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      An English potter in search of a new life, Emma Louise Avalon has left the pottery factories of Stoke-on-Trent to start her own workshop in a mining town on the Fever River in America. The red clay in Illinois will be ideal for ceramic production, and her inheritance will allow her to live comfortably.

      Over the past decade, Robert Montgomery and his cat, General, have paid witness to Galena’s growth due to its lead mining industry. He owns the only dry goods store in the burgeoning town, so he’s sure he has everything he needs.

      Or does he?

      Robert’s life is upended when General takes a liking to Emma. Even though she has convinced Robert to sell her pottery on commission, General’s mischief-making results in an accident that forces the two to consider far more than a business deal together.

      Life on the Fever River is about to heat up for these two wayward souls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY LINDA RAE SANDE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Daughters of the Aristocracy

        The Kiss of a Viscount

        The Grace of a Duke

        The Seduction of an Earl

      

      

      
        
        The Sons of the Aristocracy

        Tuesday Nights

        The Widowed Countess

        My Fair Groom

      

      

      
        
        The Sisters of the Aristocracy

        The Story of a Baron

        The Passion of a Marquess

        The Desire of a Lady

      

      

      
        
        The Brothers of the Aristocracy

        The Love of a Rake

        The Caress of a Commander

        The Epiphany of an Explorer

      

      

      
        
        The Widows of the Aristocracy

        The Gossip of an Earl

        The Enigma of a Widow

        The Secrets of a Viscount

      

      

      
        
        The Widowers of the Aristocracy

        The Dream of a Duchess

        The Vision of a Viscountess

        The Conundrum of a Clerk

        The Charity of a Viscount

      

      

      
        
        The Cousins of the Aristocracy

        The Promise of a Gentleman

        The Pride of a Gentleman

      

      

      
        
        The Holidays of the Aristocracy

        The Christmas of a Countess

        The Knot of a Knight

        The Holiday of a Marquess

        The Snow Angel of a Duke

      

      

      
        
        The Heirs of the Aristocracy

        The Angel of an Astronomer

        The Puzzle of a Bastard

        The Choice of a Cavalier

        The Bargain of a Baroness

        The Jewel of an Earl’s Heir

        The Vixen of a Viscount

        The Honor of an Heir

        The Rose of a Sultan’s Son

      

      

      
        
        The Ladies of the Aristocracy

        The Lady of a Grump

        The Lady of a Sultan

        The Wager of a Wallflower

      

      

      
        
        Beyond the Aristocracy

        The Pleasure of a Pirate

        The Making of a Mistress

        The Bride of a Baronet

        The Caton of a Captain

      

      

      
        
        Stella of Akrotiri

        Origins

        Deminon

        Diana

      

      

      
        
        The Lyon’s Den (Dragonblade Publishing)

        The Courage of a Lyon

        The Lady of a Lyon

      

      

      

      Note: Translations of select titles are available in German, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            AN INTRODUCTION AND A CAT

          

        

      

    

    
      Spring 1843, Montgomery Dry Goods and Mercantile, Galena, Illinois

      The faint tinkle of the door’s bell signaled another arrival to his store, but Robert Montgomery was standing several rungs up on a wooden ladder, his attention on a row of ugly ceramic pots. His cat, General, was attempting to settle his large orange body into the same space as the pots, which had one of them moving close to the edge.

      Too close.

      The redware pottery teetered and threatened to fall before Robert could capture and push it back into place.

      “You’re a pain in the arse, you know that?” he said in his slight Irish brogue, his comment louder than he intended.

      “I hardly know how that could be,” a feminine voice said from somewhere to his right.

      Robert gave a start and nearly lost his footing on the thin ladder rung on which he was precariously perched, his gaze darting to a woman who stood near the door. He couldn’t help but stare, and not because the blonde sported a small hat festooned with silk flowers and pinned at a jaunty angle, but rather because she wore a sprigged muslin gown in apple green. The fabric was unlike anything he carried in his store. For a moment, he feared a competitor had set up shop without his knowledge. Either that, or the woman was new to town.

      Once he climbed down the ladder, Robert realized the style of the gown was unlike what most women in Galena, Illinois wore. The fitted bodice ended at the waist,  as did the matching spencer, and the skirt featured the silhouette of a bell, the shape probably due to the support of a half-dozen petticoats.

      Below the skirt was General, for the cat had obviously jumped down from the high shelf and was about to disappear beneath the skirt’s hem.

      His attention lifted to her face, and he swallowed. “I... I didn’t mean you, miss,” he stammered. “I meant General,” he added as he pointed down and discovered the cat had completely disappeared.

      She bent slightly and glanced down, one eyebrow arching as if he might have told a fib. She straightened. “Did you name him that because he’s the one in charge?” she asked, the hint of a teasing grin appearing at the corners of her pink lips.

      Robert rolled his dark blue eyes. “Probably,” he replied, attempting to ignore the heat that crept up his neck. Now that he had a chance to see his latest customer up close, he found he didn’t care where General was or what he might be doing.

      If asked, he would have admitted to envy, though.

      The fair-skinned woman, obviously not fresh from the schoolroom but still younger than most matrons, stood ramrod straight, her shoulders pulled back to display a pleasing figure. Besides the thought that there wasn’t a dressmaker in Galena capable of such craftsmanship when it came to making the gown, Robert was also imagining what was under the muslin.

      The heat on his neck moved to his cheeks, and for once he wished he had avoided shaving this morning. Besides the slight nick at the edge of his square jaw, his skin had been left feeling raw and abraded. The drop of cologne he had used stung so bad, his eyes had watered.

      “I cannot decide if you are fascinated by my bosom or with my gown.” The woman angled her head to one side.

      Robert jerked out of his reverie, and not only because of her comment. The way in which she said the words was unusual, her accent making her sound as if she was highborn. She also didn’t sound as if she was scolding him, which he expected.

      He had been staring at her bosom, after all.

      “Your gown, miss. You obviously didn’t have it made around here.”

      “I did not,” she acknowledged. “Pray tell, what gave it away?”

      Inhaling to answer, Robert’s gaze darted to the floor again, his brows furrowing when he realized General hadn’t come out from under her gown. “Uh... the fabric. I’ve never seen it before. I’m the only one who carries any decent cloth here in town, and I’ve never seen yours. I take it you’re not from around here?”

      He knew she wasn’t. If she was, she would have been one of his customers, if for no other reason than there weren’t many stores in town. He made sure to carry some goods the general store at the other end of Main didn’t, products that appealed to the women in town. If they shopped for fabrics, thread, and fripperies, chances were they would buy their flour, sugar, and salt from him, too.

      “Is anyone?” she countered, her blonde brow once again arching.

      He cleared his throat. “Only a few of us, I suppose.” From her widened eyes, Robert realized she had expected a different answer. “My father moved here from Ireland and was the original owner of this store.” Although he’d had the opportunity to be a miner in his earlier years, Robert had bristled at the thought of having to answer to someone else. Inheriting a dry goods store allowed him to be his own boss.

      Her gaze darting about the store, the blonde’s attention settled on the redware pottery he had been arranging on the upper shelf. “As you have surmised, I am not from around here. And I am in search of a partner.”

      For some reason, Robert’s immediate assumption was she was in search of an entirely different sort of partner than could be found in business. The thought of her in bed with him, without the green muslin gown and most of what she wore beneath, seemed like a perfect partnership.
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