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Prologue 





A CONVENT IN  FRANCE,  1853

On normal, sun-kissed days she found in this isolated place a sense of peace and contentment. From this lofty summit, placed at one angle of the more bleak walls, the brooding figure of the Mother of Sorrows looked down with eroded eyes. Here, the profound silence would be broken only by the cries of the rooks swooping in black flocks or the screeching calls of gulls as they hovered over water.Today, however, she sat like a Turk, legs crossed within the folds of her skirt, the tips of her naked toes peeking from beneath the tattered hem as she leaned against the gray sculptured stone at her back—a grim gargoyle with big teeth and extended wings.

The escalating wind whipped her hair so it lifted like red flames around her head. It stung her cheeks with cold and watered her eyes. Below the bell tower where she perched atop the creaky cupola that trembled with each blast of driving wind, France spread in vast undulations of deep green and desolate cliffs that plunged toward a whitecapped sea. More closely lay the graveyard, girdled within the ancientand crumbling dry-stone walls: dark tombs and weathered headstones whereupon sea fowl took shelter from the advancing storm.

Ah, but she despised the cold. Never in the last nine years of enduring this cloistered existence had she grown accustomed to the chill that made her stone cell feel like a tomb even on the brightest, warmest days. But she thrilled to the thunder and lightning that would frequently roll in from the sea like a goliath serpent spitting fire bolts and roaring with fury.

Turning her face toward the dark heavens, Juliette watched the play of flashing lights behind the clouds, felt the first rush of her heartbeat as the rumble rolled through her body. The tower trembled. The rafters, burdened by the weight of the old bell, a gift from the pope himself, groaned like a body dying.

Cautiously, she stood and braced her feet apart. The wind slammed her. She caught her breath and raised her hand to shield the force of the first driving spears of rain from her eyes. She inhaled the musty smell of wet earth and awaited the tingle of electricity in her body.

There! It vibrated up her spine and crawled over her scalp, shot along her arms and down her legs as the tongue of fire streaked through the clouds and lapped at the horizon with a spray of blinding white sparks and flames.

Dear God, how she loved the force of it. The smell of it. The taste of the rain on her tongue, salty as the sea spray. As always, with the tumult came the images in her mind: flashes of color, of faces, laughter and screams. Fire and rain. They made her tremble. Breathless. Her heart beat thick within her breast and the blood in her head rushed with the violence of the driving, crashing waves against the coast.

Spreading her arms out to her sides, facing the wind, sheclosed her eyes. For that brief moment she imagined herself lifted by the current, risen high, higher, tossed upon the draft like down, carried beyond the crags, beyond the white-tipped waves to a place that shimmered pure and golden amid riotous gardens.

“Juliette! Come down from there this moment! Juliette! Someone help us! Quickly before she is incinerated to an ash. Dreadful, ill-tempered termagant. Bane of my existence.”

She heard them scramble over the ledges, grunt as they slid upon the rain-slick stones—the village idiots—the deaf-and-dumb eunuchs the Reverend Mother employed to manage the grounds. Juliette knew damn well that had they the slightest stirring of manhood in their pants, the dour, mule-faced Reverend Mother would castrate them with their trowels—if she hadn’t already.

Two of them gaped at her as they clambered onto the tower, their hair and clothes dripping, their jaws slack and eyes dull of intelligence. The Reverend Mother, framed by the windowsill, rosary clasped in her hand as if to fight off the devil himself, glowered up at her with the determination of one prepared to exorcise whatever demon possessed Juliette.

A man stood at her side. Tall and imposing— distinguished, she thought, as a tremble of thunder passed through her. Dark hair streaked by gray. Mouth curled in sardonic pleasure—appreciation? Amusement, certainly. But something else. She felt it as certainly as the rain beat upon her face. As certainly as his gaze penetrated the gray haze and locked upon her own.

Her lips curving, she returned his smile.




Her mother, Maureen Jarod, had been a whore. Not justa whore. A demimonde. A prostitute. A very expensive prostitute, according to her father’s solicitor, LesterRoswell, a diminutive man with a thatch of yellow hair and spectacles thick as bottle glass. A prostitute who won the heart of a handsome young planter, Jack Broussard, who thought by lavishing his wife with love and wealth he could change her lascivious ways.

Alas, once a whore always a whore.

According to solicitor Roswell, Maureen’s healthy appetite for lavishness had financially destroyed her husband. Her appetite for men had broken his heart.

And, according to the solicitor who had peered at Juliette with the look of a man who had come face-to-face with a ghost, Juliette was a mirror image of her dead mother.

Which explained a great deal—acknowledgment of which, though helping to somewhat alleviate her pain and confusion over her father’s odd behavior toward her, had planted a hard core of germinating resentment in Juliette that grew more bitter each time she thought of her father’s pitifully broken heart.

Oh, yes, it explained a great deal.

Why her father had buried Juliette in a convent the moment she developed breasts.

Why Jack’s face had gone white as milk and his entire body had shaken as if with ague the last time he’d visited her. What tenderness he might have shown toward his daughter was fast replaced by unbridled fury and hatred the instant Juliette had glided into the room, radiant with the prospect of flinging herself into her papa’s arms, certain she could convince him to remove her from this depressing and constrictive environment if she was enchanting enough.

She had been certain she could make him love her, eventually.

That had been three years ago. Now her papa, JackBroussard, was dead eight months—blew his own brains out with a pistol, according to the Reverend Mother, who had a penchant for dramatic details—especially when it meant that her father’s soul would forever burn in Hell because of his suicide—leaving Juliette orphaned. And penniless, but for, according to the solicitor, her father’s gold wedding ring and a decaying property buried in the Louisiana swamps that she would inherit when she turned twenty-one—unless she married first.

Considering she was barely nineteen, reptile-infested swampland was hardly going to help her now.

And marriage? That wasn’t likely as long as she was sequestered in a convent, the only civilization within a hundred miles being a village full of inbred imbeciles whose greatest thrill in life was training cocks to kill one another.

Such straits would have distressed most young women, she supposed. But Juliette, thanks to her mother’s scandalous reputation and her father’s eventual abandonment, was not like most young women—much to the consternation of the Reverend Mother, who stood in the distant shadows, quaking in her white woolen gown and winged cap, her thin lips moving in silent prayer for Juliette’s damned-to-hellfire soul. One would have believed the devout old woman to be staring straight into Lucifer’s eyes the way she shook.

Obviously this was serious business. One was not escorted to the Mother’s apartments unless something was afoot—bad news, corporal punishment. The chamber felt as cold and hollow as a crypt and skirted the cloister and song school where the other young ladies, mostly younger, were collected in that moment heralding God’s miracles like a chorus of harping magpies.

Juliette, doing her best to ignore the bone-aching cold made all the worse by the draft of wind whipping aroundthe cavernous room, raised one eyebrow at the Mother and curled her stiff lips, tipped her chin and drew her shoulders back, which lifted her generous breasts in a way that made the man circling her stop in his tracks and suck in his breath.

Max Hollinsworth—her godfather—caught her chin between his fingers and regarded her features with something just short of amazement glittering in his dark blue eyes. Handsome. Monied. Distinguished.

And his breath smelled heavily of spirits.

“By God,” he said breathlessly. “You’re . . . exceptional, Juliette. Even more beautiful than your mother, and I thought her to be incomparable.”

“She’s willful and spiteful and profane,” declared the Reverend Mother, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial level. “I vow she’s possessed. You’ve seen it for yourself, Monsieur.Her soul craves hell’s fire and tumult. Is she not the vision of sinful temptation?”

Her eyes narrowing, Juliette shot her a look that caused the Mother to step back and clutch her rosary.

Hollinsworth raised one black eyebrow as his gaze drifted from Juliette’s face, down to her breasts that were normally bound as flat as possible by lengths of coarse linen under her dress. Today, however, they filled out her bodice to the straining point, thanks mostly to the sodden material of her blouse.

“Indeed,” he murmured, amused. “Perhaps, Juliette, you share more with your mother than just her pretty face, oui?” 

“She has the heart and soul of a harlot,” the Reverend Mother announced. “Thrice she’s strayed to the village at night. We found her at cockfights, wagering with coins she obtained from heaven knows where from doing heaven knows what.”

“True?” Hollinsworth smiled into Juliette’s eyes.

“Yes,” Juliette replied with a curve of her lips.

“Where did you get the coins?”

“I stole them, Monsieur.”Cutting her gaze to the Reverend Mother, she added, “From the chapel coffer. I was owed it. Having spent the last years on my hands and knees scrubbing floors, sweating in that wretchedly hot kitchen under the supervision of dour women who pleasure in wielding strops in the name of God, I felt I was due compensation—as meager as it was. Then again, all the coins in their coffers couldn’t compensate for the misery I’ve been forced to endure the last years in this place.”

“Ah, yes, you have your mother’s dauntlessness. Her obstinacy. Her . . . fire. It was what your father loved about her.”

Shifting her gaze up to his, Juliette laughed—a husky sound deep in her throat that brought hot color to Hollinsworth’s face. A swelling began in her chest that replaced the shivering of her body with a flash of emotion as vibrant as the lightning dancing beyond the stained glass. The antipathy she experienced in that moment for the mother she no longer remembered robbed her of breath and caused her eyes to burn with a heat that made her doubt her own sanity.

 “MonsieurHollinsworth,” she replied through her teeth, “I’m well aware of what my father loved about my mother. I assure you, it wasn’t her dauntlessness and obstinacy.”

For a long moment he remained speechless, unblinking, unmoving; the color drained from his high cheeks, leaving his flesh pale and tainted with spider veins. His eyes held hers in a strange, discomposing way, as if he were staring at her again through the curtain of rain that beat continuously on the stained-glass window.

“Do you know,” he spoke suddenly, shattering the quiet as he looked over his shoulder at the Reverend Mother, “thatJuliette was born during a storm much like the one raging now? The child born of thunder and lightning be born of high spirit, fierce temper, and a splendid passion for . . . life.”

“Child born of the tempest is born of evil,” the Mother declared righteously. She pointed one crooked finger at Juliette. “Her own father recognized it—turned cold and pale as a corpse when he saw her. She has her mother’s wickedness, I vow, and the sooner she is gone from this holy place the better.”

Thunder crashed in that moment and lightning illuminated the colored windowglass of a crucified savior that towered over the Reverend Mother’s stooped figure. Juliette stared at her, forgetting the storm and the man who stood so close the smell of his breath triggered images of the drunken farmers on their knees yowling at blood-spattered cocks. Even now the strop marks across her back throbbed with heat—punishment for failing to show the proper respect during vespers.

 She has her mother’s wickedness, I vow . . . 

Wicked? Yes, too often she felt wicked to the marrow of her bones. Wicked with the hatred for the martyred shrunken woman before her, wicked with resentment she felt over her father’s abandonment—wicked with hatred for a mother who destroyed everyone who loved her.

Yet, it wasn’t the shame of that wickedness that made her face burn and her knees shake, but the acknowledgment that buried at the heart and soul of her was an ember of dreaded wickedness begging to be fanned.

Prurience too often heated her blood.

She swallowed, but did not look up into Maxwell’s eyes—as if by doing so she would reveal the weakness of her character. “Tell me why you’re here, Monsieur.My father never mentioned you.”

“I’m not surprised. We were the closest of friends, like brothers, until your mother’s death. After that . . . your father retreated into himself. He returned to France. We lost touch. Perhaps he simply wished to put his old life, and memories, behind him.”

“Obviously.”

She did her best to ignore the humiliation heating her face. God forbid that she would allow the Reverend Mother to see her suffer. ’Twould give the old woman too much satisfaction.

Max took her chin in the crook of his finger, tipped back her head until she was forced to look in his blue eyes that assessed her closely.

“Tell me, Juliette. What, if anything, do you remember of your childhood—before your father moved to the Continent?”

“Nothing.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Nothing at all?”

There were memories—few, of course. Snatches of sound and images that were as difficult to grasp as vapor. They frightened her. Through the last many years, she had awakened in the night, shaking violently, body sweating, her flesh feeling as if it were on fire—Reverend Mother’s purgatory, no doubt.

Occasionally, there were others—a glimpse of masculine features that, if she hung on long enough to the dream, would quench the fire and replace her terror with an equanimity that eased her racing heart. It was those indistinct features her mind reached for when desperation and unhappiness consumed her.

She shook her head.“Nothing, Monsieur.I was only four at the time of my mother’s death.”

“You have her eyes as well,” he said softly, as if drifting inthought. A shadow of something flickered through his expression. His look became distant, briefly, before he appeared to fight his way back to the present. When he touched his hand to a tendril of hair near her cheek, his fingers trembled.

“Your hair . . . like rich fire. When your mother rode over Belle Jarod it was as if sunlight drenched her in flames. She refused to wear a bonnet, of course. She liked her hair down. The wind would lift it like banners behind her. Your father would sit for hours and brush it, until it shone like new copper. She would rest her head on his knee and grow languid with pleasure.”

Juliette frowned. “How very romantic. Surprisingly so, considering that apparently my mother’s favorite pastime was adultery.”

With a lift of her chin, she added, “Monsieur,perhaps your memories of my mother are fond, if not fanciful. However, for me, she’s the cause of my father’s despair and the reason he’ll forever writhe in hell—according to yonder lady of compassion whose judgment of fallen souls is as sanctimonious as Maureen Jarod was promiscuous.”

The Reverend Mother gasped and pressed her rosary to her bosom.

Juliette narrowed her eyes and smiled.

Hollinsworth allowed her a short bow and laughed. “Whether you wish it or not, you have your mother’s tact as well as her beauty. Very well. We’ll dispense with the reminiscing and get down to business. I’ve come to take you home, Juliette.”

She stared up into his smiling face, refusing to acknowledge the stumble of her heartbeat. In that moment, it seemed that her entire soul expanded with exultation and caused her legs to grow weak. Surely she had misunderstood him. Were the Mother not looking on like a fierce oldcrow she might have pinched herself to determine if she were caught up again in one of her confused dreams.

“Pardon, Monsieur?I don’t understand—”

“As your godfather, it’s my responsibility to provide for you now that your father is gone. Holly House, my home in Baton Rouge, is in dire need of a woman’s laughter since my wife died, so I can hardly deny that this mission is solely altruistic. My son Tylor is grown. My days are long and often lonely. I hunger for laughter. For youth . . .

“You’ll want for nothing, my dear. We’ll buy you pretty dresses and combs for your hair. Lavish bonnets. Soft slippers. Ribbons that match the green of your eyes. You’ll be the most beautiful woman in Louisiana. And the most pampered. We’ll throw soirees in your honor and young men from across the state will flock to Holly House to woo you.”

He turned away, paced to the window, gazed out through the rain-speckled panes to the churning green ocean beyond.“My home is comfortable. Your room has a view of the river. There are servants to feed you, to dress you—no more scrubbing floors on your hands and knees. God forbid.”

Disbelief thrummed between her ears like the wine she tippled during her secretive late-night jaunts to the village cockfights. Dare she believe him? To show even a whit of the hope rapping at her chest would be too brazen, surely.

“I couldn’t possibly,” she heard herself say breathlessly, aware her hands had clutched her damp skirts as if preparing herself for a fall. “You’re a total stranger to me, MonsieurHollinsworth.”

“What choice do you have?” His mouth smiled. His eyes did not. “Alas, your father left you destitute, I’m afraid. You think the drab, cold walls of this convent are dreary. There are far greater horrors than these, ma petite.” 

“Whoring like my mother, I assume.” She gave him a drysmile. Her throat felt tight and her eyes burned. The old desperation squirmed inside her—the sensation of being lost, adrift with no harbor within a thousand miles. “I need time, of course. To reason on this sudden twist of fate.”

“Of course.” His voice was kind, his smile patient. The reality occurred to her then that there simply would be no thinking about it.

Thanks to the stroke of a pen and a sprinkle of holy water nineteen years ago, she had become, upon her father’s death, the ward of a total stranger.






One 




BATON  ROUGE,  LOUISIANA

Boris Wilcox, glaring through the strands of his limp snow-white hair, teeth bared and blood streaming from his broken nose, slammed his fist against Chantz’s jaw a third time. His frustration mounted as the gathered crowd, bathed in beer and sweat and obviously in Chantz’s corner, whooped like maddened savages and roared their encouragement. They punched the air with their fists, slapped their hats against their thighs. The ear-splitting racket caused the horses in the livery stalls to spook and roll their eyes.Chantz stood his ground, legs braced apart, boots planted in the livery sawdust as he flashed Boris a smile that was as intimidating as it was arrogant.

Boris swept the back of his hand over his mouth, smearing blood and drool across his chin that was already swollen and purple as a new turnip. “Boudreaux, I’ll knock yer teeth through the back of yer head before I’m done. See if I don’t.”

“So you say, Wilcox.” Chantz laughed and blinked sweatfrom his eyes as Boris stumbled over his own feet and staggered as he attempted to straighten. “I’m just amazed you’ve managed to win as many fights as you have, considering you punch like a girl.”

The crowd hooted again, scaring a three-legged tabby from under a moldering pile of damp hay.

“My money’s on Chantz,” someone shouted, followed by a scurry of men placing their final bets on the outcome of the match.

His heavy brows drawing together, Boris raised his fists. His six-foot-two-inch body shook to his muddy boots. Chantz knew well enough that Wilcox had a lot riding on the fight—he’d wagered a good portion of his employer’s supply money on his winning—normally not a bad risk. However, Chantz suspected that Boris was going to have some explaining to do when he returned to his employer with nothing to show for his money but a busted nose and a few missing teeth.

“Big talk, Boudreaux. Especially from one stupid enough to think Fred Buley is gonna approve of his daughter bein’ courted by a fatherless white-trash boy who ain’t got a pot to piss in.”

The jeers and hoots dwindled. The men surrounding Chantz and his opponent pressed close, eyes fixed on Chantz’s face that began to heat. Suddenly the swirling cloud of sawdust closed off his throat and burned his eyes. He felt the others’ gazes fixed on his face, their anticipation crackling like air before a lightning strike.

Boris grunted a laugh and spat blood on the ground. “Looks like I hit a nerve.” He wagged his busted fists at Chantz. “What’s wrong, Boudreaux? Surely you don’t believe you really stood a chance with Phyllis Buley.”

He threw back his head and brayed with laughter, thenfocused his small round eyes again on Chantz. “We all seen how you mooned about like a blue-tick hound ever’time you seen her ride by in her daddy’s carriage. You didn’t really think she was serious when she batted those long lashes at you, did you? Why, she’s just toyin’ with you, boy—havin’ fun. Heard this mornin’ Horace Carrington declared himself. They’s gonna be married come September.”

Hooking his fists up toward his chin, Boris grinned. “Face it, Chantz. You just ain’t got a lot to offer. That prize cock between yer legs might be good enough for mud daubers like your mama, but it ain’t ever gonna buy you a smidgen of class.”

Boris lunged and swung.

Chantz stepped aside, drove his fist into Boris’s ribs, lifting the reigning boxing champ off his feet and sending him stumbling through the cautiously silent spectators who parted like the Red Sea out of his way. Chantz hit him again, felt the man’s ribs snap like old pinewood—again— driving his knuckles into the soft underside of Boris’s jaw—again—drilling the man’s shattered nose like a battering ram.

Boris hit the ground with a groan, his head resting in a pile of fresh horse manure that steamed around his ears.

Anger a red haze, Chantz went for him again only to be suddenly hauled back on his heels, hands clutching his arms and braced against his shirtless, sweating chest as several men dropped to their knees and slapped Boris’s smashed face in an attempt to revive him.

“Is he dead?” a voice, high pitched with excitement, shouted.

“If he ain’t, he aught t’be,” came the solemn response.

Someone flung water from a tin pail over Boris’s face. He sputtered, thrashed like a man drowning before gagging and gasping and clutching at his nose with a howl of pain. He blinked glassy, swollen eyes at Chantz as he struggled to sit up.

Chantz pointed one finger at him and said through his teeth, “You ever call my mama a mud dauber again, Wilcox, and I’ll kill you. That’s a promise.”

Bud Bovier, owner of the Bovier Livery and promoter of the weekly boxing matches, slapped a wad of money into Chantz’s hand and shoved him toward the door. “You best git while the gittin’s good, Chantz. I ain’t havin’ nobody killed in my livery, no sir.”

Grabbing Chantz’s shirt from the ground, Bud tossed it at him. “Go take out your anger someplace else. Buy you a bottle of whiskey and one of Meesha’s girls.”

Lowering his voice, his heavy brow furrowing with concern, Bud added with a touch of sympathy, “Take no mind to him, buck. Half the time Boris ain’t got the good sense God gave a mud bug.” He forced a smile. “Get on now. Ain’t none of us here care to see you hang over a bastard like Boris. He ain’t worth the horse dung in his ears right now.”

Outside the livery, his jaw suddenly throbbing like hell and the coppery taste of blood in his mouth turning his stomach, Chantz plunged his head and shoulders into a trough, hoping the cool water would assuage his fury before he kicked in the livery door and tore into Boris again with something more life threatening than his fists.

He wasn’t certain what made him madder. Boris’s insult to Chantz’s mother and his heritage, or the news that Phyllis Buley—the woman whose legs he’d crawled between the previous night and every time she came scratchingat his door—the woman who vowed she adored him and couldn’t live without him, was about to marry someone else. Not simply someone else. Son of a bitch Horace Carrington.

He kicked the trough, then the hitching post, causing a sorrel mule to turn its long sad face toward him and flick its ears.

Son of a bitch Horace Carrington.

Speak of the devil . . .

Lights from La Madeleinespilled out the double glass doors and the broad window, illuminating the highly polished brass fittings on Carrington’s rig whereon Nathan, a Negro driver in red livery, sat, cap pulled low over his eyes as he napped in the heat.

 La Madeleinesupplied the only upscale eating establishment in town—the finest food outside of New Orleans. Or so Chantz had heard. Not that he would know personally. Even if he had the money to waste on French cuisine served on bone-china plates, the proprietor, Nelson Barlow, required his customers to “dress accordingly” inside his establishment—and Chantz didn’t own a suit. Hell, he was doing good to manage a decent pair of boots every few years. In fact, he suspected that folks paid more for a room for one night at Barlow’s La Madeleinethan Chantz did for a month’s worth of sorry beans and the weevil-infested cornmeal Charlie Johnson of Johnson’s Mercantile sold to his less esteemed customers.

His hand crushing the prize money in his pocket, Chantz considered waving it under Johnson’s nose and demanding clean cornmeal for a change.

To hell with it. Money was just too damn precious, and besides, he didn’t mind a few weevils in his corn pone. As his mother always said, “We need all the meatwe can get. Besides, the damn bugs add a bit a flavor to the bread.”

He put on his shirt, blotted sweat and water from his face with his shirtsleeve, ran his fingers through his hair in an attempt to tame it back from his eyes—not that it would do a damn bit of good. The heavy dark mass had a life of its own. It spilled in a wave over his brow and loose curls over his collar. Most men slicked their hair back with Macassar oil, but Chantz would have none of that. God forbid that he bow to decorum . . . fatherless bastard that he was.

The threat of more rain rumbled overhead like a portent of Chantz’s intent as he moved toward the hotel, mud sucking at his boots and the afternoon humidity thick as cane syrup in his nostrils. More than a few heads turned to watch him pass—most knowing that when Chantz got that look in his eye, trouble would soon erupt. Just last month the sheriff had hauled him into jail because he’d punched Silas Stuckshead hard enough to send him flying through the dry-goods window. Certainly it was a sorry state of affairs when a man could publicly thrash a Negro child yet Chantz was the one dragged to jail for stopping the brutality.

Women up and down the wooden walks, attired in their town dresses of silks and taffetas belled over hoop frames, tittered to one another behind their ornate fans and batted their lashes at Chantz as he slogged ankle deep in the mud toward La Madeleine.While most of the time he found amusement in their flirtations, today they only incensed him further. Because, just like Phyllis Buley, not a one of them would publicly acknowledge that they would be more than happy to let him slide between their sheets at night.

The hotel lobby—lush with carved paneled walls where hung massive paintings depicting French hunting scenes, tapestries, and portraits of royalty—smelled of stale cigar smoke and floral perfume. There was burgundy velvet upholstered furniture piled with rug-covered pillows, and massive frilly-leafed ferns in wicker stands cluttering every corner. Crystal chandeliers imported from Versailles hung from the ceilings. The highly polished wood floors reflected the sparkling prisms like mirrors.

The scattering of hotel guests all turned to watch Chantz, hair dripping sweat and trough water, boots tracking on the floor, cross the lobby toward the salon de cuisine.As he paused at the sheer-draped open French doors and swept his gaze over the patrons sitting at white linen-covered tables with candles and glittering crystal and silver, the murmuring of quiet conversation faded to a heavy silence. Anticipation hovered in the air as thick as the mud on the soles of Chantz’s boots.

The maître d’, with a horrified expression, stepped in front of Chantz, blocking his entry. “Monsieur,”he purred with a thin smile, “I’m afraid there’s been some mistake? You’re looking for the saloon, oui?” 

“No,” he snapped, shoving the man aside. “I’m looking for Phyllis Buley.”

He found her then, sitting stiff as a rake handle across from her fiancé, her lovely face beet red and her brown eyes glazed with horror. She would not, of course, meet his eyes. To do so would be a form of acknowledgment, and he highly suspected at that moment that the lastthing she wanted to acknowledge was that Chantz Boudreaux had ever been born.

His lips curling, Chantz moved toward her.

Horace Carrington slowly stood, spilling his napkinto the floor. His normally pale complexion bleached whiter—his lips as blue as if he’d been submersed in ice water. As his high brow shimmered with sweat, his pale blue eyes narrowed with threat. Chantz and Horace had stood toe-to-toe enough times that Chantz knew that if pressed hard enough Horace’s temper would snap like dry tinder.

A hand slammed onto Chantz’s shoulder, stopping him in his tracks. Fred Buley, Phyllis’s father, smiled up into Chantz’s eyes. Except there was no friendliness to the thin curl of Fred’s mouth. And the grip on Chantz’s shoulder burned into the muscle like a dagger blade.

“I wouldn’t, Chantz,” Fred said softly, still smiling, his bushy salt-and-pepper eyebrows drawing together.

To the spellbound spectators it must have seemed like two old friends were passing pleasantries. But Chantz recognized there was no pleasantness whatsoever in Buley’s narrowed eyes. His breath smelled of the expensive bourbon he’d been drinking with his meal—a great deal of bourbon, judging by the way he slurred his words. The blue-steel color of his slicked back hair added to the effect of his gray eyes that were speaking volumes, as was the flush of anger on his jowls.

“You may be a touch on the wild side, friend, but you’re not stupid. I like you, Chantz. And I know that you and my boy Andrew are quite friendly. But that won’t stop me from cutting your throat if I thought you had more to say to my little girl than congratulations on her betrothal to Mr. Carrington.”

Fred smoothed the front of Chantz’s wrinkled shirt, then reached into his coat and withdrew a pair of Cuban cigars, tucked them into Chantz’s hand.“You run on now. Folks here spent a great deal of money to enjoy their food. We wouldn’twant to spoil it for them, would we? Wouldwe, Chantz?” The smile again. “Good fellow. Good-bye,Mr. Boudreaux.”

Chantz cut his eyes to Phyllis again, prim in a pink silk gown with a high collar of fine lace snug around her throat, her brown hair partially swept up with ringlets and pink ribbons spilling down her back. She looked demure and fresh as a peach blossom. Hardly the same vixen who had, the previous night, made love to him with an expertise that would shame most of Meesha’s girls.

Then he looked to Carrington, still standing, fists clenched as inconspicuously as possible at his sides, jaws knotted like cypress knees. As a boy, only son of one of the wealthiest planters in the area, Horace had been a prissy little snot who got his jollies from verbal and physical cruelty to man and animal alike. As an adult, he was worse. Cruelty had become ambition to Horace . . . not to mention recreational. Chantz wondered what Fred Buley would think if he witnessed his future son-in-law hanging from wrist irons in Meesha’s Pleasure Palace while naked women beat his privates with willow whips.

Hell, the two of them deserved each other.

As Chantz turned on his heels and left the salon, an explosion of excited conversation erupted behind him. Bud Bovier was right, he thought. He needed several stiff bourbons and Meesha’s raunchiest whore.




The Pleasure Palace, a three-story clapboard structure painted purple with lemon-yellow shutters, was located on a bluff overlooking the river, far enough from town so when business heated to the boiling point the township wouldn’t be offended. River traffic was good. Boats could dock right at Meesha’s doors and clients could slip in and out of the establishment without showing their faces.

There were no boats today, however. Thanks to continued rains the river was up and fast and growing more dangerous by the hour. Chantz suspected that another couple of days of such torrents and his employer would be faced with another crop disaster. Life at Holly Plantation would, once again, become intolerable. He was damn glad Max Hollinsworth hadn’t yet returned from France to see his farm sink like a leaky ship for the second time in four years. Of course, there was His Royal Pain in the Ass Tylor Hollinsworth to deal with. But Tylor was too damn stupid and lazy to care one way or another about his father’s farm.

Meesha’s raunchiest whore was a six-foot-tall quadroon beauty, Virginia, but the way shedrawled it made her sound real nasty—especially after Chantz had imbibed half a bottle of the house’s finest Irish whiskey purchased with the money he’d won by pounding Boris Wilcox to a pulp.

With his fingers twisted in Virginia’s hair, his eyes closed and his teeth clenched and his body sweating, Chantz worked his hips hard against Virginia, who sprawled face-down across the plush bed.

Looking over her shoulder, her dark-as-night eyes admiring him as her full lips pouted, Virginia said, “You is a sweet, sweet person, Chantz, but you gots a fire in you tonight. Tylor Hollinsworth been diggin’ at you agin, honey man?”

He shook his head and as Virginia rolled to her back, he sank down on her, slid his body back into hers, more gently this time. She sighed in pleasure. Her legs curled around his back as he rocked her, easy at first, then faster, until their skin shone with sweat and the smell of the act scented the air like a rich aphrodisiac. She ground her pelvis up and hard against him, swirled her tongue inside his mouth, clenched his buttocks in her long fingers until control shattered. The bed battered the wall, the sheets tore from themattress. Her head falling back and her mouth open, Virginia clawed at his back as a cry rushed up her throat.

With a last deep thrust, Chantz spilled himself; each throb inside her was a sublime finale of the tension that had built in him throughout the day. He collapsed on her, his face buried in the crook of her neck that smelled like magnolia blossoms—sweet floral heat that made him think of sultry summer mornings . . . and something else . . .

Someone beat on the wall, and a woman’s voice called, “Chantz Boudreaux, you in there?”

“ ’Course that’s Chantz!” another shouted. “Who else in this town bangs the damn plaster off the walls!”

Virginia’s arms slid around him as she chuckled. “You is in fine form tonight, honey man. You is the only one who do that for me. I thank you for that.”

“Phyllis Buley is getting married,” he said against her throat.

“I heard. Horace Carrington. Meesha says she’s gonna wrap up a pair of wrist irons and a blindfold and give it to Miss Phyllis for a weddin’ present.” She turned Chantz’s face toward hers, and smiled into his eyes. “She done broke your heart, Chantz?”

He rolled to his back and stared at the ceiling and tried to reason exactly what he was feeling. Mad, mostly. He was good enough to scratch Phyllis’s itch when she got one, but not good enough to spare even a glance at in public. Thinking of the money in his pants, he imagined buying himself a suit, wondered if Phyllis would be so quick to turn up her nose at him then, then he realized it would take more than a suit to impress a woman like Phyllis Buley, soon to be Carrington.

Fine. One of these days he would have enough money saved to buy his own piece of land—the money he’d wontoday would help. There wasn’t another overseer in the state as good as he at raising up tall, sweet cane; even if he had to plant and harvest by himself, he’d turn that goddamn sugarcane into a gold mine. One of these years, the Buleys and Carringtons and all the others who looked down their pompous noses at him would be doffing their hats and moving off the sidewalk out of respect as he passed.

Virginia left the bed and walked to a basin. She bathed then moved the basin to the bed and began to gently clean Chantz with a silk cloth and warm water. Her gaze moved lovingly over his body.

“You been fightin’ at Bovier’s agin, ain’t you? Dem is some mean bruises. You gonna hurt tomorrow. Who you done beat up now?”

“Boris Wilcox.”

Her eyebrows shot up and she tutted. “He a mean man, Chantz. Don’t be foolin’ with him.”

“He called my mother a mud dauber.”

“They is worse than bein’ called a mud dauber.”

“No there isn’t.” He left the bed, walked naked to the window that looked out over the moving brown water of the Mississippi.

Lights glowed from the tarpaper shanties perched on the bluffs and banks of the river. The people who built their houses with tarpaper and mud were shiftless, filthy, lice-infested individuals who survived by thievery and a fair amount of throat cutting. They robbed the planters blind of crops and stock and were known to spread disease, including yellow fever.

No, there was nothing worse than mud daubers . . . except the yellow plague itself.

Virginia moved up behind him. Her hands slid over hisback, traced the ridges of his muscles, eased down to lightly brush his buttocks. “One of these days, Chantz, you gonna get what is comin’ to you. Be patient. Man as honest and hardworkin’ as you will be rewarded.”

“I’m not getting any younger, Virginia.”

“What are you, thirty? Honey man, you just movin’ into your prime. Some day soon you gonna find yourself a fine young woman and settle down—beget you some young’uns—”

“No.” He shook his head. His chest suddenly felt tight and the familiar hot anger coiled in his belly. “No way in hell would I bring a child into my world. I won’t have him looked down on because he lives out back of the big house instead of in it. I won’t have my son ridiculed by the likes of Horace Carrington. And I sure as hell won’t have him eating bad cornmeal and wearing other folks’ hand-me-downs because his father was born under the bed instead of in it.”

“You just too damn proud for your own good, Chantz. Not to mention angry. You got too much fire burnin’ in you—”

“You saying I don’t have a right to be angry?” He looked around at her. His jaw worked.

Her dark eyes searched his. “Ain’t a man or woman with any conscience in this town who don’t recognize your right to be angry and respect you for the honorable way you’ve handled yourself. You’ve grown to be the best damn overseer in Louisiana. You take good care of your mama. And you’re a good friend to the other planters. I hear ’em talk, Chantz. Most of ’em regard you highly. Very highly.”

He grinned. “Obviously not so highly as to let me court their daughters.”

“Phyllis Buley ain’t worth you. She might be prettierthan most, but she got the heart of a rattlesnake. You want that kind of woman raisin’ your babies?”

Sliding her long arms around his waist, she breathed into his ear and said in a low and husky voice tinged with a touch of sadness, “I dread the day you find the right woman, Chantz. ’Cause if you love as intensely as you crave respect and success, I won’t ever get to hold you in my arms again. Honey man, that is gonna be the saddest day of my life.”




Chantz smoked one of Fred Buley’s cigars as he headed back to Bovier’s Livery to collect his horse and supplies. The night was made blacker by the clouds lying low and threatening more rain. The streets were empty, the businesses dark, but for the hotel where Chantz paused to look through the high, wide windows into the salon de cuisine,at the diners dressed in their finery and enjoying food that looked more like works of art than something to load in their stomachs. The smell of baking bread drifted out to remind him that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

His body was starting to suffer from the pounding he’d taken that afternoon from Boris Wilcox, who was no doubt hurting a hell of a lot worse than Chantz. Son of a bitch deserved it, for more reasons than his calling Chantz’s mother a mud dauber.

Recent rumors had been circulating that Wilcox had become involved with the paddy rollers, a group of cutthroat poor white men who helped subsidize their sorry lives by coercing slaves into pilfering pigs, calves, sheep, wheat, and corn—anything they could get their hands on, including household items, believing that in turn the rollers would help them buy their way out of bondage—or escape to the North. The paddy rollers sold the stolen goods at the market for a tidy profit. Those same rollers then took sadistic delightin chasing down the runaways they were supposedly helping with blood-hungry dogs in order to collect the rewards.

If Wilcox ever messed with Holly workers, the beating Chantz had given him earlier would pale in comparison.

The men moved out of the alley darkness so fast Chantz barely had time to look around before he was grabbed by the hair and shirt collar and slammed against the Mercantile brick wall. The night exploded in white light and pain that ripped through his head like a lightning strike. Fists drove into his back and ribs, kicking the air out of his lungs. Then he was spun around—knuckles cracked across his cheek, sending him careening backward over several empty hogsheads where he landed facedown in the mud.

He struggled to lift his head, to think—too damn much pain, he couldn’t breathe—

A booted foot crashed into his side with enough impact to lift him off the ground and fling him onto his back. Again, harder, so he writhed and twisted in an attempt to escape the pain and the kick he knew was coming. Rolling onto his belly, he tried to rock onto his knees.

“That’s it,” a voice laughed. “Crawl, Boudreaux. That’s where scum like you belong. In the dirt on his belly.”

Then someone grabbed a fistful of his hair, yanked back his head, and hauled him to his knees.

He heard himself groan as the impact on his face snapped his head back. His body floated backward, hit the ground like dead weight, arms useless as unconsciousness crawled through his brain, and pain like sharp teeth tore through his head. He tried to fight it—attempted to open his eyes that were blinded by mud and blood.

Hands clutched at his clothes, dug into his pockets

“What the devil is going on back there?” someone shouted from the street.

“Get the hell out of here,” a voice near him urged . . .

He floated on pain.

“Chantz? Good God, what have they done to you? Chantz? Can you hear me?”

He struggled to open his eyes, glimpsed Andrew Buley’s hazy, shocked features hovering over him. Twisting his muddy fist into Drew’s shirt, he managed through his bleeding teeth, “Son of a bitch stole my money.”






Two 




He thought the roaring was in his head.Chantz slowly opened his eyes, anticipating another stab of intense pain between his temples. How long had he floated in and out of consciousness? One day? Two? There were vague memories of Andrew Buley hauling him in a wagon to the shanty in the woods where Chantz buried himself when he needed a place to escape . . . or meet women—the women like Phyllis Buley who wouldn’t be caught dead with him in public.

The roaring again, like constant thunder. The bed under him vibrated.

Gritting his teeth against the pain in his side, Chantz struggled to sit up. The bare room spun around him and the effort to breathe sent a knife blade of heat through his chest. He recalled, then, what had happened to him. Recalled lying helplessly on his back while someone dug the money from his pocket. Boris Wilcox? Horace Carrington? Tylor Hollinsworth?

He would find out, of course, if it was the last thing he ever did.

He finally managed to stand. Pain cut up under his rib so sharply the breath rushed from him. The open doorway rocked from side to side like a boat on troubled water. He staggered toward it, gripping his ribs, swallowing the copper-tasting old blood in his mouth.

The shanty’s small main room consisted of a fireplace with hook and iron pot for cooking, a sideboard, a crude table, and two ladder-back chairs with husk seats. Chantz plowed into the table, knocking a tin cup to the floor, leaned heavily on it until he could collect his balance enough to focus on the door.

The table beneath him trembled like a terrified rabbit.

Realization crawled in his throbbing head, and a flash of panic speared through him. He stumbled to the cabin’s door and flung it open. Heat drove him back momentarily as he did his best to focus on the surreal world outside the shanty. Briefly, he wondered if he was hallucinating again.

Dense black and green clouds boiled just over the high tree-tops, turning the daylight into a sickly dim haze. The air felt ominously still and thick with impending rain. More rain, by the looks of the saturated ground and the waterlogged branches of trees drooping toward the earth.

Chantz stepped from the shanty and moved unsteadily along the wheel-rutted tracks, his boots splashing through standing water. Breaking into a slow run, he followed the ruts to the road that was pitiful during the best of weather. Now it was a mire of mud that sucked at his feet as he followed it around the bend and—

The roaring cacophony vibrated his eardrums as he stared out at the roiling brown water that was fast eating up the earth in its wake. The deep crack of snapping timberpunctuated the violence and power of the driving, boiling force, followed by an explosion of thunder and a sudden wall of wind that nearly knocked him from his feet. With it came rain driving fiercely, skewering his skin like needles. He couldn’t breathe, and he was forced to turn his back to the wind and brace his legs to keep from being driven into the water.

That’s when he saw the woman.

Surely he was imagining things—hallucinating again, thanks to his brains being beaten to a pulp. He blinked and, shielding his eyes from the rain, focused on the water again.

Caught like flotsam amid a dam of brush and timbers, she floated facedown in the yellow, turbid waters of the storm-driven Mississippi, her dark red hair like a silken web around her head. The raging currents had stripped the clothes from her body. Her flesh glowed like moonlight, pale as alabaster, against the swirling mud.

“Jesus,” he whispered.

No chance in Hades she could be alive. He’d be stupid to risk wading into that torrent, especially in his sorry condition. Although she was caught up in a brake of snagged-up brush, he knew the dam could and would give at any moment.

And if she wasn’t dead now, she would be.

He cursed.

Rain drove into Chantz’s back as he stumbled to the water and waded in up to his chest. Debris slammed into him with the force of a mule’s kick, driving him under. Suddenly the world became a rushing brown wall that sucked him deep and clawed his face with tree branches. He fought them, lungs aching, legs kicking; he planted his feet and lunged upward. His head breaking the water, he gasped for air and searched for the woman—there!—his handsreached for her, tangled in her hair, drew her toward him until he could wrap his arms around her.

Hauling her out of the water and onto the shoal, he collapsed to his knees. The woman sprawled beneath him, facedown, skin pale as pearl, hair a fiery skein of wet silk in his hands. Her flesh felt warm, still. He pressed his dark hands against her slender back and began pumping, cursing.

“Breathe, dammit. Breathe.”

She moved. Just slightly. Moaned.

“Breathe.”

She vomited, then gasped. Her arms thrashed, as if she were still fighting the water. “I won’t!” she cried. “I won’t do it, damn you. You can’t make me!” With a violent shudder, she lay still again.

Blinking the rain from his eyes, Chantz carefully rolled her over, swept the tangle of hair from her colorless face. Blinked again and covered his eyes with one hand—he’d never believed in specters, or haints, as Rosie liked to call the undead, but damn if he wasn’t looking at one now.

The vision of the young woman’s flawless, stunning features sat him back on his heels. The driving rain felt suffocating; focused on the churning river of water and mud, the thought occurring to him that maybe he’d died in that goddamn alley. Maybe he was on a spiral straight to hell and this face was the first to greet him: a succubus. Temptation personified. The embodiment of seduction. The female serpent of Eden who drove intelligent grown men to a fever pitch of sexual stupidity.

But Maureen Broussard was dead, fifteen years ago this summer.

The woman groaned again.

His gaze flashed down her naked body. His mouthturned dry and his skin hot, despite the bite of the cool rain and wind that whipped the roaring water into white peaks.

Chantz, gritting his teeth against the pain in his own abused body, lifted the woman into his arms, tossed her over his shoulder, and made his way, stumbling, along the washed-out road-bed to the shanty nestled under the sprawling oak trees. He carried her into the bedroom, dumped her on the bed, and flung a sheet across her, backed away as if her presence were as threatening as a timber rattler prepared to strike.

Sinking back against the wall, he closed his eyes and waited for the pounding of his heart to ease.

As thunder shook the house, memories stirred. He hadn’t pondered on them for years; though, occasionally, when he rode by the blackened ruins of the deserted old plantation on the high grounds overlooking the river, he would briefly allow himself to recall the occurrence that had crumbled the grandest house in the area. Not just the area, but one of the finest homes in Louisiana. Belle Jarod. Jewel of the River Road. A palace built by a man’s obsession and love for a woman who would ultimately bleed him dry of his last dollar and dignity and shatter his heart, not to mention his sanity.

Chantz frowned and walked again to the bed. He lit the lamp next to it, then stood staring down into the woman’s face. His skin warmed.

It wasn’t possible. Maureen Broussard was dead. Max Hollinsworth had buried her. Or what was left of her after the fire that burned most of Belle Jarod to the ground. Max wasn’t a man given much to any emotion but spite and meanness, but in this instance he’d fallen to his knees and blubbered like a baby into his hands. Chantz had always wondered why. Because Max had truly been in love with his best friend’s wife? Or because he was burying his only hope of getting his greedy hands on Belle Jarod?

Knowing Max, it was the latter. Then again, Maureen Jarod Broussard had a way of looking into a man’s eyes and upending his soul. She had been a whore with a tempter’s body and an angel’s face.

Something stirred deep down as Chantz studied the woman’s features. Only, he realized as he stood there with the roar of the river trembling the house that this was no woman. Not yet. She was an eyelash flutter from crossing that finite line into womanhood. Oh, she had the body, all right. The mouth that could tempt a saint. The smooth as marble flesh that made men think of lapping sweet rich cream. But there was yet a softness about her features that made him think of the young women who attended the St. Elizabeth’s Academy for Young Ladies in New Orleans, the ones who coyly smiled and batted their lashes at him when he rode by.

Again, his mind tumbled back to that sultry afternoon, not unlike this one, his lazing under the sprawling, twisted old oak while the oppressive heat of the day made his clothes cling to his skin, while the whirring of cicadas in the grass and trees pulsated like a slow heartbeat in the heavy air.

He and Max Hollinsworth had been returning to Holly House from Baton Rouge. Max had risked one last visit to Maureen, thinking her husband, Jack, would not be returning from New Orleans until the next day. Sitting there in the sweltering heat, listening to the deep growl of thunder from an approaching storm, Chantz had heard them laugh. Saw Maureen dance through her bedroom balcony door dressed only in a shift, so thin she might as well have been wearing nothing, her torrent of dark red hair pouring over her white breasts and shoulders.

She had looked down and seen him there, under the tree, and her ruby lips had curled, her lashes had lowered.She’d leaned over the balcony rail, giving him an unobstructed view of her scantily clad bosom.

“Why, Chantz Boudreaux, you’re becoming quite the handsome young man. You got a lady friend, Chantz?”

“No, ma’am,” he’d answered, and her smile had grown and her eyes had narrowed.

“That’s too bad. Come see me sometime and I’ll give you a few pointers on what it takes to charm a woman off her feet.”

Then he’d watched Max Hollinsworth tear away what little clothes she wore and mount her right there against the wall. And even as Max thrust himself into her, she had turned her eyes down to Chantz’s and smiled.

Jack Broussard had found them that way.

Juliette. Could it be? All grown up, a woman herself now? The child who had clung to his neck and screamed for her papa as flames licked so high into the sky it seemed even the thunderous clouds blazed with them.

Had Juliette come home, back to Belle Jarod, at long last?

Returning to the main room, Chantz prodded at the embers in the hearth and tossed in a handful of tinder. The flames soon fingered the twilight shadows, as lulling as the drone of rain on the roof.

There had been times over the last years when the slightest-hint of smoke had roused those best forgotten memories. Mostly he remembered the silence and the stillness, like those moments before a lightning strike. Remembered the expression on Jack Broussard’s face during those moments after he’d found his wife and best friend together— his eyes pools of pain. More pain than anger . . . initially.

The thought had struck Chantz in that moment of looking into Jack’s tormented face, as Chantz stood in Belle’s open front door with storm winds scattering leaves around his legs and over Belle’s cypress floors, that if loving awoman could so unman a man then he would have to think long and hard about doing it. He’d reminded himself as he grew older, most men didn’t love their women like Jack loved Maureen. Then again . . . there weren’t a hell of a lot of women like Maureen. None, as a matter of fact, and that was probably a damn good thing. Man simply wasn’t created with enough willpower to resist her kind of temptation.

Chantz located a bottle of whiskey in the sideboard, tucked behind a tin of coffee and a jar of Rosie’s kraut.

Taking a long drink straight from the bottle, he turned his eyes again to the bedroom door.

Surely he would return to that room and discover he had dreamed that he fished Maureen Broussard from the river. No, not Maureen. Couldn’t be. He’d helped Max bury Jack’s wife under the old live oak overlooking the grand spread of cane Jack and his Negroes had sweated over all summer.

Could it be . . . Juliette? The exquisitely beautiful child with untameable hair and flashing eyes like green fire?

Chantz took another deep drink and sank into a chair.

He could still recall the day he’d first discovered that there was more than friendship going on between Max and Maureen. Rosie, Maxwell’s cook, had been occupied by kitchen duties, and Chantz, only fourteen at the time, had been summoned up from the field and ordered to “occupy” the little girl while Max and Maureen discussed “business” in the house.

Juliette had been a handful. Although Chantz was no stranger to children, often overseeing the Negro children while their parents worked, Juliette had tried his patience to extremes. She’d been saucy, rebellious, and so full of excess energy he had been hard pressed not to lock her in the storehouse. She’d managed to fall down Holly’s steps beforehe could catch her, severely cutting her knee, and although her lower lip had pouted in a charming way, not a solitary tear had fallen. Chantz had hauled her in his arms to Max’s office with the intention of summoning her mother, but the sounds he’d heard through the door had frozen him in his tracks.

So he’d carried her off to the kitchen located a distance from the house where Rosie had clucked and tutted and murmured under her breath that “somebody gonna git killed one of these days over that hussy woman.”

Juliette hadn’t so much as whimpered as Rosie ministered to her injury, and Chantz had rewarded her with a piece of ho’hound sweetened with molasses candy. She’d rewarded him with a kiss on his cheek and a “Merci, Monsieur.” 

His head and body pounding with pain and whiskey thrumming in a slow heat through his veins, Chantz could almost feel Juliette’s lips on his cheek again—except those lips didn’t belong to a child any longer. Far from it.

Damn, he was tired. He’d come to this deep-woods shanty to spend a few days alone. Rest and solitude went a long way toward extinguishing the temper that more often than not these days got the better of him. He’d had it up to his throat with Tylor Hollinsworth. One more slur out of his mouth and Chantz was going to drive his fist through Tylor’s teeth. Or worse. And that’s what had started to bother him the most. His hatred for the soft son of a bitch was going to prompt him to murder if he didn’t get control of himself.

But Tylor Hollinsworth was going to be the least of Chantz’s problems. Judging by the looks of that river, Holly House Plantation, and its crops, were going to be several feet under water. Max Hollinsworth had been scrambling to recover from the flood that wiped him out two years ago.This disaster could put him in the poor house, and he was going to want to take out his anger on someone . . . and that someone was usually Chantz.

No doubt about it, plenty were going to suffer under Max’s tirades. The thought of it made Chantz turn up his bottle and drink until it felt as if his throat and stomach were going to ignite.

Christ, he wanted to sleep. He needed a bed. The whiskey pooled like thick molasses between his ears, and if he didn’t lie down he was going to fall down.

But there was a woman in his bed. A naked woman. With the face and body of a whoring witch who was probably burning in Hell at that very moment for her wicked ways—who had no doubt dragged a few souls down with her—other women’s husbands, mostly.

Tossing the empty bottle aside, he returned to the bed. She slept still, her face turned toward the lamplight, her long lashes like rusty feathers upon her smooth cheeks. There had only been one other woman put on God’s earth with a mouth like that, a cupid’s bow pink as a pomegranate, the tips slightly turned up making her look always as if she were about to break into a smile. And the chin— obstinate. The brows sweeping as egret wings.

“Open your eyes,” he said softly, a bit drunkenly, he realized as the room shifted dizzily. “Open your eyes and I’ll know for certain if you’re Maureen’s little girl.”

They would be turbulent, of course. Stubborn. Challenging. Lustful. At odds with her angelic features. Sparkling pools of heartbreak.

The bed creaked as he eased down beside her, stretched his body out, groaned as his head rested on the goose-down pillow.

The woman shifted, rolled, and nestled against him. Herlips parted with a soft sigh. Her eyes opened, briefly, a flash of color that reminded him of the deep rich green of magnolia leaves. Then she drifted off again.

Chantz listened to her breathe, felt the warmth of her body ooze through him, easing the raw pain of his injuries. As the rain drove harder against the roof, he closed his eyes and returned to that sultry summer afternoon, with the heavy scent of jasmine in the still air, and saw Maureen on the Belle Jarod balcony, peering down at him, smile and eyes like temptation personified . . .

Only it wasn’t Maureen, but the woman next to him whose soft, tangled hair coiled over his chest. Whose complexion glowed pale as magnolia blossoms. Whose full naked breasts were like china globes in the golden light.

And it wasn’t Max Hollinsworth who took her against the wall. But himself.




For a blurry, confused moment Chantz thought he’d dreamed the whole thing: the incident in the alley . . . the flood that was surely, in that very moment, washing Maxwell’s sugarcane into the Gulf of Mexico . . . fishing a red-haired siren out of the water.

No such luck because the siren stood in the bedroom doorway draped in his only clean shirt, hair a fiery shadow around her pale face. There was no mistaking those eyes. They were enormous and flashing with challenge. On any other woman her red lips would look sullen. On this woman, however, they were as alluring as the sweet meat of a ripe plum. And her legs . . . long and slender beneath his shirttails. Apparently she didn’t care in the least that her knees were showing.

Stiff and sore, Chantz raised up on one elbow, watched as she approached him, cautious, her hands fisted andpressed to her breasts as if the act would somehow hide the way she filled out his shirt. She appeared mesmerized by him and studied his face as if she expected to discover the meaning of life in his eyes.

“Hello,” he said softly.

She jumped and backed away a step, tipped her head to one side, and studied him intensely.

“You want to tell me what you were doing in the river?”

She shook her head, no.

“Can you talk?” He grinned.

Her expression became as dark and turbulent as the storm crashing over the cabin. Still, she advanced, stopped by the bed so the light of the oil lamp cast her profile in soft gold. Her hand reached out. Fingertips brushed his hair, touched the swelling on his brow, lightly traced the curve of his cheek, hesitated briefly at the laceration she found there—she frowned—then continued to his chin that needed shaving.

He caught her wrist; although she flinched and acted as if she would attempt to flee, he held on.

“Shhh,” he soothed her, and eased his grip on her arm. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Lifting her wrist to his mouth, he pressed the soft, pale underside to his lips, as if he were attempting to calm the child he had once held, her face smeared with soot and flushed by heat, eyes streaming with tears and rain. Then he had made a funny noise with his lips against her wrist— as his own mother had done when he was a child and frightened—then her light, melodious laughter had bubbled up through her whimpers and her tears had dried.

But he made no funny noise now. She was no longer a child, after all. Far from it.

He brushed the delicate pale place with a kiss that madeher gasp. Made her soft lips part. Made her eyes that were full of lamp fire grow wider and brighter.

And something shifted in his chest: an unfamiliar emotion that made his senses expand to a keen pain that brought a rise of sweat to his flesh and robbed him of breath.

“Juliette,” he murmured, “you’ve grown up.”

The sound of her name drew a harsh breath from her. A look of shock followed by fear twisted her features and she lunged away, breaking his hold on her arm. She spun on her heels and fled the room. The next thing he heard was the front door slamming open against the wall and the drone of hard rain.

Chantz rolled from the bed and ran to the open door. He struck out through the rain, stumbled, clutched his side, forged through the night darkness in pursuit, sliding in the deepening mud and splashing through broad puddles. What the devil was she about? If she wasn’t careful she would find herself in the river again. He sure as hell didn’t intend to dive into the swollen Mississippi in the dark.

The growl of the roiling water magnified. He ran harder, his heartbeat quickening as he lost sight of her amid the trees—hell, maybe she was a ghost after all—then she reappeared, just a flash of white before dissolving again into the darkness.

“Stop!” he yelled. Useless. The rain and river drowned the sound of his voice.

He saw her then, at the bluff ’s ledge, shirt whipped by the wind and gnashed by the rain. Christ, she was going to jump—

“Juliette, don’t do it!” he shouted.

The sound of his voice brought her head around. She stared at him like a terrified doe, as if with the slightest provocation she would bound off the precipice into oblivion.

“Get the hell away from there!” he told her.

“Stay away from me! I’ll jump!”

He moved toward her. She backed away, until little more than air kept her from plummeting toward the river. He froze and looked hard into her frightened yet determined eyes.

“Why are you doing this?” he demanded.

“I won’t go back. You can’t make me!”

“Go back where? What are you talking about?”

She looked over her shoulder, at the water below.

He moved closer. Closer. Stopping short as she turned her eyes on him again. Her white face looked sad. Hopelessness weighed on her slender shoulders.

“I would rather be dead!” she cried, and tottered. Her arms flailed.

Chantz lunged, snagged the shirt in his fingers.

Her weight drove the air from him as they hit the ground and rolled, over and over, coming to rest at last in a tangle of pine needles and jasmine vines.

Her fists pounded him. “Je vous maudis! Allez ‡ l’enfer!”she cried, and drove her knee hard into his groin.

Gritting his teeth against the knife-blade pain that ripped through his loins, Chantz pinned her arms to the ground and wedged his knees between her thighs.

“Be still,” he said through his teeth.“Behave before I give you a reason to—stop squirming, dammit!”

Her struggling suddenly stopped. But for the rapid rise and fall of her breasts she lay motionless, her gaze fixed on his, her head resting within a cloud of crushed pale jasmine flowers that scented the air intoxicatingly sweet. Rain beaded on her pale face and ripe lips like tiny dark diamonds.

Most young women in her position at that moment would be fainting of humiliation and fright. Not this one. Damn if she didn’t act as if his body on hers was the mostnatural thing in the world. Damn if she didn’t challenge him with her eyes and the pout of her soft mouth that he ached to kiss in that moment even more than he cared to breathe.

Cursing, he rolled away, struggled to his feet, and pulled her up with him. She swung. He ducked. She kicked. He sidestepped, caught her foot in midair and flipped her backward so she sprawled in a puddle.

Had he been a gentleman, he would have averted his eyes. But he wasn’t a gentleman any more than she was the daughter of a nun. So he stared. And she stared. Rain ran down her face and body and pooled beneath her where the ends of her hair floated with the jasmine blooms.

Finally, and with a guttural curse, he reached for her again, locked his fingers around her wrist, and hauled her onto her feet.

She followed begrudgingly, feet dragging, occasionally sinking her heels into the mud only to have her arm yanked hard enough to nearly topple her. As they neared the shanty’s open front door she gave one last heave against his hold then surrendered. He shoved her into the shanty then kicked the door closed behind them. The dim light of the lantern shimmered off her drenched body and turned his shirt transparent.

“Sit,” he ordered her, and nodded toward a chair. When she looked frantically toward the door once again, he pointed one finger at the tip of her nose. “Forget it, sweet cheeks. I’ll hog-tie you and hang you from a hook. I’m not a patient man and you’ve exceeded my endurance. Next time you run out that door I’ll chase you down and toss your butt in the river myself and good damn riddance. Any woman who would stoop to kneeing a man who is trying to save her life deserves to be bait for gators.”

Her eyes flashed. She swallowed a retort, then turned her back to him and glared into the fire.
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