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Epigraph

When a rogue kisses you, count your teeth.
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Prologue

CHICAGO, 2014

And so the fantasy began ...

It was the most politically incorrect sexual fantasy in the world.

With surprising gentleness, he forced both hands above her shoulders ...

Dr. Harriet Ginoza should have been outraged.

... and circled her wrists with his strong fingers, pinning them to the mattress.

Instead, Harriet was loving every minute of her recurring erotic dream ... a dream that had been plaguing her for the past two weeks, ever since her new book hit the stands. No, not an erotic dream, she amended. More like a forbidden nightmare, challenging all her cherished beliefs.

And the leading role was played by Steve Morgan—the quintessential male chauvinist.

He lowered his face—his dark, sexy, outlaw face, stubbled with a week-old beard. He was primitive, dangerous, barely civilized.

She tried to look away. She couldn’t.

Deep blue, fathomless eyes flashed arrogantly as they held hers captive, demanding her surrender.

“Stop,” she protested. “I don’t want this.”

He laughed—a cynical, disbelieving contradiction to her all-too-obvious arousal. “Liar,” he murmured, his breath hot against her lips—lips already parting, involuntarily, with invitation.

At first, she tried to examine the unfolding event with the clinical detachment of her PhD training ... as if she weren’t truly involved. It didn’t work.

She was naked. Steve was fully clothed, right down to the spurs that jangled softly as he adjusted his body with blunt aggression against the vee of her thighs.

Guilt. She felt so guilty.

And he knew. Coolly amused at her struggles, he withheld the kiss she dreaded ... and anticipated.

With her personal integrity, not to mention her professional reputation, at stake, Harriet strove for one last vestige of sanity. Finally—thank God!—logic came to the rescue, rearing its head like a stumbling beast. Thus fortified, she fought wildly now against Steve’s restraining hands. She bit his shoulder. She kicked. She bucked upward. All to no avail.

“I want you, Ginny,” he said quietly against her ear. “Yield to me, my love.”

She groaned, and tried to tell him she wasn’t his legendary Ginny. The words wouldn’t come.

His mouth came down hard on hers, bruising the soft flesh. Scorching and brutal, he kissed and kissed and kissed her till she opened for him. A willing victim.

“Yes,” she gasped out finally.

He lifted his head to study her for one long moment, then smiled in satisfaction. A dazzling display of white teeth against dark skin. Ruthless. Feral. Possessive.

She didn’t care.

“Tell me,” he insisted.

With her hands still pressed to the bed and her lower body immobilized by his hips, she raised her head to meet his lips, murmuring, “I want you, too.”

The forceful seduction was complete.

Once again.

And her nighttime lover took her with sweet savage love.


Chapter One

Talk is cheap ...

“Women of the twenty-first century are still in the Stone Age when it comes to sexual fantasies.”

Harriet spoke directly to the TV camera as she tossed out her deliberately provocative assertion, trying to ignore the guilt nagging her conscience. Yeah, I know all about the Stone Age. Just call me Wilma Flintstone. What a hypocrite I am!

She crossed her black silk–clad legs, tugging down the short skirt of her scarlet Dior suit—a delaying tactic, one she’d perfected for dramatic effect over the years during innumerable interviews. I’d better practice a few other things, too—like what I preach.

Reflexively, Harriet swung one black patent-leather Ferragamo pump with a mesmerizing rhythm to give the appearance of casual confidence. Confidence? Hah! Many more of those erotic dreams and I’m going to sign myself into a padded cell.

During the brief seconds these thoughts flitted through her mind, Harriet waited out the murmuring that rippled through the mostly female, Chicago TV audience. The “Stone Age sex” remark was always a great ice-breaker to generate discussion.

Sonja Dupree, host of the network TV show Talk, Etc., who stood at the edge of the stage preparing to hand the microphone over to questioners, put her hands on her hips and tilted her head in question. “Oh? Women have out-of-date fantasies, huh? Really?”

“Really. Today’s women are liberated. They’ve gained the vote. They’re breaking through the glass ceilings in corporate America. Achieving the ‘Big O’ is a given,” Harriet explained. “But you’d be surprised at how unimaginative we all are, and no different from women through the ages. When it comes to sexual fantasies, modern women still dream of the number-one no-no, forceful seduction.” Yep! Count me at the front of that line. Darn it! “In many ways, we’re no different from prehistoric cave women. We swoon at the prospect of some Neanderthal version of Channing Tatum in an animal pelt dragging us by the hair to his cave to have his way with us.” Forget Channing Tatum. I’m picturing another dark-skinned rogue.

“Well, now, it would depend on what Channing had on under that fur thingee,” Sonja quipped. A lot of other women concurred, as evidenced by their mirthful howls and embarrassed giggles.

“I don’t have any sexual fantasies at all,” one young lady yelled out. “I’m too tired from chasin’ my three kids to have naughty thoughts.”

Everybody laughed, including Sonja, who immediately picked up the cue. “That brings up an interesting point, Dr. Ginoza. Do all women have sexual fantasies?”

“Absolutely.” Harriet smiled, the implication clear that even Sonja Dupree was included in that statement, not to mention the overtired mother, as well as the entire audience.

A contemplative expression crossed Sonja’s face. “And you think some of those fantasies are objectionable?”

“No, no, no,” Harriet corrected quickly. “I would never presume to judge another person’s private thoughts or sexual life.” Now, that’s a lie. I know these dreams are wrong for me. Wrong, wrong, wrong! “I’m merely suggesting that modern women fought tooth and nail for equal rights, but when it comes to their secret erotic yearnings, it’s the same old same old.” And it feels sooo good.

“Same old same old? Hah!” Sonja snapped back saucily as she sank into a wing-back chair next to Harriet. “You haven’t been inside my head, girl.” She arched her eyebrows meaningfully.

“You’re the exception then,” Harriet countered, not about to accuse the number-one talk-show hostess in the country of being less than honest. “Based on more than ten years of research, I can tell you unequivocally, Sonja, that most women give lip service to sweet and sensitive—what I call S & S in my book—as a male ideal. But what they dream about is D & D—dark and dangerous. When no one’s looking, women think with their glands, not their brains ... just like men.” And my traitorous glands have been in overdrive lately.

“I beg your pardon,” Sonja sputtered with mock indignation.

“And what’s so bad about dark and dangerous?” a well-dressed, thirtyish woman asked, stepping up to a microphone in the aisle.

Harriet beamed, recognizing a perfect opening. Holding up her latest New York Times best-seller, Female Fantasies Never Die, she answered, “If you’d read my book”—and the audience twittered with appreciation at her blatant plug—“you’d know that forceful seduction is still the number-one female fantasy. And the darker and more dangerous the man, the better.”

As the audience leaned forward with interest, Sonja pursed her lips pensively. “Forceful seduction, huh? I don’t know about that.”

The next audience member at the microphone, a young man of college age, asked with a nervous ducking of his head, “What exactly is forceful seduction?”

“I’m so glad you asked,” Harriet said with a teasing flutter of her eyelashes. “Forceful seduction is the use of everything from sweet words to physical pressure to convince a woman to make love, against her will. Or, at least, against her will in the beginning. The key word is convince; otherwise, it would be rape. As you can imagine, feminists are appalled that women still have such politically incorrect fantasies.” I know I am.

“I find it impossible to believe that any woman would find force enjoyable,” Sonja opined with a shiver of disgust.

“You’ve got to understand, Sonja. A woman doesn’t dream about some overweight thug with bad breath and zits attacking her in an alley. It’s more like Ryan Gosling or Joe Manganiello, so overcome with passion for her that he holds her down to have his way with her.” Or Steve.

Oh, God, where did that thought come from?

Even Sonja had to smile at that picture and added, “Or Alexander Skarsgard.”

“There you go!”

“I think it’s a generational thing,” an elegant, elderly lady in a business suit and chic gray chignon said. “My generation was taught to equate sex with sin. But if we enjoyed ourselves against our will, so to speak, that would be okay.”

“Exactly!” Harriet agreed.

Sonja threw her hands up in the air. “So what’s the problem?”

“The problem is women.” Harriet displayed her book again. “For decades now, women have been told that forceful seduction is wrong. Outwardly, they agree, but behind closed doors, many of them admit to this closet fantasy.”

She put her book down and picked up another. Sweet Savage Love. “This book was written forty years ago by Rosemary Rogers. It launched a revolution in romance publishing and has been read by millions—yes, I said millions—of women across the world. The story portrays a classic case of forceful seduction ... some might even say ‘love at first rape.’ No question that the hero in this novel, Steve Morgan, takes forceful seduction too far. He was a total brute ... a sexy, gorgeous, enticing man ... but a brute all the same.”

Whoa! Who are you calling a brute? Harriet could swear she heard a voice inside her head. She really was going off the deep end, hearing conversations outside her dreams now. Maybe she needed a psychiatrist, she thought with self-deprecating humor.

“Your point?” Sonja inquired.

“My point is that, despite all their education, despite the enlightenment of women about sex, despite the power of the feminist cause, despite all logic ... women still dream—in their fantasies—of a strong, domineering man seducing them into mindless surrender. They might want Tom Hanks for a husband, but in their fantasies, it’s the bad boy Johnny Depp. Or Robert Pattinson with an attitude. Dark and dangerous. Single-minded in pursuit of his passions. Hot, hot, hot!”

“Wow!” Sonja said, fanning herself with her hand mike. “Sort of like taming the magnificent wild beast, huh?”

“Right! To many women, the greater the risk, the more intense the thrill. But only in their fantasies, remember.”

“We had to read Sweet Savage Love in my Modern Cultures class at college, and my professor said it was a thorn in the women’s movement,” a young girl commented. “Have you actually read Sweet Savage Love, Dr. Ginoza?”

“Of course.”

“Did you like it?” the girl persisted.

“Not particularly.” Well, actually ...

Liar! the husky male voice in her head accused.

Shut up, she thought back.

“What I’d really like is to meet Steve Morgan face-to-face and show him how modern women react to male chauvinist pigs,” Harriet added. “He’s become a symbol in some psychological circles for a particular type of male personality.”

“A jerk?” Sonja asked dryly.

Harriet smiled. “Actually, Steve and Ginny, the hero and heroine, have become legendary lovers to many romance novel fans; so the book is certainly worthy of study,” Harriet continued. “I’m not sure I’d assess its detrimental effect on feminism in quite the same way as that professor, though. After all, men’s adventure novels use the same principle, in reverse, with no criticism. Really, how many mystery novels have you read where the detective is aggressively seduced by some villainous female? Big deal!”

After further discussion on feminism, fantasies and their relationship to romance novels, Sonja switched gears. “Dr. Ginoza, this is your fourth book to hit the New York Times best-seller list in the past seven years. Your others have dealt with phobias, body language and hypnotherapy. With respect to this latest book ... if you aren’t making judgments about women’s fantasies, how do you see your role as an author?”

“A reporter ... pure and simple. I dig up the facts, ma’am,” she replied in a gruff Sergeant Friday– “Dragnet” style.

“Aren’t we supposed to learn some lesson from the books we read? Shouldn’t the author help us draw conclusions?” Sonja’s forehead creased with puzzlement.

“Oh, I want to give a message, all right. I hope women ... especially young women ... will understand the potential pitfalls of such sexual behavior and handle their personal lives accordingly. Know the boundaries of what is acceptable to them. Draw all the proper lines. And, most of all, be able to separate fantasy from reality.”

“One last question before the break,” Sonja announced. “Tell me, Dr. Ginoza, do you, personally, ever fantasize about forceful seduction?”

To her chagrin, Harriet felt her face grow hot, and an image of her nighttime dream lover clouded her vision. She could swear he winked. The rascal!

Harriet considered lying, but her innate honesty kicked in. “Sometimes,” she admitted, adding with a rueful grin, “but I’m working on it.” I’m a control freak, no doubt about it. And the ultimate loss of control is surrender to a forcefully seductive man. But I can’t admit that before a nationwide TV audience. Nope, the answer is to work on my “Weakness.”

A look of astonishment passed over Sonja’s expressive face, which Harriet understood perfectly. Harriet’s cool, professional demeanor hid her sensual nature.

“Working on it? Lordy, Lordy! Are you also saying we can change our sexual fantasies?” Sonja chuckled with disbelief.

“Hey, if they can reprogram a computer, a woman ought to be able to upgrade her libido.” Harriet’s lips twitched with amusement as she shrugged. “Sort of like sweeping the cobwebs from the erotic imagination.”

Sonja’s theme song prompted them into a commercial break as the audience laughed.

A deep, male voice laughed in her head. Are you calling me a spider, sweetheart? Hmmm. Welcome to my web.

Unfortunately, Harriet knew too well that he wasn’t talking about the Internet.

Dream lover, for sure ...

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

Later that evening on the late-night Amtrak Superliner to New Orleans, Harriet lay bleary eyed and exhausted, fighting sleep. She tried to ignore the entrancing cadence of the train wheels clicking on steel rails—metronomic sounds that lured her to succumb. To sleep. And to the blasted, unwanted dreams.

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

You have to get some sleep.

No, I can’t fall asleep. Harriet grimaced as the two sides of her brain waged a silent battle.

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

Maybe the dream won’t come tonight.

Maybe it will.

After all, I’ve only had the dreams for a few weeks. No doubt they’ll stop as abruptly as they commenced.

Dream on, girl.

Harriet rolled over for about the fiftieth time on her narrow mattress. The deluxe bedroom accommodation had an upper berth, which she’d chosen not to fold down from the wall, and a long bench seat that pulled out into a bed.

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

It’s only a dream.

Hah! She hitched down the hem of her leopard-print silk nightie, which she’d donned because of the stifling atmosphere in her compartment, unrelieved by the low-humming air conditioner. Perhaps she should get up and take an aspirin. Or read. Her silver pill box and paperwork were in her briefcase on the opposite seat. She could even take a shower in the minuscule bathroom. But her limbs felt heavy, weighing her down.

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

You can’t avoid the dream forever.

I can try.

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

You’re behaving worse than one of your phobic clients.

I know.

You need a therapist.

I am a therapist.

Physician, heal thyself.

This “physician” is going bonkers.

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

What’s so wrong with the dream anyhow? You told Sonja that forceful seduction fantasies are all right.

For other women. Not me.

Oh, so you’re smarter than the average woman? Stronger?

I should be.

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

Lighten up, girl. And live a little.

No! I’m thirty-four years old. I’ve worked too hard for my professional reputation and success. If I give in to this ... weakness, I might give in to others. It could undermine all my goals.

You’re still obsessing over your mother.

Of course I obsess over my mother. I learned my lesson good and well from Mama. Five husbands. Codependency. Her financial and emotional well-being always tied to the latest man in residence. My sisters and I never knowing from one day to the next if we’d be playing tennis at the country club, or begging for food stamps. Whether Mom would be elated when we got home from school, or in a deep depression. Never, never, never will I let the need for a man control my life that way.

Well, golly, I didn’t ask for a lecture.

Go away!

Clackety-clack, clackety-clack, clackety-clack ...

Come on, close your eyes. You feel so sleepy.

Stop tempting me. I should have taken a plane. Damn that air-traffic controllers’ strike. I’m going to look like a bloodshot rag doll for my speech at the Louisiana Women’s Convention tomorrow night. And it’s all his fault.

Hey, don’t blame me, sweetheart, a familiar, masculine voice intruded in her thoughts. Forceful seduction is your dream, not mine.

“Oh, no!” Harriet groaned.

Oh, yes! he said with a silky growl of promise.

He was back.

Flipping his black, flat-crowned, cowboy-style hat off his head and to the left, where it landed on her briefcase, Steve eased himself down beside her on the narrow railway bed with bold aggression. His spurs jingled in counterpoint to the clicking rails.

And with a sigh, Harriet surrendered once again. To slumber, and her nighttime lover.

Harriet awakened abruptly, hours later, to a loud screeching noise and a violent lurch of the railway car, which caused her to fall to the floor. She was alone.

Of course I’m alone. It’s not as if my dream tormentor is a real person.

As she scrambled to her feet in the darkness, she heard the squeal of air brakes, and tried to keep her balance despite the bumpy ride of the train.

Within minutes, the raucous noises and teeth-rattling shimmy of the train faded as it came to a full stop. A strange hush pervaded the air, soon followed by the babble of frightened voices in the corridor.

“Everything’s okay, folks,” she heard a man—presumably the conductor—call out. “The train derailed just as we entered Cairo—a slight mishap, not an accident. We should be back on track in less than an hour. Nothin’ to fret about. Just you go back to sleep and we’ll be on our way again in no time.”

Harriet fumbled her way back to bed, and despite the lack of electricity was able to put the delay to good use, silently practicing her speech, which was tailored specifically to her Southern audience: “Looking For Rhett in All the Wrong Places.” Then she mentally checked over her two-week book-tour schedule and even dictated some notes into her new digital voice recorder, which she managed to blindly locate in her briefcase.

It was a spiffy, high-tech device her mother’s latest boyfriend, Riff Castanza, had given her last week to celebrate making the New York Times list once again. Riff worked for one of those electronic gadget–type companies. She’d been afraid he would give her the remote-control vibrator his company was selling this month on QVC.

It was more like two hours before the train restarted. There was still plenty of time for Harriet to make her evening speaking engagement. Finally, Harriet yielded to sleep. Maybe the trick was to stop fighting. To go with the flow. Face her demon head-on.

Demon? Lady, your insults are pushing my limits. Be careful, or you might find out what I can do with a fallen angel.

TENNESSEE, 1870

Soul brothers of a different kind ...

“I’m not going back to prison ... ever,” Etienne declared vehemently to his two companions in the cramped railway car. “So no slipups. We follow the plan exactly. Is that clear?”

“Yassuh, master,” Cain replied with an exaggerated, subservient whine, nudging his twin brother, who slouched on the seat next to him. “Stop that damn humming, Abel. Master Baptiste is gonna regale us with his war stories. Praise be!”

Abel mumbled something unintelligible and went back to scribbling on a piece of paper, humming, then trying a few notes on his faithful trumpet. The man could tune out all his surroundings when in the midst of composing. He was oblivious to their conversation as he sang softly and wrote down the words:

“If you were a bird, my friend,

And I a gun, my friend,

I would kill you, my friend,

Because I love you so ...”2

“Does you want me to git you a mint julep, suh?” Cain persisted, ignoring his brother’s preoccupation. From the time he was a small boy, Abel was always off in his own world, where he claimed to hear music in his head.

“Oh, shut up, you fool,” Etienne grumbled at Cain. The man held a medical degree from a Paris college, could speak four languages and only used a Negro dialect to annoy him. “Don’t start your sorry games, Cain. I’m not in the mood for—”

Cain ripped out a foul expletive. “Dammit, Etienne, you’re never in the mood anymore ... for anything. In fact, I reckon you lost your sense of humor back in Andersonville.”

“I lost a hell of a lot more in that Reb prison than my sense of humor, as you well know,” Etienne lashed out.

Cain stiffened, then relaxed with a visible effort. “Yes, I know,” he said softly, leaning forward to pat Etienne’s arm.

“If you were a bayou, my friend

And I a fish, my friend,

I would swim in you, my friend,

Because I love you so ...”

He and Cain both looked at Abel and shook their heads.

But Cain wasn’t getting off the hook so easily. “Don’t patronize me,” Etienne warned. “Our situation is too dangerous for you to treat it so lightly. And I’m damned tired of you two sticking on my back like swamp suckers, watching my every move. Sacrebleu! I told you to stay at Bayou Noir this time.”

“And let you take all the glory with President Grant? No sirree. I wants to get me a new medal, too. The womenfolk do like them shiny medals.”

Etienne clenched his fists, counting silently to ten. Cain knew he detested that blasted Medal of Honor. He’d much rather have the back pay Congress owed him for all the war years, but refused to pay because he had no proof of service. Proof? Hell, he’d worked as a double agent for President Lincoln without paper credentials, as trusting as a bare-assed babe. Unfortunately, good ol’ Abe was no longer alive to support his claim.

But President Grant had promised to lend his support in getting his rightful pay released, if he would complete this one last commission. Recover the gold shipment that some corrupt government employees had stolen from the U.S. Mint in Philadelphia, and Etienne would be home free. His own man again. No obligations to anyone, North or South. Finally, he would be able to go home. Until then, it was serious, dangerous business.

And Cain insisted on treating it as a lark.

“Why don’t you go purge yourself, sawbones?” Etienne suggested. “Give yourself a thrill and stop entertaining yourself at my expense.”

Cain just grinned at him, knowing full well that his needling was drawing blood.

“If you were mud, my friend

And I a pig, my friend,

I would wallow in you, my friend,

Because I love you so ...”

“Holy thunderation, Abel. Where did you get those ridiculous lyrics?” Cain exclaimed.

“Mud-wallowing and love?” Etienne added.

Abel finally peered up at them and blinked, as if seeing them for the first time. “Oh, these aren’t my words. I heard some cotton workers in Alabama chanting them one day. I’m just trying to fit the words to my music.”

“At least he’s not singing the filthy lyrics he was last week,” Etienne pointed out to Cain. “‘All the whores like the way I ride.’”

“Etienne is right, Abel; you are developing a nasty tongue, hanging with all those Nawleans street musicians. ‘Playing the dozens ...’ isn’t that what you call that dirty-insults routine?”

How did they get from President Grant and their assignment to cotton workers and low-down music? Etienne wondered.

“Don’t try changing the subject on me, Cain. I don’t appreciate your implication that I enjoy talking about Andersonville Prison.”

“Oh, hell, Etienne,” Cain sighed, no longer amused. “Can’t you take a little ribbing anymore? I know you suffered during the war. We all did. But it’s time to get over it and move on. If we can’t laugh at our pain, we might as well be dead.”

“Merde! You might want to laugh yourself to death, but I’m not quite ready to meet my maker. This mission is very important to me, Cain. All the pieces of the puzzle are finally coming together. Soon it should all be over, Grâce à Dieu.”

“Have you ever noticed that you slip into French whenever you get tense? Must be your high-strung, Creole heritage. Now ... now, don’t get all in a dither. I’ll shut up now. Even if you say something really dumb, I won’t blink an eye.”

Meanwhile, Cain crossed his long legs at the ankles and propped them on the upholstered seat opposite him, close to Etienne’s thigh.

Etienne pressed the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger. It was a reflexive action when the dull throbbing began behind his eyes.

“Do you need one of my headache powders?” Cain asked, immediately solicitous.

Etienne shook his head. The debilitating headaches he’d suffered ever since prison occurred rarely now, and the pain was only mild tonight.

Seeing that he was all right, Cain relaxed. Then his dark eyes twinkled with mischief as he nudged Etienne’s upper thigh slightly with the heel of one scruffy boot, just to irritate him. So much for his promise to behave.

“Move those damn spurs.”

“What? You skeered I’m gonna harm your precious rooster?” Cain teased, slipping back into his slave patois as he used their childhood name for their private parts. “You skeered the lady hens won’t cluck all over you no more?”

“Hah! This rooster hasn’t seen any clucking in ages. He’s probably forgotten how to cock-a doodle,” he said, palming his crotch. “Besides, you and Abel are the ones doing all the crowing these days. Good Lord! I can’t believe I caught the two of you in bed—together—with those whores last night at Clarice’s ... rather, Madame Dubois’s Opera House. That is what she calls her place now, isn’t it?”

“How was I to know there was no singing at that opera house?” Abel spoke up, setting aside his trumpet and papers. “Here I was expectin’ an aria or two. At least a libretto.” He grinned companionably at them.

“You wouldn’t know an aria from a barroom ditty. The low-down music you play on that trumpet of yours is a far cry from hoity-toity opera,” Cain shot back.

Cain was bluffing. Everyone, most of all Cain, was proud of Abel’s genius with his horn.

“And you’re the one who talked me into that double pleasurin’ thing,” Cain rambled on. “I’m just a poor country doctor. I ain’t never heard of such goin’s on.”

The brothers smiled guilelessly at each other.

“If Simone ever caught you with another woman, she’d turn that black hide of yours red,” Cain advised.

“If Simone and I could marry, I wouldn’t be waving my black snake at every whore from here to Atchafalaya,” Abel answered.

“God, you two are perverted,” Etienne said, shaking his head hopelessly.

“Yes,” Cain and Abel said at the same time, smiling. Their ebony skin gleamed in the dim light of a lantern, showing off their handsome faces and muscled bodies, which attracted women of all colors and ages and classes, no matter where they went.

Etienne’s heart expanded with warmth when he regarded the two brothers. He knew these good friends—his only friends, actually—were making a concerted effort to lift his dark mood with their banter. Hell, they told him often enough that he had to get over the past, start living again. Easier said than done, of course. But he was touched, nonetheless, by their concern.

“Back to business,” Etienne reminded them in a voice choked with emotion. “Once we get the shipment off this train tomorrow in Memphis, the rest of the trip should run smoothly. Anything could go wrong, though. Pope’s network of grubby cohorts stretches across the country. We’ve got to be extremely careful.”

Both men nodded.

“Let’s get a few hours of shut-eye.” Etienne stood with a groan, his knees creaking in protest after sitting so long.

“I know a sweet girl in Chattanooga who could get the kinks out of your tired old bones,” Abel suggested reflectively.

“Old?” Etienne exclaimed. “I’m no older than you.” In fact, all three men were thirty-one years old, having been born the same year on the same Louisiana bayou sugar plantation.

Abel ignored Etienne’s interruption and went on, with relish, “This girl has a trick where she slathers warm buttermilk all over a man from head to toe. When he’s naked, of course.”

“Of course,” Etienne and Cain chimed in sarcastically, knowing there was no stopping Abel once he got rolling with one of his risqué tales.

“Then she has the man hang by his feet from the low limb of a hickory tree in her courtyard while she proceeds to lick him clean. Somehow, all the kinks just disappear. Must have somethin’ to do with all that blood rushin’ to his head. What’s your medical opinion on that, brother?” Abel paused, waiting for Cain to bite. When he didn’t, he carried on, “Did I mention she has a tongue like a cat, sort of rough and abrasive? Whoo-ee!”

Etienne and Cain gaped at Abel in absolute awe. Then they both asked simultaneously, “Really?”

“God, you two are dumber’n gator spit,” Abel hooted, slapping his knee appreciatively. “You’ll believe anything.”

Etienne and Cain glanced at each other with mutual self-disgust. Abel had a particular talent for fooling them, and they fell for his bait every time. In truth, this camaraderie and the ability to find comedy in their own foibles was the only thing that had kept them sane during an insane war, not to mention the insanity that had dogged them since then, too.

The engine jerked into motion suddenly and began to chug along. They all squinted out the train windows into the moonlit night, seeing nothing. There had been a problem with one of the tracks a short time ago, but apparently it had been corrected.

“Well, I’ll see you two in the morning,” Etienne said, heading toward the door and his own compartment. “We should arrive in Memphis about ten.” He stared at each of them in turn. “Abel, you’ll get the wagon and have it ready at the far end of the station, and Cain, make sure you meet me in the freight car before the train stops.”

Both men rolled their eyes, having heard these instructions a dozen times already tonight.

Etienne yawned widely, then added over his shoulder, “Lord, I hope the coffins are still there.”


Chapter Two

There are dreams and then there are DREAMS! ...

Harriet had been asleep only a short time, or so it seemed, when she heard a jingle of spurs. She winced inwardly but wasn’t unduly anxious. As she’d told Sonja, it was the same old same old. And it was about time she handled this problem with maturity, instead of letting the problem handle her.

Opening her eyes, she watched, by the light of a full moon, as her personal rogue closed the compartment door and locked it carefully, double-checking the knob to make sure it was secure. Harriet recognized the exact moment he sensed her presence. With a hiss of indrawn breath and a curse of “Hellfire!” Steve froze in place and immediately whipped a revolver from the holster at his side.

Golly gee, a gunslinger, too. Will my fantasies never cease to amaze me?

“Well, well, well, darlin’,” he remarked in a lazy drawl, after lighting a kerosene lantern affixed to one wall. A yellowish, muted light filled the room. “Aren’t you a sweet little surprise?” The teasing words were delivered in an icy tone which held no welcome. Stepping closer, he aimed the pistol in the vicinity of her heart and loomed over her. “What are you doin’ in my bed?”

“Well, I’m not one of the three bears, and you’re sure as shootin’ not Goldilocks,” she wisecracked. “And it’s my bed, cowboy, not yours.”

“Golden luck?” he asked, then jabbed her rudely on one breast with the tip of his gun barrel. “Listen, honey, you look downright delectable in that little wisp of a garment—and my favorite animal, too ... the leopard—but I’m not interested tonight. I’ve got the beginnings of a blinding headache. I’m sure you understand.”

Not interested? Now, this is a new twist on the forceful seduction theme.

“I don’t know where you’ve come from, but—”

“Chicago.” Still unafraid—why should she be afraid of a dream gunslinger?—she shoved aside the gun, which was pressed into the soft flesh of her breast, and leaned back on her elbows.

His jaw dropped open at her brazen posture and what he must consider a foolhardy action on her part in deflecting his weapon, but he immediately schooled his features into a cool mask. Then, with a whoosh of exhaled exasperation, he straightened, the gun dangling from his fingertips, and shifted impatiently from one booted foot to the other. The whole time, he studied her intently. “You boarded the train at Chicago?”

“Yep. I’m going to New Orleans.”

“I didn’t see you on the steamboat,” he said, still surveying her suspiciously.

If this weren’t a dream, she would have been embarrassed to be displaying herself so openly, like a nubile, airbrushed Playboy centerfold. The only thing missing was the staples.

“Well? Were you on the steamboat?”

“What steamboat?” she asked, disconcerted to realize she hadn’t been paying attention.

“At Cairo,” he explained crankily, putting his free hand to his forehead.

She had several patients who underwent hypnotherapy as a migraine treatment. If she wasn’t mistaken, his pale skin and bloodshot eyes were indicators of a stage-two migraine. His head probably throbbed like a jackhammer. “Cairo?”

“Oui.”

“What’s this oui business? Steve Morgan isn’t French. He’s half-Mexican.”

He blinked at her as if she spoke a foreign language, then tried again. “You must know, if you got on the Illinois Central in Chicago, that it only goes to Cairo. Then we had to take the steamboat across the river before boarding another train.” All that talking apparently made his head throb and he let out a painful exhalation of breath.

“Huh?” She shook her head to clear it, beginning to feel foolish as she maintained her provocative pose. Especially since Steve, after his initial shock, didn’t appear to appreciate the view. “You’re mistaken. I got the Amtrak Superliner in Chicago, and I’m going directly through to New Orleans.”

He scowled at her incredulously, then seemed to think of something else. “Why did the conductor let you into my compartment?” Harriet couldn’t see a speck of the usual lust in his glittering eyes.

Gee, he really isn’t interested tonight. Maybe he does have a migraine. But that can’t be so. Dream lovers don’t get headaches. Do they? She giggled, even when Steve continued to glower. Criminey! Why bother having erotic dreams if there’s no sex? Another of Steve’s mind games, no doubt. He’s probably waiting to pounce when I let down my guard. Well, I’ll put an end to it right now. “Did the conductor let me into your compartment? No, silly. I already told you, this is my compartment.”

“That’s where you’re mistaken, silly. I left my locked compartment hours ago. So why don’t you just skedaddle on out of here? I want to catch a few winks.” He advanced on her as if he planned to throw her bodily from the chamber.

She shimmied back against the wall, holding up a halting hand. “Oh, no! If anyone’s skedaddling, it’s you, buster.” Harriet was beginning to take affront at his easy dismissal of her near nakedness, not to mention the threat of violence in his tightly clenched jaw. She folded her arms over her chest with belated modesty. Even if it was only a dream, she should be the one who brushed him off. “You don’t look as good as usual,” she commented, hoping to set him off balance. Actually, he looked a lot better, although there was a hardness about his features that normally would have frightened her.

“As usual?” he retorted testily, raising the gun again. “When in blazes have you seen me before?”

“Every darn night for the past two weeks.”

“What? In Washington?”

“No, not Washington. I was in Chicago on the Talk, Etc. show, and—”

He lowered his gun with a snicker. “I get it now. You’re with Madame Dubois’s Opera House, aren’t you? Why didn’t you tell me that Cain and Abel hired you from Clarice at the opera show?”

“Huh? I have no idea—”

But Steve just talked over her. “Those two are great ones for pranks, but, damnation, even they should know the timing is wrong tonight.”

“I don’t understand.” Who were Cain and Abel? And what did he mean about an opera house? “Why are you acting like this, Steve?”

“Steve? My name is Etienne.”

Harriet frowned, then immediately brightened. “Isn’t Etienne the French word for Steven?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“See,” she said, tossing her hands in the air in a “So there!” fashion.

“Whether my name is Etienne, or Steve, or Jefferson Davis is not the issue,” he said stonily, then rubbed a hand over his whiskery jaw in frustration.

“That’s where I beg to differ. You’re Steve, of course, and you’re acting like I’m the intruder here, not you. Why are you trying to muddy the waters?”

“Muddy ... muddy? You are the intruder.” Taking a deep breath, he tried a different approach. “I’d be obliged, ma’am, if you’d tote your delectable ass to someone else’s bed. Some fellow more randy than me. Is that clear enough for your muddy waters, darlin’?”

“Well, you sweet-talker, you!” she countered, not budging an inch. “And where’d you pick up the Southern drawl?”

Harriet had always loved the soft, melodious tones of a Dixie accent. Especially when spoken in the slow, lazy cadence of a self-assured man. But Steve probably knew that and had added it to his arsenal of sexual ammunition to use against her.

“I was born in Loo-zee-anna,” he replied, exaggerating his drawl.

“No, you weren’t,” she started to say. Steve Morgan was born in Baja California. But it wasn’t worth arguing about such a trivial point. “Oh, never mind.”

Golly, this dream was amazing. She’d never noticed so many details before, or heard such explicit dialogue. She would have to remember to record all this in the morning, fodder perhaps for a future book.

“Did you get paid already?” he asked and reached out a hand to pull her up off the bunk, and presumably shove her out the door. The jerk!

“The Talk, Etc. show doesn’t pay. Well, only expenses.”

“How much do you charge, sweetheart?” He dropped his extended hand and reached into the pocket of his snug trousers.

This entire conversation was taking a strange turn that Harriet didn’t grasp. “I get two hundred dollars an hour for regular sessions when I’m back home, but—”

“Two hundred dollars! Honey, you’d better have some special talent to charge those rates.” He thought a moment, then added with a wry grin, “Let me see your tongue.” He chuckled when she clamped her lips together. “You’re the one who does the buttermilk trick, aren’t you? That’s what I call expertise.”

She sniffed huffily. “Of course I’m an expert. I’ve been in practice for more than ten years.” She had no idea what he meant about buttermilk or tongue, but it sounded obscene.

“Ten years!” He peered at her closer, sweeping her body with a dismissive appraisal, which she found highly insulting. “You’re a little old for this business, aren’t you? Shouldn’t you be on the cull pile by now?”

“I beg your pardon,” she seethed, sitting up. She gave him back an equal head-to-toe appraisal.

“I can’t believe I’m standing here talking to this dimwitted wench,” Steve muttered under his breath. Using his gun barrel to tip the brim of his hat up higher on his head, he scrutinized her with an unflattering lack of enthusiasm. “Lady, you look like the back end of bad luck to me, and that’s one card game I don’t need.”

She frowned with puzzlement. Hadn’t he pitched his hat onto her briefcase? No, that had been in her other dream. Whatever. Now she was getting her first good glimpse, more distinct than ever before, of the brute that had plagued her of late.

His black hair, a tad too long, was brushed off his face and behind his ears. Day-old whiskers stubbled the dark skin of his face, but did not hide the sharp cheekbones, strong nose and jaw, or full—sinfully full—lips. Vivid eyes, blue as pure lapis lazuli, sparkled with a burgeoning interest that he couldn’t suppress, headache or not. But it wasn’t carnal interest.

She decided to take the offensive. “So when does the forceful seduction begin?” She plopped backward on the bed, arms raised above her head, her legs spread wantonly. “Could we get this over real quick, huh? I’d like to sleep sometime tonight.”

“Forceful seduction? What in blue blazes is that?” he said, his eyes about popping out as he gazed at her outlandish pose.

“You know, where the guy forces ... well, persuades ... the woman against her will to have sex, and like it,” she explained waspishly, squirming her tush a little to get more comfortable. “Really, let’s get this over with. Haul yourself on over here, hon. Come on, jump my bones. Do the deed. Rock my world.”

“Huh?”

“Do I have to spell it out? Let the fantasy begin.” She scrunched her eyes closed, bracing herself for his sensual attack.

Nothing happened.

She opened her eyelids a bit.

He was gaping at her, his astounded eyes roving her exposed body. Then he let out a hoot of laughter. “Forceful seduction? Damn, I’m gonna kill those two perverts.”

He was laughing so hard now, deep belly laughs, that he had to sit down on the opposite seat and hold his sides. He kept mumbling something about the biblical characters Cain and Abel and how he’d found his long-lost sense of humor, after all.

Harriet’s eyes widened as Steve just laughed and laughed. At her. It was a textbook dream scenario—naked woman, laughing man, or vice versa—that insecure people had all the time.

Me? Insecure?

With utter humiliation, Harriet realized the X-rated picture of invitation she made. And for the first time she began to wonder if this was a dream, after all.

But then Harriet homed in on his one word, pervert, and inhaled sharply at his obvious hidden meaning. “You want to tie me up, don’t you? No way! Uh-uh!”

“Tie ... tie you up?” Steve sputtered and let loose with another burst of laughter.

Standing abruptly, she planted her hands on her hips and tapped a bare foot with indignation. She stopped tapping immediately when she noticed his eyes take notice of her loose breasts, which were bouncing along with her foot movement. So he wasn’t dead below the waist after all. The lech!

“Listen up, lover, and listen good,” she declared haughtily, tossing her hair back over her shoulder with a theatrical flourish. “I’ve put up with this forceful seduction business of yours for weeks, but I draw the line at bondage. Even in a dream.”

“Bondage? Dream? Oh, God, oh, God!” Steve groaned, wiping at his eyes. “I haven’t laughed so much since ... well, in a long time. Next you’ll be asking me to hang from the ceiling and you’ll be bringing out the buttermilk.”

Harriet clenched her fists and made a low, snarling sound.

“Did you growl? Did I just hear you growl like a chatte? Lord, what jungle did they find you in, little love leopard?” He chortled at his own joke.

He was making fun of her. Dr. Harriet Ginoza was the butt of this bozo’s joke. No one had teased her or gotten under her skin in ages ... not since she’d learned how to use her brains and her razor-sharp tongue on Frankie “the Frog” Harris way back in third grade at St. Agnes School.

“Now that I think about it, it all fits together,” Etienne mused. “Leopards are cats. And Cain and Abel said you have a tongue like a cat. Oh, God, I hope you don’t have a tail. Turn around and bend over so I can see, honey.” He guffawed some more, then broke into another full-fledged bout of laughter.

She hoped he split a gut.

If she hadn’t known it before, Harriet did now ... her sweet savage lover was a sweet savage louse.

“No, I don’t have a tail, but I damn well have claws.” She pounced on him, threatening, “I’m going to kill you.”

Her attack was interrupted by three sharp raps on the door, followed by silence, then another three raps.

Steve’s laughter faded, and he drew himself up alertly. When three more raps followed, he put a fingertip to his lips, cautioning her to silence—not that she’d been the one making all the noise—then moved to the door.

“Etienne,” she heard a male voice whisper.

He promptly unlocked the door.

Two tall, exceedingly gorgeous black men—twins—dressed similarly to Steve, immediately slipped inside, and he locked the door after them. The black cowboys were packing pistols, too.

“Have you lost your mind, Etienne?” one of them exclaimed. “We could hear your laughter all the way to the end of the car.”

“Yeah, but at least he got his sense of humor back,” the other man pointed out, then cast a teeth-flashing, mischievous–style grin her way. “I guess your rooster has got his wings back, my friend,” he observed, winking at Steve.

“Nice leopard skin,” the first brother remarked, his admiring eyes taking in Harriet’s scanty attire.

Harriet backed up toward the window. The compartment was hardly bigger than her walk-in closet at home, and these three six-foot-plus, well-muscled men took up most of the room. She forced herself not to panic. It’s only a dream, it’s only a dream, it’s only a dream.

And, hey, wasn’t this something new for her dream? More than one man.

A sudden thought occurred to her. Oh, geez! She hoped they weren’t going to suggest something really kinky like a ménage à trois.

Even worse, she hoped she wasn’t going to agree.

She’d never in a million years do such a thing in real life, but who knew what she’d countenance in her crazy dreams. After all, who would have ever believed she’d enjoy forceful seduction? Could she possibly be facing multiple sex partners?

But it wouldn’t be a ménage à trois, she realized with a giggle. It would be more like a ménage à quatre.

All three men turned to stare at her when she giggled, which she never did in real life, either.

Harriet was so disappointed with herself. Really, she was wallowing in every ridiculous, stereotypical female fantasy in the world ... ones that had never appealed to her before. Damn, damn, damn. Next I’ll be adding the old classic ... oh, no!

I wouldn’t!

Would I?

She examined Steve more closely and inquired hesitantly, “How old are you?”

He said some guttural word in French, which she was pretty sure was the f-word equivalent, then snapped, “Thirty-one.”

With a grunt of disgust, she threw her hands in the air. “That does it! I give up. The older woman-younger man fantasy, too!” She didn’t care that the men looked at her as if she’d flipped her lid. She had. “I’m losin’ it here, guys. My brain is regressing. I’m on a fast train to trailer-park bimbo-dom.”

“Is she mad?” Cain asked Etienne.

“It would appear so,” Etienne replied dryly. “I can’t figure out if you two found her in a jungle, the opera show, or a lunatic asylum. But your prank is over. We’ve all had a good laugh. Now get this woman out of here.”

“Huh?” the twins said. “What prank?”

“Yeah, what prank?” Harriet chimed in.

“Merde! This is the worst time to pull a stunt,” Steve said, raking fingers through his thick hair. “I could see Abel trying such foolishness, but I expected more of you, Cain.”

“What stunt?” the first guy, presumably Cain, asked.

“I’m offended,” the other brother, Abel, added with a smirk.

“Danger?” she squeaked, thoroughly baffled. Harriet realized now that the biblical guys Steve had mentioned earlier must be these studs—Cain and Abel. She wondered idly if she was going to remember any of this in the morning.

The morning! she thought then. If I don’t get some sleep soon, I won’t be able to put two coherent words together for my speech. “Hey, Steve, if you’re not going to do your forceful seduction routine tonight, I’m going back to sleep.” With that, she did a backward swan dive onto the bench bed, then hitched down the hem of her short nightie. With a wide yawn, she closed her eyes. “See you tomorrow night, lover boy.”

“Lover boy?” Cain and Abel whooped. “And what’s forceful seduction?” Cain asked.

Her eyes shot open to see all three men gawking at her. Now what?

Etienne, to her surprise, did a brief recap of her earlier explanation of forceful seduction. Although his version was a bit more crude, and graphic.

“She wants you to do that?” Cain asked with skepticism.

“She wants you to do that?” Abel asked with delight.

Steve nodded. “She says the goal is to convince the woman that she wants something that she says she doesn’t want. Perfect twisted feminine thinking! Hell, why am I even discussing it with you two?”

“And women like this forceful seduction?” Abel persisted with decided interest, turning to her.

“Yes, unfortunately,” she responded, “although there has to be a clear line drawn, of course.” And she proceeded to give her routine lecture on the female fantasy that would never die.

“Aaaarrrgh!” Steve interrupted, right at the good part where she was explaining the difference between S & S and D & D. “Get her out of here,” Steve clipped out.

“Well, aren’t you the grumpy one tonight!” she observed.

“That’s just what I was telling him earlier,” Cain told her.

Steve’s blue eyes flashed angrily, but he made a determined effort not to look at her. Instead he ordered, “Cain, you take her away.”

“Me?” Cain protested. “Why me?”

“Abel would probably stop in the luggage compartment for a quick dip of his overused wick.”

“You don’t want her?” Abel eyed her with decided interest, not at all upset by Steve’s vulgar insult. In fact, he assured Harriet, “I’m never quick, darlin’.”

“Now wait a minute,” Cain said, narrowing his eyes at Steve. “Are you sayin’ you think we brought this wench here for you?”

Wench? They’d better not be referring to me as a wench.

“Exactly,” Steve said. “From the opera house.”

If Harriet hadn’t been lying down, she would have reeled with confusion. “I think I caught your headache, Steve. Would you mind getting me an aspirin from my briefcase?”

“Why does she call you Steve?” Cain inquired.

“How the hell should I know?”

“She wants you to give her an ass burn,” Abel pointed out with glee. “Even I never heard of that. How do you do it? Can we watch? Does it have somethin’ to do with ridin’ her hard? Or spanking?”

“Tsk-tsk! What have you been hiding from us, my friend?” Cain chastised.

“Geez!” Harriet contributed to the crazy conversation.

“Out!” Steve demanded, pushing the two men toward the door. “I’ll handle this whore myself. You two are going to get us all killed with this foolery.”

“But I had nothing to do with this, Etienne. I swear,” Cain said.

“Me neither,” Abel added, but he was laughing so hard his words were muffled.

Whore? Did he say “Whore”? Okay, so the rules have changed on this dream business, Harriet decided.

Steve slammed the door after the departing men. Once again, she was alone with him, and he was glaring at her with evil intent. As if he were the injured party here!

She stood and wound her right arm in a windmill warm-up exercise, preparing to belt him a good one. Thank goodness, one of her stepfathers had been a boxer. Yep, it’s time to let Steve Morgan know that this lady is no Ginny Brandon, virginal and acquiescent. It’s time to turn the tables on the rogue of the century. It’s time I take a step for all womankind in controlling my destiny, even if I’m only starting with a dream.

Before Harriet could carry through on her windup, though, the creep grabbed her by the waist, hoisted her over his shoulder with a hand clamped on her almost-bare behind, and deposited her roughly on the floor of the empty corridor.

“Hey, you can’t leave me out here.”

“Watch me,” he said grimly.

“But what am I supposed to do?”

“Find another customer, sweetheart.” Then he noticed her briefcase sitting on the opposite seat and he flung that out, too, before slamming the compartment door shut, locking her out.

Harriet stood clumsily and eyed the closed door. Now what? She could scream or bang on the door, but in her non-attire she didn’t really want to gain the attention of the conductor or other passengers. Hmmm. Pursing her lips, she narrowed her eyes and thought for a second. Then she smiled.

Stepping close to the door, Harriet said in a low voice, “Oh, Steve, what do you think the sheriff will say at our next stop when I tell him about the gold?” In Sweet Savage Love, Steve Morgan had confiscated a shipment of gold that he didn’t want the authorities to know about. Harriet was betting that her threat would make Steve think twice about dumping her.

It did.

As the door began to open, Harriet moved to the side.

Steve stuck his head out, demanding, “How do you know about the gold?”

And Harriet walloped him over the head with her briefcase, knocking him stone-cold unconscious.

Yippee! Harriet exulted, doing a little victory dance around her prone victim. Chalk one up for womankind.

It was turning into the best damn dream Harriet had ever had.


Chapter Three

Still dreaming ...

After her initial jubilation, Harriet tapped a forefinger against her lips worriedly. What should she do now? The big lug lay like a concrete block at her feet, on his back, out cold.

Well, she couldn’t just let him remain sprawled half in and half out of her compartment. She should push him out into the corridor and lock the door on him—tit for tat.

But no, she wanted to put some closure on this nightly torment, once and for all. To know why Steve had switched gears on their crazy “relationship.”

She huffed and puffed, to no avail. She was only five foot six and weighed a hundred and twenty-five pounds, but she worked out at the gym regularly. Gosh, the brute must weigh at least two hundred pounds. Finally, she saw a wooden luggage dolly sitting in the corridor and used it to haul him into the room. Hey, I don’t have a PhD for nothing.

Kneeling at his side, she checked his pulse by lifting his limp wrist and pressing her thumb against the blue vein, visible under his dark complexion. Okay, pulse normal. The guy’s gonna live. Ha, ha, ha! Live? He’s a dream, for heaven’s sake!

She smiled to herself at the fanciful thought.

Then she frowned.

Because he did have a pulse.

Oh, boy!

She noticed something else. If Steve had had a headache before, she had news for him. That goose egg beginning to rise on his forehead spelled more pain to come.

“What in tarnation is goin’ on here?”

Harriet practically jumped out of her skin and turned to see the conductor standing in the still-open doorway. But it wasn’t Mr. Jessup, the nice conductor who’d been on duty earlier. This guy, wearing an antiquated railway uniform with a pillbox kind of hat, was tall, white and surly.

He held up the lantern in his hand to see better. It was the same kind as the one Steve had lit earlier.

Before she had a chance to puzzle over that oddity, the conductor repeated, “What’s goin’ on here? What’s this man doin’ on the floor? Is he dead?”

“No, of course he’s not dead. Maybe he had too much to drink ... or something.”

The conductor’s beady eyes took in her silk nightie, and a slow smirk spread across his pockmarked face. This was embarrassing, even in a dream. She was going to have to get her robe from the bathroom real soon with all the people parading in and out of her compartment. It was clear what he thought she was doing here. If she wasn’t careful, he might just follow Steve’s lead and toss her out on her rear, too.

Or worse.

Thinking fast, Harriet simpered, “Oh, that Mr. Morgan! He and I never met before; so I didn’t recognize him.” She waved a hand airily, the implication being that she was a prostitute having an assignation with an unknown client. “Oh, well, I guess it doesn’t matter if you leave him there till he wakes up. After all, he and I will be sharing this compartment, if you know what I mean, honey. All the way to New Orleans.” She fluttered her eyelashes meaningfully. “You can just go now.”

The conductor moved closer.

“Did you know Mr. Morgan is a gunslinger?” she added, glancing pointedly at the gun belt Steve still wore, low on his hips.

The conductor’s eyes widened as they latched onto the two pistols, and he soon left, grumbling something about drunks and whores, the bane of a conductor’s life.

Harriet shut the door after him. Whew! That was close. Her shoulders slumped then as she surveyed her surroundings. Everything was completely different from when she’d boarded the train several hours ago. The room was smaller, and a film of soot—coal dust—covered just about everything. Two upholstered bench seats faced each other, perpendicular to the windows. Steve’s body took up just about all the space in between. There was no evidence of the small door leading to her private bathroom. So much for getting her robe!

And while her compartment had been stuffy before, now it was stiflingly hot. She stepped over Steve’s body and tugged on the two wide windows, surprised when the frames moved upward, providing a blast of fresh air from the moving train. Harriet knew that windows in a modern Amtrak didn’t open, for safety reasons, which she considered further proof that she was still dreaming.

She decided then and there that she was going to make an appointment with her friend, Dr. Julius Franklin, the minute she returned home to Los Angeles. Jules specialized in dream interpretation, and Harriet’s dreams were becoming way too detailed and vivid. They must mean something.

Could she be having a nervous breakdown? Harriet had been pushing herself especially hard the past year. Meeting a tight deadline for delivery of her latest book. Lecturing at UCLA. Finding an apartment for her mother, who was husbandless once again, although Riff had soon bopped into the picture, vying to be spouse number six. Then this book tour.

Tears of exhaustion and frustration brimmed in her eyes. She needed to wake up from this damn dream. But to do that, she first needed to fall asleep. Not that she wasn’t already asleep and dreaming, but she needed to sleep in her sleep. Even her fuzzy brain saw the contradiction in that logic.

Okay, so that’s the plan, she thought, wiping at her eyes. Sleep. Wake up. End of problem.

Steve moaned softly and threw an arm up over his head, shifting slightly in the cramped space. She could tell by his even breathing that he now slept, no longer unconscious.

She was about to lie down on the bench seat, then hesitated. She’d better not take any chances, even if it was a dream. Reaching down, she carefully removed first one, then the other revolver from Steve’s gun belt, placing the weapons out of his reach at the far end of the other seat, near the door.

Harriet tried lying on her side, then her back, her stomach, then her other side. She couldn’t get comfortable. Geez, even in a dream, she couldn’t fall asleep. But then, in her dreams, she was accustomed to sleeping with the rascal.

Do I dare?

Why not?

So Harriet blew out the lantern and slid down to the floor, nestling her body up against that of her dream lover. She rested her face on his chest, where she could feel his heart beat strongly against her cheek, and even wrapped his one arm over her shoulder. With a grin, she threw one leg over his thighs.

An outrageous idea occurred to her. Maybe I should be the forceful seducer, for a change.

Oh, yeah! Wouldn’t that be a hoot?

Heck, why not? “Sluts ‘R’ Us” is apparently my motto these days.

But I’m too tired right now.

Wimp!

Maybe later.

She snuggled closer, relishing the familiar scent and contours of her lover’s body. Strangely, she felt at home in this man’s arms.

Within seconds, she succumbed to sleep ... in her sleep.

Stealing her virtue was one thing. Stealing her designer shoes was a killing offense ...

Etienne opened his eyes to bright sunlight, and immediately shuttered them against the pain. He tried to focus on the ache throbbing behind his right temple, to will away the agony.

All those months in a dark hole, the repeated beatings ... he’d have thought his body would welcome the sun’s rays. But, no, his prison torment only took on another guise when he’d left the bars behind five years ago—the debilitating headaches.

After a few minutes of deep breathing and disciplined concentration, he felt the pain ease. When he cracked his eyelids slowly, he became aware of two important facts. First, he was stretched out on the floor of a railway compartment. Second, a sleeping woman had attached herself to him like barnacles on a sunken ship.

He couldn’t see her face, but her warm breath tickled his neck. He blew out a few strands of her long, sable hair, which had managed to land in his open mouth—he’d probably been snoring—and sniffed deeply. Her hair smelled of lemons and fresh gulf breezes. But it didn’t taste very good.

One of her hands lay possessively under his vest, over his heart. And a bare, creamy thigh had nudged its way between his legs so that she reclined half on top of him. His one arm encircled the woman’s shoulders, cuddling her into his embrace.

Still sleep-hazy, he didn’t know who she was; nor did he care at this stage. He just wanted to luxuriate in the sensuousness of the moment. To forget his past—the mistakes and regrets. To relax and not worry about the danger ahead. To find the Etienne Baptiste who’d been lost for so long.

Using his free hand, he examined the woman blindly, sweeping a callused palm over her shoulders, along the indentation of her small waist, to her curvy hips and long legs.

Instead of protesting, she sighed softly and nestled closer.

Had they made love?

Probably.

It wasn’t too surprising that he wouldn’t remember, either. Most of his sexual encounters in the past few years had been less than memorable. Ever since Vera had ... no, he didn’t want to think about that ... about anything. He just wanted to luxuriate in the sybaritic sensation of mere feeling. Long years of suppressing his emotions had left him cold inside, but he was definitely thawing now.

He let his hand explore more. She was a small-boned female of medium height with a behind that would fit very nicely into a man’s hands, he ascertained with a slow smile, palming said mounds appreciatively. It was the kind of well-rounded ass that petite women hated, but men loved. Men, of course, having a natural appreciation for the finer points of a woman’s figure. Like a good ass.

That was when he added important fact number three to his list. He had a huge erection rising against the woman’s inner thigh. Cain and Abel always said the morning rooster rose early. He














































































































Praise

Phenomenal praise for New York Times bestselling author

Sandra Hill

“Wildly inventive and laugh-out-loud fabulous. Once again the talented Sandra Hill proves that a real hero isn’t stopped by any obstacle—not even time.”
New York Times bestselling author Christina Skye

Kept me up late into the night reading.”
New York Times bestselling author Lynsay Sands

“Sandra Hill writes stories that tickle the funny bone and touch the heart. Her books are always fresh, romantic, inventive, and hilarious.”
New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs

“Wickedly funny, deliciously sexy. Loved it!”
New York Times bestselling author Karen Marie Moning

“A singular blend of humor and romance, this breezy read will appeal to fans of Viking romances as well as mainstream historicals.”
Publishers Weekly

“With her clever dialogue, often bawdy situations, and great cast of characters ... Hill has created another wickedly wonderful story.”
Booklist

“Earthy, laugh-out-loud hilarious, and lusty ... just plain fun.”
Library Journal
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