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Chapter One

 


“Evelyn?”

The man’s call snapped her out of the daze
she’d been in. She blinked, and as she shifted, fabric rustled. She
took another step but had trouble moving. What the…? She
examined the garments covering her body. The bulk of a satiny olive
dress and full-length, tiered petticoat weighed her down,
inhibiting her gait. Oh. I’m dreaming of Quinn again. She
grinned.

“Evelyn? Where are you, darling?” His
sensual, deep voice with a hint of playfulness carried up the
stairs.

Ripples of pleasure coursed through her. She
braced herself against the singsong calling of her name and glanced
around the study for a hiding spot, tapping her hand against her
chest in time with the rapid beat of her heart. A small curio
cabinet sat in a corner, filled with trinkets. Two red wing-backed
chairs flanked an open window, with a small round table between
them. Ivory lace curtains fluttered from a breeze, gracing the
furniture as they ebbed and waned. Leather-bound journals filled
the mahogany bookshelves that lined a wall behind a couch.

Nowhere to hide.

“Evelyn, come now, my sweet. Let me find
you.”

She grasped the front folds of the walking
suit, drawing the material up and off the floor, and scurried into
the hall. Hoping the next room would offer a hiding spot, she
shuffled her feet so her granny boots made less of a sound on the
wide wood planks of the floor. The bedroom she entered offered no
more shelter than the first, with its low-lying bed, one dresser,
and lacy curtains.

We’re adults. Whose idea was it to play
hide-and-seek anyway?

Quinn’s footsteps clicked on the steps. She
drew in sharp, quiet breaths to still her frantic pulse and
breathing. She glanced around the room. With a lack of spots to
conceal her and wearing the behemoth of a dress, she resorted to
standing behind the door.

“Sweetlin’?”

She peeked through the gap between the door
and wall. Quinn’s broad form filled the entry. He ran long fingers
through his thick, wavy, almost shoulder-length black hair. His
locks had a beautiful shine no salon products had ever let her
achieve on her own hair.

Her fingers tingled. Desire to touch him and
feel his silky onyx strands built within her. She wanted to smooth
down and loosen his white cravat under his tailored dark blue frock
coat. Butterflies of anticipation and longing took flight in her
core. Quinn stepped out of view. She squeezed her eyes shut and
ceased her roaming thoughts.

Soft sounds alerted her to Quinn’s movements
as he searched the room, checking the furniture and drapes. Feeling
his presence more than hearing him approach, she tensed her muscles
so none would move and betray her position.

The door closed. She waited countless
moments, hoping he had shut it on his way out.

“Looks as if I have you cornered.” Laughter
tinged the words.

She opened one eye, smiled, then opened the
other. Evelyn focused on a pair of compelling midnight-blue eyes,
then studied his face. Brows and lashes the color of black ink
lifted in amusement over chiseled cheekbones, clean-shaven cheeks,
and a square jaw. Her breath caught in her throat and warmth spread
through her body, melting her in the presence of the handsome
man.

Quinn had a confident set to his powerful
shoulders and a broad, muscular chest. A seductive heat radiated
off him.

For as long as she could remember dreaming
about him, she’d considered him to be a friend. Now? Surges of
attraction pulsated in her body. She wanted his strong arms
engulfing her, his wide, lush lips kissing her. Her heart skipped.
Her lips tingled. Trying to banish the feelings brewing inside her,
she leaned against the wall.

He grinned, and his gaze brightened with
merriment. A curl of hair fell onto his forehead.

It took all her willpower not to reach up to
brush it back into place. She shifted from foot to foot and offered
a shy smile. “It sure does, Quinn. But maybe this time you could
forgo the tickling?”

Quinn cupped her chin with gentle fingers.
“Do you think I intend to hurt you? You should know I would never
let any harm come to you.”

His touch sent a bolt of desire through her,
and she took a steadying breath. “I know that, but your tickling
does hurt after a while.”

The amused look left his eyes. “Well, then.”
He stepped closer to her. “Perhaps I shall not tickle you this
time.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.” She averted her
eyes and attempted to free herself from his grasp, but he kept a
firm hold on her chin and grabbed her arm. More surprised than
frightened, she raised an eyebrow and looked back at him.

The brief moment of mirth in his expression
vanished, but he quickly replaced it with a mischievous one. “Do
not think you shall get away that easily, Evelyn.” His mouth
swooped down and captured hers.

The insistent kiss sent waves of hungry
passion through her. Her knees trembled and her blood pounded fast
and thick through her torso to her limbs. Quinn’s tongue sought
entrance into her mouth, and she parted her lips, allowing his kiss
to deepen. Light flavors of lemonade and strawberries tempted her
taste buds. His lips swept over hers, strong but tender, speaking
volumes of sensual yearning without words. None of her boyfriends
had ever kissed her with such ardor.

The grip on her arm tightened. Quinn broke
off the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. She closed her
eyes, enjoying his closeness and marveling in her changing feelings
for him. His warm breath brushed against her face in short
bursts.

“Evelyn.”

She imagined how his hot breath would feel
on her breasts and pussy as he pleasured her. A quiet moan escaped
her throat.

“Evelyn?”

She didn’t want anything or anyone to break
the pleasant moment between them, including him saying something
that might put a kink in the mood.

“Evelyn!” The hushed articulation sounded
right next to her ear. Fingers dug into the flesh of her arm.

“Ouch!” Evelyn opened her eyes. She glared
at her best friend, Julie. “What’d you do that for?”

“You were sleeping,” Julie spat in a harsh
whisper. She tilted her head to the side a couple of times as a
reminder of where they were.

Evelyn rubbed her eyes, and the lecture hall
came into full view. Students in front of her, who had turned to
frown at the two of them, went back to their work. Up front, the
professor had stopped his lesson and looked back at their section
of the room. Seeming satisfied everyone focused their attention on
him again, he continued.

Slumping in her seat, she smiled wanly at
Julie, shrugged, and focused on the rest of the lecture. When class
ended, Evelyn hiked up her books and bag, ignoring the curious
hazel-eyed glances of her friend, and merged into the river of
students exiting the hall.

Julie caught up to her. “That must have been
some dream you were having. Couldn’t tell if it was a nightmare or
not, the way you were fidgeting.”

Heat rushed to her cheeks. She didn’t want
to talk about her dream, not in the middle of the hallway with many
pairs of ears so close.

Outside in the courtyard, they found a bench
in the shade of a large tree. They sat, safe from the hot Texas
sun. The hustle and bustle of students hurrying to and from class
swarmed around them. Too bad I couldn’t find a more private
place to talk.

“Are you all right?” Julie inquired, then
took a swig from her water bottle.

“Yeah. Why?”

Julie stared at her, her dark blonde
eyebrows drawing together. “Well, let’s see. You have bags under
your eyes, you fell asleep in class, and you blushed. Tell
me what’s got you acting this way, and don’t tell me ‘nothing.’ I
know you better than that.”

Julie was right. She did know her too well.
They had met in the seventh grade, when Julie’s father transferred
from Fort Dix, New Jersey, to Fort Hood, Texas, and the family
settled in Florence. Evelyn, unlike the other students, found the
northern-raised Julie interesting and took the Yank under
her wing. From there on, they became close friends. And even though
they told each other everything, she lacked the courage to tell
Julie about her strange, vivid dreams.

“Earth to Evelyn.”

A heavy sigh escaped her. Knowing she
couldn’t get by with a lame excuse, she resigned to tell Julie the
truth. “You might think I’m nuts.”

“No one, especially me, will think you’re
crazy.” Julie patted her leg. “Now, what is it?”

“I’ve had some intense, lucid dreams over
the past several years. They started around the same time you came
into my life. At first they were just the occasional dreams about a
man who acted as a brother would with a sister—teasing, games,
conversations. They weren’t anything to tell anyone about.” She
paused and tugged her lower lip with her teeth as a student walked
by. Not that the guy would know or care about what her problem was,
but she still didn’t want to be overheard. Once the young man
stepped out of earshot, she continued. “A few years even went by
without me having any dreams. Now they’ve started again.”

“Interesting. You said they’re lucid?”

“Yes. Very. The setting’s always inside or
outside the same house, and the same man appears. Come to think of
it, the man hasn’t changed all that much either over the years, if
at all. I used to only have the dreams at night, but now they’re
catching me off guard during the day too. That wasn’t the first
time I fell asleep in class this week.” She shook her head, not
proud of her lack of control. Thoughts of narcolepsy crept across
her mind again. If she kept dozing off at inopportune times, she’d
have to make a visit to the doctor’s office. “The dreams seem so
real. He seems so real. It’s like he has this pull on me. I
need to be with him.”

“What? Who? Evelyn, who’s this you’re
talking about?”

“The man in my dreams.” She sighed and
glanced up to the late spring blue sky. “His name is Quinn. He’s
gorgeous, Jul.”

“Okay, so you’re having lustful dreams about
a guy. Who is it? Do I know him?”

“No.” Evelyn shook her head again. “You got
it wrong. He’s not here.” She wrung her hands together. “It’s no
one from UT. Though he feels real, he’s a man from my subconscious.
In the back of my mind, I hear him calling my name. I close my
eyes. I picture him. Before I know it, I’m asleep. I’m with
him.

“Jul, I’m scared of what’s happening to me.
When I sleep, I dream. When I’m dreaming, it seems so genuine that
I don’t feel like I’m sleeping. It’s like I have a second life. I’m
caught up in it—wanting, needing, to know what will happen
next.” Evelyn pulled her long hair out of her pony tail, ran her
fingers through the strands, then wrapped it back up again. “My
overactive imagination is wreaking havoc on my life.”

Julie put a comforting arm around her.
“Maybe you should see a campus counselor.”

Tears stung the back of her eyes. “I knew
you’d think I was nuts.”

“No, I don’t,” Julie replied in a soothing
voice, “but I’m not qualified yet to give a professional opinion.
You’re my friend. I care about you.”

Evelyn smiled. Julie would make an excellent
counselor once she completed her education. “Thanks, Jul, but I’m
going to try to work this out on my own.”

“All right. If you think that’s best for
now.” Julie glanced at her watch. “I better head off to my next
class. I’ll call you later.” After giving Evelyn a quick hug, she
picked up her bag and left.

In her dorm room, Evelyn caught a glimpse of
herself in the small mirror above the sink. Julie had been right.
She looked haggard. Dark circles sat below her eyes due to the lack
of restful sleep. Her face and eyelids drooped. She turned and went
to her bed, trying to forget how lifeless and pale her brown eyes
appeared, how dull her brown hair was.

Her mind wandered and lit upon an idea.
She’d perform an at-home beauty session, not only to freshen up and
appear like her old self again, but to keep from falling asleep.
She rose and pulled out the necessary essentials from the cabinet
under the sink—hot oil treatment for her hair, manicure and
pedicure supplies for her nails, and a tube of her favorite green
facial mask. Perhaps if she worked on herself for a couple of
hours, she could fight off Quinn’s pull for once.

With her clean and treated hair under a
towel and the deep-cleansing mask on her face, she sat down on her
bed, opened her Agriculture business course book, Farm, Finance,
and You, and waited for the mask to dry.

She needed a good night’s sleep soon. Finals
loomed in the near future. To be able to study for them and do
well, she needed to be rested. And she had to pass so she could
graduate in three weeks and walk in the procession. If she didn’t,
her parents would be terribly upset.

But that kiss….

Her and Quinn’s attraction to each other was
a new development. She wanted to explore her feelings further and
replay the kiss over and over, but she couldn’t because she had to
read. She didn’t want to read the text, but she needed to. The war
of want and need buzzed and fought in her brain. Unable to
concentrate on her studies, she put the book down.

Quinn. What am I going to do about you,
about my blossoming feelings for you?

She came from a small town, and her parents
raised her with the highest standard of morals and the fear of God.
Even while at college, she attended church on Sundays. Never in her
life had she done drugs or broken the law. She’d drank alcohol a
few times when she came of age, but never enough to let her good
sense get muddled. Of course that didn’t mean she lived a
completely chaste life. She’d dated, fooled around, lost her
virginity to a military man whom she loved and who loved her back,
but he deployed overseas and died in action. After that, she
submersed herself in her studies. How could she continue to harbor
such lustful thoughts for a man—a dream man, at that—in her heart
and mind when her family and schooling had to be her highest
priorities?

Evelyn tapped her fingers on the book’s hard
cover. She had to get her feelings and dreams under control. Finish
college, graduate, make her parents proud. Though her parents
should be pleased of her regardless, without a timely degree from
the University of Texas at Austin, they’d be disappointed. They of
them needed her back at the ranch. In a few short weeks, she’d have
the degree they wanted her to obtain, she’d be living at home like
they wanted, and they’d give her the ranch’s top position to take
over. She couldn’t let them down by losing her mind and failing her
finals. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—upset them.

But what about me?

Evelyn shoved the book away, and it slid
down to the foot of the bed. She loved her parents and the ranch,
but caring for the animals and the business wasn’t what she’d had
in mind for her career and life. She wanted to travel a bit before
settling down, and then teach. Maybe in a year or two, after a lot
of work convincing her parents to find a new foreman, she’d be
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