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      The day Raphael Franco Alvarez met the girl who would become the love of his life dawned no differently than any other day since his father had recalled him to Yves three weeks earlier. It was a fine clear morning for late summer, refreshingly cool, though Raphael knew it would be much warmer by mid-afternoon. A fresh breeze from the Wild Sea blew through the port city, invigorating the men, women, and children already filling the cobblestoned streets despite the early hour.

      Whistling under his breath, Raphael strolled through the Market District in the direction of his favorite bakery. The only trouble with slipping out of the house before anyone else was up was that it tended to cause one to miss breakfast. His stomach grumbled loudly, reminding him that all he had consumed to break his fast that morning was an apple and a hearty slice of cheddar cheese he had swiped from the kitchen on his way out.

      Both had been gone long before he reached the edge of the Market District.

      Raphael breathed deeply, tipping his face up to the sky and taking in the multitude of puffball clouds scudding across its deep blue expanse. What a glorious morning. He’d missed Yves, with its stately hustle and bustle that came from being one of the largest port cities in Selendria.

      The Market District lay between the wealthy financial heart of Yves and the Port District. It was an eclectic blend of cobblestoned streets full of shops built from brick and native gray stone and open-air wooden stalls full of all sorts of wares—everything from fresh fruits and vegetables to spices, jewelry, and more. Given Yves’s year-round mild weather, the stalls were permanent.

      Horses and wagons clip-clopped through the streets, and, very rarely, an automobile made an appearance. Raphael wished to see more of those, but the King had limited how many automobiles could be brought into Yves.

      Someday, he thought, breathing in again and enjoying the fresh air. Unlike other port cities he had visited, both in his native country of Selendria and beyond, the air in Yves always smelled faintly of flowers, never fish.

      With his next breath, he caught the scent of fresh-baked pastry. His stomach rumbled again and he hastened his steps down the cobblestoned street. His favorite bakery lay just around the next corner.

      For all his father’s various—and many—remonstrances about his general lack of character, lack of motivation, and lack of family pride, Raphael could stir himself when the moment called for it. If the choice was to awaken before dawn and thus escape being cooped up in his father’s office all day handling meetings and paperwork or stay abed to get a little more sleep and end up trapped, Raphael would rise early any day of the week. His father, one of the wealthiest textile store merchants in Selendria, had already ensured his youngest son had a daily workload ahead of him.

      Being trapped indoors all day was just petty punishment on Mr. Avarez’s part.

      A month before, Raphael had gotten himself wrapped up with an Elpine merchant’s daughter while he was supposed to be overseeing his father’s store in Selendria’s capital. He had failed to do his inspection and inventory in a timely fashion, which had annoyed his father. If it had been his first offense, Mr. Avarez might have let him off with a warning, but Raphael never failed to find beautiful women to charm wherever he went.

      His father had therefore ordered him home to work in Yves under supervision.

      The loss of freedom was irritating, but Raphael still could not quite bring himself to care. Narissa was a lovely girl and had provided a lovely distraction for a few days. She was not ultimately the one for him, but they had parted on good terms. At least he thought they had. And he would have handled everything his father had entrusted him to manage.

      Eventually.

      Turning the corner, Raphael spotted the bakery. He smiled, already anticipating breakfast. Apart from being renowned throughout Yves and beyond for its bread, this bakery also sold amazing pastries and pies.

      Raphael ducked inside long enough to purchase two of his favorite hand pies—flaky pastry with spinach, ham, and melted feta cheese oozing inside them wrapped in paper—before continuing on his way. His first bite was heaven, and his second was not far behind.

      Munching contentedly, Raphael strolled deeper into the Market District. Though he took umbrage with his father’s idea of all that terribly boring paperwork, he could—and would—stop in and check on the store. But first, he would make his usual morning rounds through the open-air stalls.

      At the intersection where the stone shops gave way to wooden stalls, Raphael glimpsed a familiar figure seated on the cobblestones in a shady corner. Old Man Hoake had once been a soldier in the King’s army, but at some point along the way he had lost an eye and his left arm from the elbow down. He spent his days sitting cross-legged on a dusty rug, a chipped mug set out on the uneven cobblestones before him.

      There were many beggars in Selendria, particularly in the Market District, and Raphael had good reason to suspect not all of them were as poor as they seemed. Indeed, the city overseers kept a sharp watch on the beggars, to separate the truly poor from the grifters.

      Old Man Hoake, however, was as genuine—and as poor—as they came. His saving grace was that despite his body’s failures, his mind remained as sharp as ever. He occupied this corner every day, and he used his good eye to watch everything that went on around him.

      If there was any trouble in this section of the Market District, old Hoake knew who was responsible—and he did not shy away from sharing his information with the vendors and shopkeepers here. As a result, thieves of all ages knew that they could not get by with much in Old Man Hoake’s territory.

      The vendors repaid the old man by giving him little gifts here and there. An extra coin. A sandwich or piece of fruit. A bar of soap.

      Over the years, Raphael had started his own tradition involving the old man when he was home in Yves.

      As he passed Old Man Hoake, he casually set the second of his wrapped hand pies down by Hoake’s knee and dropped a few silver coins into his cup, with no more than a cheerful, “Good morning.”

      “Master Avarez,” the old man called after him. “Thank you, sir.”

      Raphael just shot him a grin over his shoulder without breaking stride. He would have given the old man more, but Hoake had his pride, and Raphael did not wish to make him a target.

      He darted another quick glance over his shoulder. Doubtless the old man had no idea just how extensive Raphael’s knowledge was, but Master Avarez, as Hoake called him, knew that a large portion of the old man’s begging for the day always went to provide for small children who would otherwise go hungry. Yves, like any other city in the world, was not without its share of widows, orphans, and otherwise neglected and forgotten individuals.

      Raphael had the means to ease a little of the burden, and so he did. Quietly, and without any fanfare. His father would no doubt disapprove of his method.

      Lighthearted, Raphael strode on, past wooden stalls displaying glass mirrors and wooden stalls displaying colorful shawls with beaded fringes. Fine porcelain and beautiful wooden carvings soon gave way to stalls containing fruits, vegetables, and other things. He had once asked an apple vendor if she would not rather display her wares in a shop, and she had replied that the open air made foods such as these so much more appealing to customers.

      After a moment’s consideration, he had concluded she was not wrong.

      He cast a casual eye over the stalls as he passed, taking in the earthy browns of potatoes, oranges and yellows of onions and other root vegetables before they gave way to fresher, more colorful vegetables and fruits. A display of peaches, plums, and pears lured him in and he paused long enough to purchase a ripe, golden pear.

      As Raphael turned away from the stall, raising the pear to his mouth for his first luscious bite, he caught sight of a young woman in a green dress holding an animated conversation with the owner of a stall that sold various spices. He was not entirely sure what the young woman was purchasing, but her face, beneath her prim little green hat, was smiling and animated.

      Unlike other women Raphael had passed along his way through the Market District this morning, this young woman did not carry a parasol. Instead, a shopping basket hung on one arm. Her fair, creamy skin and several red curls escaping from beneath her hat marked her as a foreigner and not a native Selendrian. Varangian, probably, he surmised, or possibly Elpine.

      Captivated, Raphael watched her interact with the spice vendor. The vendor—a woman maybe a few years older than Raphael himself—said something and the young woman threw back her head and laughed. Even from here, Raphael could tell it was a real laugh and not that polite, false laugh women sometimes gave when they thought they ought to laugh at a someone’s joke but did not genuinely find it humorous.

      He drifted closer, his pear temporarily forgotten. Who was this beauty? He would swear he had never seen her before—and he would have remembered her.

      Before he could reach her, the young woman bid the spice vendor farewell and moved down the line of stalls. Heart quickening in his chest, Raphael followed. He did not have far to go—she stopped at a citrus stall.

      Raphael halted too, in front of a stall displaying ripe dates and figs. Juice from his forgotten pear ran down his finger as he stood there, for once in his life uncertain of his next move.
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      The Market District was much more crowded than Elena Mountebank was accustomed to dealing with in the mornings. She did not usually deal with the early crowd—a mass of housewives, cooks, and others who seemed to be grimly determined to get the best pick of the fresh produce, fresh fish, and everything else. Instead, she tended to fall in with the crowd who were perhaps more inclined to value their sleep than the absolute best for their gastronomical purposes.

      Elena shook her head at herself as she wandered along a row of wooden open-air stalls displaying gorgeous arrays of colorful fruits and vegetables. That assessment was, perhaps, too harsh. After all, the reason she herself tended to shop later was not because she preferred lingering in bed to rising and conquering the day.

      No, what usually kept her from joining the early crowd was the bustling routine of getting her father off to his studies at the University for the day. A fond smile curved Elena’s lips as she thought about her father. He must have tea and breakfast, complete with a discussion of Elena’s aims for the day before he set foot outside the house.

      Today had been an exception, due to an abnormally early staff meeting called by the dean of the University where her father had recently been hired to teach science and also tutor upper-class students learning Varangian.

      Part of Elena’s duties involved keeping the little house they had been provided by the University to live in during her father’s time teaching and studying in Selendria. Some days it was more work than other days, but that was all right—Elena was still settling into a new routine here in Yves. Her father employed a charwoman to come and clean several days a week, and also a woman named Madame Garza to do the cooking, but Elena prepared menus and did the grocery shopping.

      She also kept the baking for herself. She enjoyed baking. Particularly if it involved trying new methods or new recipes.

      Elena had been pleased to find that food was as much an integral part of life here in Selendria as it was in her native kingdom of Varangia. And such variety!

      Humming under her breath, Elena reached into the wicker basket looped over one arm and consulted the list she’d written out the night before. She’d spent the past several weeks they’d been in Selendria so far learning about the local cuisine and consulting Madame Garza about the best recipes to try. She had also been experimenting with new baking recipes.

      The only trouble was affording to procure some of the spices and other ingredients she wanted. It seemed spices were expensive, no matter where they came from. She would have thought that the turmeric, cumin, and other spices that grew best here in Selendria would, well, cost less than they did at home.

      A rueful smile curved Elena’s pretty lips. It was a good thing her father liked to expand his palette. She was not quite sure what she would have done if denied the ability to explore different parts of the culinary world.

      A fresh breeze ruffled a couple of tiny red curls that had escaped her modest bun beneath the little green hat perched jauntily atop her head. Though late summer, the weather here was delightfully cool. In Varangia, it would already be humid and quite hot by this time of the day, necessitating the lightest of Elena’s skirts and shirtwaists.

      Here, however, her light summer clothes—today a pale green shirtwaist over a darker green skirt she had been told more than once brought out the green in her eyes—were almost too light for mornings such as this. Thankfully, her brisk walk to the Market District served to get her blood pumping and warm her up. She shifted her basket on her arm, glad she’d opted to leave her parasol at home.

      Well, that was only practical. Elena sniffed delicately. What lady in her right mind thought she could manage a basket and a parasol?

      Excitement mixed with anticipation rose in her chest as she strode deeper into the Market District, making her hazel eyes sparkle. Hopefully today would be the day she finally managed to get her hands on a baking ingredient that had so far proved quite elusive: cream of tartar.

      Though she had only lived in Yves for a few weeks, Elena had thus far explored the Market District enough that she had a fairly good grasp of its layout. As a result, she wound her way through the maze of open-air stalls with the confidence of someone who had spent months, if not years, living in Yves. Her fair skin and red hair marked her as a foreigner, which meant she occasionally drew stares, but she was slowly growing used to that. For the most part, people were courteous.

      Within a few moments, her main destination came into sight: a stall with a crimson awning owned by one of the best spice dealers in Yves. A trio of women clustered in front of the stall, but as Elena approached, they finished their business and dispersed. Excited, she darted forward, her footsteps quick and sure over the uneven cobblestoned street, and stepped up to the wooden counter.

      “Good morning, Fenricia,” she said cheerfully, greeting the older woman behind the counter with a smile. Though she spoke fluent Selendrian, her slight Varangian accent also marked her as a foreigner.

      “Good morning, miss.” Fenricia returned her smile. She was almost as tiny as Elena herself, scarcely more than five feet tall, with light brown skin and a shock of black hair threaded with silver that she kept tied back in a beautiful braid that fell almost to her waist. A gauzy gold shawl wrapped around her waist, contrasting with the deep red of her skirt and the white of her shirtwaist. As always, her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows.

      “Were you able to find it?” asked Elena breathlessly, bouncing up and down a little on her toes like she was a child of six again, unable to wait for promised surprise. Anticipation made even her fingertips tingle.

      Fenricia’s dark eyes twinkled. Over the past few weeks, she and Elena had become friends and had exchanged many a conversation about the uses of her wares.

      “Yes.” The older woman reached behind her, several gold bangles clinking merrily on her wrist with the movement, and retrieved a small glass phial full of white powder. “Cream of tartar,” she said triumphantly.

      “Oh, my.” Elena’s hazel eyes rounded with delight and wonder. Heedless of her basket, she clasped her hands beneath her chin, beaming, and then stretched out a hand for the phial. “This is wonderful.”

      “I spoke to the wine makers as you suggested,” continued Fenricia, “and we came to an agreement.” She nodded to the phial Elena cradled in her hand. “I will sell it from now on. You will be able to buy more, should you require it in the future.”

      “Thank you.” Elena beamed at the older woman again before tucking the little vial of cream of tartar safely into the depths of her basket. “How much?”

      Fenricia named a price and smiled. “A discount, for bringing this to my attention.”

      “Thank you.” Elena pulled a small reticle from inside her basket and produced the requisite number of coins. She then cast a practiced eye over the spice baskets fanned out on the smooth wooden surface of the stall’s table. Sticks of cinnamon graced one basket, along with cloves and nutmeg.

      Giving into temptation, Elena leaned closer to the basket of cinnamon sticks to inhale the spicy scent. She closed her eyes, remembering the apple pies Cook had made when she was a child. Those pies had been wonderful, the memories themselves full of love. She baked pies herself now, using Cook’s favorite recipe, but no matter what she did, they did not taste the same. Her father swore otherwise, but Elena knew he was more than a little biased.

      “It is a good smell, yes?” Fenricia smiled again, resting one hand on her hip.

      “One of the best. I will not buy anymore today, though. I have some at home.” Elena returned her smile, before holding up her basket. “This, I am very excited about.”

      “You will have to tell me how your pie turns out.”

      “I will.”

      Fenricia scrunched her nose. “What was it again?”

      “Lemon meringue.”

      “Ah, yes, I remember now. Lemons.” Fenricia propped one hand on her hip again. “Yes, I will be very interested to hear how this turns out.”

      “I am excited to try it.” Elena bounced a little on her toes. Cream of tartar was a recent development in the baking world, and this was the first time she had ever had any in her possession.

      The two woman exchanged farewells, and then Fenricia turned to help another customer who had walked up to her stall and was perusing her array of spices. Elena, meanwhile, walked away from the spice stall with a light step and equally light heart.

      Now for the lemons.

      A happy smile broke across her face at the thought of the bright yellow fruit. Oh, how she was looking forward to experimenting with a lemon meringue pie! Her father, she knew, would be more than happy to contribute to her experiment by helping to eat the pie.

      Elena smothered a giggle. That was, no doubt, for the best. She could hardly eat an entire pie by herself.

      She sailed onward through the Market District to the citrus stall, unaware she had a newly-fascinated admirer trailing after her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Raphael lingered next to the dates and figs, covertly eying the beautiful redhead engaged in an animated conversation with the owner of the citrus stall, a middle-aged man with tan skin, smiling eyes, and a bit of a paunch. Even from here, Raphael could see the radiance of her smile.

      He found himself seized with an intense desire to know more about her, to know what she discussed with the stall owner with such enthusiasm. One corner of his mouth lifted in an unbidden smile. He had not witnessed such enthusiasm in the Market District in a long time.

      Heedless of the basket on her arm, the young woman demonstrated some sort of spinning machinery with her hands (not gloved, Raphael noticed), while the stall owner watched and listened, nodding occasionally with keen interest.

      After a moment, during which Raphael belatedly consumed the rest of his pear to get rid of it, four bright yellow lemons and the requisite number of coins exchanged hands. The young woman tucked her new treasures into her basket and bid the stall owner farewell with another sunny smile.

      She turned away, clearly intending to head deeper into the Market District, and Raphael’s feet carried him after her before he had consciously made up his mind to follow.

      Any other man might have given a second thought to ensuring he did not appear to have been stalking her through the city, but he was Raphael Franco Avarez. The women, they loved him as much as he loved them. He had yet to meet a woman he could not charm.

      Raphael intended to charm this young woman too—if he could only reach her. He had to lengthen his stride a little more than he would have expected in order to overtake her. The beautiful stranger, though quite small in stature, traversed the uneven cobblestones of the street at an admirably brisk pace.

      Still, it was the work of a moment to come up beside her. Under his keen gaze, Raphael saw her give an almost imperceptible start. She glanced sideways at him, still carrying on her brisk pace. She had hazel eyes—a beautiful mix of honey brown and leaf-green—and those eyes widened a little as she took him in.

      Raphael was about to introduce himself, when a hearty voice nearby sang out his name. “Avarez! There you are.”

      The voice was unpleasantly familiar. Frustration flooded him to his very core. Of all the days to run into one of his father’s business partners...

      Pasting a genial smile on his face, Raphael glanced sideways at the taller, heavy-set man. “Lucianne.” He held up a hand. “Just one moment.”

      He turned back to the young woman, but the place on the cobbled street where she had stood was empty. In those precious few seconds, she had seized her chance to escape him, vanishing into the crowd of people flowing through the twists and turns of the rows of wooden stalls here.

      Even as disappointment coursed through him, Raphael felt an amused chuckle burble up in his throat. Oh, she was canny, this beautiful young lady. Shaking his head, he turned back to Lucianne and his father’s business, suddenly quite unable to feel much irritation at the interruption.

      His blood stirred at the prospect of a chase. He would find her. Yves might be one of Selendria’s biggest cities, but the Market District was much smaller—and sooner or later, everyone returned to the Market District. Food tended to be an important draw.

      Raphael smiled, his dark eyes twinkling. In addition, he knew one very important fact about this young lady. She had a taste for exotic fruit.

      I know where to look for her in the future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena hurried through the Market District, clutching her basket with its precious contents and thanking her lucky stars for that portly man’s timely interruption. Today was not the day she wanted to have conversations with strange young men who seemed to have been following her. She had shopping to do, for one, and plenty of other tasks awaiting her at home.

      She had seen her avenue of escape and seized it with both hands. Her father, she thought, would be proud. If she ever told him this particularly story, that is.

      Which, at the moment, she was not inclined to share.

      No need to make her father anxious on her account. Mr. Mountebank’s fellow University professors had assured him that Yves’s Market District was quite safe enough for a respectable young lady to traverse by herself during regular business hours. And Elena had come to quite enjoy her freedom.

      No need to threaten that.

      Laughter, chatter in melodious Selendrian voices, and the occasional whinny from a horse pulling a carriage filled the air around her. Elena eventually slowed her brisk pace, to avoid drawing unnecessary attention to herself, but she cast a wary look over her shoulder just the same. A mass of Selendrian faces in varying beautiful shades of brown greeted her, but she did not spot that particular young man.

      A satisfied smile tugged at her lips. Doubtless, he was still engaged in conversation with the portly man who had hailed him.

      Elena strode on toward the street that held the fish and butcher shops, her smile fading into thoughtfulness. That young man… Though she had not gotten more than a good glance at him, she recalled his face quite vividly.

      She could not say she had ever seen him before.

      Elena promptly rolled her eyes at herself. That was an extraordinarily silly observation, given that she was a foreigner in this country and thousands of people lived in Yves alone. The odds of her ever having previously encountered that young man were exceedingly slim.

      He had been quite handsome, though, she had to admit. A woman did not need more than a glance to see that much. Thick, curly dark hair, light brown skin, expressive brown eyes…

      Elena pressed her lips together. He was at least a head taller than she was—not much of a feat, given how tiny she was—and his features were well-defined. And though they had only locked eyes for a handful of seconds, she was sure that definition existed elsewhere, too.

      A soft, unladylike snort escaped her. Also obvious was the fact that the young man seemed very aware of his good looks. She had encountered his type before, at home in Varangia. That attitude did not impress her then, and it did not impress her now, either.

      Elena consulted her grocery list, before casting another thoughtful look over her shoulder. She did not truly think he had meant her any harm, but…he was also not the first Selendrian man to spot her in a crowd and approach her. It had nothing to do with who she was as a woman and everything to do with the fact that her fair skin and red hair made her stand out like green grape in a basketful of Selendria’s finest wine-red grapes.

      Here, as strange as it sometimes made her feel, she was considered the exotic one. Elena smothered a smile. Or the oddity, depending on which group of people she encountered. There were, unfortunately, those in every country who clung to the superiority of one nationality over another and looked down on everyone else.

      Another rather unladylike snort escaped Elena as she turned the corner and threaded her way along the edge of the cobblestoned sidewalk to the fish shop. Which was not to say her native Varangia did not possess its own fair share of those people. It did. She’d warrant every nation that ever existed had a subsection of people like that.

      Selendria had so far been a lovely country to visit, but there were frequent moments that reminded her she was not at home.

      A bell above the door jingled merrily as Elena let herself into the fish shop. She wrinkled her nose at the strong smell that immediately met her nose, but strode forward. Her father had requested salmon for dinner, which was perfectly fine by her. She had bought several extra lemons for the express purpose of having Madame Garza cook them with the salmon.

      As she took her place in line behind several other women, Elena consoled herself with the fact that it was not likely she would ever encounter that particular young man again. Of the three other such men she had encountered in the Market District over the past few weeks, she had yet to catch even a glimpse of any of them again.

      She needn’t worry about this man either.

      
        * * *

      

      Elena let herself into the foyer of the charming little house the University of Yves had provided for her father and stood for a moment with her back pressed against the front door, the handle of her wicker basket still looped over her arm. Her thoughts traveled back to the quick return journey she’d made through the market district, skipping several of the shops in which she had intended to linger. That young man…

      Well, she had wished to avoid him completely. On that front, she had succeeded, though it came with a small cost. She would have to make a return trip to the Market District sooner rather than later. 

      If she had been the more romantic type, Elena would have lingered there a moment, recalling that young man’s handsome face and wondering who he was. But that was hardly an efficient use of her time. Besides, she tended to view a man’s following her through the city streets as suspicious instead of romantic.

      Her father, she knew, would hold the same view.

      Elena took a deep, steadying breath, inhaling the comforting smell of cinnamon and cloves that pervaded the house, thanks to the little dishes of potpourri she’d set out in each room. It was a welcome change from the slightly musty smell that had greeted them when they had first arrived in Yves.

      Pushing off from the door, Elena strode briskly through the foyer and down a hall that ran the length of the house to culminate in the dining room. Just before it reached the dining room, it jutted off to the right, leading into their little kitchen.

      If pressed, Elena would have had difficulty explaining why, but the kitchen was quite possibly her favorite room in the house. Though small, it was well-lit by several windows, one of them looking over the back garden, which held a number of flowering bushes and flowerbeds all in in bloom.

      Setting her basket on the large wooden table that took up a good deal of the kitchen’s available floor space, Elena proceeded to put away her morning’s haul. She held the lemons for a moment, raising them to her nose and inhaling their bright, citrus scent. It made her mouth pucker.

      She set them into a fruit bowl in the center of the table with a little pat. “We will make great things tomorrow,” she told them. 

      Had Papa not set her a few tasks to accomplish for him today, she would have gone ahead and begun her lemon meringue pie. He wished her to translate two famous poems for one of his language classes—one Varangian and one Selendrian. The exercise served the dual purpose of also sharpening her own language skills. 

      Ordinarily, Elena did not mind, but today the assignments chafed just a bit. 

      You’ve waited weeks to make this pie, she told herself. What is another day?

      Besides, Papa could not have known today would be the day Fenricia finally procured the cream of tartar Elena had been waiting for.

      Sighing, Elena fixed herself a light lunch—a thick slice of ham on a biscuit slathered with butter, with a sliced pear on the side—and seated herself at the kitchen table. Birdsong floated through the open windows, preventing the house from otherwise being too still and silent. 

      The quiet was a welcome reprieve after all the hustle and bustle of the Market District, but Elena knew by midafternoon she would be ready for her father’s return. That was perhaps the worst part of their moves for his teaching: it always took time before she managed to establish a new social group.

      That handsome young man’s face floated in her mind’s eye again. Elena considered him for only a second before shoving thoughts of him aside. She had work to do, and she refused to be distracted by a man she did not even know.

      She bit her lip, a hint of wistfulness curling through her before she squashed it ruthlessly. No matter how handsome or intriguing he was. A vapid mind, after all, could lurk behind a handsome face. And Elena wanted more than a man with a vapid mind.
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      Over the next few days, Raphael haunted the Market District. His father, initially pleased to learn his son had been spending time there, soon became displeased that Raphael was failing to accomplish the tasks he had been set in what Mr. Avarez considered a timely fashion. 

      Raphael did not care. He ensured he did as his father wished—eventually—but the most important thing to him was finding that young woman again. 

      He had to find her. 

      He haunted the Market District because she haunted him. The image of her fair, lovely face, with those beautiful hazel eyes, seemed permanently etched into his mind’s eye.

      Once Raphael thought he had spotted her, but fate seemed determined to conspire against him. He had gotten close enough to her that he thought she might have seen him, but then she had eluded him again. Somehow, she disappeared into a shop and then vanished from the shop. 

      It was enough to make a man think this fair lady was actually some mythical creature, and not a flesh-and-blood woman. 

      And yet, Raphael persisted in his search. There were few things in his life he pursued with single-minded determination. His father decried his indolent nature, but Raphael, if asked, would have shrugged and said he had not yet found anything sufficient to occupy his mind.

      Everyday life in Selendria was enough to put him to sleep. Even the trips he took on behalf of his father were not that exciting. (The thing Raphael most looked forward to on trips such as these was the chance to make the acquaintance of lovely young ladies.) 

      His mother wished him to pick one of the many ladies he courted and settle down. She believed that marriage to a good woman would tame the restlessness that seemed to stir inside him like an endless cascade of ocean waves crashing against the shore. In fact, she had on more than one occasion given her youngest son several rather strong hints about the direction in which she thought he ought to bestow his affections. 

      Raphael loved his mother, but he disagreed wholeheartedly. His mother’s choices were pretty girls, to be sure, from wonderful, upstanding families, and would be admirable foils for the arm of a merchant’s son. 

      And yet… Raphael wanted more. He could not explain why, or what exactly he was searching for, he only affirmed that he would know it when he came across it. 

      That young woman—with her fair skin, red curls, and beautiful hazel eyes—awakened something in Raphael he had never experienced before. He must know more about her. 

      Five days after their first fateful encounter, Raphael stubbornly clung to hope that their paths would chance to cross again. He ignored the small voice (which sounded suspiciously like his eldest brother, Antonio) inside his head that whispered there was a good chance his mysterious young woman had only been passing through Yves and was long gone now. 

      Something deep inside Raphael told him she was still in his city. He could not explain it—would not have been able to put what he felt into words if pressed—but somehow… He knew she was still here. 

      It was just a matter of finding her.

      And so Raphael sauntered through the Market District, making his rounds close to the fruit stalls. He had even recruited Old Man Hoake. A couple of coins proffered (for the benefit of the children, Raphael had added firmly) had secured him the old beggar as an ally. 

      “Watch for a beautiful young woman with skin like cream over fresh peaches, hair like copper, and eyes of hazel-green,” Raphael had instructed him. 

      The old man had lifted a dubious eyebrow at him, clearly questioning Raphael’s motives.

      “I mean her no harm, I assure you.” Raphael let his sincerity bleed into his voice. “I would simply like to find her.”

      The old man regarded him for a handful of heartbeats. Though his fortunes were not what they once had been, his instincts for people remained the same. Slowly, he inclined his head in a nod.

      “I will do it for you, young sir.” Hoake shook his hoary head once. “For no one else.”

      Raphael’s answering smile could have rivaled the sun for energy and brightness. “I thank you.”

      They had parted ways then, and Raphael’s confidence had grown. He would find his mysterious redheaded beauty. It was only a matter of time—and he had plenty of that.
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      The next morning, Elena swept into the dining room with a breakfast tray to find her father already seated at the dark wood table large enough for eight, helping himself to a cup of tea from the tea tray she had carried in a moment before. Morning sunlight poured through the eastern window, brightening what could sometimes be a rather dim room, and reflecting off of the glass-faced windows of a dark oak cabinet that held a collection of porcelain dishes and little glass trinkets. A matching sideboard stood against the other wall.

      The delicate scent of the tea filled the dining room with comfortable familiarity, and a smile chased itself across Elena’s face. No matter where they lived, she could count on her father’s favorite tea to make the house feel like home. At least until she started baking, that is.

      Though taller than his daughter by more than a head, Mr. Mountebank was not a large man. Silver hair lined his temples, threading through his golden-brown hair. Elena had always thought her father’s countenance most pleasant, though he could grow stern, and when that happened he reminded her of statues she had seen in museums they had toured in cities throughout Varangia.

      She blinked. He had that statuesque look about him now, as he stirred a little cream and sugar into his tea. She blinked again and he was himself again. Perhaps she had imagined it.

      “Elena.” Mr. Mountebank looked up with a smile. “Good morning, my dear.”

      “Good morning, Papa.” Elena set the breakfast tray on the table and handed her father a small white plate. He helped himself to a biscuit and a thick slice of ham. “You’re down early.”

      Sometimes Elena fixed something hot for them both to eat, such as porridge, or eggs, or griddle cakes. But usually, they dined on cold leftovers from the day before. It had been that way since Cook had retired, and as long as there was hot tea, neither Elena nor her father minded this arrangement.

      Out of habit, Mr. Mountebank pulled a small gold pocket watch from his brown waistcoat. “Only by a few minutes,” said he with a fond smile at his daughter.

      Elena, busy settling into her own chair and pouring herself a cup of tea, missed the way her father’s smile faded as soon as she looked away.

      Mr. Mountebank carefully sipped his tea, then set his teacup back down. “What are your plans for today, my dear?”

      “It is a surprise for you.” Elena smiled at him over the rim of her own teacup. “I think you will like it.”

      “Ah.” Mr. Mountebank chuckled softly. “Another of your baking experiments, then, I take it?” He picked up his biscuit. “I shall look forward to consuming whatever it is.” He paused just before taking a bite. “I trust this will not be like the jam experiment?”

      “Not a bit.” Elena briefly closed her eyes in recalled mortification. “That was an aberration, Papa. A temporary foray into the realm of cooking.” She shook her head. “My forte lies in the art of baking—I should have remained there.”

      It had seemed so simple, at the time, however. The idea of making colorful, delightfully tasty jams and jellies had appealed to the scientific part of her mind. In practice, however, her attempt had very nearly been an unmitigated disaster.

      None of her jams had set properly, she had burned herself in the process, and she had wrecked their kitchen at the time.

      Beneath the table, Elena absently rubbed the side of her left wrist against her skirt. Her burn had healed without a scar, thankfully, but it had hurt badly for several days.

      The jam experiment was not one she ever wished to repeat. (Even if that same scientific part of her mind remained mystified over what had gone wrong and occasionally demanded a chance to try again.)

      The worst part was that it had been three years prior and her father still occasionally referenced it.

      “What about you, Papa? Anything beyond your usual classes today?” Elena scrunched her eyebrows, sifting through her memories of her father’s syllabus. “You aren’t tutoring anyone today, are you?”

      “No,” responded Mr. Mountebank, once he had chewed and swallowed a bite of his ham and biscuit. He wiped his mouth with a linen napkin. “No tutoring. I do, however, have a meeting later.”

      Elena waited for him to elaborate, but he did not. She frowned at him, debating whether or not she ought to inquire about it. Her father did not usually keep his work a secret from her.

      It is probably nothing, she concluded. If it was important, her father would mention that fact at some point. She resumed drinking her tea, but she did not resume conversation.

      Ordinarily, Mr. Mountebank would have noticed this and commented on her silence, but today, his thoughts appeared to be elsewhere. As soon as he finished his meal and his tea, he kissed Elena on the top of the head and departed for the University.

      Elena finished her own tea and breakfast in the stillness he left behind, her thoughts too noisy for her to mind the silence. Questions and nascent worry about her father’s uncharacteristic distractedness, however, vanished as she turned her thoughts to her long-awaited baking experiment.

      Excitement flooded her. She could hardly believe the day had finally come.
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      Raphael paused at the head of the street that led into the mercantile section of Yves’s Market District to wait for several carriages to pass. Anticipation fluttered hopeful wings inside his chest. Today. It must be today.

      He did not know how he knew it, but somehow, he knew today would be the day he found his mysterious beauty.

      As he glanced up and down the street to ensure stepping out into the street would not result in being run over by a horse, a bright, lilting voice suddenly carried over the busy chatter and occasional honks that filled the air.

      “Oh, Mr. Avarez!”

      Raphael froze in place. He knew that lilting voice. A faint sense of dismay flooding him as he turned to his left to see one of his paramours emerge from a shop on the corner.

      Smiling coyly in his direction, Miss Violetta Bellagio opened her pale rose-pink parasol against the cheerful morning sun and tilted it over her shoulder as she descended three stone steps to the sidewalk. Her glossy black curls were, as always, artfully tucked up beneath a fashionable hat, and her rose-colored dress was the very latest style from the Capital. It gave her light brown skin a dewy look that Raphael knew full well she knew was attractive.

      Dark eyes bright and sparkling, Violetta held out her free pink-gloved hand as she swept toward him. “Oh, Mr. Avarez, where have you been?”

      Raphael took her hand, as expected, and bent over it. “My dear Miss Bellagio, whatever can you mean?”

      “Oh, you.” If she had been holding a fan, Raphael knew from past experience that Violetta would have smacked his arm with it. Her full red lips drew into a pout. “I expected you to come by for tea days ago, but you have been neglecting me terribly.”

      Raphael considered her, a charming smile automatically forming on his lips. To be honest, he had not given Violetta a second thought since the moment he spotted that beautiful redhead, but it would be hardly gentlemanlike to tell her this. Instead, he offered her an apologetic bow.

      “I have been busy, my pet.” He waved a vague hand to the market around them. “You know what time of year it is.”

      One of Selendria’s biggest festivals was fast approaching, and leading up to it the demand for many goods always increased. This required precise agreements with many suppliers, and that was part of Raphael’s job. Not that he had been fulfilling his duties to his father’s liking, but that was not something to which Violetta needed to be privy.

      “Oh, I know.” Violetta pursed her lips again, her petulant expression only slightly mollified. “Papa spends most of his days either in the shop or poring over his books.”

      Her father, too, was a merchant, though he traded in books and not the beautiful fabrics the Avarez family traded.

      Raphael opened his mouth to politely bid Violetta goodbye so he could be on his way, but a sudden swell of people heading for the mercantile street pushed her closer to him. Violetta took this as an invitation to tuck her arm through his and begin walking, leaving him no choice but to stride along with her.

      “Oh, it is so good to see you today.” She smiled up at him, looking supremely satisfied. “I have missed you.” Her gloved fingers tightened on his arm through the gray fabric of his coat as she smiled coyly at him. “Have you not missed me as well?”

      “But of course.” Raphael smiled back at her, the response rising easily to his lips. This was a game they played well, and he usually enjoyed it. “Who would not miss the company of such a lovely young lady as yourself?”

      Violetta preened a little, well pleased by the compliment. They walked on for another moment, and then she began to fill him in on a few social happenings he had missed over the past few days.

      Raphael did not care a whit about any of it. Though outwardly he remained his charming, attentive self, appearing to dote on Violetta’s every syllable, inwardly he chafed at the delay she caused him. He could not bear the thought that he might miss his mystery beauty again.

      They strolled on and he listened with half an ear, his mind busy calculating possible schemes for excusing himself that would not offend Violetta. He had no desire to do that. His friendship with her came in very handy on occasion, and his father would surely be even more disappointed in him if he caused a rift between their two families.

      At last, a particular phrase caught his attention. Dinner.

      Raphael glanced sharply down at his lovely companion. “My dear Miss Bellagio⁠—”

      “Oh, no.” Violetta held up a gloved hand. “I will not hear a word of refusal, Mr. Avarez. You simply must join us for dinner this week. My mother longs to see you again, and it will be so very tedious if you do not come.”

      Any other day, Raphael would have accepted immediately. But today, the mere thought of being tied up with social engagements that did not involve a beautiful foreign redhead sent a fine shudder of dislike coursing through him. He therefore attempted to deflect.

      “Miss Bellagio, you and your mother are both so kind to think of me. Unfortunately—” he saw her mouth twist into a pretty pout and hastened on, “my father keeps me very busy this week.” He tempered these words with a smile. “It would be most ungentlemanlike of me to accept your most gracious invitation and then immediately be forced to cancel.”

      He could have sworn he saw a look of mingled disappointment and frustration flash through Violetta’s expressive dark eyes before she lowered her gaze to the sidewalk ahead of them. A second later, she tossed her head.

      “Ah, so be it.” She twirled her pink parasol over her shoulder. “As long as you promise me that you will join us for dinner soon.”

      Relief flooded Raphael. He smiled at her, pressing a hand over his heart. “It would be my honor.”

      A moment later, Violetta motioned to a shop that sold ribbons and buttons. “I must stop in here. It is Mama’s birthday tomorrow.”

      Raphael seized this as his chance to escape. “Ah, then it is here we must part ways.” They stopped walking and he bent over her hand again. “Please wish your mother a happy birthday for me.”

      Violetta promised that she would, before flouncing into the shop.

      Thus freed, Raphael hurried away without a backward glance, his heart pounding in his chest. Surely he was not too late. If his beautiful redhead had come today, she must still be in the Market District. He could not know, of course, that a pie would keep her at home today.

      Behind him, Violetta paused in the doorway of the shop to watch him vanish into the crowd, a frown on her lips and a strange, thoughtful look in her large, dark eyes.
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      Lemon meringue pie, as Elena intended to inform her father later over dessert, was comprised of three parts. The pie crust, the lemon custard, and the meringue. And while she was familiar with making both pie crusts and lemon custard, she had never attempted a meringue before.

      Usually, things like meringues and whipped cream were the food of rich people who could afford to pay a cook to spend a small eternity beating egg whites or cream into stiff peaks. Despite her curiosity, Elena did not have a small eternity to waste. Meringues, therefore, had been relegated to the list of items she wished to make at some point in the distant future.

      Until she had discovered a wonderful new invention called an egg beater just before they departed Varangia. The egg beater was a narrow metal contraption with a wooden handle on top and two small metal whisks at the bottom, connected to a gear with a small hand crank. By holding the handle with one hand and turning the hand crank with the other, the whisks worked together to beat eggs or whip cream at a perfectly marvelous speed.

      Humming a famous Varangian waltz to herself, Elena cracked four eggs in turn and carefully separated the yellow yolks from the egg whites. Her recipe, which she had neatly written down on a sheet of paper, warned that it was imperative that not a smidge of egg yolk contaminate her eggs whites, or else they would not whip into the stiff peaks she needed for her meringue.

      That small feat accomplished, she set the egg whites to one side in a little bowl and proceeded to make her lemon custard. She brought milk to a simmer, and then tempered her egg yolks with a little of the hot milk to keep them from cooking before she stirred in the rest of the milk. That done, she returned the entire mixture to the stove and cooked it until it began to thicken. She then added in fresh lemon juice from the lemons she had bought.

      She had tied a white apron around her waist, to protect her pretty frock from flour, grease, and whatever else she might encounter during this experiment. She really did love the kitchen in the morning, when cheerful sunlight flooded it.

      Thanks to the oven, the temperature in the kitchen had already risen significantly. Elena set her spoon aside to wipe her brow with the back of her hand. She’d have to open the back door in a moment, to hopefully let in more of a breeze.

      A few moments later, she removed the custard from the heat and stirred in butter, a little vanilla, and the zest she had earlier grated from the lemons. After covering the custard with a cloth, she set it aside on a folded dishtowel to cool.

      Still humming, Elena then turned her attention to her pie crust. She mixed flour, salt, shortening, and a little sugar together to form a dough ball, which she promptly flattened into a disc. She did her best not to work the dough too much—pie crust was funny that way. Picking up her rolling pin from its place to one side of the smooth stone counter, she rolled the dough out in a rough circle.

      Rolling pin in one hand, she studied the circle of pie crust with a critical eye. That was probably big enough. Carefully, she draped it over the rolling pin and lifted it high enough off of the counter to pull a metal pie plate underneath it. Then she settled the pie crust into the pie plate, trimmed off the excess dough, and proceeded to crimp the edges.

      Next, she turned back to the pot that held her lemon custard. It was cooling nicely. Once it was at room temperature, she would be able to pour the custard into the pie crust. It would then be time for her to make the meringue.

      Elena almost clapped her hands together in excitement. She could not wait to attempt this.

      
        * * *

      

      As soon as she deemed the lemon custard cool enough, Elena turned her attention to her meringue. Her heart beat in anticipation as she picked up the bowl of egg whites and poured it into a large copper bowl she had put on the counter for just this endeavor. It was well known among cooks and bakers that copper bowls worked best for things like beating eggs or whipping cream.

      Elena then picked up her egg beater, which was lying on the counter. Hazel eyes sparkling with excitement, she set the bottom part of the egg beater into the bowl and began to crank the handle. Within a few moments, she had a delightfully frothy egg mixture.

      Setting the egg beater down, she reached for a measured amount of cream of tartar to stabilize the meringue, as well as sugar, and sprinkled both in. She then resumed cranking the lever. A moment later, she carefully scraped down the sides of the bowl and added the rest of the sugar.

      Elena watched with delight as the meringue formed in her bowl. It took time to whip the egg whites, but a fraction of the time it would have taken without the egg beater. When at last the egg whites had been transformed into stiff white peaks, she deemed the meringue finished.

      Setting the egg beater aside, she picked up the copper bowl and carefully transferred the meringue to the top of the pie. Her instructions had also specified that the meringue must completely seal the top of the pie crust, or there would likely be issues with the pie. Elena did this and then shaped the meringue with delicate strokes of the flat of a knife, pulling from the edge of the pie crust to the center to form a slightly twisted peak.

      That accomplished, she set the pie into the oven to bake. Dusting her hands off, she beamed at the oven in satisfaction. Oh, I cannot wait to see the look on Papa’s face when I present him with a piece of this pie tonight.

      While the pie baked, Elena cleaned up the counter and stacked the dirty dishes on the counter for Madame Garza and her daughter, who would be coming in later to prepare dinner. Her father, while amenable to Elena’s kitchen pursuits during the day, was conscious of the fact that it would be considered unseemly for his daughter to spend all of her time cooking and had hired a cook.

      Madame Garza was a widow who had lost her husband to an accident in Yves’ Port District some years before, leaving her with three children. Due to her living in proximity to the University, she often took jobs cooking for families of scholars who had traveled to Selendria for teaching stints. She was a fair cook, and her eldest daughter, Cara, was sweet and industrious.

      As Elena’s baking efforts often produced far more than she and her father could reasonably expect to consume themselves, she had made a habit of sending leftovers home with Madame Garza for her children.

      Elena realized that this practice might perhaps reinforce the notion that she was a bit of an oddity, but she could not bring herself to care. A few cookies, or a pie, or a couple of cinnamon rolls could hardly make up for the loss of a parent, but she knew too well how much even small acts of kindness meant.

      And she also knew that the grief and loss remained long after everyone else had moved on with their lives. One learned to live with loss, but even now, more than a decade later, she did not believe she had ever quite gotten over her mother’s death. She knew her father had not, though he had made his peace with it.

      
        * * *

      

       That night during dinner, Elena barely managed to contain her excitement. She and her father spoke of many things, most of them inconsequential. Her father seemed a little more preoccupied than usual, but he would not speak of it when Elena pressed him. He merely smiled and waved a hand and said it was nothing really, and would be resolved quickly, he was sure.

      But when at last he set his fork down, Elena rose from her seat. “I have something to show you, Papa.” Bustling into the kitchen, she returned carrying the pie, which she set before her father.

      “What is this?” Mr. Mountebank asked in astonishment. He eyed the top of the pie and then looked at Elena. “Is this⁠—?”

      “Yes,” she said proudly. “Lemon meringue. I found lemons, you see, the other day in the Market District. And I used my egg beater to make the meringue, along with something else I will explain in a moment.”

      She smiled with satisfaction down at the meringue, which was a lovely golden color on top. “I think it turned out all right.”

      “Well,” Mr. Mountebank smiled at her proudly. “We shall see.”

      Elena went back to the kitchen and returned a moment later with two plates and a knife. Carefully, she cut into the pie—and tensed. This was the moment of truth. Would the pie be weeping and watery inside or would it be the smooth, wonderful custard goodness that she had done her best to achieve?

      To her relief, the slice emerged almost perfect. A thick, creamy, yellow wedge of lemon custard atop a flaky crust topped by another wedge of featherlight meringue. Carefully, Elena set the piece on a plate and handed it to her father.

      “This looks amazing, Elena,” said Mr. Mountebank. “Quite the accomplishment.”

      “Thank you, Papa. I never would have managed it were it not for the egg beater,” she said as she cut herself a piece and resumed her own seat. “It is simply too much work otherwise.”

      Elena scrutinized her own piece of pie before she slowly took the first bite. It tasted amazing. A smile spread across her face and her eyes sparkled. “Oh, Papa, it really did turn out all right.”

      Her father nodded enthusiastically, his mouth full of pie. After he swallowed, he said, “You may have my full permission to buy as many lemons as you need to make that pie any time you like.”

      Elena laughed. “Thank you, Papa. I will take that as high praise.” She smiled impishly at him. “Perhaps I will save it to serve to distinguished company in the future.”

      “Yes,” he said thoughtfully. “That would be an excellent showcase of your skills and abilities.” He forked up his last bite of meringue and studied it. “How did you manage to stabilize the meringue? Do I not recall you telling me that was one of the most difficult parts?”

      “Oh!” Elena clapped a hand to her mouth. “I completely forgot to tell you about the cream of tartar.” Taking a deep breath, she launched into the story, making a mental note to tell Fenricia about the success of her pie the next time she saw the spice seller.
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      Hope tangled with anxiety as Raphael approached Old Man Hoake’s corner with quick steps. Today must be the day he heard news of her. One could not avoid the Market District forever…and least if you wished to stay alive.

      The old man had to have seen something by now…and with any luck, Violetta’s delay had not cost Raphael his chance.

      As though feeling Raphael’s eyes on him, Old Man Hoake turned his head. Their gazes locked, and the old soldier’s dark eyes brightened. An answering brightness exploded inside Raphael’s chest, lending wings to his feet.

      He has news.

      Raphael covered the remaining half a street that separated them in a few brisk strides, bypassing slower moving men and women with a graceful ease that hinted at how good he might be on a dance floor—or with a sword. Halting beside the old man’s mat, he stepped out of the flow of traffic to lean against the stone wall behind him.

      Bright summer sunshine flooded the Market District, though some of it was soaked up by the colorful awnings that stretched over every shop. The sound of busy chatter, punctuated by the occasional burst of laughter, surrounded them like an ocean of sound, drowning everything else out.

      “Expected you an hour ago.” The old man grunted disapprovingly. “Late this morning, aren’t you?”

      “I encountered a delay.” Raphael restrained a grimace. “It was only just now that I managed to extricate myself.”

      “She’s here,” the old man said, before Raphael could impatiently demand for answers. “Headed for the citrus stall, not ten minutes ago.”

      Ten minutes. Raphael’s heart rose to the sky and then abruptly plummeted to the ground again. If he had not encountered Violetta, he would have been here when she arrived. He scanned the row of fruit stalls. She must still be here.

      Still, words escaped his lips. “You are certain?”

      Old Man Hoake shot him a withering look. “Old, I may be, lad, and half-blind, but not completely blind. Not yet.”

      The edge of reproach in his tone made Raphael break away from his search long enough to glance down. “I meant no offense, Hoake. On my honor.” He flattened a hand over his heart.

      The old man grumbled something under his breath, but he looked mollified.

      Abruptly, Raphael knelt and thrust out a hand. The old man’s grumpy expression changed to one of surprise.

      “Thank you,” said Raphael earnestly, holding the older man’s gaze. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart. You do not know how great a service you have provided me.”

      Hoary white eyebrows climbed high in surprise. Hoake opened his mouth to say something, but before he could utter a word, Raphael pressed a bag of coins into his hands.

      “For the children.” With that, Raphael rose to his feet and strode off toward the fruit stalls.

      Every footstep along the cobbled street reverberated through his body, keeping time with the pounding of his heart. He searched along the fruit stalls with single-minded purpose, intent for any glimpse of fair skin and red curls. I cannot miss her again.

      And then, two stalls behind the seller of lemons and other bright citrus fruit, he spotted her.

      She was dressed in soft yellow today, that same wicker basket over her arm, and she moved through the street with purpose. The briskness of her stride implied she was a woman on a mission—either she had yet more shopping to do, or else she had accomplished her aims and intended to set out for home.

      Raphael did not care which it was. Joy and satisfaction entwined inside his chest. Unbidden, a smile stretched his face. I have found her.

      His smile slipped— he was about to lose her if he did not take care.

      A spike of alarm shot through him as the young woman temporarily vanished behind a stately black carriage approaching down the street. Biting back a favorite expression of his father’s, Raphael dodged the carriage and put on a fresh burst of speed. It was a trick, moving quickly through the cobblestoned streets without drawing undue attention to himself, but one he had mastered years before.

      It served him well now. He emerged from the knot of traffic and found himself only a handful of paces behind the young woman. Exhilaration and anticipation locked arms inside him as he increased his pace to catch up with her.

      A moment later, he fell into step beside her. Again, he marveled that such a tiny creature could walk so fast. It did not take him much effort to lengthen his stride to match hers, but she moved at a pace he hardly considered leisurely.

      As though sensing his presence, she glanced sideways. Raphael had the pleasure of watching her hazel eyes widen in startled recognition before she snapped her gaze to the street ahead of her.

      He had the distinct impression that she was considering pretending she hadn’t seen him at all, but of course it was far too late for that.

      Still keeping pace with her, Raphael cleared his throat. “Good morning, Miss.”

      It took a second, but at last she glanced sideways at him again. “Good morning,” she said curtly, in slightly accented Selendrian.

      Raphael spread his hands, smiling broadly. “It is a beautiful day to be out in the market, is it not?”

      “Quite.” She inclined her head in a stiff little nod and then gestured vaguely in the direction of the Mercantile District. “If you’ll excuse me, I have some business over here.”

      Raphael’s eyes began to twinkle. She was trying to get rid of him. How adorable.

      “What a coincidence,” he said aloud, offering her a winning smile. “As it so happens, I, too, have business in the Mercantile District.”

      The beauty of the matter was that he really did. Raphael noticed with interest that this did not seem to surprise the young woman. She maintained a pleasant expression, but her beautiful mouth firmed a little.

      Unbidden, his own smile broadened. Good. This was not one of the simpering maidens he encountered on a regular basis.

      Sweeping off his hat, he offered her a bow. “My name is Raphael Franco Avarez. May I have the honor and pleasure of escorting you to your destination?”

      For a second, the young woman’s grip on her basket tightened. Raphael placed a hand on his heart. “I promise, you will come to no harm with me, Miss…?” He tilted a black eyebrow invitingly.

      She took a breath, apparently determining whether to introduce herself or risk being extremely impolite.

      Good manners won. Barely.

      “Mountebank,” she said with a sigh, reluctantly extending a bare hand to him. “Elena Mountebank.”

      As Raphael grasped her hand, something passed between them—a spark that traveled through his fingers and up his arm. Her eyes met his, brown versus hazel, and Raphael swore the world stopped turning around them. Though other people browsing the Market District streamed to either side of them like water splitting around a rock in a river bed, they seemed to fade into the background.

      The only person who mattered stood before him.

      “Miss Elena Mountebank.” Raphael let the syllables that comprised her name roll off his tongue like honey. He clasped her hand to his heart. “That is a beautiful name.”

      A blush rose in her creamy cheeks. “Mr. Avarez, was it? I must ask that⁠—”

      “—we be on our way?” interjected Raphael smoothly. “I agree.” Smiling sunnily, he tucked her arm through his and gestured to the street ahead of them with his free hand. “Shall we?”

      “Mr. Avarez.” Elena did not budge, but stubbornly remained standing. Though her fair cheeks burned with a blush, she met his eyes with a frankness that surprised him. “I must tell you that I do not trust you an inch.”

      Laughter bubbled up in Raphael’s chest, but he manfully restrained it. He looked at her, his face the picture of surprised innocence, though amusement danced in his eyes. “I must ask, Miss Mountebank, what gives you that impression?”

      She frowned at him, blush still burning in her cheeks, and removed her arm from his. “I am familiar with your kind, Mr. Avarez.”

      “My kind?” He allowed his eyes to widen in innocent surprise.

      The sternness of her frown eased, to be replaced by a hint of concern. “That is the right word, is it not?” Her gaze drifted past his left shoulder for a moment as she sorted through Selendrian words inside her head.

      Raphael stood beside her, waiting in mute bemusement. Oh, yes, she was fascinating.

      Two seconds later, Elena’s face lit with triumph. “Type!” She almost shouted the word, but blushed again and lowered her voice as she looked him squarely in the eye. “I know your type.”

      “Oh? And what type would that be?”

      “A charming gentleman with no real intentions or aspirations of anything outside of his own general amusement.”

      Unbidden, Raphael’s dark eyebrows climbed higher in surprise. That was…kinder than he had expected. He had certainly heard whispers of worse. There were certain old women in the upper echelons of Yves who objected to the fact that he preferred to flirt with their daughters than settle down with them.

      “That is quite the observation,” he said gravely. “May I ask how it is that you formed such a conclusion?”

      “Observation and study,” said Elena promptly.

      “Ah, experience.” Raphael nodded wisely. “She is a great teacher, yes?” Casually, he offered her his arm again. “I would like to hear more of your theory. Perhaps while we walk?”

      He offered her his best winning smile—the smile that had melted hearts and charmed women all over Selendria...and beyond. Yet with this young woman…he was by no means certain of success. He had a sudden, terrifying thought that Elena Mountebank might be the first woman who proved immune to his charm.

      What would he do if she refused him?
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      Elena stared up at this handsome stranger (Raphael Franco Avarez, her mind supplied helpfully) and wondered what in the world she was supposed to do.

      He was the man she had almost encountered a few days before. And, yes, he was just as handsome as she remembered.

      She swallowed. His dark brown eyes—the color of her favorite prized chocolate—danced with amusement, but she fancied a hint of concern lurked behind his confident expression. As though he was not quite as certain as he wished to appear.

      Well, that was fine by her. Elena had certainly met enough of his type in the years since she came out to society—the sort of young men who thought they were a gift to humanity and had the ego to match. The sort of young men who had the audacity to believe that no young woman would ever dream of spurning their advances or company.

      Tightening her grip on her basket, Elena lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes at Raphael. “You have been following me around the Market District, haven’t you?”

      It was not a question.

      She expected him to deny it, or to laugh and make some joking comment, but instead, he inclined his head in a solemn, courteous nod.

      “That is true. Although I would say it is more like I have been trying to follow you around the Market District. It has not been easy.” He smiled, and it made the corners of his eyes crinkle attractively.

      Focus, Elena, she scolded herself. She drew a breath, though her heart had started beating erratically in her chest in the face of that smile. She felt eyes burning into them and knew they were beginning to draw a bit of attention, but she remained bolted to the cobblestones.

      Let people stare, she thought rebelliously. She was a foreigner anyway—through no fault of her own she already drew more attention than she liked at times.

      Taking another breath, Elena demanded, “Why?”

      Again, she expected a flippant answer. A flirtatious comment about her beauty or some other such banal observation.

      Raphael paused. That uncertain look returned to the forefront of his eyes. “You will think me foolish, but…” He smiled and shrugged, spreading his hands. “Because you were excited about the lemons.”

      “Lemons?” The word escaped Elena before she could stop herself. This was the very last thing she had expected to hear.

      She put her free hand on her hip, regarding him with still-narrowed eyes. “What, pray tell, are you referring to?”

      She was not prepared for the smile he directed at her. “Will you not walk with me?” He made a little gesture to the street around them. “People are beginning to stare.”
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