree with her. 
ʺWe were delighted by your kind offer of hospitality, your excellency,ʺ Samuel said. Alencastreʹs expression was grave as he replied, ʺI must confess that I had an ulterior motive in extending my invitation, much as I enjoy your company.ʺ 
Shelbyʹs guts clenched. He dared not look at his sister, but knew she had laid down her fork and waited as expectantly as he. ʺWhat ulterior motive, Governor Alencastre?ʺ he asked. 
ʺI regret to inform you that you must leave at once. I will have your armed escort ready to ride out at first light.ʺ 
ʺBut why so suddenly?ʺ Elise asked in a calm voice, although she was far from feeling calm. 
ʺI mislike doing it, but it was my duty to verify your whereabouts while you were absent from Santa Fe,ʺ the governor said gravely. ʺAs you know, it is essential under Spanish law that every traveler have a royal permit giving his place of residence and destination whenever he moves about in New Spain.ʺ 
ʺBut we were unaware of that, as I already explained,ʺ Elise replied smoothly. 

Something more is going on here. Without looking at Samuel, she knew he sensed it, too. 
Alencastre made a dismissive gesture with his hand. ʺBe that as it may, you cannot verify where you were, and since the renegade Quinn was seen riding off with the infamous raider Night Wind . . . well, I felt compelled to know if you were in any way connected with that dangerous pair.ʺ 
ʺJust because my sister hired Quinn to bring her to Santa Fe does not mean she is the accomplice of a pack of savage Apaches!ʺ Samuelʹs expression was indignant. 
Alencastreʹs shrewd blue eyes measured his outraged young guest, then moved to the sister. She was amazingly composed. Too composed. ʺThen you still insist you accepted the hospitality of some peasant sheep farmers you met on your journey here? My men found no one in Santa Rosa who saw you after your first visit there.ʺ He smiled thinly. ʺYou have repaid my trust with lies. Why?ʺ 
Samuel prepared to speak, but Elise had far more practice at this sort of game. 
ʺWe did not intend any harm, your excellency. Your suspicions regarding my relationship with Santiago Quinn were correct. I fell beneath his spell, and when his friend came to escort me to him, I went. Samuel felt duty bound to go alongunder protest, I assure you.ʺ 
ʺThen you were in his Apache friendsʹ stronghold?ʺ Alencastre had expected lies and evasions, but this forthrightness threw him off balance. 
ʺYes, we were, but it is days of hard riding from here. Even if Samuel or I wished to, we could not take you there. I may have loved unwisely, Governor Alencastre, but that is all I am guilty of. And my brother is guilty of nothing but loyalty to his sister.ʺ She met the governorʹs measuring gaze head on. This man was an excellent judge of character. She could not cajole or trick him, but had to rely on his innate sense of decency. Please God, donʹt let me be wrong, else Samuel
will pay for my sins! 

Alencastre sighed. She was telling the truth. No one unused to this wild, trackless terrain could ever retrace hundreds of miles to a hidden mountain village. ʺYou must love him very much,ʺ he said simply. 
ʺI do,ʺ Elise replied softly. 
ʺBut it is over now,ʺ Samuel added. ʺQuinn sent her away when the village came under attack by Comanches. He told her this life was too dangerous for her. On one thing at least the renegade and I agree.ʺ 
Elise could not ask to remain in Santa Fe now, for it would signal to Alencastre that she was still waiting for Santiagoʹs return. If he did come for her, she would be signing his death warrant, but it was far more likely that Samuel was right. 
Santiago did not love her and was safe with Ana. She must leave Santa Fe. 
Smiling sadly at the governor, she said, ʺYour offer of an escort home is most kind under the circumstances, your excellency. My brother and I shall be pleased to accept.ʺ 
Castal studied the hard‐looking corporal. He was a typical career presidial, of mixed blood, with a wind‐blasted face devoid of any expression. His obsidian eyes stared straight ahead at nothing as his superior officer dressed him down. 
ʺYou have lost Quinnʹs trail in the mountains. Have you no idea where those accursed Apaches hide?ʺ 
ʺNo, sir. The Guadeloupes are very big. Our soldiers, very few. As you ordered, I sent two of my best men to the Comanche. They rode into the mountains with a scouting party, but they have not returned. I do not expect they will,ʺ he added stoically. 
With an oath, Castal dismissed the corporal and sank onto the hard oak chair in his small office. God, how he hated the spartan room with its bare, whitewashed walls and cold stone floor. The small fireplace in the corner never seemed to give off sufficient heat in the thin mountain air. He longed for New Orleans with its warm, heavy air, rich foods, and luxurious living. 
Of course it took a substantial amount of money to live well, and his family had been in greatly reduced financial straits for some years. He speculated for the hundredth time about whether Elise Louvois had lied about Quinnʹs wealth. If it were true, Juliette could have wed Quinn in spite of his tainted blood, and the Castal family would still be wealthy. And he would not have been forced to spend all these miserable years in the hellish outposts of Spainʹs crumbling empire. 
Now his last hope to recoup his fortune seemed doomed to failure. All the plans he and Jamison had made in New Orleans had gone awry. The American interloper Pike was supposed to have created a diplomatic incident and been sent to Governor General Salcedo. Then, when war erupted between Spain and the United States, Castal could have seized power here in Santa Fe with Salcedoʹs help. Their backers in New Orleans were to supply guns and money. 
But nothing was going according to schedule. First, that idiot Pike had gotten lost in the mountains to the north, perhaps even killed by savages in the trackless wilderness. Then General Wilkinson had betrayed their cause and ensured peace between Spain and the Americans. Now Castal dared not even remain in New Mexico. He was a hairʹs breadth away from being arrested by the only honest governor in all of the Spanish colonies. He damned Alencastre for listening to those conniving intriguers, Elise Louvois and Samuel Shelby. 
Throwing the quill he had been twirling between his fingers onto the desk, he rose, then gazed out the window at the courtyard. Amid all the other activities, a small detachment of soldiers was actually being wasted escorting those treacherous Americans home. He watched as Shelby assisted his sister in mounting her horse. Where had those two vanished to for the past weeks? He would bet they had been in the Apache camp, but Alencastre would not listen to him and seemed to swallow their absurd tale about visiting a rancher to the north. 
Castal would have given much to have eavesdropped on the governorʹs conversation with them last night at dinner, but he had been watched by Alencastreʹs men far too closely. His fists clenched in impotent rage. How dearly he wished to close his hands about Elise Louvoisʹ slender throat and squeeze the life from her! 
ʺAll else here is lost for me, but I will not be cheated of my revenge. That violet-eyed bitch will pay for her deception.ʺ He stroked his jaw and considered. She had risked much to keep him from killing Quinn. They had journeyed from St. 
Louis to Santa Fe together. Damn her false protestationsthey must care for each other. He began to smile coldly as a plan formed in his mind. 
Elise and her brother were bound for New Orleans. Quinn was now hopelessly out of his reach in the Apacheria. But if the renegade was indeed under her spell, might he not follow her back to the United States? 
Since Raoul himself must resign his commission under threat of Alencastreʹs wrath, how fortunate that he knew Elise Louvoisʹ destination and most likely Santiago Quinnʹs as well. 
ʺIt appears we will all meet in New Orleans,ʺ he vowed softly. 

The Guadeloupe Mountains, December 1806

Ana awakened with a gasp of horror. It could not be true! But deep in her heart she knew it was. The dream was clear and complete at last. All the mysterious omens now made sense. 
ʺWhat have I done?ʺ She sat up and hugged her knees to her chest, huddled in the freezing morning air, heedless of the fire that had gone out during the night. 
ʺSomehow I must find the courage to face the Red Eagle and She Who Dreams.ʺ 
Then a thought struck her. Surely the old woman had known about her lies to the white woman, yet she had not reproached her. ʺShe knows more than I. 
Perhaps there is a reason why she allowed me to send the American away. Oh, Red Eagle, please recover quickly . . . and please forgive me.ʺ 
The wound Santiago sustained from the Spanish musketball caused poisoning to set in by the time he reached the stronghold. For days, he languished in a feverish delirium as the old medicine woman worked over him with serene confidence. 
She Who Dreams had sent Spybuck to bring Joaquin and Orlena to their greviously ill halfbrother. While She Who Dreams and Orlena worked to save his life, Joaquin and Spybuck remained nearby, worrying. At last the day came when the Red Eagleʹs eyes were once again unclouded by fever. Everyone rejoiced. 
She Who Dreams grunted with approval as she removed the remnants of the poultice from Santiagoʹs wound. ʺIt has healed well.ʺ 
ʺAnd the fever is gone, thanks to that bitter bark drink you have drowned me with.ʺ 
When She Who Dreams departed, he gathered clean clothes and headed to the icy stream to bathe. He needed time alone to plan what he would say to Elise when he reached Santa Fe. They still had resolved nothing about the future of their relationship. She was married. 
Desert Flower watched, him walk slowly across the crowded encampment, pausing to admire young Spotted Elkʹs first small bow, then greet several giggling adolescent girls who cast their sheepʹs eyes on the Red Eagleʹs exotically handsome body. He flirted harmlessly with them, using his flashing white smile and bright green eyes to elicit blushes, stammers, and more giggles as they scampered away. He continued his leisurely stroll toward the menʹs bathing grounds. Was I that foolish as a fourteen‐year‐old girl?  She knew that Santiago thought of her as his little sister. After what she had done, she prayed he still would. Their relationship was becoming easier to accept now. Perhaps because of the vision. 
Her thoughts were interrupted when the tall, muscular body of Spybuck caught her attention. How much he had changed. He looked like a Lipan warrior now, but he was taller and strikingly handsome. Desert Flower was so immersed in guilt, she scarcely took note. She watched the two men greet each other and walk together to the stream. 
ʺDesert Flower has been watching you,ʺ Spybuck said to Santiago as they approached the thick willows around the stream. 
ʺAre you certain it is not you she watches?ʺ Santiago studied his friendʹs greatly altered appearance. He no longer wore the heavy earrings that had disfigured his earlobes, and his scalplock had been cut to the length of his hair, which now completely covered his head. He wore a simple red headband and a soft buckskin shirt and leggings such as the other Lipan men favored in cold weather. 
ʺYou have abandoned your Muskogee heritage for Ana, have you not?ʺ he asked in Lipan, a language in which Spybuck was fast growing fluent. 
ʺWhat is between me and Desert Flower will be settled later.ʺ 
ʺYou know I do not wish to be your rival, my friend. If there is anything I can do to aid your suit, only ask it.ʺ 
ʺDesert Flower has loved you from afar since she was a child. The heart does not choose where this will happen. She has seen how it is between you and Elise. All I can do now is wait, but I am a patient man,ʺ he said with a wry smile. While the men bathed, Desert Flower waited near the Red Eagleʹs lodge, working up her courage for the confession she must make to him. The vision she had while the Red Eagle lay unconscious replayed in her mind. Would it mean danger for him? Perhaps his Lipan family would forever lose him to the white world across the great Father of Waters. Whether her vision boded good or ill, she now accepted that it was not her place to withhold it. Visions were given by the Spirits and she must obey. 
ʺHow difficult a life She Who Dreams must have had,ʺ she murmured sadly. Yet the old woman always seemed at peace, serene in spite of her powers. ʺBut she has never abused them or lied to those she loves as I have.ʺ Desert Flower prayed that one day she would earn such serenity. 
When she saw him approaching, she stretched out her hand and said in a tight voice, ʺPlease. We must talk and this will not be easy for me.ʺ 
Santiago looked at her troubled face and held open the flap to his lodge, then followed her inside. ʺWhat is troubling you, Little Sister?ʺ 
ʺI only pray that after I speak of what I have seen . . . and done . . . that you will still wish to call me your Little Sister.ʺ 
He looked at her with a premonition of disaster. ʺI asked that you see Elise and her brother escorted safely to Santa Fe. Did you not do so?ʺ His breath caught until she nodded. ʺWhat then?ʺ 
ʺI told your woman that you did not wish this dangerous life for her. That you had bidden me to send her there so that she and her brother could return to their own land,ʺ she confessed. Tears choked her voice, but she forced herself to meet his accusing eyes. 
ʺDid Elise believe you?ʺ His voice betrayed his doubts. ʺNo, she did not. She said she would wait for you in Santa Fe, but her brother was all too eager to believe. He does not wish her to live in our land.ʺ 
ʺWhy have you confessed the truth to me now?ʺ he asked coldly. 
ʺAt first I thought the Comanche war party was a sign to me, that you and the white woman were not destined for a life together. At least that was what I told myself, but I not only lied to your woman, I lied to myself. That is unforgivable, and now I know, because my conscience tells me, how grievously I have wronged you.ʺ 
Santiago watched the tears overflow her dark eyes and roll unheeded down her cheeks. His guts clenched as he thought of Elise. ʺI must go to Santa Fe at once. I only pray it is not too late.ʺ He reached for the door flap, but her protest stayed him. 
ʺWait! There is more. You asked why I have spoken now. I could not in honor let you seek her out in Santa Fe and believe that she deserted you if she is gone.ʺ 
ʺHonor? Conscience? Is it not a bit late for that, Ana?ʺ He did not use her Lipan name. 
ʺI said that I had convinced myself that the Spirits had spoken, because they have spoken to me before . . . and since.ʺ 
He studied her now, realizing that she was truly sorry for her petty jealousy. 
Then the thought struck him like a thunderbolt. ʺYou have inherited She Who Dreamsʹ gift. That is why you returned to live with the Lipan.ʺ 
ʺYes. And I have betrayed it.ʺ 
ʺDoes She Who Dreams know this?ʺ 
ʺI have not spoken of my evil deed to her. But I think she knows. I shall tell her, but first I knew I must tell you. I do not even ask your forgiveness. My sin is too great.ʺ ʹʹAna,ʺ Santiago said gently, ʺthere is more, is there not? What has caused you to realize that you have displeased the Spirits?ʺ Her anguish was a palpable thing, filling the lodge, reaching out from her to him. 
ʺAfter they left the stronghold, the vision I had been having in bits and pieces returned. Only this time it was whole and clear.ʺ 
She took a deep breath. ʺThe American woman carries your child.ʺ 
The gourd dropped from his nerveless fingers. ʺI see why you realized your error,ʺ he said. Awe and shock washed over him, oddly mixed together. He thought about Elise conceiving his child. Of course it was possible. They had been lovers for months. 
ʺWhat else do you know?ʺ he asked Ana. 
ʺI have seen some troubling things. She is already married.ʺ 
ʺI know. She told me.ʺ 
Ana could see the pain in his eyes as he admitted the fact. ʺDid she also tell you the man is unspeakably evil? There are things so dark, so unimaginable that those images do not come clearly to me, but I sense that he has hurt herand I know that he will die.ʺ 
ʺWill I kill him?ʺ His hands were balled tightly into fists, and every muscle in his body tensed. 
ʺThe dream does not tell me thatonly that he will die. I feel it is your destiny to follow her back to her land. The babe will be born there.ʺ 
ʺDoes the dream tell you if she loves me?ʺ Or if she forgives me? 

ʺIt tells me that you love her.ʺ 
ʺYou grow as enigmatic as your mentor,ʺ he said in frustration. 
Ana smiled, sadly. ʺMy mentor has often said we are told only that which we need to know.ʺ 
ʺI already know I love her,ʺ he snapped. ʺNow you have admitted it to yourself. 
That is a beginning. Next you must convince her.ʺ 
He regarded her lovely, tear‐streaked face, then took her chin in his hand and raised it until their eyes met. ʺLittle Sister, you have done penance enough, I think. Perhaps it was fated that things work out this way. With Castal in Santa Fe, it may have been safer for Elise to return to her country.ʺ 
A small flicker of hope flashed into her tearreddened eyes. ʺCan you forgive me, my brother?ʺ 
His fingertips touched the silvery droplets on her cheek. ʺYes, Ana, I forgive you. 
Perhaps now that you know I will always be your brother, you will recognize some other things.ʺ 
She looked at him for a moment, then understood. ʺYou are thinking of Spybuck.ʺ 
ʺPerhaps you should be also,ʺ he said. For many years he had suspected his partnerʹs feelings, but as long as Aria had been so infatuated with him and bound to the white world Orlena and Joaquin had introduced her to, he had held his peace. ʺIf you would live as Desert Flower, not Ana Quinn, he could offer you much.ʺ 
ʺI will think on it,ʺ she replied solemnly, not at all certain of her feelings, but relieved that she and the Red Eagle would not part in enmity. For now, that was far more blessing than she deserved. 
Spybuck watched his friend ride down the twisting mountain trail from the hidden stronghold. Perhaps they would never meet again in this lifetime, but he refused to dwell on such morbid thoughts. Last evening, the whole camp had feasted in honor of the Red Eagleʹs journey. They had said their farewells. He prayed with all his heart that Santiago would find Elise. She was the right woman for him. As Quinnʹs figure vanished below the horizon, he turned his thoughts to the right woman for him. Spybuck thought about the way Desert Flower had bidden Santiago farewell. She no longer looked at him with earnest, heartbroken love written across her face. Now she seemed at peace. 
Spybuck sought out the woman holding his thoughts. He approached her and she smiled a greeting. ʺI would speak of a matter that has been long in my heart. 
Walk with me.ʺ 
Her mouth formed a small O of surprise as she strolled with him to the stream. 
They walked beside its twisting course for several minutes until they had left the village behind. Then he sat down on a flat rock warmed by the winter sun and motioned her to join him. Hesitantly, she complied. 
Confessions were never easy. Last evening she had told She Who Dreams of her perfidy. And as Desert Flower knew she would, the old medicine woman only nodded, already cognizant of her pupilʹs trespasses. Now she had to share her shame with Spybuck. Suddenly she realized how important his good opinion was to her. ʺBefore you say anything, I must tell youʺ 
ʺI already know. Santiago told me before he left. He also said you called him brother for the first time in many years. Do you now love him only as a brother, Desert Flower?ʺ 
She took a deep breath, and her heart beat fiercely and rapidly. Then a great weight seemed to lift from her shoulders. ʺThe Red Eagle is my brother. Now I know the truth. We were never fated for each other.ʺ 
ʺDo you regret that this is true?ʺ 
ʺNo,ʺ she answered without hesitation. As his eyes studied her, she felt a flush steal into her cheeks. She inspected his greatly altered appearance once more. 
ʺDo you intend to remain among the Lipan now?ʺ 
ʺSantiago has gone to seek Elise. The white world into which he was born has again claimed him, as I always knew it would. The red world claims me in the same manner.ʺ 
ʺYet you were born Muskogee, not Lipan.ʺ 
ʺDo I look like a Muskogee?ʺ he asked. A lazy smile slashed across his broad, cleanly chiseled features. He was a big, handsome man, far taller than most Apaches, but otherwise he resembled a Lipan warrior. 
She reached up and touched his hair. ʺI like it much better than all that naked scalp,ʺ she said with a smile. 
ʺI do, too. It is warmer when the cold mountain wind blows!ʺ His expression sobered. ʺYou know that I love you, Desert Flower. I have loved you ever since the first time I rode to your foster parentsʹ ranch with Santiago many years ago. 
You were a girl, barely past your puberty rites.ʺ 
ʺMany Lipan girls marry shortly after that age, but even if I had wished to do so, Joaquin and Orlena would not have permitted it. They wanted me educated as their own children were, and I will always be grateful for that.ʺ 
ʺWhen red people learn about the white civilization, pride in their own birthright is enhanced. Anyway, I am pleased that you did not wed some bold young warrior or New Mexican rico.ʺ 
He reached out to take her hands in his, then drew her nearer. She came into his arms, shyly but willingly. For a moment he just held her, stroking her gleaming ebony hair. When she turned her head up to look at him, he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. It began quite chastely, but when she slid her arms up to entwine about his neck, he deepened the caress and pulled her onto his lap. 
Desert Flower had never shared a kiss with a man, but she had spied on Joaquin and Orlena on more than one occasion when he returned from a raid and she ran into his embrace. She felt Spybuckʹs tongue glide sensuously along the seam of her lips and she opened to him. At once he entered to taste of her innocent sweetness. A surge of heat, like honey in the summer sun, rolled over her, making her bold. Her own tongue darted between his lips, mimicking his action. 
She felt his response. 
Spybuck groaned and tightened his hold on her as his hand found her breast and cupped it. ʺYou are as pure and lovely as the first blossom in the spring desert,ʺ 
he murmured against her mouth. He could feel himself spiraling out of control and fought to regain his willpower. Gently, he broke off the kiss and disengaged her arms from his neck. He took her hands in his and held them fast, kissing them with a courtly flourish. Sir Charles would have been delighted. 
ʺI think I had better offer a bride gift to Night Wind, and that right quickly!ʺ 
ʺYes, Spybuck, I think you should, too.ʺ Her cheeks burned, but her black eyes glowed before she veiled them with her lashes. 
They rose and walked back to the village. As the young lovers approached, old women smiled behind their hands and children giggled, but neither Desert Flower nor Spybuck noticed. 
PART IV 
MANIFEST DESTINY 
Chapter Twenty‐Seven 

The Natchez Trace, January 1807

Samuel Shelby rode carefully around the twisted roots of a clump of water oak, swatting at the mosquitoes that had tortured him since he rode north from Natchez. The boat ride from New Orleans had been the easiest part of the journey. This was pure hell. The densely forested rough terrain was filled with river pirates and all manner of woodland cutthroats waiting to ambush unwary travelers luckless enough to fall into their clutches. During his two‐day ride up the Trace, he had seen such grisly evidence of violence as a human skull nailed to the trunk of a large cypress treethe remains of a victim or the just deserts of a brigand? 
ʺThis place gives me a real unnatural feelinʹ, lieutenant,ʺ the young blond militiaman said, eyeing the thick stands of cane, higher than a manʹs head. 
ʺTheyʹs them that say wildcats jump outta the cane and eat a man and horse whole.ʺ 
Samuel smiled reassuringly. ʺI doubt that, Justice, but keep a wary eye. Itʹs the two‐legged enemies we need be most wary of.ʺ 
They rounded a turn in the twisting trail and came upon a small clearing in the dense forest. Patches of sunlight pierced the gloom like liquid gold, but even as they emerged from the miasmic hold of the undergrowth, the roadhouse that sat squat and ugly in the middle of the clearing was no less menacing. 
Samuel eyed the crudely hewn log building. Its roof was missing shingles, and the small windows were devoid of the luxury of glass. Filthy oiled paper flapped loosely on several of the openings, while others had no protection from the elements or the insects. 
ʺLetʹs hope we can transact our business and be gone quickly,ʺ he said, giving the small force of heavily armed men under his command the order to dismount. 
They were militiamen, especially recruited because of their loyalty to Louisianaʹs Governor Claiborne, who himself was totally loyal to President Jefferson and the federal government. No one, including Shelby, was in uniform. This was a secret mission to locate and destroy three boatloads of guns and ammunition bound for the filibusters in New Orleans. 
ʺWait here while I go inside. If you hear a ruckus, come running double time.ʺ 
Samuel walked to the low, narrow door of the tavern and ducked to enter. God, it was like going into a cave. The stench of rotting wood, swill whiskey, and unwashed bodies assailed his nostrils. 
Flickering tallow wicks burned in dishes set on the scarred tabletops. There was a crude bar across one wall, but few other furnishings except for a handful of splintering pine chairs. From the looks of the patrons, he imagined most of the furniture was smashed when fights erupted. He hoped to escape a brawl. 
Scanning the glowing feral eyes and hard faces minus teeth, ears, even noses, he was not optimistic about his chances. I look too prosperous. 
He walked to the bar and tossed down a copper. ʺA cool draught of ale would slide down smooth.ʺ The barkeep was a fat, bald man with both ears notched, a bad sign that meant he had been put in the stocks back East and marked for some crime. Many such hard cases found their way to the Trace. 
ʺIʹm Jake Munroe.ʺ He poured the sour warm ale in a grimy cup and paused, waiting for Shelby to identify himself. 
ʺNameʹs Marcus Allen, from Kentucky. Iʹm supposed to meet a man named Dutton. Hugh Dutton. Has he been by here?ʺ 
The pockets of fat beneath Munroeʹs eyes bulged out as he squinted evilly. He made a motion with his thumb, gesturing to the back of the room. A shadowy figure was barely discernable, crouched at a table in the dark corner. 
ʺObliged,ʺ Samuel said and walked toward Dutton. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled as he turned his back on Munroe. 
Elise had learned from a careless member of the Mexican Association in New Orleans that Marcus Allen was to meet Dutton on the Trace and escort the illegal cargo to a specified destination just above the city. Governor Claiborne had arrested Allen in secret, and Samuel was making the rendezvous. Those boats had to be stopped. 
Dutton was a gaunt, dark‐haired fellow whose features were hidden by the poor light. Only the evil glint in his eyes betrayed his nature. He smiled, revealing a mouth almost devoid of teeth. 
ʺYe be Allen?ʺ 
ʺIʹm Marcus Allen,ʺ Samuel said evenly, pulling up a battered chair and taking a seat so he could slide his hand inside his jacket where his Harpers Ferry pistol was hidden. 
ʺAllenʹs a Kaintuck, so I heered. Ye donʹt talk like one.ʺ 
ʺI was raised in Virginia and emigrated to Kentucky later,ʺ he improvised. ʺMy men are waiting outside. The Mexican Association needs those guns as quickly as possible.ʺ 
ʺI been waitinʹ,ʺ Dutton said defensively. ʺYe be the one late, not me. Ye have men and horses enough to transport the shipment overland?ʺ 
ʺIʹve armed militia enough to guard it until the rest of my men arrive. We have to be careful, though, now that General Wilkinson has turned against us.ʺ 
Dutton cursed and spat onto the filthy floor. ʺWilkinsonʹs a fool to betray them fellas in New Orleans. They got themselves connections to some real high‐rankinʹ 
men in thet old kingʹs army,ʺ he said slyly, unfolding his lanky frame from the chair. ʺLetʹs see to them boats.ʺ 
High‐ranking Spanish officers were in league with the conspirators, just as he and Elise had surmised back in New Mexico. It would be helpful to know who in the Spanish army the Mexican Association had recruited. 
Upon their return to New Orleans, he and Elise had learned that the president had dismissed Wilkinson as governor of Upper Louisiana, although he was still in charge of the army. Leaving Pike to his fate in New Mexico, the general had followed his orders to secure New Orleans from the filibusters. ʹʹWilkinson left Lieutenant Pike and his men hanging out to dry. I expect theyʹll finish their days in some Spanish prison,ʺ Samuel said in disgust. 
Dutton sucked on a rotted tooth, then spat through the spaces between two missing ones and laughed. ʺOle Pike ʹn his menʹll be jest fine. Right now I expect they be enjoyinʹ the hospitality of General Salcedo hisself.ʺ 

Salcedo!  The governor‐general of the Internal Provinces, one of the highest ranking officers in all of New Spainʹs government. A useful bit of information for Jefferson, indeed. 
The two men emerged from the roadhouse, and Dutton surveyed the tough, well‐armed assortment of militiamen who were supposed to be Marcus Allenʹs filibusters. ʺTheyʹll do,ʺ Dutton said to Samuel. He mounted a big gelding as rangy and unkempt as its owner, and they began to ride toward the river. 
ʺBefore this is over, weʹll own all of the Spanish west. Weʹll be rich!ʺ Avarice gleamed in Duttonʹs crafty eyes. 
He led them to the small inlet after several hours riding through dense stands of cypress and tupelo. Without someone to guide them over the solid ground, they would never have made it. One false turn would have meant sinking into the swampy mire, where death lurked in the form of gators and water moccasins. 
Dutton called to the men aboard the crude, log‐lashed flatboats. 
Samuel quickly sized up their numbers and fire power, then gave the signal to young Justice. The militiamen dismounted and moved in thirds, each group approaching one of the moored boats. Once in place, they drew their guns. 
Samuel pulled his pistol and aimed it at a very surprised Hugh Dutton. ʺYouʹre under arrest for insurrection, Dutton. Iʹm confiscating these boats in the name of the United States government.ʺ 
Dutton snarled an oath, but one look around made him realize how useless it would be to resist. The militiamen outnumbered them by two to one and many of the boatmen were only paid to deliver the goods downstream, not risk their lives fighting. 
ʺNow, Hugh, you mentioned a few things I think we need to discuss a bit more,ʺ 
Samuel said conversationally. 
ʺGo to hell, yeʺ 
ʺThatʹs no way to talk to the fellow who holds your life in his hands,ʺ Shelby said, grabbing the Kaintuckʹs buckskin shirt and twisting as he rammed his pistol into Duttonʹs windpipe. ʺAbout General Salcedo . . .ʺ 

New Orleans

Elise sat behind the lacy iron grillwork that shielded her from making a ʺvulgar displayʺ at the ball. After all, she was six months enciente and ladies did not show themselves in public while in such a delicate condition. Remembering the way the Lipan and Osage women had worked during their pregnancies, proudly displaying their fat bellies as badges of honor, she thought civilized conventions to be idiotic in the extreme. 
So many of her opinions had changed since she went west with Santiago Quinn. 
Just thinking of him made her want to weep, but she pushed the thought aside. 

Iʹve shed enough tears over him. What was past was past, and their love could never be rekindled. At least he had left her with a part of him to love and take joy in for the rest of her life. The child would have to be a Louvois, unfortunately, but far better that than naming her babe a bastard. Her lips twisted in an ironic smile as she thought of Edouard Louvoisʹ reaction to the letter she had posted when they reached New Orleans, explaining his impending ʺfatherhood.ʺ 
Elise watched the dancers move in a colorful whirl around the crowded floor. 
She should not be here, not only because of her pregnancy, but also because Samuel had urged her to let Governor Claiborne put her on the first boat upriver to the Shelby plantation where her Cousin Nestor and his wife Alma were awaiting her. The boat had come and gone without her. 
Samuel wanted her safely away from all the intrigue boiling in New Orleans, but he understood that she would prefer to put off the dreary prospect of spending months on an isolated plantation and remain in the thick of the action. Not that she was very well equipped for action these days, she thought with a rueful smile. 
Scanning the floor, she saw General Wilkinson, perspiring in spite of the chill winter weather. His uniform buttons strained across his paunch as he bowed to a Creole matron of ample girth. He pulled out a linen handkerchief and mopped his brow fastidiously with it. He knew nothing of Eliseʹs journey to Santa Fe or that Samuel was alive and had accompanied her to New Orleans. To Wilkinson she was Governor Claiborneʹs good friend and the wife of a mysterious French diplomat. The general mistrusted her, just as he had since St. Louis, but he could do nothing to harm her. 
The New Orleans territorial governorʹs special soldiers were her constant escort. 
In many ways, she resented that and wished dearly to be able to approach the wily Wilkinson alone. For such a shrewd schemer, the general was incredibly maladroit around beautiful women and might reveal something to her unwittingly in spite of his suspicions. Looking down at her rounded belly, Elise had to chuckle. I could scarce pass as a femme fatale in this condition! 

ʺI do hope youʹre enjoying the festivities, even though you are unable to participate.ʺ Governor Claiborne wore a look of serious concern on his aristocratic face as he entered her private box. 
A humorless and puritanical young man of thirtytwo, he had been heartily detested by the Creoles of the city when he first arrived. Even though he spoke little French and refused to use the language in government business, he was slowly winning them over. The governor was stubborn and honest, and he pursued his duties with a zeal that won the respect, if not the liking, of his enemies. Even Wilkinson avoided crossing him. 
Elise smiled up at him as he took her hand solicitously. ʺI am enjoying the outing immensely, your excellency. So, it would appear, is your ambitious military commander.ʺ She pointed her fan toward Wilkinson. 
Claiborneʹs lips thinned. ʺI wish I knew what he is up to.ʺ 
ʺHas he made any more arrests?ʺ Elise asked. In the past weeks, Wilkinson had begun to search out and imprison many men involved in the filibuster who could have implicated him in the plot. 
ʺSeveral of his patrols have come in with additional rabble suspected of involvement. Scarce any surprise there, since this is a territory where one could even find recruits to filibuster Hell!ʺ Claiborneʹs tone of voice was withering. 
ʺDo you believe heʹs really going to stop the filibusteror is he just deceiving us?ʺ 
ʺI wish I knew,ʺ Claiborne said worriedly. ʺThe New Orleans Militia has pledged their loyalty to President Jefferson, but we have good reason to suspect many of them are in league with ambitious Spanish officials who want to topple the royal government in New Spain.ʺ 
ʺIf only we had more complete information,ʺ Elise said, worrying her lower lip with her teeth. 
ʺHopefully we soon will. At least, with men such as your brother we can prevent the flow of munitions to theʹ filibusters. I donʹt think they can succeed now.ʺ 
Elise tapped her chin consideringly. ʺYet because General Wilkinson has arrested a few men he accuses of being in league with the Spanish dissidents, he can claim all the glory for himself. As the hero of New Orleans, heʹll be even more difficult for the President to remove from command.ʺ 
ʺAlas, too true, but perhaps I shall receive some useful news tonight. Iʹve just been given a cryptic summons to meet one of my agents at our designated rendezvous.ʺ 
Eliseʹs eyes widened. ʺWhat do you think he has learned?ʺ 
ʺI donʹt know, but I fear I must beg your leave and depart at once. My aide, Captain Sanders, will see you safely home. If you will forgive meʺ 
ʺOf course, governor. I shall enjoy watching the dancing for a bit longer, then return to my hotel.ʺ 
After Claiborne departed, Elise again searched the crowded ballroom for General James Wilkinson, who had seemingly vanished amid the brilliant plumage of Creole ladies and American officers. Then she saw a familiar face, and all breath escaped her lungs. With a pounding heart she kept her eyes riveted on Raoul Castal! Castal no longer wore the brilliant blue‐and‐white uniform of a Spanish soldier but was elegantly dressed in unrelieved black, which made his harsh face look even more sinister. What is he doing here? 

She could still feel his enraged dark eyes piercing her when she had denounced him in front of Alencastre. He was one of the filibustersof that she was certain. 
Elise watched him move through the crowd with cool nonchalance, charming simpering belles and speaking earnestly with several Creole gentlemen whom she recognized as political malcontents, although Wilkinson had not seen fit to arrest them. Then the general and Castal brushed past each other on the dance floor while each was partnering an older woman in a quadrille. Elise was grateful for her hiding place behind the screen as she observed the chance encounter that she knew was nothing of the sort. 
When the dance was over, each of the men escorted his partner to opposite sides of the room and made his obeisances, then moved toward different doors, casually swallowed up in the crowd. She had no time to consider any options as she called for her cloak and pulled its heavy velvet folds about her, covering her head and shadowing her face with the hood. 
She prayed Castal did not know she had remained in New Orleans and that if he noticed her, he would merely dismiss her as a plump Creole matron out for a breath of air. Silently she followed him from the house, then watched him walk across the gallery and down a dark set of stairs into the courtyard. General Wilkinson immediately materialized from behind a mimosa tree. 
Elise flattened herself against the gallery wall and moved around the upstairs porch until she was directly above the two conspirators, where she could overhear their whispered conversation. 
Governor Claiborneʹs face was as chalky as new parchment in the flickering light. He ran his hand over his light brown hair. ʺDutton says that the filibusters in New Orleans are working with Governor‐General Salcedo?ʺ 
Samuel replied grimly, ʺThereʹs no question about it. And Wilkinson knows the filibustersʹ plans. Salcedo is going to release Pike and his men. Instead of being a petty king or a war hero, Wilkinson will settle for being a peacemaker, but I wouldnʹt trust him or Salcedo as far as I could throw the cannons at the mouth of the delta.ʺ 
Claiborneʹs face was grim. ʺThere are so few men I can trust, Lieutenant. I need someone to ride to Washington with dispatches for President Jefferson, detailing these developments.ʺ 
ʺIʹll be ready to ride within the hour, sir,ʺ Shelby replied. ʺPlease draft your report. I have a great deal more I can add when I speak with the president.ʺ 
Samuel returned to the hotel where he and Elise were residing but found she had not yet been escorted home from the ball. Smiling sadly to himself, he murmured, ʺEven if you canʹt dance, at least youʹre enjoying the festivities, little sister, but I do wish you were safely away from New Orleans.ʺ 
After composing a brief farewell note for her, Shelby departed for a long, hard ride. Governor Claiborne would have to explain the details to Elise. In the note, all he could do was leave a brotherly admonition for her to leave New Orleans and all its dangerous intrigues behind. Their cousins in Kentucky would welcome her. <><><><><><><><><><><><> Elise knelt on the cold wooden floor of the gallery, her knees stiff and aching from spending so long crouched in the uncomfortable position. She struggled to still her trembling as General James Wilkinson of the United States Army calmly explained to Raoul Castal that the taking of New Spain was being postponed. 
Castalʹs voice was angry as he argued with the American. She could only hear snatches of their conversation. 
ʺYou must explain the change in plans to your excitable Creole friends.ʺ 
Wilkinsonʹs voice was steely with command. 
Elise could imagine Castal stiffening in affront, even though she could not see him through the shadows of the gallery grillwork. 
ʺThe gentlemen of the Mexican Association are not excitable, General. The Americainʺhe stressed the word with a faint sneerʺClark Jamison, boasted he would help us take New Orleans before we move west to Spanish lands.ʺ 
Elise could well imagine how Castal would have relished the chance to strut back into his home city as a conqueror! After a few more veiled hostilities were exchanged, Wilkinson dismissed his subordinate in intrigue and rejoined the gala indoors. Castal was being sent to meet with his fellow Creole conspirators. 
Somehow she must follow him. 
It was no simple task, but by the time Castalʹs closed carriage pulled away from the muddy curb, Elise had bribed a coachman to leave his post and pursue Castal. She assured the driver that his patrons would be occupied at the ball for quite some time. They had to stay far behind their prey so the clop of the horsesʹ 
hooves against the pavement would not give them away. Several times, when Castalʹs carriage turned into narrow back alleys, Elise feared they would lose him, but they did not. 
When Raoul alighted in front of a weather‐beaten cabin on the western bank of the Mississippi at the cityʹs edge, Elise watched from the black shadows of a huge willow tree. 
She whispered urgently to her driver, ʺIʹm going to get closer and see what theyʹre doing inside. I want you to ride straight to Governor Claiborneʹs residence and give him this.ʺ She produced a note hastily scrawled while she was bouncing around inside the carriage. 
ʺI donʹt know, Missy,ʺ the driver said uncomfortably. ʺI got to get back to the ball. Mr. Wheaton paid me real good to wait.ʺ 
ʺThe governor of Orleans Territory will pay you three times as much,ʺ Elise said, shoving the note into his calloused hand. She could just imagine the consternation outside the ballroom when Claiborneʹs specially assigned bodyguards realized that a pregnant lady had given them the slip! The governor would peel their hides if she was not located immediately. ʺIf the guards question you at the governorʹs mansion, just say Madam Louvois is in need of the governorʹs aid. Believe me, heʹll see you and pay handsomely!ʺ 
After the carriage creaked off toward the city, Elise began to trace a circuitous path toward the cabin. Her only beacon was the dim yellow light spilling from the grease‐papered windows. Several times, her feet sunk into the mire, nearly sucking her slippers off. Disregarding her ruined shoes and clammy discomfort, she crept nearer the cabin until voices drifted toward her like fog on the chill dank air. 
ʺI do not like it. Dutton is long overdue with those boatloads of weapons,ʺ a querulous voice said in French. ʺDutton has his instructions. He is a crude American backwoodsman, too stupid to do otherwise than follow them,ʺ Castal reprimanded. 
ʺWe have received no further word from Salcedo in Chihuahua. That concerns me more than some ignorant Kentucky loutʹs tardiness,ʺ said a third voice, which then added, ʺWhat is it, Armando?ʺ 
ʺLet the beast outdoors before he makes an even worse mess in this ghastly place,ʺ Castal interjected impatiently. 
After the scraping of a chair, the door creaked open on rusty hinges and a low growl sounded. Elise froze in horror. A dog! She looked around her, searching desperately for a hiding place, but the bayou grasses surrounding the cabin offered no refuge. 
ʺI think we have a visitor,ʺ Castal hissed as his voice neared the door. 

Elise pulled up her skirts and turned to run, but the dog, a small, keen‐nosed terrier, was upon her in seconds. His teeth held fast to the heavy wine velvet of her gown as he dug his feet into the mud and stopped her flight, growling all the while. She yanked at the skirt with one hand and attempted to slap the dogʹs head with her beaded reticule, but before she could break free, Raoul Castalʹs steely fingers clamped on her arm, biting into the tender flesh. 
ʺWhat have we here?ʺ he purred into her ear, ʺA lone female.ʺ He dragged her into the cabin after commanding his companion to have Armando release her. 
When he pulled the hood from her face, a hiss of breath escaped him. ʺWell, well, Madame Louvois, I had so hoped for the very great pleasure of encountering you againalthough I did not expect it to be quite this soon.ʺ 
He threw her onto a crude pine chair beside a rickety table, his eyes raking her body. When he saw her distended belly, a slow, obscene smile twisted his perfectly chiseled mouth, erasing all vestiges of handsomeness from his face. 
ʹʹQuinnʹs whelp,ʺ he said, stroking his moustache. ʺI have waited ten years for this day. Ten years! And now the House of Castal shall be avenged.ʺ 
Chapter Twenty‐Eight 

New Orleans, February 1807

Santiago arrived in the city after an exhausting overland trek. He had fought Comanches, hidden out from Spanish soldiers, and bought extra powder and shot from French traders. At last in American territory, he feared to find that Elise had already taken ship for Washingtonor worse yet, returned to France with her diplomat husband. 
Cursing beneath his breath, he pushed the disquieting notion to the back of his mind as he rode True Blood up to the stately looking mansion with its wrought-iron grillwork. He dismounted, thinking that any wealthy Creole home in New Orleans eerily resembled all the others. He suddenly felt thrust back in time to when he had courted Juliette Castal. 
Odd, although the city remained vividly engraved in his memory, his fiancéeʹs face was a blurpretty and petulant but vapid, lacking substance like the heavy evening fog that hung miasmically in the Gulf twilight. What he saw instead was the face that had haunted his dreams across a thousand milesElise, with her strong, high cheekbones and brilliant violet eyes, eyes that pierced his very soul. 
Quinn had gleaned from his old friend Robert Priestly that William Charles Coe Claiborne was the logical person to question about Elise. As Santiago approached the guards standing in front of the governorʹs home, they raised their muskets, suspicious of the dirty, dangerous cibolero who looked as if he had just stepped off the Llano Estacado. 
ʺMy name is Santiago Quinn, and I must see Governor Claiborne. The matter is of the greatest urgency,ʺ he added in terse, precise English. 
ʺThe governor has his hands real full these days.ʺ The guard, a corporal with a heavy Kentucky accent and fetid breath, held his weapon steady on Quinn. The fellow looked like a Spanish buffalo hunter, but his English was too good. 
ʺIʹm here about Madame Elise Louvois.ʺ 
Corporal Wiggsʹs eyes narrowed. ʺWhat do ye know about the lady?ʺ The other two soldiers closed ranks around Quinn menacingly. 
In scant moments, Santiago was facing a haggardlooking Governor Claiborne across a walnut desk littered with official documents. The governor rose when Quinn was ushered in, and his sharp blue eyes appraised the foreigner. 
ʺI am given to understand you know something about Madame Louvois, Mr. 
Quinn. Please enlighten me at once. Sheʹs in grave danger.ʺ 
Santiagoʹs hands clenched into fists as he stepped toward the big desk that served as a barrier between him and the slight figure of the governor. ʺWhat do you mean by grave danger? Where is she?ʺ Claiborne sighed. ʺI was hoping you could tell me that. She vanished weeks ago while I was dispatching her brother on a sensitive mission.ʺ 
ʺVanished? You mean she was kidnapped?ʺ 
ʺNo.ʺ Claiborne seemed to hesitate, then said, ʺBefore I explain more, tell me what your interest is in the lady. Where did she meet you?ʺ 
A grim smile barely touched Quinnʹs lips. ʺIn St. Louis. I was her guide to Santa Fe, where she found her mysterious brother, who is apparently off on another political errand.ʺ 
ʺWhat exactly is between you and Madame Louvois?ʺ Claiborne asked in a frosty tone of voice. 
ʺAmong other things, the child she carries.ʺ He was rewarded by a shocked stiffening of Claiborneʹs body. ʺShe risked her life to save mine in Santa Fe. I owe her a great debt. Beyond that, the matter is personal, your excellency. Tell me what you know about her disappearance.ʺ 
ʺElise vanished during a soirée at the Shreveportsʹ. She left the ball in a carriage that she hired to take her to the outskirts of the city, following someone. She sent the driver back with word for me to send soldiers.ʺ He shrugged helplessly. 
ʺWhen we arrived, the cabin was deserted. I questioned the driver mercilessly, but he knew nothing.ʺ 
Santiagoʹs guts knotted. ʺDamn her for taking such risks! What the hell has happened to her?ʺ 
Claiborneʹs face became suffused with color. ʺHow the devil did she slip away from her escort of guards and follow someone into the night in herer, condition?ʺ 
His face pinkened as if his cravat were choking him. 
A grim smile touched Santiagoʹs face fleetingly. ʺYou donʹt know the lady as I dobelieve me, she would dare anything. Once she set her mind to it, she could slip away from Napoleonʹs secret police, much less a few soldiers.ʺ His body was as tense as a coiled spring. 
ʺThere is only one man I know of who would wish her harm in New Orleans, and if heʹs followed her here . . .ʺ Quinn blanched. ʺDo you know a man named Raoul Castal?ʺ 
Claiborneʹs face was blank with puzzlement for a moment. Then recognition dawned. ʺIsnʹt he an officer in New Mexico? Do you think heʹs part of the Mexican Associationʹs plot?ʺ 
ʺWorse than that, he has a personal vendetta against Elise. When I reached Santa Fe, he had resigned his commission and left the city shortly after she did.ʺ 
Santiago raked his fingers through his tangled hair in frustration. ʺI assume you donʹt know where he is?ʺ 
ʺNo,ʺ Claiborne replied, still puzzled. 
ʺWhat of the other members of the Castal family? Is Raoulʹs father still alive?ʺ 
ʺI believe the old man died several years ago.ʺ Claiborne eyed Quinn warily. 
ʺAnd now that I recall my wifeʹs Creole gossip, you disposed of Castalʹs brother.ʺ 
Things were becoming alarmingly clear to him. 
ʺWhat of Juliette?ʺ 
The harried governor stroked his chin in agitation. ʺThe sister, yes. I believe she was married to some planter fallen on evil days. He was killed in a duel a ways back. She was forced to sell their city house. I donʹt know what became of her after that.ʺ 
Santiago sighed, knowing how closed the Creole community was and how they hated the upstart Americans who had taken over their city. ʺI shall have to reenter polite society, it seems, now that I am no longer a wanted man. If I locate Juliette, I have a feeling she can lead me to Castaland Elise.ʺ 
<><><><><><><><><><><><> The Louisiana Back Country Elise could hear them arguing in rapid French through the thin plank walls of the crude cabin where she was confined. 
ʺI do not like this, Raoul. She is a lady, with a politically powerful French husband, not some common harlot whose loss will not be noted,ʺ Gaspar Doubert said. ʺEven now, the American governor searches for her.ʺ 
ʺSuch a fine ladycarrying the bastard of a Spanish renegade in her belly!ʺ Castal sneered. 
ʺIt is still an innocent child,ʺ Doubert replied, weakening. 
ʺThe woman will be disposed of according to my will,ʺ Castal said with finality. 
ʺWe have delayed too long already. Three boatloads of guns are missing and badly needed for our cause. You will keep the Louvois bitch confined here at your plantation.ʺ 
ʺIt shall be as you wish, Raoul,ʺ Doubert replied in a cowed whisper. 
A few moments later, Castal opened the door and stepped inside the shanty, a feral smile on his face. ʺI trust you overheard our little contretemps? You should have learned back in Santa Fe not to anger me.ʺ 
She stared straight ahead, refusing to look at him. ʺYou may kill me, Castal, but your pathetic rebellion is doomed to failure.ʺ 
ʺI do not think so. And in the meanwhile, I will hold you and wait for Quinn.ʺ 
ʺIʹve told you, Quinn wonʹt come after me. He sent me away. He plans to live with the Lipan and marry an Apache woman.ʺ 
ʺYet you increase with his bastard. If for no other reason, he will come after his child.ʺ 
ʺHe does not know about the baby. I did not tell him.ʺ ʺOh, he knows. I am certain of it. And he will come after you, beautiful lying bitch that you are.ʺ He reached for a strand of her long ebony hair and curled it about his finger. 
She shuddered. He laughed. 
ʺA pity youʹve grown fat and misshapen with child, but then, I never was one to take the leavings of a savage. Much better to let him watch while I kill you and his brat. Then I will kill him, tooslowly.ʺ His eyes glittered with wild excitement now. 
ʺYouʹre as mad as Conal Quinn ever was.ʺ 
He slapped her, then caught himself and immediately calmed. ʺNo, I wonʹt mark youyet. Not until I have Quinn here to watch.ʺ 
Before her horrified eyes, he pulled out a set of devilʹs clawsbrass knuckle rings with jagged points on each knuckle. Slipping them on his fist, he lightly grazed her cheek, just missing her eye. 
ʺI have seen a man lose half his face to the devilʹs claw. I shall relish marking Quinn almost as much as watching his misery when I kill you and your bastard before his eyes.ʺ 
ʺQuinn wonʹt come,ʺ Elise replied stubbornly in English. 

New Orleans

Santiago caught sight of himself in the Cheval glass. How easily he had slipped back into the role of Spanish nobleman. The dress clothes belonged to Robert Priestly and had been hastily altered to fit him so he could attend the elegant Creole soirée that evening. He had learned that Raoul Castal had indeed returned to the city, but all attempts to locate him had proven unsuccessful. This was a desperate gambit. 
Santiago Quinn was again the Count of Aranda, searching for his long‐lost love, now widowed. If Madame Pleshette was still a flighty romantic and as much of a gossip as she formerly had been, he should know by eveningʹs end where to find Juliette. The irony of his role did not escape Santiago. Will I be as good at this
game as Elise? 

Solange Pleshette raised her lorgnette and inspected the tall stranger with the russet hair. Handsome devil. As he wended his way deliberately across the ballroom to greet the reigning social arbiter of the city, she watched his lithe, long‐legged stride. As sinuously graceful as a panther. 
Suddenly she dropped the lorgnette and put her hand to her ample bosom. 
ʺAranda! The Spanish renegade who killed poor dear Pierre. I had heard he fled into New Spain, to that savage land where his deranged father died.ʺ 
ʺImagine his nerve to return here after all these years. Can the American authorities not arrest him?ʺ her elderly companion, Louise, asked. 
Madame Pleshette sniffed disdainfully. ʺAs if the Americans cared a whit for the death of one of our own.ʺ 
ʺBut he is no American, just a half‐Irish impostor posing as a member of the Spanish court,ʺ Louise hissed. Her thin, sallow face puckered like a pale yellow prune. 
ʺHa! The Irish side of his pedigree is sadly wanting, but he is still well and truly Count of Aranda and a member in good standing of the Spanish court.ʺ At her companionʹs look of incredulity and voracious curiosity, Solange continued, ʺWhen I visited my cousins in Bordeaux last year, we made a journey to Madrid. 
They have married most advantageously into the House of Santandar, and we visited the royal court. Imagine my amazement to learn the red‐haired rogue was in fact who he purported to be in spite of his lamentable paternity. He is rich as sin. A pity poor Julietteʹs rash brother Raoul prevented her marriage to Aranda and precipitated the duel.ʺ 
Louise clicked her tongue, not in sympathy but spite. ʺThat Juliette Doubert deserved the wastrel she wed. A good thing her sainted papa and poor Pierre are not alive to see how she has cavorted since she was widowed.ʺ 
Across the crowded room, the subject of the grand damesʹ gossip also inspected Santiago Quinn with luminous brown eyes. All that money and titleand my stupid
brother let it slip through our fingers! 

Juliette watched him from her vantage point on the stairs leading to the ladiesʹ 
retiring quarters. With age and maturity, he had become every bit as splendid a specimen as her imaginings over the years had conjured, as virile and sensual as a great tawny mountain lion. She would relish this nightʹs work for the causeevery minute of it. 
She cursed Raoul, her father, even poor cowardly Philipe. Her marriage to Ramon Doubert had been quietly arranged after the period of mourning for Philipe was over, and the scandal of her broken engagement had died down. 
Within two years, Ramon had run through her dowry and bankrupted his fatherʹs plantation. Then he began to drink and finally had the bad grace to get himself killed in a senseless duel. 
Her father lost everything in unsuccessful investments, and after he died, it was left to her to sell off her remaining possessions just to survive. Raoul rode off to play soldier in New Spain. 
Now her brother had returned, embroiled in plots to overthrow Spanish rule in New Mexico. Only yesterday he had informed her of the Irishmanʹs arrival in New Orleans and the role she was to play in Quinnʹs demise. She smiled grimly. We will just see about your schemes, Raoul, dear brother to whom I owe so
much! 

The years of Quinnʹs absence had not been easy ones. Juliette had cast about for a respectable marriage, but a penniless widow with a trail of scandal clinging to her was not the match most wealthy New Orleans families wanted for their sons. 
Men and their infantile honor! 
She had been forced to form discreet liaisons with wealthy, powerful menmostly Americans, whom she despised. Juliette had lived in comfort on the periphery of her old world, despising it for its hypocrisy, yet longing to be a part of it once more. 

Someday I shall shake off the dust of this backward place and go to Francein style!  She smoothed the high waist of her shimmering gown, a lush concoction of peach satin that clung to every curve of her voluptuous body. At twenty‐nine, Juliette Doubert was a strikingly beautiful and incredibly ruthless woman. 
Half way across the room, she knew the Irishman had caught sight of her. She watched as he excused himself from the Baron de San Sebastian and made his way to her. 
Santiago was stunned at her audacity. Robert Priestly had just learned that she was now the mistress of an American banker who was a prominent member of the Mexican Association. As a woman of fallen reputation, she had taken a fearful chance of being cut by Madame Pleshette. But this was not the simpering, convent‐raised schoolgirl he had been infatuated with a decade ago. 
ʺYou are remarkably changed, Juliette,ʺ he said as she offered her hand and smiled beguilingly at him. ʹʹAnd you are even more fascinating than when first we met, Irishman,ʺ she purred. 
What dangerous game did she play? He had hoped the sight of him here would send her scurrying to her brotherwith him following closely behind. ʺStill Irishman? When last we met that word was an epithet on your lips, Julie,ʺ he said, taking her arm to escort her from the press of dancing and laughter. 
ʺMy dear Aranda, I know who you are now. Madame Pleshette and I share the same modiste. But to me you will always be the Irishman. How I loved hating you back thenwith a schoolgirlʹs pique. But I have outlasted the schoolroom and the tiresome fool my father wed me to. You do know I am a widow now?ʺ Her eyes were fathomless and at the same time flirtatious as he escorted her through the double doors onto the gallery. 
Santiago laughed. ʺYes, Julie, I heard about your tragic loss as soon as I arrived in the city several days ago.ʺ 
ʺDaysand you did not come calling? I am bereft.ʺ She made a moue of mock outrage. 
ʺThe last time I saw you, your brother tried to kill me. Scarcely the sort of parting that would lead a man to seek out his former fiancée.ʺ 
ʺPhilipeʹs death had quite unhinged my reason. ʹTwas Raoul who forced me to write that note. After all, Santiago, I was just a seventeen‐year‐old girl.ʺ 
ʺEighteen, Julie, but no matter. You are more beautiful now than ever, and I am certain half the men in New Orleans have told you so.ʺ 
Her eyes narrowed on him for a fleeting instant, then she tapped him flirtatiously with her fan and asked, ʺWhat do you know about me and the gentlemen of the city?ʺ 
ʺI hear you and Clark Jamison have been seen together a good deal here of late.ʺ 
ʺIs that American friend of yours, Priestley, spreading all those ugly, untrue rumors?ʺ 
ʺThen you are not involved with Jamison?ʺ 
ʺMy Cousin Prospere escorted me here,ʺ she evaded, wanting him to reveal just how much he knew about her family situation. 
ʺAh, but I suspect, unless your sensibilities have greatly changed, you would not sleep with your own cousin.ʺ She lost control and raised her hand to slap him. 
He encircled her wrist and held it tightly. 
ʺYou are hurting me, Santiago.ʺ He released her, and she rubbed the spot where his strong, calloused fingers had bruised her pale flesh. She studied him from beneath the thick fringe of her lashes. His expression revealed nothing. ʺYou are right. I have been under Mr. Jamisonʹs protection,ʺ Juliette admitted grudgingly. 
She shuddered with revulsion. ʺIf you know about that, you must also know how destitute I am since Ramonʹs death. I have been alone, with no husband and no father to rely on.ʺ Her voice took on a piteous note while still remaining oddly seductive. 
ʺNo husband or father, but you do have a brother, Julie.ʺ He studied her face and appreciated for the first time how skillful Elise was at masking emotions. Juliette tried to pass off his question with a burble of frivolous laughter, but it rang false. 

She is up to something. ʺWhat has happened to Raoul?ʺ 
ʺDo you wish to repay him for his clumsy attempt on your life all those years ago?ʺ 
ʺI do not wish to kill him, Julie, only talk with him.ʺ Iʹll kill him after I find Elise. 
She raised one dark eyebrow and batted her lashes, then brushed against his arm with a large white breast, which was barely contained by her daringly low‐cut gown. ʺShould I trust you, Irishman?ʺ she asked, her voice once more a husky purr. 

No more than I should trust you. He stroked her shoulder with the pad of his thumb and worked it lower, toward the deep vale between her exposed breasts. 
ʺTrust me, Julie.ʺ Set the trap, bitch. 
When she raised her arm to circle his neck, her eyes swept the deserted gallery for any spectators. They were alone. The splashing sounds of the courtyard fountain drowned out the low conversation of several couples strolling below them, unaware. Juliette pulled him into the shadows and embraced him. 
Santiago kissed her and felt her instantaneous and rapacious response. He let his fingers glide over her large, soft breasts, cupping them. Then he tightened one arm around her waist and kneaded a well rounded buttock as he plundered her mouth roughly. 
She returned the passion, savaging his mouth until she drew blood. Finally, he broke the brutal kiss and stared down at her face. Her eyes were glazed and her cheeks flushed. Every pulse in her body thrummed with excitement. 
Licking the smear of blood from his cut lip with the tip of her tongue, she tilted her head and regarded him. ʺDo you make love like those savage Apaches you were raised with?ʺ 
The sick fascination in her face and voice turned his guts, but he held his revulsion in check and mimicked her breathless arousal. ʺI will show you the Apache way. You will never forget it, I promise you. But first I must be certain your brother will not burst in upon us and kill me even as I . . .ʺ He caressed her breast with one hand while his other hand held a thick chestnut curl tightly, pulling her face inches from his in a punishing grip. He could feel her pulse accelerate. ʺWhere is Raoul?ʺ 
Her eyes glittered in the darkness as she laughed. ʺNo, first you attend to me, then I will serve up Raoul on a silver platterjust for you.ʺ At his cynical look, she added, ʺI, too, bear Raoul a bitter enmity. He not only took you from me with his lies, but then he convinced Papa to saddle me with that wastrel Ramon. I was reduced to enduring the clumsy pawing of Americans like Jamison while my brother rode off into the setting sun without a backward glance. Come, Santiago. 
Let me see if the reality is as fine as the fantasy. Then I will reward you with Raoul.ʺ 
Gritting his teeth, Santiago led her across the gallery to the stairs and his waiting carriage. Before the night was done he would find Eliseor kill Juliette! 
As Santiagoʹs driver slapped the reins and drove off, a tall, heavyset American with sandy hair and cold gray eyes materialized from the shadows of the carriage house. Clark Jamison observed their departure with a wintery smile. 
Raoul would be furious with his sisterʹs little deviation in his plan. But then, Raoul would be even more upset if he suspected Jamisonʹs intentions. 
Just to be certain Juliette was only indulging her insatiable lust and did indeed intend to send Quinn after Castal, Jamison decided to follow them. Juliette was unpredictable at best, and his employer, General Wilkinson, would not countenance another failure. Both Jamison and the general agreed that Castal must be silenced, and Santiago Quinn was the perfect means to that end. 
Chapter Twenty‐Nine 
The bedroom was cluttered with ornate Louis XV furniture. Candles flickered in heavy gold sconces, casting shadows on the gowns, jewelry, and diaphanous sleeping apparel strewn carelessly on the chairs and carpet. The maid had been dismissed for the night. 
ʺAnd now . . . darling,ʺ Juliette said, brushing a lock of tousled chestnut hair from her forehead as she began to push Santiago onto the bed. 
He lay back, letting her play her game out, watching her as she slowly began to peel down the expensive ballgown. Her voluptuous, milky flesh was on the verge of turning plump, but she was still a lushly beautiful woman. Visions of Eliseʹs slender figure and sun‐kissed face flashed before his mindʹs eye with painful clarity. Elise, whose body was as well honed as her mind. She would never go to fat as the indulgent, vindictive Juliette Doubert would. Clad only in sheer silk undergarments, she reached for his lawn shirt and began to unfasten the studs. When it gaped open, she ran her fingers down his chest, tracing the curly reddish pattern that vanished at his belt. Then she slid her hands around to his back and felt the welts. Her eyes lighted with lustful curiosity. 
Santiago quickly seized her by her shoulders and rolled her beneath him on the big, soft bed. Excited, she reveled in his rough treatment, biting his shoulder and ripping his shirt. 
ʺDid the Apaches do this to you?ʺ she asked breathlessly. 
ʺThe Apache do not torture their own. Your brother did this to me. Where is he, Julie? Tell me now or Raoulʹs best efforts will pale in comparison to what I will do to you. I am called the White Apache for good reason.ʺ He reached down to his dress boot and extracted a slim, deadly blade. ʺWith this I can peel that lovely milky skin off, one inch at a time . . . beginning with your face. We are all alone here. No one will hear your screams.ʺ 
Her face grew ashen, all lust now forgotten as she stared at the silvery blade gleaming in the candlelight. Then she looked into his piercing green eyes, filled with rage. Good God! Raoul had scarred him with a whipwhat would the savage do to her? 
ʺOr perhaps I should begin with your breasts.ʺ The knife slid, ice cold, down her throat and poised at the tip of one nipple. ʺThey are very large,ʺ he said almost conversationally. He could feel her trembling in pure terror now. 
ʺSantiago, pleaseʺ 
ʺWhere is Raoul?ʺ he interrupted. ʺThe Apache have special things they do to women captives.ʺ The knife moved lower. 
ʺHe is at an old warehouse on Levee Street! He thinks I am sending you into his ambush, but I never intended to do as he wished. If you take the map I have drawn, you can slip in behind him and kill him.ʺ 
He released her and rolled off the bed, then yanked her up beside him. ʺLet me see that map.ʺ She gave him a look of pure loathing, but walked to the dainty escritoire and rummaged through the piles of bills until she found the already prepared directions. Her eyes were glassy with fear as she threw it at him. 
ʺTake it and go,ʺ she hissed. 
ʺAnd be bereft of your charming company?ʺ He watched her face take on a disbelieving expression. ʺYou are coming with meto ensure that I am not walking into your brotherʹs ambush.ʺ He quickly perused the map, still holding the knife in one hand. 
ʺNo!ʺ she exclaimed as furious anger bubbled up inside her, displacing her fear. 
ʺI have explained the trap my stupid brother has set for you. He waits at the old Poitiere Warehouse on the river. If you enter by the upstairs windowʺ 
ʺIf I enter the way you have drawn the map, then I should be able to capture Raouland you should be in no danger accompanying me,ʺ he said smoothly. ʺGet dressed. Something in black, I think. For concealment and for mourning the loss of the brother you profess to hate so much.ʺ 
Juliette began to tremble. This was not the way her scheme was to work. Not at all. She had planned to satisfy her sexual curiosity about the savage Irishman and then betray Raoul to him as Jamison had instructed her. If Quinn killed her brother, she had hoped the renegade Irishman would be grateful enough to become her protector, perhaps even make her his countess in time. If her brother killed the Irishman, she would still be Jamisonʹs mistress. She had thought of every possibilityexcept that Santiago would risk her life! 
ʺYou cannot expect me to go! You know how dangerous Raoul is!ʺ 
ʺAnd I know how treacherous you are, Julie.ʺ He rummaged through her trunks and pulled out a dark blue day dress, rumpled and ready for the poor box at the cathedral. Throwing it at her he said, ʺGet dressed or Iʹll take you with naught but your cloak over that pale white flesh. We must not keep Raoul waiting, must we?ʺ 
Santiago was calm and implacable as he scooped up a black velvet cloak and advanced on her. ʺThe dress first, then this.ʺ 
She tried to turn and run, but he caught her and twisted her arm roughly behind her back, holding her tightly. She struggled in his arms, kicking ineffectually with her bare feet and trying to shred his face with the nails of her free hand. 
ʺRaoul was right! It is the American woman you are after!ʺ she blurted out. The moment the words escaped her lips, she felt his body tense and his hold on her wrists tighten until she thought her bones would snap. 
ʺYou know where he holds Elise, do you not?ʺ he snarled. 
ʺNo! Raoul is at the warehouseʺ 
ʺBut Elise would not be. Castal would never risk anyone finding her in the city. 
Claiborneʹs men have combed every hideyhole for weeks! Where is she?ʺ 
She started to scream, but he seized her throat and squeezed. Only a low croak came out. Juliette could not breathe, and the pain was so intense that she feared he was going to kill her on the spot. She could scarcely comprehend his low, gravelly voice as he threatened her. Once his hand loosened from her throat, she gulped in air and then coughed. Santiago shook her to get her attention focused on what he was saying. ʺIf Elise is harmed, even your fertile little imagination cannot envision my retribution, Juliette. NowʺHe held her still and spoke slowlyʺwhere is Elise? She is not in that warehouse with Raoul, is she?ʺ 
Thinking of what Raoul would do to her was almostbut not quiteas frightening as what this white Apache would do. She was caught between them. ʺShe is at my brother‐in‐lawʹs plantation. I will give you directions.ʺ 
ʺNo, dear Juliette. You will show me the way.ʺ 
Her fingers tightened on his arm frantically. ʺIf I do, you must protect me from Raoul and his friends.ʺ Her face had gone from flushed red to the color of dirty parchment. 
ʺI will kill Raoul Castal and anyone else who is allied with him. Is that good enough for you?ʺ He shoved the gown at her again and she began to dress with clumsy, trembling fingers. 
As soon as the two dark figures emerged from the Doubert house which he now owned, Clark Jamison knew something was wrong. Quinn had Juliette with him, and she was acting quite differently than she had when they entered the place nearly an hour earlier. ʺSheʹs betraying Raoul as we planned, but she should not be with that damnable Spanish renegade.ʺ 
He pondered what to do. His orders from General Wilkinson were to see that Quinn did not upset their plans to discredit and silence the members of the Mexican Association. Castal was to be killed, for he could confirm the generalʹs involvement with the filibusters. Raoulʹs treacherous sister was to trick Quinn into doing the deed. Once Castal was eliminated, other means could be used to dispose of the renegade. Jamison watched his mistress climb into a closed carriage with Quinn. He decided to follow them. 
It took only a few blocks for him to realize that they were not headed toward the levee and the deserted riverfront warehouses. When they pulled into the first floor of the carriage house on Chartre Street where Quinn had been staying, Jamison knew they were not going after Castal. In moments they emerged, Quinn armed and mounted on a big bay stallion, Juliette with him, riding awkwardly astride a brown gelding. 
ʺSheʹs taking him to the Louvois woman!ʺ Jamisonʹs mistrust of Juliette had been justified. He wheeled his horse about in the narrow alley and rode through the cold, dark streets at breakneck speed, headed for the levee. 

The Louisiana back country

Elise had been held for so long in the filthy, cold cabin that she had lost track of the time since she was captured. Stretching, she rose from the lumpy mattress and faced the sunrise. With any luck, this would be her last morning in the swamp. 
Since Castal had brought her to this hellish place, Gaspar Doubert had been her only white visitor. He was a weakling and a fool. She felt reasonably sure her plan would work. 
One of the Doubert slaves, an abused old woman who spoke no English, brought her food and emptied the slops, but only Gaspar had the keys to her manacle. 
Every few days he visited the isolated shack, which she learned had been occupied by slave catchers in years past. Doubert would unlock the manacle from the bed and allow her a brief walk around the outside of the cabin. 
Healthful exercise for her and her child he had called itas if he expected either to survive another fortnight! 
Gaspar was due for a visit. He did not ride, but walked through the densely overgrown swamp to the small clearing, leading her to believe that a large plantation must be somewhere nearby. When she was abducted, her captors had brought her here in the dead of night while only semi‐conscious. Would there be a clear path through the dangerous undergrowth that she could follow? 
The thought of being devoured by a black bear or poisoned by a cottonmouth held little appeal, but even that risk was better than waiting for Castal to give up on Quinn and come to kill her for his own sadistic pleasure. 
She had worked out a plan, if only she could accomplish it. ʹʹRemember, Doubert is a fool,ʺ she reminded herself, rehearsing the moves once more. Since she was with child, the Creole would be more likely to fall for her trick. 
Gaspar Doubert walked carefully along the twisting path from his plantation, his mind not registering the eerie beauty of the moss‐draped cypress where snowy egrets perched. ʺPlantation,ʺ he scoffed aloud in the silence of the swamp. Their family had been beggared by Ramonʹs recklessness. Now his brotherʹs widow heaped scandal on their old and honored name by consorting with Americans. 
Ramon had fought a duel over her honor. ʺHonor! Pah, Juliette does not know the meaning of the word. And I am forced to take the abuse of her arrogant brother Raoul.ʺ 
As he approached the cabin, Doubert worried about his captive. Elise Louvois was the wife of a diplomat from the French emperorʹs court. Castalʹs fanatic hatred might end up getting them all arrestedover some long‐ago vendetta caused by that worthless chit Juliette. 
Elise heard him lift the door latch. Everything was in place. When he entered, she motioned to the bowl on the crude bedside table and said, ʺThank God you are here, sir! I think there was something tainted in the stew. I have grown most grievously ill.ʺ She doubled over on the edge of the bed where she was manacled by one long chain and clutched her belly for dramatic effect. ʺThe slop pail, please! I do not wish to soil myself, and I cannot reach it!ʺ She began to heave and gasp as if preparing to lose her dinner. 
Doubert quickly seized the slop pail from the corner and knelt, placing it between her knees. Just as he did so, she seized the heavy crockery bowl from the table with her free arm and smacked him on the side of his temple with all her strength. He jerked backward, caught in an awkward position on one knee. 
Before he could clear his dazed head, Elise had the tin slop pail in both hands. 
She sent it crashing onto the top of his skull. 
As he sprawled on the floor, out cold, she searched his pockets for the key to her manacle, muttering, ʺYou are fortunate this was the day the servant emptied the pail, else you would awaken enveloped in more than just a headache!ʺ 
Within a minute, she was free and Doubert was confined with his own manacle to the massive wooden bedpost. His pistol was in her possession, as was the key, which she threw into the weeds on her way out. 
There were several paths into the swamp, but the ground was soft from a late night rain and the prints of his boots were not difficult to backtrack over the path he had just walked. After following the labyrinth for nearly a half hour, she understood why he did not ride to the shack. No horse could negotiate such a treacherous path. She clutched his pistol, ready to fire it at any of the rustling things in the undergrowth that dared accost her. Nothing did. 
By the time she came upon the plantation house, her cloak and dress, already rank from weeks of sleeping in them, were mud‐stained and soaked. The day was chilly, but in her terror, Eliseʹs back was sweat‐soaked, her hair clinging to it limply. 
The two‐story house was badly run down, dwarfed by huge live oaks smothered in moss that trailed in wispy tendrils along weed‐infested grounds. Its whitewashed boards had faded, and several planks on the broad front porch were rotted through. Once it had been grand, but now two elderly black men raked listlessly as the wind sent the leaves scampering ahead of their feeble reach. 
Surely Doubert had left his horse somewhere on this godforsaken place. She skirted the grounds until she found the dilapidated stable, then began to creep through a sadly neglected topiary garden toward it. 
Elise hoped the stables would be empty, but when she peeked in the door she saw a stocky man carrying a wicked‐looking riding crop. His dark hair was greasy, and one crooked tooth protruded obscenely from between his tightly clamped lips, rather like a boar tusk in an equally unattractive face. He was inspecting a good‐looking gray gelding that shied nervously, covering the sounds of her approach. 
Not wanting to rouse anyone by firing the pistol, she slid it into her pocket and seized a shovel that leaned against the cluttered wall. Old Boar Tusk must have sensed her presence, for he started to turn just as she swung. Instead of coshing him in the temple as she had Doubert, the flat of the shovel mashed with a sickening crunch into his nose. He crumpled without a sound as blood gushed down his filthy shirt front. 
The gelding was saddled, no doubt Gaspar Doubertʹs mount. ʺYou look to be the only decent piece of horseflesh on the place. That should give me a better chance of eluding pursuers.ʺ She calmed the gray and led him away from the blood scent of the unconscious man. Once she had cleared the grounds and found the main road, Elise mounted awkwardly, grateful for the manʹs saddle which allowed her a surer seat. Assuming she had been taken farther north of the city, she rode in what she hoped was a southerly direction. With any luck, by nightfall she would be able to report to Governor Claiborne and be reunited with Samuel. 
Chapter Thirty 

The Louisiana back country

Burke Runcie was furious. Not only had that damnable female made a fool of him, she had smashed his nose so badly that he doubted he would ever breathe through it again! He sat at the table in the shabby kitchen, holding a cold wet compress of yellowed linens to his face in a vain attempt to ease the painful swelling. 
ʺDat be bettah, Massah Burke?ʺ Odine asked as she soaked another length of toweling in cold well water. 
Runcie pulled the used towel from his face and it caught on the corner of his protruding tooth. He yanked it free with an oath and took the fresh cloth from Odine. ʺAinʹt ye got nothinʹ better fer a broken nose than cold towels?ʺ The ancient black crone shrugged her bony shoulders and began to soak the bloody cloth he shoved at her in the cold water. ʺNose broke good. Be bettah when daʹ 
swellinʹ go down.ʺ 
The sound of horses pounding up to the front porch interrupted his reply. ʺWhat the hellʺ 
Odineʹs feeble protests were drowned out by a sharp female voice speaking rapidly in French. Then the argument grew louder as footfalls quickly sounded up the hall. The kitchen door swung open and Madame Doubert entered, followed by a hardlooking man with the coldest green eyes Runcie bad ever seen. He held a Hawkins pistol in one hand and had the ladyʹs arm in a firm grip with the other. 
ʺWe have come for the American woman,ʺ she said coldly in heavily accented English, a language she detested but had been forced to learn. 
ʺShe ainʹt here,ʺ Runcie replied curtly. He had worked for Ramon, then Gaspar Doubert when his elder brother was killed, but had never liked either of the foppish Creoles or the dead brotherʹs imperious wife. 
Santiago studied the overseerʹs smashed face. ʺDid she do that?ʺ If he has killed
her he forced his mind to block such an unbearable thought. 
Runcie nodded, then elaborated as the hair on the back of his neck prickled in warning. The big man was vitally concerned with the Louvois bitch. ʺShe come up on me in the stable. Used a shovel on my face. Knocked me out good. Stole a horse and rode off. I got no idea where,ʺ he added hastily, throwing his hands up in the air when the strangerʹs eyes cut through him with cold fury. ʺI swear it!ʺ 
ʺYou told me this place belonged to your brother‐in‐law,ʺ Santiago said to Juliette. ʺWhere is he?ʺ 
A nasty smile revealed Runcieʹs grotesquely malformed teeth. ʺYer woman left him in the cabin where heʹd kept herused the same manacle on him heʹd used on her. Throwed away the key. Had to saw the bedpost clean in two to get him outta there. Heʹs gone to the smith upriver to have the chain cut off.ʺ 
Damn Eliseʹs resourcefulness! If only she had not escaped. The thought of her, great with child, riding madly across the treacherous bayous made his blood run cold. He looked from Juliette to the overseer and asked, ʺIs there any way back to New Orleans but over the trail we traversed?ʺ 
Just as Runcie was about to reply, the sound of hoofbeats again broke the winter stillness of the isolated plantation. 
ʺGaspar!ʺ Juliette cried as she twisted free of Santiagoʹs grip in time to avoid the barreling force of Runcieʹs body as he lunged at Quinn, knocking the gun from his hand. 
The two men went down, with the thickset overseer on top of his slimmer opponent. Juliette saw the pistol Santiago had lost slide across the rotting floorboards into a corner beneath a table. The men fought with savage ferocity, both trying to seize the second pistol from Quinnʹs sash. Juliette edged her way around the cluttered kitchen toward the weapon Quinn had lost when Runcie hit him. 
ʺGaspar! In the winter kitchen!ʺ she screamed, nearing the table. Just then, a sound like the squeal of a hog being butchered rent the air. Quinnʹs elbow smashed into Runcieʹs broken nose. When the overseer released his hold on Quinnʹs pistol, Santiago pressed the gun against the overseerʹs chest and pulled the trigger. Burke Runcieʹs last thought was of the agony of his nose. He never even felt the bullet that ended his life. 
Gaspar Doubert saw his dead overseer and the blood‐covered stranger who had just killed him. He cocked his pistol without noticing the crouched figure of his sister‐in‐law, who was aiming a weapon at Santiago. As Quinn moved away from the dead overseer, he caught sight of the figure in the kitchen door drawing a gun. He plunged to his knees, searching for his second pistol. 
Just as she squeezed the trigger, the renegade moved out of Julietteʹs line of fire. 
The bullet meant for him lodged squarely in a very surprised Gaspar Doubertʹs heart. Doubertʹs weapon dropped from his fingers as he fell against the door frame, stone cold dead. 
In a split second, Quinn had slid his knife from its sheath, ready to use if any more intruders materialized. ʺIt would seem you are a swifter shot than your brother‐in‐law, Julie.ʺ He stepped over Runcieʹs body and crossed the floor to take his spent weapon from the stunned woman. 
She looked up at him with desperation in her eyes. ʺSantiago, I did not meanʺ 
ʺI know. You meant to kill me.ʺ He gave her a wintery smile as he tucked both pistols in his sash and led her to the crude chair on which Runcie had been sitting. 
She sank onto the seat, her soft white hands plucking at his buckskin coat sleeve. 
ʺPleaseyou cannot turn me over to Governor Claiborne. He is our bitter foe.ʺ She began to weep, letting crystalline teardrops spill down her pale cheeks. ʺI could not endure prison. I have friendspowerful friends. If you free me, they will help you. Soon the Spanish yoke you have always hated will be overthrown across the West.ʺ 
He arched his eyebrows in cynical disgust. ʺMore intrigues? Frankly, I care nothing at all for who rules New Spain. All rulers are ultimately alike and all use their power to enslave those weaker than they are.ʺ He quickly extracted a length of thin rawhide from his jacket pocket as he spoke and tied her hands behind her, securing them to the sturdy chair. When he shoved the massive table firmly against her waist, pinning her between the wall and the table, he said, ʺThat should hold you until I can summon someone to take you to Claibornewho, incidentally, is a far more decent sort than you could ever comprehend, Juliette.ʺ 
Her cries and pleas, alternating with oaths, echoed in his ears as he quit the room and began to search for some of the house servants, who he knew were hiding in terror. Finally, an old crone with her iron‐gray hair tied in a scraggly knot materialized in the hall. 
ʺI be Odine, de cook,ʺ she said, studying him warily. 
It was obvious what sort of masters the Douberts had been. If the lash scars on the pitiful old field slaves he had seen were any indication, no one would rush to Juliette Doubertʹs aid. ʺI am Santiago Quinn, a representative of the American governor in New Orleans,ʺ he said in his most precise, unaccented English. ʺYour former mistress, her brother‐in‐law, and the overseer are wanted by Governor Claiborne. Do you have a strong young man I can trust to ride with a message for the governor?ʺ 
ʺAll de younguns, de be sold long time,ʺ she said in a flat, resigned voice. ʺGot ole Jacob. He kin ride, I reckon.ʺ 
ʺFetch him while I write the message,ʺ he said, cursing every wasted moment Elise was lost in this barren swamp country. 
In moments, he had composed a terse note to Claiborne explaining about the two dead men and Julietteʹs involvement in the conspiracy with Raoul, who was still at large in the city. Hopefully, the governor could locate and arrest him before General Wilkinson even learned about the debacle. If Castal would not implicate Wilkinson in the conspiracy with the Mexican Association, he felt certain Juliette would do anything to save her own neck. 
He thrust the note into Jacobʹs hands and explained patiently the directions to the governorʹs residence on Old Levee and Toulouse streets. ʺJust ask for Governor Claiborneʹs house and then tell his guards that you have come from Santiago Quinn.ʺ 
Although old and frail, a keen light of intelligence burned in the manʹs rheumy eyes. ʺI give dis ta nobody but de govnah, Massah Quinn.ʺ 
ʺWhat yo wants ta do wid dem two dead men?ʺ Odine asked. 
ʺHave some of your men haul them out back until the governorʹs soldiers arrive. 
Under no circumstances release Madame Doubert.ʺ 
She nodded, and for the first time Santiago thought he saw a flash of emotion on her weathered face. Satisfaction? Vengeance? Perhaps just simple justice. 
Santiago gave Jacob Julietteʹs horse. The two men rode to the end of the overgrown trail and onto the main road, where they parted ways. If Elise had ridden off and not passed him on the way to New Orleans, she must have headed in the opposite direction, up the trail into the savage wilderness. He spurred True Blood into as swift a pace as they could safely maintain. The trail was tortuous, overgrown with brush and vines. 
Before leaving, he had reloaded his pistols. He carried the brace in his sash, along with his knife and the rifle in his saddle scabbard. Please, let me find her!  He paused periodically, checking the ground for any indication that she had come this way, and was encouraged to find a sign. Jacob had told him the horse she stole, which was Gaspar Doubertʹs favorite, had a ʹʹDʺ engraved on the front shoe. Several times within the first hour, he saw the special print in muddy patches along the trail. 
The danger lay in the various cutoffs leading to other isolated plantations and squattersʹ cabins in this impoverished area. Just thinking of Elise at the mercy of a band of vicious Kaintucks, as the Creoles called the crude American backwoodsmen, made his blood run cold. How long would it be before she realized that she was headed in the wrong direction? 
Then he thought about the overseerʹs smashed nose and Gaspar Doubert manacled in his own slave catcherʹs cabin, and he smiled grimly. His clever woman would not run out of luck. 
Jacob rounded a sharp turn on the trail and nearly collided with the white men thundering toward him. There was no way to hide. Although Quinn had offered him a gun, the slave refused it, for according to the Louisiana Black Code, to be caught carrying a weapon was a whipping offense. 
ʺMassah Raoul,ʺ he said, touching the brim of his hat respectfully. 
Castal took in the set lines of the old stablemanʹs face and instantly sensed trouble. Pulling a pistol from his sash, he aimed it directly at the old manʹs heart and asked coldly, ʺHow is it you are away from the plantationand riding such a fine looking mount? I would accuse you of horse theft, but it is not even from Doubertʹs stable.ʺ 
Jacob considered a number of stories and just as quickly rejected them. Castal was vicious and intelligent. Nothing he could invent would be of any use. He stared resolutely at the white men and remained silent. 
ʺSearch him,ʺ Castal instructed Clark Jamison. 

Washington, DC, February 1807

Samuel Shelby paced like a caged lion in the deserted antechamber next to the presidential office. A great deal had happened since he had arrived with the news about the New Orleans conspirators and General Salcedo. 
ʺRestless as usual, I see,ʺ Thomas Jefferson said to the uniformed young officer, recently promoted to the rank of captain. 
Samuel smiled at the president and followed the tall old man into his private domain. As was his wont at such a late hour, Jefferson wore his favorite gray and blue plaid robe of sturdy linsey‐woolsey and a pair of comfortably scuffed carpet slippers. He sat wearily in the big oak chair behind his desk and motioned Shelby to a comfortable seat across from him. 
ʺI assume by your expression that all went as well as could be expected.ʺ 

How tired and haggard he looks. Samuel replied, ʺYes, sir, I wrote out my complete report and personally submitted it to Secretary of War Dearborn. He still seemed unwilling to believe Wilkinsonʹs complicity and was all too quick to point out how the general is now arresting those in New Orleans involved in the plot.ʺ 
The presidentʹs lined face, usually so tolerant, took on a cynical cast that Shelby had never before seen. ʺAlas, captain, you have grown up in the noble wilderness and pursued only duty and honornever political office. I have more men in my cabinet than Dearborn who would overturn this whole national government if they believed it would place them in power. Why do you think I must yet rely on James Wilkinson as my general?ʺ 
ʺYouʹve neutralized him as a direct threat in this filibuster and convinced him not to break the peace with Spain,ʺ Samuel replied. 
ʺI imagine heʹs consigned that fool Pike to the tender mercies of the Spanish governor in Santa Fe,ʺ Jefferson said wryly. 
Shelby sighed, now having a small inkling of the weighty machinations that kept a president awake more nights than not in this big white house. ʺEven if you canʹt have Wilkinson cashiered from the army, perhaps you can disgrace him once the extent of this filibuster comes to light.ʺ He looked at the president, then sighed gloomily. ʺLittle chance, eh?ʺ 
ʺThe beginning of worldly wisdom,ʺ Jefferson replied drily. 
ʺPerhaps itʹs best that I return to New Orleans as quickly as possible,ʺ Samuel suggested. ʺFrom there, Iʹll be in an excellent position to keep an eye on the general. Wonʹt he be amazed at my resurrection?ʺ 
ʺMuch less your promotion, but I think a discreet letter from me will serve to keep him on the straight and narrow in his dealings with you.ʺ 
ʺFrankly, Iʹm worried a great deal more about my sister than I am about the general at this point,ʺ Samuel said, his face darkening. ʺSheʹs alone in New Orleans.ʺ 
Jefferson smiled reassuringly and replied, ʺLiza has survived amazingly well all these years, even when you were not there to protect her, Samuel.ʺ 
Shelbyʹs face flushed as he debated how to explain Lizaʹs altered circumstances. 
ʺWell, you see, Mr. President, there is a complication for Liza now.ʺ He paused, then forced himself to meet Jeffersonʹs concerned gaze. There was nothing for it but to tell their old family friend the whole truth. ʺLiza is with child, sirdue to deliver within a few months. She needs me.ʺ 
He went on to explain what he knew of the strange relationship his sister had with the Spanish renegade Quinn, the circumstances under which they parted, and her determination to keep the child. ʺI think she still loves the damned Spaniard, although she refuses every attempt Iʹve made to get her to discuss her feelings for him. At least sheʹs safe from disgrace because she can still claim Edouard Louvois as her husband. No one in New Orleans knows how long theyʹve been separated. If she returns to Washington with the child, she can simply say she was in France with the miserable wretch when the child was conceived. I trust he has returned to Washington by now?ʺ 
Jeffersonʹs expression grew very troubled. He stood up and walked over to stare out the window, pondering what he must tell Shelby. ʺHe is in Washington, Samuel, but Iʹm afraid it may not be desirable to name him as the childʹs father. 
You see, there has been quite a scandal at the French embassy. Let me explain everything to you. Then we must decide what to do to protect Liza. . . . ʺ 
Chapter Thirty‐One 

The Louisiana back country

Elise knew she had taken a wrong turn, but where? Had she been so disoriented when she left the plantation that she had headed northwest instead of southeast? 
Or had she lost her way on the twisting, overgrown trail? There had been at least three narrower side trails. Perhaps she had misjudged. She rubbed her back. ʺIf only this infernal aching would relent, maybe I could think straight.ʺ 
Darkness would fall all too quickly, and the day had been so overcast that the sun gave her no clue about her direction of travel. Soon the swamps would be alive with a thousand nocturnal horrors, and she was alone on a deserted trail. 
ʺDonʹt panic. You must find shelter for the night,ʺ she commanded herself, patting the gelding as much to reassure herself as the skittish animal. She eyed the side trail just ahead and decided to follow it. With any luck, it would lead to another plantation. Even if she dared not show herself to the inhabitants for fear they would turn her over to Castalor worseshe could find some sort of shelter until dawn. 
Just as she turned the horse toward the cutoff, hoofbeats sounded behind her. 
Someone was riding fast on the overgrown trail. Perhaps it was a native of the areaor an enraged Gaspar Doubert! She kicked her mount into a canter, but before she could hide herself, the rider called out to her. Her blood froze. 
ʺFor a woman well advanced in pregnancy, you prove incredibly agile, my dear. 
Who would have imagined you could ride so far astride a spirited animal?ʺ A nasty smile slashed Raoul Castalʹs face. 
Elise reached into the pocket of her skirt and felt the pistol. One shot. Should she take a chance? For certain, she could not outrun him in her condition. She waited for Castal to come closer, but then she saw the other man with him. Clark Jamison! Praying Castal would not search her, she slid her hand free of the pocket. Shooting Castal would not serve if she still had to contend with Jamison. 
She must remain calm and await a better chance. 
ʺHave you freed poor Gaspar or let him languish in my manacle?ʺ she asked with a coolness she was far from feeling. One moment at a time, just take it one
moment at a time. 
Castal seized the reins of her horse and laughed. ʺFor all I know or care, Doubert has been eaten by alligators. It is not he but Quinn who interests me now.ʺ 
Her heart skipped a beat, then she scoffed. ʺDo you still believe the renegade will follow me? Give up, Castal.ʺ 
ʺAh, but he has!ʺ At her slight start of amazement, he swelled with pleasure. 
ʺYes, your Irishman has just come from a tryst with my treacherous sister Juliette. Instead of leading him into my trap, she took him to her bed.ʺ He watched her reaction and was rewarded by her look of stricken incredulity. 
ʺSantiagoʹs here?ʺ Dear God!  Her mind went blank as another wave of back pain swept over her. 
ʺYour renegade is not only in Louisiana, he is on the trail after youa trail, alas, that I am far more familiar with than he.ʺ He turned to Jamison and said, ʺWatch our back and be prepared. That shortcut by the river placed us only a half hour ahead of him.ʺ 
With that, he led Eliseʹs horse toward the narrow trail she had been considering. 
When he reached the fork in the road, he reined in and ripped several strands of hair from her head before she could stop him. Carefully he twisted them around a Possumhaw bush so they floated in the chill late afternoon breeze, a clear signal that she had left the main trail. 
ʺNow if your fabled White Apache is half the tracker legend makes him, he will follow us directly into a trap. He will not escape as he has the past two times.ʺ 
Elise allowed him to lead her down the trail, her fingers tightening on the pistol in her pocket. She must make her one shot countbut not too soon, else she might send Santiago rushing headlong into a trap. All I can do is even the odds before
Castal tries to bind and gag me. She shifted uncomfortably on the saddle as they wended their way down the trail. 
In moments she could hear the sounds of the river, and shortly thereafter she saw the vast, sullen body of brown water moving relentlessly toward the delta. A small, crudely constructed flatboat had been grounded at the foot of the embankment. Castal led the way down to it and then dismounted. The gleam of madness lit his eyes as he reached for Elise. ʺWith you tied on the deck and Clark and I strategically positioned in the undergrowth, the Irishman will at last meet his fate.ʺ 
She waited until he had helped her down from the horse, then walked docilely toward the boat with him. Jamison dismounted and vanished into the blackness of the sedge and grasses, leading their two horses but leaving hers standing by the riverʹs edge. 

Itʹs now or never. Elise pulled the pistol from her pocket, already cocked, and aimed it squarely at Castalʹs midsection. ʺGive me your weapons, Raoul, and donʹt try my patience. Iʹll shoot you without a blink.ʺ 
His eyes narrowed in surprise, but his voice was almost genial. ʺYou are a most resourceful bitch. This will serve nothing since there are two of us against your renegade.ʺ He pulled his pistols from his sash, but instead of handing them to her, he dropped them into the muddy water. ʺShoot me, and you will bring Quinn into the trap for Jamison to kill.ʺ He knew she had only one shot. Now he had kept her from increasing her fire power and evening the odds. 
ʺSo it will be a standoff, lieutenant,ʺ she said, insultingly emphasizing his former rank, ʺWeʹll wait for Santiago, since youʹre so certain heʹs coming.ʺ Where the hell was Jamison? Had he seen her pull the gun on Castal? 
She stood by the edge of the rickety plank connecting the muddy ground and the boat, which was partially run aground. Just as she caught sight of a faint movement among the live oaks atop the riverbank, a searing pain tore through her body, wrapping its steel fingers deeply into her belly. 
Seeing her double over and gasp, Castal grabbed for the gun in her hand. They struggled, but Raoulʹs foot slid in the mud and Elise broke free. She scrambled up the plank onto the flatboat, clutching the weapon. If she could brace herself against the cabin wall, maybe she could stand steady enough to fire. 
Santiago saw Elise double over and Castal leap at her. As he kicked True Blood into a gallop down the trail, he heard her scream a warning. 
ʺThereʹs another man to your right in the rushes!ʺ 
Snarling, Castal lunged after her. He raised his fist and delivered a swift blow to her jaw. She fell to her knees but did not relinquish her hold on the pistol. Quinn catapulted from True Blood and ploughed into Raoul. They went down onto the splintery planks of the deck, rolled clear of Elise, and came up facing each other. 
Castalʹs expression was twisted with hate as he glared at his nemesis. ʺNow, at last, it is just you and I, as you wished back in New Mexico.ʺ Ignoring Eliseʹs crumpled body, he reached into his pocket and the gleam of brass flashed as he slipped the devilʹs claws over his knuckles. ʺI will have you begging before I am through, Irishman. For her treachery,ʺ he gestured to Elise, ʺand for bedding my worthless harlot of a sister!ʺ 
Santiagoʹs pistols had been knocked from his sash when he leaped onto the boat to stop Castalʹs attack on Elise, but he still had his knife. With a feral grimace, he slipped it from its sheath on his thigh and crouched, cat‐taut, waiting. 
Castal swept the long sharp points of the devilʹs claws up to counter the renegadeʹs knife while he drew his own from a hidden sheath on the back of his belt. With a weapon in each hand, he was ready. Hate energized him as he leaped forward, letting his blade arc up to meet Quinnʹs and hold it immobilized for a second. His left fist raked his enemyʹs right arm, shredding the heavy buckskin jacket. 
Santiago fell back as the claws bit into his shoulder. He heard Castalʹs harsh bark of laughter. 
ʺBefore I am finished, you will be slashed to a bloody pulp, begging for death. 
Then I will use these on your woman and the bastard she carries in her belly.ʺ 
Santiago fought the urge to fly at the raving Creole. Madmen could be uncommonly strong and cunning, and Quinn knew he must not underestimate his enemy. ʺYou boast a great deal for a Creole dandy who could not rise beyond a lieutenantʹs rank in the Spanish army,ʺ he said as he parried another thrust of Castalʹs knife and turned to let the claws whistle by his face. 
The insult had the desired effect. Castal moved in too quickly, and Quinnʹs knife opened a long slash up his arm. ʺPerhaps ʹtis you, not I, who will be slashed to ribbons, Raoul,ʺ Santiago said as the two men circled on the uneven deck. 
Castalʹs blow bad only grazed Elise because Santiago had deflected his aim. She huddled against the cabin as the men rolled past her and rose to begin their deadly ballet. Another sudden stab of pain caused her to bite her lip to keep from crying out. She must not distract Santiago from Castalʹs lethal attack. She was immobilized now, gripped by the searing contraction. Please God, not now, not yet. 

Itʹs too soon! 

The pain ebbed and vanished. Taking advantage of the respite, Elise tried to aim the pistol at Castal. Then the thought struck herwhere was Jamison? He had not come rushing to his comradeʹs aid. She found it impossible to believe he had simply fled, but before she could analyze the situation further, the two combatantsʹ flashing blades and strident words fixed her attention on them. 
By now, both were cut in several places and bleeding freely as they thrust and feinted with their knives. Fortunately, Castal had connected with the shredding claws only two times, but when he grazed Santiagoʹs cheek, she stifled a scream. 
He could blind the renegade with one swipe! 
ʹʹThat little kiss of the devil was for bedding Juliette,ʺ Castal said with labored breath. ʺNext I will take an eye. You will not be so pretty for women then, eh?ʺ 
Santiago was bleeding from the slashes inflicted by the claw, but not so badly as Castal was from the deeper knife wound. He saw Elise double over in agony a second time and knew something was happening with the baby. He must finish off Castal quickly. He stumbled to one side, as if losing his footing on the wet, slippery deck planks. Castal seized the opening, raising his left hand with the claws on it as he slid the knife in for a low, deadly thrust with his right hand. 
Quinn moved with blurring speed, pivoting clear of the knife thrust and turning around in mid‐stride. He caught Castalʹs left hand and jammed it back into his face. 
Raoul Castal dropped his knife in shock when he felt the devilʹs claw sink its three‐inch curved spikes into the side of his face. The bone in his temple collapsed, and his eye socket flamed with agony. Then everything went black. 
Santiago stepped back as Castal fell to his knees in the throes of death, unable to release the hellish brass claw from his fist or pull it from his ruined face. He pitched sideways onto the deck and lay motionless. Quinn rolled him over with his boot, then shoved the body into the river and rushed to Elise, who struggled to stand up. 
ʺJamisona New Orleans filibuster was with Castal,ʺ she gasped as another pain began. 
ʺAnd here I am, dear lady,ʺ Clark Jamison said as he materialized from the undergrowth with a rifle aimed at Quinn. ʺYouʹve done remarkably well, Señor Quinn. General Wilkinson needed to rid himself of the troublesome Lieutenant Castal. But now, alas, that leaves you and your lady.ʺ 
ʺYou and Juliette planned for me to kill her brother all along, didnʹt you?ʺ 
Santiago asked as he eyed the French carbine. At such close range, Jamison was unlikely to miss. 
The filibuster shrugged. ʺJulietteʹs loyalties have never been all that stableunlike those of Madame Louvois. Your lady is as resourceful as she is beautiful. A pity for you both,ʺ he said as he raised the carbine and aimed at Santiagoʹs chest. 
The bullet hit Jamison with such impact that he was thrown backward into the mud of the riverbank. His own weapon discharged harmlessly into the air as he fell. Santiago turned from the dead Jamison to Elise, who was braced firmly against the wall of the boat. She lowered the spent gun, murmuring, ʺI saved the shot until it counted.ʺ 
She fainted in his arms. 
ʺElise!ʺ He caught her and strode off the boat, wading across the muddy bank to where he had left True Blood. ʺCan you make it until we reach the plantation, querida? ʺ he whispered hoarsely as she clung to him, her fingers clawing into his torn and bloodied buckskins. 
ʺYes,ʺ she gritted out as he lifted her onto the stallion. 
ʺHang on to the saddle while I mount,ʺ he instructed. The ride back to the Doubert plantation was a nightmare. Elise clung to Santiago, her whole body writhing when each new contraction hit her. Santiago was lightheaded from loss of blood and sheer terror for his woman and his child. He could lose them both! 
The thought was beyond bearing as he urged the stallion through the unfamiliar terrain of Louisiana swamp trails. Darkness fell, and he was forced to rely on True Bloodʹs instincts and training as they slowed their headlong rush toward the dubious haven of Doubertʹs decaying mansion. 
Just when he despaired of making it through the black, cold swamp, a faint light flickered through the moss‐laden trees. He broke into a gallop over the open path toward the big house. 
ʺWeʹre almost there, querida. Hold on, just hold on a few more moments.ʺ 
Too weak to waste her energy speaking, Elise simply clutched him more tightly and nodded her head against his chest. 
Odine emerged from the shadows of the porch as Santiago dismounted and Elise fell into his arms. 
ʺThe babyʹs coming earlymuch too early,ʺ he said swiftly in a low voice. ʺDo you have a clean bed?ʺ 
The frail black woman moved with surprising alacrity now. ʺDis way. Miz Julietteʹs room ainʹt been slep in fer a month oʹ Sundays, but de linens dey be clean, jes in case she come back.ʺ She hobbled up a drafty staircase with Santiago following. 
Each riser protested their intrusion with a loud groan. She cannot die! 

ʺWhat you want ta do wid Miz Juliette?ʺ Odine asked as they entered a large room at the end of the hall. 
Santiago placed Elise on the narrow bed as Odine pulled back the dusty counterpane. She was truthful about the sheets. Mercifully, they looked clean. 
He glanced up at the old woman, her question finally registering. ʺThe hell with Juliette. When Claiborneʹs men come from New Orleans, theyʹllʺ 
ʺDoan nobody be cominʹ. Jacob, he near daid. Shot by Massuh Raoul. Crawled back home.ʺ 
Santiago swore and tried to think as Elise held on to his hand, squeezing it as another fierce contraction struck. ʺHave you a midwife on this place?ʺ 
ʺI de one whut delivered de babies. We got no young gals er bucks to make ʹera fer long time.ʺ 
ʺWell, you have a job now,ʺ Santiago said grimly as he inspected the frail old womanʹs grimy hands. Even the house servants did not bathe in this swill hole of neglect! ʺWe need a fire in the fireplace to warm this room, and then I want some clean waterlots of it, warmed. Get all the servants to workat once!ʺ 
As Odine shuffled out to follow his instructions, Elise whispered, ʺDonʹt leave me, Santiago.ʺ 
He stroked her hair back from her clammy face and tried to smile. ʺI wonʹt go far, but we need heat and water. I know little of birthing, but I do know how important the Lipan consider cleanliness. Iʹve always thought itʹs more than ceremonial. Odine and I will both wash before we help bring this little one into the world.ʺ 
Her violet eyes were dark purple, dilated with pain and fear. ʺItʹs too soon, Santiago. The child should not have come for at least another two months.ʺ The tears glistening on her lashes overflowed. ʺSevenmonth babies always dieʺ 
ʺNo! Donʹt think that. There are waysthings I have heard, things I will do. Our child will not die, Elise.ʺ Nor will you! Nor will you!  ʺNow, let me build that fire. 
Then weʹll get you out of all those damp, heavy clothes.ʺ She watched him walk to the fireplace and kneel down to clean the ashes from the grate. Every movement he made indicated how much pain he was in. Dried blood had clotted across his face and shoulder, and a bright red flow still trickled down his arm and soaked through his buckskins. ʺYou, too, need to get out of those ruined clothes. You must have the old woman bind your wounds.ʺ 
ʺDammit, where are those people with the wood,ʺ he muttered as he stood up, again lightheaded from blood loss. ʺIʹve survived a lot worse than this,ʺ he said, trying to soothe her. 
The sound of footfalls creaked up the stairs, and two older women bearing a load of wood entered the room. 
Shortly, a roaring fire was burning, and an old man struggled to haul bucket after bucket of warm water to the birthing room. Santiago stripped off his ruined shirt and daubed at the slashes across his chest and arm, but took little time doing it. He ordered Odine to help him pack and bind the bleeding wounds. She fetched him one of Gasparʹs shirts, a bit small on his broad‐shouldered, six‐foot frame, but it served well enough. 
When he instructed Odine about washing her hands and arms, she looked at him for a moment as if he had taken leave of his senses, then glanced again at those cold green eyes and began to scrub. 
The humor in the contretempts between Santiago and Odine was lost on Elise, but the irony of Santiagoʹs child being born in Julietteʹs bedroom was not. Castal had called his sister a harlot for making love with the renegade. Then Elise had tried not to believe him, but now bits and pieces of his conversation with Santiago tumbled around in her mind, seeming to confirm her fears. She was too weak and racked with pain to dwell on the horrifying idea. Another contraction seized her. 
With incredibly gentle hands, Santiago undressed her, slipping off the filthy gown she had worn for what seemed an eternity. Then he peeled layers of soft silk undergarments away. Elise felt horribly vulnerable, lying there helpless, with her misshapen body on display before him. As if guessing her thoughts, he smiled and said, ʺYou enjoyed watching me strip when I had to dress my wounds.ʺ 
ʺItʹs not the same,ʺ she pointed out as another pain hit. ʺIʹm fat and uglynot to mention that I stink. Iʹve not bathed or changed these clothes in weeks!ʺ 
He looked at her with what was almost censure. ʺA ballgown is not the best choice of clothes for a kidnapping. You should never have followed Castal, but you were ever too headstrong for your own good.ʺ 
ʺAnd instead of answering for my own crimes, my baby will pay for them.ʺ 
He began to bathe her with warm, clean linens, shushing her, castigating himself for upsetting her with his heedless words. ʺYou and our babe will be fine, Elise. 
Please, trust me. Youʹre a fighter. This will be the fight of your life, querida. Donʹt give up.ʺ 
His voice was determined. His touch, as he washed away the grime accrued during her captivity, soothed her. When he finished the task, he helped Odine replace the sheets with clean, dry ones and cover her. The room grew toasty warm. 
Odine vanished, then returned with a tray. She sat it down and poured a cup of steaming liquid. ʺDrink. Make you feel peaceful anʹ hep de baby come.ʺ 
Santiago took the cup from her and inspected the concoction, then tasted it and grimaced. ʺWhatʹs in it?ʺ 
ʺHerbs, tree bark. Always use it,ʺ she said, her ebony eyes daring to meet his. She had scrubbed for him. Now he could follow her prescription. After all, she was the midwife. 
Santiago looked at Eliseʹs pale face and felt her hand in his, ice cold and trembling in spite of the warm room. Remembering that She Who Dreams used many herb and bark remedies, he held up Eliseʹs head and helped her sip the liquid. After a few moments, a tiny bit of color stole into her cheeks and she seemed to relax. Quinn looked at Odine with renewed respect while the old woman examined Elise with bony, arthritic hands. 
ʺNot long now,ʺ she said, then shook her head. ʺBaby be little, come too soon.ʺ 
ʺOur baby will live,ʺ Santiago said firmly. Since he was fourteen, Santiago had never wanted to have a child, to pass down Conal Quinnʹs madness, but he did not think of that now. This was Eliseʹs child. It could not die! 
Grabbing a large porcelain wash basin, he shoved it at Claudy, the other serving woman. ʺScrub this until itʹs sparkling clean, then bring it back and fetch more warm waterlots of it.ʺ 
Odine gave him a skeptical look, but said nothing as she continued massaging Eliseʹs contracting belly. 
The old womanʹs predictions were accurate. Within the hour, the babyʹs head crowned. As Santiago held Eliseʹs hand and wiped her sweat‐soaked brow, murmuring low encouragements in Spanish and French, Odine carefully pulled the bloody, still, tiny body from its mother. Dark hair capped her head, and her small face was screwed up as if she wanted to cryand could not. 
Odine quickly tied off the cord and cut it with practiced ease. She handed the motionless infant to Santiago as she turned her attention back to Elise. ʺPush, one more time. Dat be good. Get it all out. Real good. You be fine. Jes fine.ʺ 
ʺMy babyʺ Elise tried to raise her head to watch Santiago carry the ominously silent infant across the room. ʺNo!ʺ The cry tore from her as Odine attempted to soothe and restrain her. 
He knelt by the fire and placed his daughter in the basin of warm water that Claudy had provided. He worked as calmly as he could, submerging the frail little body up to its chin in the warm liquid, holding her head upright, massaging her chest, willing her to breathe. After what seemed an eternity, a small, squeaky cry burst from the little rosebud lips and she kicked, splashing drops of water onto the hearth. 
Santiago felt hot tears of joy run down his cheeks as he continued the gentle exercise. She was alive! All thoughts of his tainted blood vanished. He held his daughter in his hands and he loved her. She was a tiny, perfect miracle. 
ʺBring more water,ʺ he instructed Claudy, heedless of the tears streaking his face. 
She complied, and together they kept the frail little girl kicking and gurgling in the freshened warm water. 
ʺWe should name her Orlena, for your sister,ʺ Elise said softly. ʺShe was kind to me. Few women have ever been.ʺ She hesitated, then asked, ʺPlease, let me hold her?ʺ 
Santiago turned and smiled, letting her see the babe, submerged in warm water, still securely held in his hands. ʺShe must not be taken from the water for a while yet, I think.ʺ 
ʺHow did you know to do thatto get her to breathe?ʺ 
ʺI overheard the Lipan women talking from time to time. One of Strong Bowʹs sons was born too soon. I remember the story of how She Who Dreams saved him. Her medicine was sung around the campfires ever after.ʺ He paused to gaze at the tiny wonder their love had created, then returned his eyes to Elise. 
ʺDo you truly wish her named for my sister?ʺ 
ʺItʹs a beautiful name,ʺ she said simply, ʺbefitting a beautiful woman. I would that this little one grow up to be like her.ʺ 
Santiago felt the steel band of misery that had plagued him for so long dissolve. 
He returned her smile. ʺOrlena once told me that you and she were much alike. I think that she was right.ʺ 
Two exhausted, pain‐ravaged gazes locked and held in the still warmth of the room, until little Orlenaʹs lusty cries broke the spell. 
Chapter Thirty‐Two 
Juliette Doubert sat at the kitchen table, glaring at the old woman who had just cut the tight bonds Santiago Quinn had placed on her wrists. She robbed the delicate skin, trying to restore circulation to her hands while her mind worked furiously. 
ʺFree my feet as well, Odine,ʺ she commanded. 
The old woman shook her head. ʺMastah Santiago say only yo hands.ʺ 
ʺThis is my land and I own you, not that Irish outlaw.ʺ Her voice grew strident with fury. 
Odine shook her head. ʺNot no moe. Belonged to Mastah Gaspar. He daid now ʹn the American govnah, he decide whut ta do wif yo. Yo debil brothah gone too.ʺ 
She shuffled out the door, leaving her former mistress to fume in the empty room. 
All night, the house had been in an uproar because of Quinnʹs American whore spawning his bastard upstairs. Juliette had sat bound hand and foot for hours until that Irish scum deigned to remember her and ordered that she be partially untied and fed. Thank God Raoul had prevented the messenger from reaching Claiborne. 
ʹʹMen are all such senseless fools,ʺ she swore as she began to eat the wretched food Odine had placed before her. Raoul and Clark were both dead, their will‐othe‐wisp cause defeated. And, worst of all, she was destitute, without a protector and at the mercy of a man she had tried to kill. Again she damned the Irishman. 
Since the day he first entered her life, he had given her nothing but misery. 
He could have been a virile, savage loverand he was a titled, wealthy man. But Quinn was in thrall to that American nobody. Juliette decided that she must find a way to separate her rival from the Irishman. ʺHe was madly in love with me once. Perhaps I can win him over again,ʺ she murmured as she munched on a chunk of cheese. 
The first thing to do was to meet this American, a feat she could scarcely accomplish unless Quinn deigned to release her. She took a deep swallow of the sour wine and gritted her teeth, praying for patience. 
Shortly thereafter, it was rewarded when Santiago sent Claudy and Rufus to untie her and escort her upstairs. ʺWhy arenʹt you taking me to my room?ʺ She stopped at the master suite at the head of the stairs. 
ʺMastah Santiago, he put his woman in der, her and her baby,ʺ Claudy said, not daring to meet Julietteʹs flashing eyes. In truth, holding her former mistress a virtual prisoner for the Spaniard Quinn made her distinctly uncomfortable, but she was too afraid of the stranger with the cold green eyes to protest. 
Juliette seethed as she heard the mewling cry of a newborn infant when they passed the closed door. ʺFetch me a hot bath and clean linens,ʺ she said imperiously to Claudy. ʺThen Iʹll need you to press one of the gowns I left here last year.ʺ 
She prepared to do battle. 
Santiago slept until nearly noon the next day. Then, eager to see how Elise and little Orlena were doing, he bathed and changed the dressings on his wounds. 
Once freshly shaven and in clean clothes from the Doubert brothersʹ wardrobe, he felt like a new man, ready to confront the formidable problems they had to overcome. 
First he must explain Anaʹs lies and make clear to Elise that he had never intended for her to leave Santa Fe without him. What were they going to do about Eliseʹs husband? Santiago was determined to wed her and claim their child. Just thinking of how close he had come to losing them both had made him realize how dearly he loved his American woman. Orlena told him that he would always love Elise Louvois, trust be damned. No one chose where to love. 
It simply happened, often as not unwisely. In this case, it was certainly proving to be damned impractical! 
He laughed mirthlessly at his reflection in the cracked old mirror. ʺA husband waiting back in Washington is a pretty substantial impediment.ʺ Remembering Anaʹs words about Louvois made the hackles rise on Santiagoʹs neck. A man of
unspeakable evil. What did it mean? Would he have to kill the Frenchman? 
There was also the troublesome matter of Juliette. What was he to do with her now that her madman of a brother was dead? He would deliver her to Claiborne and lay the problem at the harried governorʹs door. With that minor difficulty out of the way, he turned his attention to how he would approach Elise. 
In the next room, Elise sat holding her tiny daughter, who was vigorously suckling on her motherʹs breast while snuggled warmly beneath the covers. 
When not cocooned by her motherʹs body heat, little Orlena was placed in heated water in the big basin, where she seemed to gain strength with every passing hour. Through the night and morning, the two black women, Odine and Claudy, had taken turns holding her head above the water while the babe dozed, floating and kicking her arms and legs in small, instinctive movements that helped her breathe as well as gain muscle coordination. If Orlena was as strong as a Lipan child, she soon would not need the water. 
Smiling down at her daughter, Elise stroked the fine dark‐red hair on her head. 
ʺYour eyes will be green as emeralds one day soon.ʺ She felt such a wave of love and gratitude that it brought tears to her eyes. They had survived against all odds. 
Santiago stood in the doorway, transfixed by the beautiful, raven‐haired woman and the babe nursing hungrily at her breast. One of the servants had obviously assisted Elise in bathing and washing her hair, which hung in a gleaming plait down her back. 
ʺYou look rested . . . and beautiful, Elise.ʺ 
She looked up, and her cheeks flushed with unexpected embarrassment at the intimate scene he was observing. Elise could feel his eyes on their feasting daughter, and the flush stole lower, staining her throat and breasts with pink. 
After all he had witnessed the preceding night, this was a most illogical reaction indeed, but she felt flustered as a schoolgirl. 
ʺI scarce think I look beautiful, but I do feel rested,ʺ she replied softly, daring to meet his eyes fleetingly, then returning her gaze to their daughter. ʺOrlena is beautiful.ʺ She stroked the halo of russet hair and sighed contentedly. 
He crossed the room and knelt by the bed. ʺGod forbid she grow up to favor her red‐haired father,ʺ he said in mock dismay. ʺI warrant sheʹll have her motherʹs bewitching violet eyes and perfect little upturned nose.ʺ He reached over to touch the babyʹs face and his hand brushed Eliseʹs breast. Santiago felt her stiffen and pull away from his touch. 
He withdrew his hand and stood up as she hastily fastened the linen covering over her breasts and snuggled the now peacefully dozing infant inside the bedclothes. 
He pulled up a delicate Chippendale chair enveloped in cobwebs and sat down beside the bed, heedless of the dirt. ʺWe have to talk, Elise. Iʹve traveled a thousand miles to find you and Orlena.ʺ 
She looked at him uncertainly. ʺWhat made you change your mind? You sent me away from the stronghold.ʺ Then her expression changed and her eyes widened as his words registered. ʺTo find me and Orlena?ʺ she echoed. ʺYou knew about the baby before I left?ʺ 
ʺDid you know?ʺ He decided to take the offensive. 
Her face flamed again. ʺNo. Iʹve spent little time at ladiesʹ tea parties listening to women discuss their bodily functions. I only suspected after we left Santa Fe. 
Considering how you banished me, I didnʹt think you would care.ʺ 
ʺI didnʹt intend to desert you, querida.ʺ 
She studied him as he spoke and the truth suddenly hit her. ʺAna lied to me! 
And I let Samuel convince me . . .ʺ 
ʺAna confessed the truth to me, Elise. She was guilt‐stricken for her deceit.ʺ 
ʺWhat caused her sudden attack of conscience? Was it learning about the baby? 
Did She Who Dreams tell her?ʺ 
ʺNo. Ana herself had the vision about the child. She begs your forgiveness, querida.ʺ 
ʺThen she has inherited her mentorʹs gift for seeing the future.ʺ This savage mysticism amazed her and made her uncomfortable. ʺAnd when she told you that we had returned to the United States, you followed.ʺ To claim me or your
child, Santiago? 

ʺOf course I followed!ʺ he replied angrily, wanting desperately to read the emotion behind those fathomless violet eyes. 
ʺA debt of Spanish honor, Count Aranda?ʺ Her lips smiled coolly, but her eyes were bleak. ʺOr is it only your child you want? Your Apaches prize children above all else, donʹt they?ʺ 
ʺI want you, Elise, as well as our daughter. You are my woman, just as Orlena is my child. We can begin again, put mistrust behind us. Castal is dead. Let Claiborne deal with the intrigues here. Forget the past.ʺ 
She met his eyes and saw such earnest entreaty that it wrung her heart. ʺItʹs just as it was in New Mexico, Santiago. Can we simply ride west and forget my husband? Legally, he is the one who can claim Orlena.ʺ 
ʺFor quite a few years before you met me, you conveniently forgot your husband.ʺ 
She blanched. ʺUntil I met you, I was never an adulteress!ʺ 
ʺYou donʹt love him, Elise. Why use him as a shield to hide behind now?ʺ he retorted, fighting to control his temper. 
Her face took on a haunted sadness. ʺThere are things about Edouard . . .ʺ She shook her head, as if to banish thoughts too horrible to voice. ʺI donʹt wish to speak of him.ʺ Her trembling transmitted itself to the baby, who awakened with a fretful cry. As she rocked little Orlena, she looked at Santiago. ʺPlease, I need time to think. I never believed . . . Castal was so certain you would follow me . . .ʺ 
ʺAnd you were just as certain I would not. Did you never once think I had a right to know about her?ʺ 
Her eyes darkened to violet fire. ʺYou did come only to claim your child. Well, you canʹt have her. Sheʹs mine!ʺ 
ʺIʹll have you both, dammit! I love you, Elise, and I wonʹt give up you or my daughter.ʺ He stood and paced across the floor, feeling caged and frightened, hurt and angry. ʺAna told me your husband would die.ʺ 
She gasped in horror. ʺAnd youʹll kill him to fulfill the prophecy?ʺ 
His shoulders drooped. ʺI donʹt know, Elise. I asked Ana that same question. She had no answer. But he does deserve to die, doesnʹt he?ʺ 
She shook her head in confusion, and Orlena began to wail in earnest this time, sensing the explosive emotions sizzling between her parents. ʺIʹm no judge or jury. Much as I want to be free of him, I donʹt want his blood on our hands. It will stain Orlena as well as us. In societyʹs eyes, weʹve committed a grievous sin, Santiago. I wonʹt have her marked with it!ʺ 
ʺYou cannot believe the love that created our child was a sin.ʺ 
She made no response as the infant continued crying. Orlenaʹs thin voice frightened and distracted her mother. He watched Elise soothe Orlena, then walked to the door. ʺYou need time to regain your strength. Weʹll talk again when youʹve recovered.ʺ 
After he was gone, the tears she had held in check rolled down Eliseʹs cheeks. 
What was she to do? If only she had heeded Thomas Jeffersonʹs advice and let him secure the annulment for her five years agobut the ugliness of what it would have revealed still made her shudder. ʺIʹll not have you branded a bastard . . . 
and worse,ʺ she whispered as she sheltered the frail little bundle protectively. 
Santiago spent a restless night, tossing and turning in the uncomfortable narrow bed next door to Elise and their daughter. When he awakened, he had no more answers than he had possessed the previous afternoon. If he killed Louvois, Elise was rightthe Frenchmanʹs ghost would stand between them, tainting their relationship. Yet there was more to the dissolution of her marriage than she had told him. A man of unspeakable evil. He knew that he would die or kill before he would ever let Louvois near Elise and Orlena. 
He decided that he could deal with one matter that admitted of a somewhat easier solution. Juliette. Grimly, he headed downstairs to confront her, knowing none of the servants would have allowed her to escapenot since her brother had tried to kill Jacob in cold blood. Miraculously, the tough old man was still alive and apparently would survive. One sin neither he nor Julie had on their conscience. He laughed to himself, thinking how lightly the matter would weigh on her mind. 
When he reached the front hall at the foot of the stairs, the subject of his ruminations materialized from the dining room, in artful dishabille. Her chestnut hair was brushed down her back, with a few curls veiling her shoulders and lying at the base of her pale, slender throat, which was clearly revealed by the gaping silk robe belted carelessly at her waist. One sleek leg was exposed and her breasts, straining against the sheer yellow fabric, were as blatant an invitation as the look in her round brown eyes. 
ʺOh, Santiago. I did not expect you to awaken so soon,ʺ she said breathlessly in French. 
His eyes raked her from head to toe. ʺWhat were you planning? To bring me breakfast coffee in my room?ʺ 
Juliette wanted to scratch the cynical Smirk from his handsome face but smiled wickedly instead. ʺA delightful thought indeed, darling.ʺ She moved closer, raising her hands to his chest. Just as she did so, she caught a faint movement from the top of the stairs behind Quinnhis whore and her bastard! 
Before he could push her away, as she realized he was going to do, Juliette seized his hands and laughed playfully. ʺCome, darling,ʺ she said, pulling him toward the doorway, ʺlet us talk in the dining room. I will at least pour you coffee. You do still like it very sweet, do you not?ʺ 
Elise froze at the top of the stairs as they vanished around the corner. The aching weakness she had vanquished that morning bore down on her again with a vengeance. When she first awakened, she had felt so much stronger that she had decided to test her wings and walk downstairs. Orlena was so much better, she no longer needed the warm‐water immersion. Elise planned to tell the much-overworked older servants that they need not heat more water. Now, painfully hurt and confused, she turned slowly back to the bedroom, clutching her sleeping daughter to her breast. 
Surely Santiago could not want the treacherous Juliette back after the way she had betrayed him! But bits and pieces of memory returned. Castal had told her that Santiago had bedded Juliette. When they fought on that hellish flatboat, he had snarled something about his worthless harlot of a sister. Santiago had sought Juliette out in New Orleans and brought her here. Exactly what was her role in the bloody drama that was yet not concluded? 
ʺYou want your child. But do you want meor your first love?ʺ 
Santiago shoved Julietteʹs grasping little hands from his neck and pushed her into a chair. Odine and Claudy had made a half‐hearted attempt to clean the cluttered dining room and had arranged a passable breakfast on the sideboard. 
Right now, all appetite fled him as he looked down at the scheming bitch who seemed to be slyly smiling about some secret only she was privy to. 
ʺSeduction will not work, Julie,ʺ he said wearily in French. 
ʺSurely you cannot just ignore our common bonds, our heritage. I was once a foolish girl, forced to do things by Raoul, but nowʺ 
ʺNow you are a murderess, involved in a filibuster plot, and you have lost your protector, Clark Jamison. I would not take his place, Julie, even if it were not for Elise and my daughterʺ 
ʺThat American trash,ʺ she hissed. ʺShe does not want you.ʺ She will not when I am
through with her!  ʺForget her.ʺ 
ʺI would suggest you eat a hearty breakfast, then have Claudy help you pack what you need. I will take you to Claiborne this afternoon. Let him figure out what the devil to do with you.ʺ With that he left the room, heading for the stable to instruct Rufus to saddle their horses for the ride. Perhaps with the disrupting influence of Juliette gone, he and Elise could work out their problems and decide what to do about Louvois. While he was at it, he would also check on Jacobʹs progress. Juliette seized a delicate china plate from Grandmere Doubertʹs heirloom set and almost flung it at Quinnʹs retreating back, then lowered it. No, she must be cunning. If she could not have the Irishman, she would make damn certain that black‐haired American did not get him! She waited until Santiago disappeared in the direction of the slave cabins, then quickly headed upstairs. 
Elise had just finished feeding Orlena and changing her napkin when the door to her room opened. The beautiful Creole stood silhouetted in the doorway, dressed in an elegant riding habit of dark green wool. 
A prickle of unease washed over Elise. Was Juliette as deranged as her brother had been? She quickly laid the baby on the bed and covered her, then turned to stand between the bed and the woman advancing slowly into the room. ʺWhat do you want, Madame Doubert?ʺ 
One dark brow arched disdainfully. ʺYou know who I am? I suppose Odine told you I was Gasparʹs sister‐in‐law. But did she also tell you I killed the miserable fop to save Santiagoʹs life?ʺ She watched Elise for some telltale expression which would indicate whether the taciturn old slave had divulged the truth about the fight, but Elise displayed no emotion except a waiting wariness. ʺThe Irishman was my fiancé years before he ever met you. He does not even like Americans.ʺ 
A small smile twitched the corners of Eliseʹs mouth. ʺQuinn does not like Spaniards either, nor the French. His loyalties lie with the Apaches.ʺ 
Juliette scoffed. ʺHe is Count of Aranda. He will not return to living with savages.ʺ 
If Elise knew anything about the enigmatic man she loved, it was that he would never desert the Lipan or his brother and sister in New Mexico. She looked the shallow, beautiful Creole straight in the eye and said levelly, ʹʹIf you hope to make a courtier out of Santiago Quinn, you are in for a great disappointment.ʺ 
A slow, catlike smile bowed Julietteʹs lips. She wet them with the tip of her tongue and swished across the floor. ʺI was certainly not disappointed in him as a lover. What a savage he is in bed! And those scars on his backdid his Indians do that to him?ʺ 
Her eyes gleamed with a light of sick animal lust that made Eliseʹs stomach clench. ʺSo Raoul was right when he said you were Quinnʹs whore,ʺ she managed in an icy, clipped voice, betraying none of her pain. 
ʺYou would call me whoreyou who stand with the very evidence of your stupid lust lying on my bed! I will never be so foolish as to allow even the Irishman to get me with child . . . until we are wed.ʺ 
Elise smiled coldly. ʺHe asked me to marry him in New Mexico, before either of us even knew of the child. I refused. If you think he will wed you . . .ʺ She let her words trail off with patronizing disdain. ʺAs I said, you are in for a great disappointment.ʺ 
ʺWe shall see who is disappointed. Santiago is waiting right now to ride with me into New Orleans, where we shall book passage on a ship bound for Spain. He grows tired of all the childish intrigues of fools like my brother. Perhaps he shall send for his daughter one day. In the meanwhile, I shall see you are both provided for,ʺ Juliette said with mocking solicitude in her voice. 
ʺHow very gracious of you. But then, you do expect to become a countess, do you not? Noblesse oblige? ʺ Eliseʹs violet eyes were round and guileless as she gave her haughty adversary a withering smile. 
Juliette felt something had gone not quite as she planned in the interview, but she was not certain exactly where it went wrong. She nodded her head regally and swished from the room, eager to find Santiago and convince him to take her to New Orleans immediately before he had the opportunity to speak with the infuriatingly cool American again. 
Quinn thwarted her plans, however, by curtly ordering her to wait downstairs while he bade Elise and his daughter farewell. She fumed in the dusty sitting room, hoping her contrived scene with him that morning and her fabrications to Elise would succeed in driving a wedge between the two. 
When Santiago knocked on Eliseʹs door, he realized that he had not felt compelled to do so earlier when he had interrupted the tender tableau of Elise with Orlena at her breast. She was holding him at bay with her own misplaced guilt. Perhaps I am fated to kill that Frenchman if we are ever to settle matters. 
When he stepped inside, Elise studied his mended buckskins and boots from the easy chair beside the hearth, where she sat holding the sleeping infant. ʺAre you going somewhere, Santiago?ʺ she asked calmly. 
ʺTo the city. Iʹm taking Juliette to the authorities. I should return before dark. 
Youʹll be safe here with Rufus and Odine.ʺ 
Her throat choked with tears. Damn him. He was not worth this pain! Perhaps Juliette had been telling the truth. She longed to ask him, but if she did, it meant admitting her own vulnerability to the renegade. He followed you,  a voice whispered. He came for his child,  her own inner fears replied. 
ʺWhat do you think Governor Claiborne will do with Madame Doubert?ʺ she asked, testing the waters. 
He shrugged. ʺThe whole city is in turmoil. I donʹt know, and I honestly donʹt care.ʺ ʺRather callous of you, querido, ʺ she replied scathingly, ʺconsidering how well you performed in her bed the other night.ʺ She saw him pale and knew the thrust had hit homebut it wounded her as much as it did him. 
ʺSo Julie has been up here to feed you her lies, and you believed her,ʺ he said in a tight, sad voice. Damn the bitch! 

ʺShe was most convincing. She even knew about the whip scarsʺ 
ʺForget Juliette Doubert and her lies. I never bedded the bitch. In fact, I threatened her with Apache torture to get her to betray where her brother had hidden you. How the hell do you think I found this godforsaken place?ʺ 
ʺAnd you didnʹt make love to her?ʺ 
ʺNo.ʺ He took heart, for his cool Elise was betraying signs of real jealousy. ʺShe threw herself at me in a prearranged attempt to get me to kill her brotherat Jamisonʹs behest. I played along with her until I got her alone. The woman betrayed me ten years ago, Elise. Now sheʹs betrayed her own brother to me. Do you honestly believe I still lust after the spoiled, brainless little slut?ʺ He held his breath, trying to read the emotions on her guarded face. 
ʺCold words indeed for the woman who saved your life by shooting Gaspar Doubert,ʺ she replied, daring to hope once more. 
He looked at her as if she had grown a third arm and held Orlena with it. Then he burst out laughing. ʺShe told you that?ʺ 
ʺWell, did she or did she not?ʺ 
His eyes began to take on that old green fire, daring her. ʺTesty, arenʹt we, Elise? 
Jealous perhaps?ʺ 
ʺYou always answer questions with more questions,ʺ she hissed as her frayed temper threatened to snap. He was laughing at the schoolgirl jealousy she had revealed! 
ʺA trick I learned from a certain very clever lady spy. To put an end to this suspicionyes, she did shoot poor Gasparbut she was aiming for me. Juliette never was the markswoman you are, querida.ʺ He walked over to the chair and placed one hand on each arm, leaning over her. Little Orlenaʹs face was serene in sleep now, her tiny rosebud mouth forming a perfect O as she breathed. 
He glided his fingers beneath the heavy swaddling and stroked her head. ʺSheʹs growing stronger each day. Soon sheʹll be able to travel.ʺ 
Elise stiffened. ʺShe canʹt be separated from me for a long, long while, Santiago,ʺ 
she whispered. 
He reached up and touched her cheek, then leaned lower, raised her chin with his fingertips and kissed her softly. ʺAnd how strong are you now?ʺ 
ʺIn a few weeks, I should be fully recovered, according to Odine. Orlena was so small, the birthing was far harder on her than me.ʺ 
ʺIʹll remember that,ʺ he replied huskily. ʺWeʹll talk tonight.ʺ 
With the taste of him on her lips, the feel of his hard, virile presence still accelerating her wayward heart, Elise stood at her bedroom window and watched him ride away with Juliette Doubert. ʺHe loves me,ʺ she whispered aloud in the shabby old room. Orlena awakened and began to whimper, as if echoing her motherʹs doubts. 
Chapter Thirty‐Three 
Evening came and darkness fell with an evil, miasmic fog veiling the chilly spring night. Santiago did not return. 
ʺDoan nobody ride de swamps when de fog come down,ʺ Odine said as she placed a dinner tray on the table beside Eliseʹs bed. 
ʺYes, Iʹm sure youʹre right, Odine. Heʹll be along in the morning.ʺ 
But morning came and went. The fog lifted its thick gray grasp over the plantation, and warm spring sunshine spilled in the windows. Elise tended Orlena, keeping to the bedroom, too dispirited by afternoon to even look out at the winding, weed‐infested pathway. 
Odine brought her a simple evening meal of baked chicken and sweet potatoes. 
She had no appetite, but forced herself to eat all of it so she could feed her daughter. ʺAs soon as youʹre strong enough to travel safely, little one, weʹll go to New Orleans. Governor Claiborne is probably frantic with worry, not to mention Samuel, if he has chanced to return.ʺ Both of them probably cared a great deal more about her than her childʹs own father. 
Yet Santiagoʹs parting words haunted her. Weʹll talk tonight. Had he truly intended to return? The road was dangerous in this ghastly, subtropical wilderness, filled with wild boars and alligators and even more menacing men. 
What if something had happened to him? 

Washington, DC, March 1807

What an idiotic way to die. Samuel Shelby held the flimsy fencing foil with its deadly point gleaming in the hazy morning sunrise. He would much prefer his sturdy cavalry saber, but since it was he who was the challenger, the choice of weapons had been his opponentʹs. 
He examined the slightly overweight man with graying dark hair and a meticulously groomed moustache over his fleshy lips. His eyes were as pale as dirty ice and twice as cold. There was a constrained desperation etched into every dissipated line in his face, every movement of his once splendid physique. 

You may have the advantage of weapons, but I have youth and reflexes on my side, Shelby thought. That and a killing rage to destroy this monster. Just thinking of what he must have put Liza through for all those years made him want to slice Edouard Louvois to ribbons. Years of military discipline helped him bring his emotions under control. He must destroy this obscenity posing as a man and free his sister once and for all. 
He listened to the instructions being recited by rote, then heard the command, ʺ En garde.ʺ Louvois, confident that his skills were far superior to those of Eliseʹs crude backwoods brother, took the offensive. The metallic clash of foils rang out across the clearing. They circled, taking each otherʹs measure for a few moments. 
Neither scored a significant hit as they thrust and parried, but the Frenchman nicked Samuel several times. 

Heʹs playing with me. Gritting his teeth against the stinging but shallow cuts, Shelby persevered. His strategy was to tire Louvois and let him grow overconfident. Well, at least the second part of his plan was working. Louvois had excellent reason to be overconfident. Samuel backed away from Louvois in ever‐widening circles. 
ʺStand and fight, you flailing American savage,ʺ he taunted, ʺif you have the nerve.ʺ 
ʺA better question might be if you have the wind,ʺ Samuel said, falling back again. 
A flash of anger showed plainly on Louvoisʹ face. He was furious with Shelby for playing this evasive game. The Frenchman felt a trickle of perspiration race down his temple in spite of the early morning cool. ʺI grow weary of this charade. Let us end it,ʺ he said to Shelby. 
ʺEnd it if you can, old man. Your filthy habits are telling on you.ʺ Samuel felt his foeʹs blade again graze his forearm as he danced backward. 
Several times, their seconds tried to intercede when Samuel was hit. It was clear that neither man planned to let his enemy leave the field alive. The attending physician was just a formality, and everyone in the small group knew it. 

Damn his choice of weapons,  Samuel thought as he parried another vicious thrust by a hair. Give me a saber. Then I could do some damage. But in spite of his bleeding cuts, the American could see that his youth was giving him a desperately needed advantage. Sweat began to soak the Frenchmanʹs shirt and run in rivulets down his face. 

If he continues his offensive on me, he may make a fatal mistake. Of course, that was predicated on Samuelʹs staying alive long enough to take advantage of any opening. He goaded his scandal‐ridden brother‐in‐law into expending more energy carelessly. ʺYour debauchery has slowed you down, French fop. You were once reputed to be a master fencer. Why havenʹt you killed me by now? 
Perhaps your lovers have poxed youor does your sort carry the disease?ʺ 
Louvois responded with a swift, vicious thrust as Samuel danced backwards again. ʺI will take great pleasure in killing you, knowing how your devoted sister shall grieve. But rest assured, I will console my enceinte wife.ʺ 
Louvois, too, could play the game of taunts. Keep him talking, wasting his breath. 
ʺHow does the news of Lizaʹs condition strike youeh, Louvois?ʺ A mocking smile slashed Shelbyʹs dark face; his eyes were cold as a stormy sea. Again he moved back, avoiding the Frenchmanʹs deadly blade. 
ʺYour sister is a whore, but perhaps it will be to my advantage to claim the child. 
What do you think? Not that you shall be around to see it.ʺ 
Louvois calmed down, and his blade once more moved with effortless wrist action, the perfect minimum of expended energy that marked the expert fencer. 
For every flick of his blade, Samuel had to exert more effort to counter, but his unorthodox slashing movements threw off Louvoisʹ rhythm. Even though the American was exposed to more hits, his swifter reflexes kept them to light, stinging cuts. 
The contest had begun in the middle of a clearing surrounded by high grasses and hillocks, with a dense stand of maple trees to the south. Gradually, Samuel lead his foe in an ever‐widening circle, moving toward the trees. Thick, gnarled roots bulged above the muddy earth around them. Having fought pitched battles against Indians on just such treacherous ground, Samuel was well versed in survival by virtue of sure‐footedness. The diplomat did not share that experience. Still, the ploy could backfire and he could be the one to slip. But considering how uneven were their skills with foils, Samuel knew he had to take the risk. 
ʺAmericans not only lack gentlemanly refinement, they are cowards to boot. You run from my blade, pretty boy.ʺ 
ʺDo I? Or do you simply grow tired of moving so swiftly?ʺ Again that nasty white smile flashed. 
Louvoisʹ next lunge left an opening, and Samuel took a chance. Feinting to the left swiftly, he made a savage pass at the Frenchmanʹs arm. His first blood! And it was a deep puncture in the bicep. He reveled in the look of amazement that flashed across Louvoisʹ face. 
ʺWhy, monsieur, it would seem youʹve never been marked before. Hurts like hell, doesnʹt it?ʺ Again Shelby moved back, with an enraged Edouard Louvois pursuing him. 
Every broken blood vessel in his face seemed to glow in the brightening sunlight. 
ʺI have never been marked by a crude oaf who uses a fine foil like a farmerʹs axe. 
Glory in that accidental strike. It will be your only one before I kill you.ʺ 
By now they were close to the trees. Louvois saw the rough, uneven ground behind Samuel, and his pewter eyes betrayed a flash of satisfaction before he masked it. Shelby, who had paced off the dueling grounds with painstaking care the day before, now prepared for the gamble of his life. You saw it, didnʹt you,
you old fox?  He carefully gauged Louvoisʹ physical condition as well as his state of mind. The Frenchman was out of breath, wet with sweat, and bleeding freely. 
That hit on his sword arm was an additional piece of luck. Shelby backed toward the cluster of roots beneath the largest maple, with Louvois in pursuit. 
Suddenly, Shelbyʹs boot heel struck a tree root and he turned as if regaining his balance. His second cried foul and demanded they stop and withdraw to level ground, but neither combatant heeded him. 
Sensing the kill, Edouard Louvois moved in. His foil aimed for Shelbyʹs heart, and he thrust it deeply just as the American backed up. Louvoisʹ blade was embeded as he lunged forward and thrust deeper, feeling the fine point of his blade break through Shelbyʹs back. 
The physician ran forward as an outcry rose from the small assembly. 

New Orleans, March 1807

William Charles Coe Claiborne read the note with such joyous disbelief that he forced himself to read it a second time. Then he turned to the big black man who identified himself as Rufus from the Doubert Plantation upriver. ʺYou say itʹs nearly four hours by horseback to your place?ʺ 
ʺYassah. Road be real bad.ʺ 
ʺMadame Louvois and her newborn are in no condition to undertake such an arduous journey now, but I must see them safely returned to the city as soon as possible. Have madame send word the very moment she is ready to travel.ʺ 
He returned his attention to Eliseʹs note after Rufus had departed with his secretary, Paul. What could have become of that cold‐eyed renegade, Quinn? 
Elise seemed quite concerned for the bounder, but he imagined, since the Spaniard had lathered her daughter, that was natural enough. Still he found it difficult to imagine a man with Quinnʹs singularly unique survival skills falling prey to brigands or alligators! 
The rogue had probably fled American territory and returned to the savages, deserting his wife and newborn daughter without a shred of conscience. Sighing, Claiborne decided he would have to instigate a search in any case. 
When Elise felt that Orlena was strong enough and the weather warm enough, she sent word to Governor Claiborne. The boat and escort of soldiers, along with a ladyʹs maid who doubled as a nurse, arrived the following day. Not trusting the maid Ellen, Odine announced her intention to accompany Elise and her baby. 
When they arrived in New Orleans, the pungent perfume from the French Market hung redolent on the warm morning air. Spring had come to the city in a sudden burst of golden glory, leaving the citizens, always the most gregarious and jovial of people, livelier than ever. Elise did not share their zest for life on that beautiful day. Nearly a month had passed since Santiago had bidden her such a tender farewell and ridden away with Juliette Doubert, never to be heard from since. 
Elise was anxious to ask the governor what he had learned about Santiago and the Doubert woman, yet afraid to face him. lf l see pity in his eyes, Iʹll not be able to
bear it. Tears threatened, but she straightened her posture and thrust her chin out resolutely. The small entourage wended its way up the levee to a waiting carriage. Iʹve done nothing but cry for weeks. Enough!  Just then Orlena made a small burble. The sound warmed Eliseʹs heart, and she smiled down at her beautiful daughter. 
ʹʹAinʹt she the lovey one,ʺ the young Scots maid, Ellen, said. ʺNever did I see such a brae bairn,  so wee yet full of life.ʺ Her freckled face split in a wide smile that softened her irregular features, making her almost pretty. Ellen held Orlena while Elise climbed into the carriage, then reluctantly handed the infant back to her mother. 
The streets were crowded with all manner of people as they made their way to the governorʹs house. Free women of color with baskets of fresh flowers on their heads walked regally past red‐faced French fishmongers calling out that their shellfish were fresh caught in the gulf that very morning. Creole gentlemen decked out like peacocks disdained greasy‐haired Kentucky rivermen who spat noisome lobs of tobacco on the banquettes and cursed in strident English. 
The ride took far longer than the distance warranted because of the chaotic, narrow streets, but all too soon Elise was back in the hotel apartment she and Samuel had rented upon their arrival in the city last December. The Creole housekeeper had water heated for a bath and a special bassinet made up for the baby. The reprieve before facing Claiborne was welcome. 
All too soon, she stood before the door to his office in the Cabildo. His secretary ushered her inside. Claiborneʹs face, always slightly flushed, took on a rosy hue as he rushed from behind his large desk and greeted her effusively. 
ʺThank God you are safe, my dear! Your daughterI trust she, too, is well? You look quite splendid after surviving such an ordeal in the wilderness.ʺ He blushed and pulled out a chair, waiting for her to be seated. 
Elise had dressed in her best rose silk day gown and had Ellen dress her hair in a gleaming coronet of braids atop her head. She had decided to face whatever ordeal lay ahead at least looking like the woman she used to be. ʺYou are more than kind, your excellency. Yes, little Orlena is doing famously.ʺ She smiled, but the haunted look in her eyes must have struck the governor. 
He looked down at his cluttered desk and shuffled several papers nervously, then said, ʺI only this morning received some news. Castalʹs sister, the Widow Doubert, has been at large in the city.ʺ 
Elise clutched the chair arms. ʺHow can that be? She should be under arrest for her part in the conspiracy. Lord knows, Wilkinson has arrested practically every member of the Mexican Association.ʺ 
ʺShe has not exactly been hiding, but neither has she been seen. The report came to me from my dear Clarisseʹs cousin, Rodrigo Duralde, who paid an unannounced visit to his bankerʹs home.ʺ 
ʺAllow me to hazard a guess. His unfortunate banker was Clark Jamison.ʺ 
Claiborneʹs embarrassed flush heated his face as he replied, ʺJust so. And, of course, like the rest of the city, he is still unaware that Jamison and Castal perished in the swamps. But as the servants were turning him away at the door, he chanced to recognize the widow as she swept through the hallway. He mentioned it in passing, quite by chance, this morning when we had breakfast together.ʺ 
ʺIf sheʹs here, then what has she done to Santiago?ʺ Eliseʹs voice was tight with fear. 
ʺThat is precisely what I hope to learn shortly. Iʹve had the lady arrested and brought to the Cabildo.ʺ ʺMight I join you while you interrogate her?ʺ Elise Leaned forward in her chair. Her expression was forbidding. 
ʺAre you certain thatʹs wise, my dear? What ifwell, that is, if her cohorts in treason have harmed Quinnʺ 
ʺIf they have, I want to know immediately. Iʹve languished in the country feeling sorry for myself for weeks. Besides, I might be able to get the lady to talkwoman to woman, you understand?ʺ Her eyes were like chips of amethyst ice as she rose and faced Claiborne, daring him to refuse her, knowing he would not. 
The room where Juliette had been detained faced the forbidding stone prison behind it. Conditions had grown very crowded in the Calaboose because of General Wilkinsonʹs numerous arrests over the past months. The jail was packed with political intriguers, and the message was not lost on the frightened woman. 
She turned luminous, tear‐bright eyes to the governor when he walked through the door. 
ʺGovernor, whatever is the meaning of this summons?ʺ she asked in a bewildered voice. Then, seeing Elise behind Claiborne, her eyes narrowed and she paled. ʺWhat is that woman doing here? Surely you give no credence to her lies. She is simply jealousa cast‐off mistress who blames me because her lover deserted her.ʺ 
ʺDid he desert me, Juliette?ʺ Eliseʹs voice was cold and level as she dosed the distance between them slowly. 
Juliette backed up a step and looked from her adversary to the governor. ʺPlease, explain what is going on. I have done nothing to deserve arrest.ʺ 
ʺWhere is Santiago? He left your brother‐in‐lawʹs plantation almost a month ago with you as his prisoner.ʺ ʺThat is absurd,ʺ Juliette interjected with great affront. 
ʺThat is fact. He was bringing you to the governor because youʹre up to your painted eyelids in the conspiracy to invade Spanish territory.ʺ 
ʺShe must be suffering from childbed fever! I know nothing of any conspiracy.ʺ 
Juliette edged further away from Elise and nearer Claiborne. 
Elise turned to the governor and asked, ʺMight I have a few moments alone with the widow? There are some things better settled between women.ʺ 
ʺNo!ʺ Juliette seized Claiborneʹs arm with a vicelike grip. 
He looked from the frightened Creole to the calm American and decided that discretion was indeed the better part of valor. Prying Julietteʹs hand from his arm, he turned to the door. ʺI shall await you in my office at the far end of the hall. Just summon the guard outside the door if you need assistance.ʺ 
ʺI donʹt believe that will be necessary,ʺ Elise said softly. 
ʺYou cannotʺ 
ʺAh, but he can and he has,ʺ Elise said grimly as she opened her reticule and extracted a small knife. The blade caught the afternoon sunlight as she held it up. 
Juliette debated faking a swoon and decided against it. The crude American guards might well let her languish while the furious woman in front of her cut her heart out! She shoved a chair between her and her taller adversary. ʺIf you kill me, the governor will have to arrest you, even if you are both Americans,ʺ 
she said in her heavily accented English. 
ʺWhat makes you think I would just kill you, Juliette? First Iʹll mark you. You know Santiago is called the White Apache. I am the White Apacheʹs woman. 
Iʹve seen things in New Mexico that would make even your blood congeal. And Iʹm capablevery capableof doing whatever I must to learn the truth. Where is Santiago? I wonʹt ask again.ʺ She flicked the knife at the cornered womanʹs ruffled sleeve and caught the cream‐colored lace, ripping it. 
ʺNext time itʹll be your arm.ʺ 
ʺI did not kill the Irishman,ʺ Juliette said in breathless haste. ʺHe is there.ʺ She pointed out the window. 
ʺIn jail?ʺ Elise asked incredulously. 
By the time Governor Claiborne was summoned, Elise had wrung the whole mad tale from a sobbing, hysterical Juliette. 
ʺIt would seem the charming little widow has a number of youthful admirers among General Wilkinsonʹs junior officers, governor. When Santiago was bringing her to you, they chanced upon a patrol. A few tearful pleadings from her brought a dozen muskets to be leveled at him. Lieutenant Melrose threw him in the Calaboose, but conveniently neglected to write up a report.ʺ 
ʺNo wonder weʹve been unable to find any trace of him.ʺ Claiborneʹs relief was palpable. Quinn had not abandoned Elise! 
ʺFortunately for her,ʺ Elise cast a meaningful glance at Juliette, ʺshe had not informed Wilkinson that Santiago was in his jail. Jamison himself told me thatʹ he was under orders from the general to silence Castal and everyone else who knew about his complicity in the filibuster. Wilkinson would certainly have seen that Santiago met with a fatal accident while in the Calaboose.ʺ 
ʺIʹll see to his release at once.ʺ He turned to summon a guard, but Elise stayed him. ʺPlease, may I be allowed to unlock the door? I have owed this to him since Santa Fe,ʺ she added with a wicked smile. 
Claiborne gave her a curious look but did not ask questions. ʺVery well. I shall see to accommodations for the grieving widow here,ʺ he replied drily. 
Chapter Thirty‐Four 
Santiago sat in the small, rat‐infested cell, watching a large spider devour the hapless moth that had chanced into its web. He scratched his bristly beard, now well grown out, and visualized what he must look like after weeks in this filthy hole. He had been in solitary confinement for at least ten daysever since his last unsuccessful attempt to escape. At least the American guards had not beaten him excessively, but his left arm still ached where the brawny sergeant had twisted it after disarming him. 
The trouble was losing his edge. In Santa Fe, he had not cared if he lived or died. 
He had performed like the desperate man he was. Now with Elise and little Orlena depending on him, he could not risk getting killed. That had doomed his escape. If only he could convince someone to send word to Claiborne. To date, all his guards had looked at him as if he were a raving lunatic. And he certainly looked the part. Lord knew, if he had Julietteʹs pale throat in his hands right now, he would choke the life from her with the fiendish glee of a madman. He scratched his chest, where the vermin infesting his sleeping pallet nightly devoured him. While he was trapped here, Elise and Orlena were stranded on that ghastly shambles of a plantation. What if his tiny daughter took a fever or something happened to Elise? Such nightmarish visions had kept him from sleeping since he had been thrown into this hellhole. He placed his head in his hands and sat, slumped against the rough stone wall. 
That was how Elise found him when she peered through the bars. ʺThis time you were not able to escape before I could rescue you.ʺ 
His head jerked up, and bloodshot green eyes set in a grizzled face stared at her in amazement. He rolled to his feet in one lithe movement as the guard unlocked the door for her. Elise stepped into the small, filthy cell and threw herself into his arms, heedless of her fine dress or his filthy buckskins and unwashed body. 
Just as heedless, he crushed her against him and breathed in the scent of violets, holding her as if he planned never to release her again. ʺElise, Elise, I was so afraid something had happened to youʺ 
ʺMe? You were the one who vanished. I imagined you waylaid and killed in the swamps, mauled by a bear, evenʺ 
ʺEven that I had run off with Juliette?ʺ he murmured gently. ʺI would never leave you and Orlena. Our daughter is well?ʺ He pulled away to look into her face. 
She smiled radiantly. ʺYes, she is quite splendid. Flourishing, in fact. I waited at the plantation, letting Odine and Claudy spoil her outrageously until she had gained enough weight to travel. We must secure their freedom and that of all the Doubert slaves, Santiago.ʺ 
ʺWe owe them a great debt. Yes, Iʹll arrange itas soon as Iʹm free of this noisome place.ʺ 
She wrinkled her nose and inspected him, brushing tangled filthy curls from his forehead. ʺFirst a bath and clean clothes. You look and smell like a river pirate!ʺ 
ʺMore like a river rat. Yes, letʹs have done with the Calaboose.ʺ He placed his arm about her shoulders, and they walked out of the cell into the blinding spring sunlight as she explained how Claiborne had located him. 
He threw his head back and laughed at her encounter with Juliette Doubert. ʺI can just see you skinning her with that tiny knife! Fortunately for you, Julie is a cowardshe must outweigh you by at least two stone.ʺ 
Elise sniffed. ʺIʹm tallerand tougher. Anyway, all of her weight is fat.ʺ 
ʺYouʹre certainly not fat. Youʹve made an amazing recovery.ʺ He eyed her tiny waist and softly rounded slenderness with avid appreciation and was rewarded with a blush. He was very grateful to see that some things never changed. 
They climbed into the waiting carriage at the side of the Cabildo. She squeezed onto the narrow seat beside him. 
ʺWhere are you taking me now that Iʹm your prisoner?ʺ he asked with a devilish white smile on his bearded face. 
ʺWhy, to my apartments, of course,ʺ she replied primly. ʺYou can talk with Governor Claiborne tomorrow.ʺ 
ʺI wonder what heʹll do with Juliette. Sheʹs a danger if he frees her, and Claiborne strikes me as too sentimental by half.ʺ ʺDonʹt underestimate the governorʹs resolve. To help matters along,ʺ she smiled conspiratorially, ʺIʹve taken steps to see that sheʹll work no more of her wiles on the gullible young soldiers in Wilkinsonʹs command.ʺ 
He arched one eyebrow in that beautiful brigandʹs face. ʺWhat steps?ʺ 
A sly chuckle escaped her. ʺIʹve had my maid Ellen drop a discreet bit of gossip to Solange Pleshetteʹs household servants, telling them that Madame Doubert is quite poxed. Given the rumors about her these past years, every man in the city will avoid Juliette like swamp fever. I expect the word to spread by nightfall, else Madame Pleshetteʹs reputation is greatly overrated.ʺ 
ʺPoxed!ʺ Santiago broke out laughing. ʺCome to think on it, you may not have spread a lie. She well could be!ʺ 
They pulled up in front of her apartments and climbed from the carriage. Several people stared at the elegantly dressed American lady on the arm of what looked to be a Kaintuck fresh from sleeping off a week‐long drunk in some riverfront dive. Ignoring them, Elise and Santiago ascended the stairs and entered her apartments. Odine had the hotel servants fetching bath water in moments, while Elise proudly displayed their daughter for Santiago. 
ʺShe has gained over a pound already and has a voracious appetite.ʺ 
He longed to touch his daughter, but felt too dirty, His eyes moved from the baby to her mother. As he gazed at Eliseʹs breasts, full with milk now, his expression revealed raw hunger. ʺI remember her appetite,ʺ he said hoarsely. 
ʺOdine will bring us a meal after weʹve bathed. Then I must feed Orlena.ʺ ʹʹMay I watch?ʺ he asked, waiting for that wondrous blush once more. When she nodded, and heat stole into her cheeks, his heart nearly burst with joy. 
Santiago luxuriated in a long, slow bath to soak away the grime ground into his hair and skin from weeks of imprisonment. Odine supervised the hotel servants, who set out a feast in the parlor that Elise and Santiago fell upon with starving hunger. He had seen no edible food for nearly a month, and she had been too upset to eat with any relish. Now they both made up for it. 
After the servants had cleared the table and departed, Elise and Santiago returned to her bedroom, where she unlaced the bodice of her gown and put the fussing Orlena to her breast. He sat across from her, feeling more at peace than he ever had in his life. Not wanting to disrupt the beautiful enchantment of the family scene, he did not speak, only watched. 
Elise was the one who worked up her courage and said, ʺWhat do we do now, Santiago? I love you, but Iʹm still not free to marry you.ʺ 
ʺYou are my woman and this is my child. Iʹll never give you up, Elise.ʺ 
ʺWe could simply return to New Mexico and get married. No one there would know about Edouard,ʺ she said tentatively. 
ʺBut you would know. And so would I. For that matter, so would that overprotective brother of yours, who Iʹm certain would pursue us. I donʹt imagine he was exactly pleased when he learned that he was going to become an uncle.ʺ 
She smiled drily. ʺHe wanted to kill you when I was forced to tell him last December. I think I can make Samuel see reason, Santiago. He wants only my happiness.ʺ ʺHe wonʹt want you branded an adulteress.ʺ He stood up and paced across the room, then stared out the window on the busy street below. ʺI must go to Washington and face Louvois.ʺ 
ʺNo! You canʹt just kill himor be killed by him. Edouard is a deadly swordsman, a veteran of many duels. Weʹll go to Washington together. Years ago, President Jefferson offered to help me secure an annulment.ʺ 
He looked at her with sad disbelief on his face. ʺAn annulment now would be rather difficult,ʺ he said, looking at his baby in her arms. 
She swallowed the bitter taste of bile and said in a whisper, ʺThere are other circumstances, things I never wanted anyone to know . . . but the truth could perhaps free me.ʺ 
Santiago realized that she was dredging this up from the darkest recesses of her soul, where it was buried much as he had buried memories of Colorado Quinn. 
He knelt by her chair and placed her head against his shoulder, shielding her and Orlena. ʺDonʹt dwell on it, querida. I know he must have been brutal to you, but no matter how abusive a husband isʺhe sighed in frustrationʺthat is never grounds for annulment.ʺ 
ʺAnd since we have Orlena, a divorce on moral grounds is out of the question. 
Iʹm a sinful, fallen woman in societyʹs eyes,ʺ she said hopelessly. 
He touched her tear‐stained cheeks and raised her chin. Their eyes met and he asked, ʺDo you believe the love we share, the love that created this beautiful child, is sinful, Elise?ʺ 
She caressed his jawline, then touched those finely sculpted lips she loved so well. ʺNo, beloved. What we have shared is too beautiful. But I would not have it stained by Edouardʹs blood. You said the Apache prophecy was that he would die. Do you still believe thatʹs true?ʺ 
ʺYes,ʺ he answered simply. 
ʺIt must not be you who does it, Santiago,ʺ she implored. 
So wrapped up were they in discussion, they did not hear the doors to the apartment open. Then a voice broke in on them. ʺWhat a touching tableau, little sister. For a man who deserted Liza, youʹve pursued her a long way, renegade.ʺ 
Samuel Shelby stood silhouetted in the doorway, dressed in full military uniform. 
Elise quickly refastened her bodice as Santiago took his daughter and stood up, blocking Shelbyʹs view. 
Quinn studied the tall young man with the scowling countenance. He held Orlena out as a peace offering between them. ʺWould you care to greet your new niece?ʺ 
ʺIt seems Iʹve arrived a bit late to see you married before her birthbut you will be married,ʺ Shelby said, trying to sound stern and at the same time ogle the baby. 
When he reached out to touch her, he paled and winced, then lowered his arm. 
ʺDamn nuisance.ʺ 
ʺSamuel, youʹve been injured!ʺ Elise ran to her brother and touched his arm gingerly, inspecting him with a sisterʹs practiced eye. ʺYouʹre white as a ghost. 
Here, sit. Surely you didnʹt ride from Washington?ʺ 
ʺHardly in shape for that, little sister,ʺ he said as he sat carefully on the wicker chair near the window. 
ʺIʹm your elder sister,ʺ Elise reminded him crossly. ʺHow did you get here and what happened to you?ʺ 
He smiled at Quinn and said, ʺSheʹs always this imperious. Youʹd better get used to it.ʺ He returned his attention to Elise. ʺI sailed, and as to the injury . . . 
Edouard is in far worse shape. In fact, heʹs dead. Youʹre a widow, Elise.ʺ His eyes moved meaningfully to Quinn, but before either man could speak, Elise did. 
ʺYou challenged Edouardand of course he chose foils! He was a skilled swordsman!ʺ 
ʺMore so than I wouldʹve liked, but I tricked him. When youʹre losing, fight dirtyone of Fatherʹs Virginia backwoods maxims Iʹve always lived by. I let him back me to a patch of tree roots and pretended to stumble. He hit me, but when he stepped forward to finish me off, he caught his foot in the roots and pitched headlong onto my blade. His was rather well anchored in my hide at the time.ʺ 
He touched his side with a grimace. ʺI skewered his throat front to back.ʺ 
ʺSamuel, he couldʹve killed you! Why on earth did you take such a risk?ʺ 
ʺI found out, Eliseeverything,ʺ he said gently, yet with steel in his voice. ʺI had to kill him, else Iʹd never have been able to live with myself.ʺ 
ʺWhat did the Frenchman do?ʺ Santiago asked as he laid his sleeping daughter in the basinette. He stood up and put his arm protectively around Eliseʹs shoulders. 
Samuelʹs eyes met his sisterʹs. ʺHe has the right to know, Elise. The scandal had already rocked Washington when I arrived to report to President Jefferson.ʺ He waited for her assent, intent on explaining to the father of her child what sort of monster Edouard Louvois had been, but Elise shook her head. 
ʺItʹs I who should tell it to you both, now that itʹs over and done.ʺ She shuddered. 
ʺI wanted to protect you, Samuel, for I feared if you knew, you would do exactly as you did and die for it.ʺ She turned away from the two men she loved best in the world and struggled with what she had to explain. ʺEdouard preferred men to women, and if truth were known, boys to men.ʺ 
Santiago felt too stunned to speak except for a growled Spanish oath. 
ʺHe wed me to disguise his sexual tastes. After all, it would scarce have done if a promising diplomat from the emperorʹs court was revealed as a member of the third sex. Besides, I was useful to him, a hostess for social functions at the embassies.ʺ She paused and drew a breath, then continued. ʺHe used me in other ways, too. To take out his spite on all women. He quickly convinced a foolish, virginal eighteen‐year‐old girl that it was her coldness and lack of skill that caused him to perform his marital duties so seldom. But I was grateful, for when he did come to me, he was abusive, physically and verbally.ʺ 
Santiago was trembling as he gathered Elise in his arms, comforting her as she cried. ʺNo wonder you never wanted another man to touch you.ʺ He wished Louvois resurrected so he could kill him the Apache way. Slowly. 
ʺBut I used him, too. Mother couldnʹt have forced me to wed him if I had really taken a stand. I didnʹt defy her because I thought a diplomat traveling to world capitals would one day take me home to America. How naive I was.ʺ 
ʺBut you could never have guessed what he was,ʺ Samuel said. ʺHe was evil, Liza. You have no guilt to own.ʺ 
ʺI found out about his horrid perversions quickly enough. He loved flaunting his lovers in front of me. He brought them to our apartments in Paris, Venice, Madrid . . . the scum of the streets or, sometimes, elegant gentlemen. He threatened me with . . . unspeakable punishments if I didnʹt keep his secret.ʺ 
She shuddered, but continued. ʺWhen I learned we were at last coming to the United States, I formulated a plan,ʺ she said in a cold, flat voice. ʺThe night we were at Senator Kensingtonʹs ball in Washington, he tried to force me to bed his new superior at the embassy. I refused. When he struck me, I retaliated for the first time and returned the blow.ʺ 
She felt Santiagoʹs arms tighten about her as if feeling the abuse she had suffered. 
ʺYou see, I had written letters and sent them to our Shelby cousins in Kentucky with instructions to deliver them to President Jefferson if ever I so requestedor in the event of my death.ʺ 
ʺYou blackmailed him into giving you your freedom.ʺ Samuel at last understood the mysterious relationship between Louvois and Elise. 
ʺSmall wonder you never asked for a divorce,ʺ Santiago murmured softly. 
ʺI could never imagine marrying again. Edouard had made me feel so soiled, so . . . so filthy. And so inadequate as a woman. I never believed any man would want me or that I would ever want any man.ʺ For the first time, she dared to look up into Santiagoʹs face. 
He kissed her eyelids as silvery droplets ran freely down her cheeks. ʺ Querida, youʹve been the victim all these years, and I had the gall, the cruelty to accuse youʺ 
Her fingertips touched his lips, silencing him. ʺYou could not have known, any more than I knew about your relationship with your father. Can we put it all behind us now?ʺ 
ʺYouʹre damn right you will,ʺ Samuel interjected, feeling an intruder who yet needed to remind them he was still presentand to see that Quinn did right by his little sister. ʺI didnʹt risk getting skewered by that scum Louvois just to see my niece branded a bastard. As an uncle, I do have some serious responsibilities, you know. Iʹm going to speak with Father Walsh at the Cathedral about a wedding. You can explain everything thatʹs happened since I left New Orleans when I return this evening.ʺ 
With that stern pronouncement, Samuel walked out and closed the door, only to open it quickly again. ʺOh, by the by, what is my nieceʹs name?ʺ he asked, red-faced. 
Elise managed a smile and quickly gave her brother a fond hug. ʺHer name is Orlena, for Santiagoʹs sister in New Mexico. I think youʹll enjoy meeting his whole family when you visit us.ʺ 
After Samuel had departed, Santiago gave Elise a gentle kiss. ʺDo you wish to live in New Mexico, querida?  Itʹs a long way from the United States, and I know how loyal a patriot you are.ʺ 
She brushed the wayward lock of hair from his forehead tenderly and met his eyes. ʺAnywhere you are is where I long to be. I cannot bear the thought of living without you.ʺ 
He smiled down on her. ʺDoes this mean youʹll give up political intrigue and become a dutiful wife?ʺ 
ʺI shall be more than content to abandon the life of a spy. President Jeffersonʹs government is secure, Louisiana is in American hands, and the power of General Wilkinson has been broken. Now he and the men in the Mexican Association are turning on each other like ravening wolves. I think Iʹll like my new life a great deal better than I did my old one.ʺ 
ʺI hope your President Jefferson understands,ʺ he replied drily. 
She raised her lips and kissed him soundly, exploring all the familiar, beautiful contours and tastes of his mouth, then broke off the kiss and said with a touch of humor, ʺHeʹll be relieved to see me become a conventional female at last. As to my patriotism, Iʹm not worried about your Spanish king. I predict that in our lifetime, New Mexico will become part of the United States.ʺ 
ʺJefferson never imagined what he unleashed when he purchased the Western lands bordering Spanish territory.ʺ 
She smiled at him with pure love. ʺI think he did, although he knew this was no time for Americans to become embroiled in a war with the Spanish.ʺ 
ʺFate worked in strange ways to bring us together. Perhaps it will bring Spanish land under the American flag as well.ʺ 
ʺNot fate, darling. Destiny.ʺ 
Chapter Thirty‐Five 
ʺIt was a lovely wedding,ʺ Elise whispered in her new husbandʹs ear. They were alone in the suite of rooms Santiago had rented. Across the hall in the apartment she and Samuel had shared, the doting uncle was well occupied with Orlena, under Odineʹs and Ellenʹs watchful eyes. 
ʺIt was a small ceremony, just you and I, with Samuel holding Orlena. Father Walsh was scandalized to the core of his Irish soul,ʺ Santiago said, regretting that she could not have had all the beautiful trappings most women craved. 
But Elise Quinn was not most women. ʺAt least our daughter was a lamb and didnʹt cry. I wish we could have waited to let your Franciscan friend, Fray Bartolomé marry us, but Samuel will be posted back to Washington, and you know how stubborn he was about seeing us wed before he leaves.ʺ She studied his pensive expression and said, ʺI had a big elegant wedding the first time, Santiago. It meant nothing. Saying my vows with you meant everything, husband.ʺ 
He threaded his fingers into her lustrous ebony curls. ʺI love you, wife, my own. 
Crossing mountains and deserts, trailing you through swamps . . . Iʹve dreamed of this moment for so long.ʺ He lowered his mouth and kissed her with poignant gentleness. ʺI have so much to make up to you.ʺ 
ʺItʹs past and done. Now we begin again.ʺ She pulled him down to meet her lips once more, but he stopped short. 
ʺElise, querida are you certain? Itʹs been only six weeks since Orlenaʹs birth. You almost died then. I donʹt want to hurt you.ʺ 
She smiled, touched by his tenderness. ʺFor a renegade of such fierce reputation, you have a very soft heart. Iʹm well recovered, and Samuel no longer guards my apartment doors against a certain Spanish rogue.ʺ 
She inspected her husband, splendidly handsome in his black woolen suit. ʺYou looked very solemn and impressive before the altar in your wedding finery, but now I think itʹs time to remove it.ʺ She slid her hands inside his suit coat and began to untie the white silk stock at his throat, then unfastened the onyx studs of his shirt and nuzzled the pelt of hair on his bare chest, breathing in his scent. 
As she worked so seductively on him, he shrugged out of his jacket and began to unloop the satin‐covered buttons at the back of her lavender silk wedding gown. 
ʺYou always smell like violets and feel like silk,ʺ he whispered as he slid his hands inside the open back of the dress and traced her delicate spine through her sheer lacy camisole. 
A single candle flickered on the bedside table as twilight gathered outside the window. Intent on slowly undressing each other, they were oblivious to the fading light, seeing only by the glow of love in their eyes. They caressed each other with looks, sighs, and gliding, experimental touches. The evening air, redolent with the perfume of the exotic city beyond, grew warm. 
He unfastened her veil and tossed it toward a chair. It floated down in a cloud of violets as he slid her gown softly from her shoulders and let it whisper to the floor. Then he began to work on her sheer white undergarments. Everywhere his hands touched, fire consumed her. She arched into his caresses and matched him, kiss for kiss, peeling off his shirt and unbuttoning his tight black trousers. 
When she pulled them low on his hips and freed his straining sex, he trembled in her small hands. And it pleased her, she who had believed for so long that she was incapable of invoking this response from a man. 
ʹʹ Querida,  we must go slower or weʹll not make it across the room to the bed that Odine took such pains to make up.ʺ His voice was hoarse as he pulled her busy hands away from his aching staff. Quickly, he kicked off his shoes and finished removing his trousers and hose. Completely naked, he stood before her, letting her drink in her fill. ʺWhen you look at me that way . . .ʺ Words failed him. He scooped her into his arms and carried her to the bed, where he laid her down as if she were fragile porcelain. 
His eyes devoured her body, as slender as ever after the birth of their child, except for her breasts, which were heavy with milk. He reached down and touched them, cupping each rounded globe with deft hands and clever fingers. 
ʺAaah,ʺ she arched up into the caress, letting her hair spill from its pins as she tossed her head from side to side, caught up in fiery ecstasy. ʺSo long,ʺ she sobbed, ʺIʹve waited for so long.ʺ She felt hungry and helpless as he slid her delicate chemise off and then unfastened the tapes to her lacy underdrawers. His hands glided across her flat belly and down her legs, pulling the soft cloth with them until he reached her garters and stockings. 
He paused, watching her writhing, her hair spread like spilled ink on the snowy pillow. His breathing was labored as he pulled off her underdrawers and raised one slim leg by its trim ankle. He removed her kid slipper and then unrolled the silk stocking along with its garter. 
When he raised her foot and kissed the arch, letting his tongue graze the tender skin, she felt a frisson of amazement. Elise had never imagined her feet could feel such erotic pleasure! He repeated the seductive strip of her other leg and again saluted her foot. Her toes curled in bliss. Then he let his hands rove back up her body, with his hot seeking mouth following in their wake, kissing, licking, nipping tenderly, until he lay stretched out on the bed beside her. 
Elise took her hands and framed his face, letting her fingers comb his curly russet hair. She rimmed his lips and then kissed him, all the while panting softly as their tongues met, twined and danced. Her face was flushed and her body on fire. The heat of him enveloped her, and she longed to envelope him, to take him deeply inside her. 
Slowly, he broke off the kiss and then raised her so she was leaning over him, curtaining his head and shoulders with black, silky hair. She could feel his hands on her hips, positioning her as he whispered in Spanish, ʺGo slowly, beloved. I donʹt want to hurt you. Take me, all that you can hold.ʺ Sweat beaded his upper lip as he rasped out the command and felt her begin to lower herself onto his hard, straining staff. He wanted to urge her to be careful, to move slower, but words failed him and his loins tightened as she bore down, her sleek, hot flesh enveloping him all the way, until they were one. 
He fought the urge to thrust up, but Elise rolled her hips and whispered, ʺGive in, my darling. Iʹm ready for you, hungry for my savage lover.ʺ 
Her nails dug into his shoulders as she rode him, feeling his body buck and begin to move in rhythm with hers. She muffled her cries of pleasure against his throat, then lost them in his mouth as their lips joined in voracious kisses. 
Feeling the crest coming far too soon, Santiago struggled to bring their swift mating dance under control. His hands gentled her hips into a more languorous pace, changing the passion that had burned like a prairie fire into a single soft, glowing flame. 
ʺThis is what I imagined . . . I dreamed of . . . all those nights, sleeping across the hall from you . . . these past weeks,ʺ he whispered between nibbling kisses. 
ʺWeʹll never sleep apart again . . . ah,ʺ she murmured into his mouth. The feeling of oneness, of being a part of him, losing her soul as well as her body in his, grew. And slowly, as the tide rises and swells, so did hot, relentless passion grow. ʺNow . . . now, please.ʺ 
Elise was not certain what language she spoke or even if she said the words aloud, but Santiago answered her, thrusting into her fast and hard, then faster yet until everything else, the light, the room, the whole world went away, leaving only the two of them, giving and receiving that ultimate gift. 
When he felt her spin out of control into the vortex of release, he lost himself in the same starry universe, spilling his seed deep within her for what seemed a blindingly bright and dark eternity. 
They lay utterly spent, Elise collapsed on his chest, his arms cradling her. They recovered their breath gradually, yet lay silent for moments suspended in time. 
Finally Santiago felt the wetness of her tears on his chest and reached up to touch her cheeks with the pads of his hands, drying the silvery trails. 
ʺI have never been so happy,ʺ she whispered. 
His chest rumbled with relieved laughter. ʺAnd here I was afraid I had done you some grievous injury.ʺ 
She raised her head and looked at his face. ʺSurely you could tell how I felthow I urged you on?ʺ 
ʺYou did seem to encourage me to greater savagery,ʺ he said, now with a teasing voice. 
ʺMake no mistake, Santiago Quinn, I am the White Apacheʹs woman and it will take all of his savagery to satisfy me on the long journey back to Santa Fe. Our friends and family await us there. What do you say? Will you be my guide once again?ʺ 
He laughed and rolled them over until she lay cradled beneath him. Looking down at her beautiful, flushed face, he promised, ʺI will guide you to the stars and beyond.ʺ 

The Guadeloupe Mountains, September 1807

She Who Dreams sat by the fire, staring unseeing into the flames. Her eyesight had been failing over the past two years. The arrival of each winter made her bones ache more. Soon it would be time to rejoin her husband, White Crane. She was eager to see his gently smiling face and those of Slim Reed and their other children. 
ʺSoon,ʺ she crooned low into the crackling fire. But first there were matters which required her attention in this world. Desert Flower opened the flap of the lodge, sending in a gust of cold air as she awkwardly entered. 
ʺYou are late in arriving. It must be your great belly that slows your footstep,ʺ 
the old woman said with a hint of teasing in her voice. 
Looking down at her rounded belly, Desert Flower smiled. ʺHe grows big and I grow slow.ʺ She shrugged at the natural relationship between her enlarged size and speed as she carefully squatted on the pile of pelts beside She Who Dreams. 
ʺYou know this is a man‐child then?ʺ She Who Dreamsʹ voice was level. 
ʺYou have not said, but I have a feeling it is. A boy would please Spybuck,ʺ the young woman answered. 
She Who Dreams snorted. ʺI have had no vision, and neither have you. Such personal matters are withheld from us. You merely wish it to be so. Perhaps it will be a daughter, to carry on our medicine. Would that be so bad?ʺ Her nearly sightless eyes seemed to study Desert Flower. 
ʺNo. It would not. In fact, I would like that.ʺ 
ʺSo would your husband, and I need no spirit dream to tell me so.ʺ 
ʺI did not come here to speak of my husband or our child,ʺ Desert Flower said. 
ʺWhat then?ʺ the old woman asked patiently. 
A shy smile bowed Desert Flowerʹs lips. ʺThe Red Eagle returns with his wife and daughter. You know this. You only wait for me to say how I feel about it.ʺ 
ʺAnd what do you say?ʺ She Who Dreamsʹ face was wreathed with a smile now. 
ʺThat my heart overflows with joy for my foster brother. He has found happiness even as I have. I did a terrible thing to his American woman. I defied the will of the Spirits, and now I must try to make amends to Elise. I only pray she will forgive me.ʺ 
The old womanʹs face was serene and untroubled. ʺShe will forgive you.ʺ 
ʺThat will please my foster mother and Night Wind,ʺ Desert Flower replied. 
ʺIt will also please Spybuck.ʺ She Who Dreams knew how much her young protege adored her Muskogee husband and wished to make him happy. 
ʺYes. He feared never again to see his best friend, and perhaps he has feared as well that I might still be just a bit in love with the Red Eagle. At last the idea will be put to rest. My husband will know that I love only him.ʺ 
ʺYour words have made me glad. Go now and start the preparations for a great feast of welcome.ʺ 
As their party drew near the Lipan stronghold, Elise thought to herself, No
wonder theyʹve survived in spite of the Spanish and the Comanche. The ride through twisting mountain trails was a good deal less harrowing this time, with Santiago and his family riding by her side. She looked at her husband and his brother, two educated, civilized men, now dressed in buckskin leggins and beaded headbands. 
ʺThey look like Apaches, do they not?ʺ Orlena said to her sister‐in‐law. ʺEven my brother, with his red hair, looks as forbiddingly savage as the Night Wind.ʺ 
Elise nodded. ʺYou read my very thoughts.ʺ 
ʺDo not be nervous about returning to the Lipan as Red Eagleʹs woman.ʺ 
ʺIt is not the Lipan who worry me, but Desert Flower,ʺ Elise confessed. 
Remembering how long Ana had adored Santiago and the way she had deceived Elise, Orlena herself had a twinge of misgiving, but she replied, ʺAna is happily wed herself now. I am certain she will welcome you as a sister.ʺ Orlena watched the pensive expression on Eliseʹs face, then heard voices calling to them as they approached. ʺLook, they come even now.ʺ 
A noisy, joyous crowd of men, women, and children enveloped them as they rode into the village. Santiago proudly took his daughter from Elise, and Joaquin held Aurelia while the women dismounted. The elder Quinn children quickly ran off, laughing and talking with their friends. Hoarse Bark and Spybuck greeted Night Wind and Orlena. Then as everyone watched, Spybuck and Santiago embraced. 
ʺThis past year has brought many good things, but having you return to us is a special blessing. I feared we would never see you again,ʺ Spybuck said to Santiago. 
ʺThis is my home, and my wife wishes to share it with me,ʺ Santiago replied as Elise and Spybuck hugged each other fondly. Then Desert Flower stepped from the crowd, and Santiagoʹs face split in a broad grin. ʺI see this year has brought you many good things.ʺ He inspected Anaʹs belly as she walked up and stood before him. Then he hugged her affectionately. 
ʺWelcome home, Red Eagle, my brother,ʺ she said with joy. She turned to Elise and extended her hand, palm open. ʺI have done you and my brother a grave wrong, for which I beg forgiveness. Please, may we begin again? I am truly happy that you have come home with your husband.ʺ 
The sincerity in her luminous black eyes was obvious to Elise. A great weight lifted from her as she embraced Desert Flower. ʺWe are all a family now,ʺ she said simply. ʺThere is nothing to forgive.ʺ ʺA family greatly in need of my services, else She Who Dreams would not have sent for me,ʺ a deep bass voice interrupted. Elise looked up at a giant of a man with shaggy gray hair, wearing the simple brown robes of a Franciscan friar. His beard was untrimmed and his face creased like old leather, wind blasted and sun darkened by decades spent in the Southwest. 
ʺElise, may I introduce the first teacher brave enough to turn my brother and me to our school books,ʺ Santiago said, hugging the Franciscan. 
ʺYou are Fray Bartolomé,ʺ Elise replied as the old man beamed down on her. 
ʺThat I am.ʺ He turned his attention to little Orlena, who quickly seized one of his large, calloused fingers in her tiny hands. ʺAnd this is the reason for my summons. Your daughter has not yet been baptized, has she?ʺ 
ʺHow did you know?ʺ Elise asked with a smile. 
ʺHow did I know to ride these hundreds of miles through desert and mountain because you were returning to New Mexico? That old woman is the Lordʹs own instrumentor the devilʹs. I have never been certain which,ʺ he said with a rich chuckle. 
She Who Dreams smiled. ʺThe spirits use me. We shall one day see if Desert Flower has the power to summon you.ʺ 
He looked from the ancient medicine woman to Ana and rolled his eyes heavenward as if asking for deliverance. ʺI fear I am in deep waters. And, speaking of water, let us prepare for that baptism.ʺ He looked to the two medicine women for approval. 
She Who Dreams nodded to Desert Flower. When she in turn nodded, the whole assembly broke into hearty laughter. 
There was great feasting in the stronghold of the Lipan that night. 
AUTHORʹS NOTE 
A Spanish‐Irish renegade raised among the Apache meets a mysterious French-American spy. That was the premise for our tale of espionage and high adventure during the intrigue‐filled era of the Louisiana Purchase. I have often remarked that history is more bizarre than any writerʹs imaginings, and nowhere is this better illustrated than during the Wilkinson Conspiracy at the opening of the nineteenth century. Historical research gave me a larger‐than‐life hero, Thomas Jefferson, and a splendid villain, General James Wilkinson. 
The American federal union was incredibly fragile in Jeffersonʹs day, and the line between filibuster and treason was a thin and ill‐defined one. The Sage of Monticello was beset by threats from within and without during his tenure in office. Land‐hungry Westerners allied with General Wilkinson attempted to claim the Louisiana Territoryʹs vast riches. The British Royal Navy vied with Napoleonʹs armies off our Gulf coast. Invasion by either of these powers was not a completely unlikely possibility, and open war with Imperial Spain loomed as a very real threat. These menaces from abroad greatly imperiled Jeffersonʹs fledgling republic. That our third president succeeded in holding the nation together attests to his skill as a politician who knew how to manipulate the manipulators. 
Our story ends with the fate of the historical villain left to history, whose verdict on his life was far kinder than he deserved. General James Wilkinson was drawn into the treason trial of Jeffersonʹs former Vice President, Aaron Burr, another filibuster allied with Wilkinson. Because of evidence regarding his Spanish connections, the general was placed on trial himself by a military tribunal composed of his fellow officers. Unsurprisingly, they found him not guilty. Hard evidence about his being Agent 13 was well documented in a vast collection of correspondence between him and various officials of the Spanish government. 
However, these papers were not discovered by historians until a few decades ago. During the War of 1812, his military career ended in disgrace. He retired into obscurity and died penniless and alone, an opium addict in Mexico City. 
The fate of Zebulon Pike might be of interest to readers as well. He drops from sight in my story because he was such a miserable navigator that his party became hopelessly lost in the Colorado Rockies during the winter of 1807. He failed to reach Santa Fe until he was rescued from starvation by the very Spanish army to whom he had been sent to create an international incident. By the time his rag‐tag force was captured, his mentor, General Wilkinson, had already changed sides and called off his plans for a war with Spain. Pike was bitterly disappointed because his illegally authorized mission received none of the commendations that Lewis and Clarkʹs brilliantly planned and executed expedition had been given. Pike was killed during the War of 1812. 
Thomas Jefferson achieved his dream of peaceful westward expansion and preserved the federal union. He even outlived Wilkinson, Pike, and his old rival, Aaron Burr. I have taken literary license in creating patriots such as Elise and Samuel who provided ʹʹfield assistanceʺ in the deadly game of power politics. As to Eliseʹs prediction that she and Santiago would end their lives as citizens of the United States, in 1846 a conquering American Army rode into Santa Fe. By the treaty of Guadeloupe Hidalgo, which ended the Mexican War, all of Spainʹs possessions from Texas to California fell into American hands. The Quinn grandchildren probably called it ʺManifest Destiny.ʺ We would like to think Elise and Santiago lived to see it. 
I relied on a wide variety of resources to weave the complex tapestry of intrigues and counter‐intrigues in the plot. For a complete overview of the international political scene, This Affair of Louisiana by Alexander De Conde is superb, particularly with regard to the expansionism inherent in the American ideology and Thomas Jeffersonʹs role in shaping it. The Burr Conspiracy by Thomas Perkins Abernathy painstakingly pieces together the whole incredibly confusing puzzle surrounding General Wilkinsonʹs turncoat tactics. Standard biographies of the historical principals that I found illuminating include Albert Jay Nockʹs Jefferson, J. R. Jacobsʹ Tarnished Warrior on James Wilkinson, and John Upton Terrellʹs Zebulon Pike. 
For background on rough‐and‐tumble 1806 St. Louis, I used John T. Scharfʹs History of St. Louis. To capture the ambiance of exotic New Orleans, I reread Harnett Kaneʹs Queen New Orleans and Herbert Asburyʹs The French Quarter. 
The Santa Fe Trail was loosely referred to as the northern leg of the Royal Road. 
El Camino Real was closed to all but licensed Spanish traders, and no goods from French or American sources were permitted to be sold in New Spain. But Spanish law enforcement being what it was, renegades and rascals such as Santiago Quinnʹs motley band traveled it illegally, often at great peril to their lives. For an overview of this hardy breed, Time‐Lifeʹs Old West Series, The
Trailblazers,  with text by Bil Gilbert, is excellent. Diaries and books about the hardships of Santa Fe travel abound. Standard works about latter‐day Santa Fe trade which I relied upon include Josiah Greggʹs Commerce of the Prairie,  Susan Magoffinʹs Down the Santa Fe Trail and into Mexico,  Kate Greggʹs Road to Santa Fe, and R. S. Duffusʹs Santa Fe Trail. 
For the politics and social life and customs of the tribes Santiago and Elise encountered on the trek, I relied heavily on The Imperial Osage by Gilbert C. Din and Abraham P. Nasatir. A complete bibliography on the Lipan Apache and the city of Santa Fe are given in the authorʹs note in Night Windʹs Woman,  the prequel to White Apacheʹs Woman. 
Carol and I hope you have enjoyed our tale of spies and Spaniards and have been surprised by a few of the twists and turns during Elise and Santiagoʹs dangerous journey to love. We respond to all reader mail. Please enclose a stamped, self‐addressed envelope. 
Happy reading, 
Shirl Henke 
P.O. Box 72 
Adrian, MI 49221 
SHIRL HENKE 
ʺThings I find in old diaries and biographies are truly as fascinating as fiction,ʺ 
says Shirl Henke. The highly acclaimed novelist ought to know. She holds both a bachelorʹs and masterʹs degree in history, and with the help of her childhood friend, Carol Reynard, has turned much of that exciting history into award-winning romances. 
The green‐eyed redhead also gets assistance from her university professor husband. A former judo instructor, Jim choreographs fight scenes and occasionally writes ʺguestʺ love scenes for her books. 
A Shirl Henke story stands out from all the rest, Shirl says, ʺbecause for me history is not just back‐round for the romance, it is the key to the romance.ʺ 
Shirl and Jim live with their son Matthew in Ohio. 
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