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            London, 1896

         

         Darling Max, just the man I need!”

         Maximillian Shaw didn’t have to turn his head to recognize the owner of the feminine voice murmuring so persuasively in his ear. “Delia? What a delightful surprise.”

         He set aside the newspaper he’d been reading and turned, smiling into the piquant face of his favorite cousin. “Even though it’s clear you’re about to cage a favor.”

         Unrepentant, Delia bestowed a dazzling smile on him. “I’ve gotten myself into a terrible pickle, Max, and I need your help. I realize that asking favors of a duke is the height of impertinence—”

         “As if that’s ever stopped you before,” he cut in wryly.

         Still smiling, she leaned closer, the wide brim of her hat raking over the crown of his head and ruffling his dark hair. “It’s nothing difficult,” she promised and gave his cheek an affectionate pat, seemingly oblivious to the fact that they were in the foyer of the Savoy, London’s most luxurious hotel. “A mere trifle.”

         Max knew well the dangers of participating in Delia’s so-called trifles. A year younger than him, she’d been embroiling him in her schemes almost from the moment she learned to walk. “The last time you said something like that,” he said, standing up as she came around to the front of his chair, “I ended up with a bloody nose and a black eye.”

         She waved away his discomfort over the occasion in question with an airy gesture of her hand. “All part of our misspent youth. May I join you?” she added before he could reply, nodding to the empty chair to his right.

         It would never have occurred to Max to object. Doing favors for Delia did tend to land a chap in trouble, but he liked a bit of trouble now and again; and besides, he’d never been able to turn his back on a beauty in distress.

         “I’d be delighted to help, of course. Shall we have tea and talk about it?” he added, gesturing to the Savoy’s famous dining room nearby. “Or would you prefer the American Bar? Frank is probably on duty by now. We could have him mix us some delectable new libations.”

         “Women aren’t allowed in the American Bar,” Delia reminded him, making a face that clearly conveyed her opinion of that particular rule.

         “The bar isn’t open yet, so Frank won’t mind.”

         “Do stop tempting me with these delights. I’ve no time for cocktails or tea. Not today. I’ve only half an hour to get to Charing Cross station or I shall miss my train for Dover.” Despite those words, she sank into the empty chair beside his. “I’m just waiting for my maid and the bellman to bring my luggage down,” she went on, casting a glance past him down the length of the Savoy’s opulent foyer. “Then I’m off to the Continent.”

         “The Continent, eh?” he echoed as he resumed his own seat. “Pleasure or business?”

         “Both, of course. If work didn’t amuse me, I’d never do it.”

         That, Max reflected, was undoubtedly true. After all, it wasn’t as if Delia needed an income. Her third husband had left her an absolute packet when he died. No, she chose to work for her own amusement, though Max was rather at sea as to just what her job entailed. Something for the hotel, reporting to César Ritz himself, with duties that involved parties, shopping, and the exercise of considerable charm—a post tailor-made for his cousin, in other words. “So, what is this favor?” he asked. “And why can’t you do it yourself, if it’s so trifling?”

         “But I’ve just told you! I haven’t the time. César called me in an hour ago and ordered me at once to Rome—some sort of disaster at his new hotel there. Only César would think it a perfectly simple thing to manage four hotels in four countries simultaneously. Anyway, I warned him he was stretching himself too thin and offered to help with the other hotels as well as this one, and he’s finally decided to give me a chance, so I’m off to Rome. But I was in such a flutter to pack that it was only as I was coming down in the lift that I remembered I’d also made a promise to help Auguste. It’s a promise I’ve now no time to fulfill, and when I spied you sitting here in the lobby, it was like the answer to all my prayers.”

         “Auguste Escoffier?” Max shook his head, bewildered by the mention of the Savoy’s famous head chef. “Delia, we both know I enjoy an excellent meal, but I know nothing about how such meals are prepared. In a pinch, I might be able to boil an egg,” he offered dubiously. “Though I doubt anyone would want to eat it.”

         “You don’t have to cook anything,” she assured him, laughing. “Now, listen. Auguste has this banquet for the Epicurean Club coming up in three weeks—enormous affair, over a hundred people—members, their wives, even the Prince of Wales.”

         “I know. I’m a member of that club, and I’ve already received my invitation.”

         “Yes, exactly.” Delia beamed at him with all the delight of a child who’d just been handed a present. “Which is why you’re the perfect person to aid Auguste in my stead. As you know, the Epicurean Club always presents an array of exciting new dishes at these affairs, which is why they hold them here at the Savoy. Auguste has been racking his brain about what to serve, but he’s just as overworked as César these days, poor pet, and his ingenuity is sapped.”

         Not a surprising bit of news when one considered that the Savoy’s dining room had become the most popular and fashionable restaurant for every aristocrat within a thousand miles, and the culinary brilliance of its head chef had been in continual high demand for over five years now. Still, if Escoffier was suffering a bout of creative drought, Max didn’t see what he could do to assist in alleviating it. “The price of success for both of them, I fear.”

         “Just so. Auguste has asked for my help to create the menu. And he wants me to plan the decorations, order the flowers, that sort of thing. So, of course, I set Evie Harlow onto it at once.”

         This mention of someone entirely unfamiliar sparked Max’s curiosity. “Evie who?”

         “Evie Harlow. She owns a bookshop near here and does research for me when I’m planning one of these affairs. She’s a marvel. Do you remember that banquet a few years ago for the Edelweiss Club? The one that was such a sensation because of the flowers?”

         “Not really, since I’m not a member of that club. And I can’t imagine how mere flowers could cause a sensation, but I’m sure you’ll enlighten me.”

         “Not just any flowers,” she corrected. “Edelweiss. It only grows in the highest mountain regions. I wanted it for the table decorations, and how on earth was I to find it, I ask you? Climb the Alps and pick it myself?”

         The picture made him want to smile, for Delia’s notions of athletic endeavor were limited to walking (in fashionable clothes along fashionable thoroughfares), driving (with a chauffeur), and waltzing (usually with the best-looking, richest men in the room). “That would be ridiculous,” he agreed.

         If Delia perceived the amusement beneath his grave reply, she didn’t show it. “But Evie managed to procure some for me. How she did it, I still don’t know.”

         “I begin to see why you have such a reputation as a canny shopper.”

         “Oh, dear, I’ve given myself away now, haven’t I? But Evie really is a marvel. What I’d do without her, I can’t imagine. Anyway, for the Epicurean Club, she and I have dreamed up a theme of the Far East, and she’s promised to find me some exotic recipes from that part of the world. She mentioned a dish of chicken feet, if you can believe it.”

         Max stared, not certain he’d heard correctly. “Chicken feet?”

         “We discussed various soups as well—one made from birds’ nests and another from shark fins.”

         Max had always considered himself an adventurous sort of chap, always willing to try new things, which was why he was a member of the Epicurean Club, but the food she was describing might be a bridge too far, even for him. “How...ahem...exotic.”

         Delia smiled, showing the fetching dimples in her cheeks. “It’s not to my taste, but Evie assures me these are prized delicacies in Peking.”

         Max wasn’t sure he found that particularly reassuring.

         “In addition to the recipes,” Delia continued, “she’s also promised me a list of merchants who can provide the ingredients, and ideas for the table decorations and flowers. But she’s late with the information, which isn’t at all like her, and I’m growing concerned. I had thought to pop by and see her this afternoon, but now that I’m off to Rome, I can’t manage it. So, I’m hoping I can persuade you to call on her, pick up the information she’s compiled, and take it to Auguste.”

         Max felt a bit let down. Delia’s requests weren’t usually so mundane. “I’m a duke, Delia, not a footman.”

         “A good thing, since a footman would be of no use at all. I don’t need someone merely to fetch and carry. I need someone who can work with a great chef like Escoffier, who can take the information Evie’s compiled and use it to help him craft the perfect menu. That requires someone with a vast knowledge and appreciation of fine cuisine, someone of taste and discernment—”

         “Stop trying to butter me up, Cousin,” he interrupted. “It never works.”

         “It always works,” she corrected, laughing. “But in this case, I’m not buttering you up. You truly are the perfect person to act in my stead. You’re a member of that club, and you’ve attended many affairs of this kind.”

         Despite his membership, Max didn’t see how he was the least bit suited to judge the epicurean quality of chicken feet, birds’ nests, and shark fins, but he had no chance to say so.

         “César, darling!” Delia exclaimed, looking past him, and when Max turned in his seat, he saw Ritz himself coming toward them.

         A dapper little man with an enormous mustache, a receding hairline, and a bit of a limp due to his habit of wearing shoes a half size too small, Ritz also had deep lines of exhaustion in his face that bore out Delia’s assessment. Running four large hotels in four different countries was clearly wearing the man to a nub.

         “You’ve met my cousin, of course?” Delia went on as Ritz paused beside where they sat. “The Duke of Westbourne?”

         “I have had that honor, yes.” Ritz bowed. “Your Grace, we are delighted you have come to stay with us for the London season.”

         Max almost groaned aloud as this bit of information slipped from Ritz’s lips. Given that Delia worked for the hotel, it was inevitable that she would learn of his plans, but he’d hoped to at least have the chance to unpack before she pounced on him with questions. Still, the damage was done, and as Ritz bid his farewells and departed, he faced the avid gleam of curiosity in his cousin’s eyes with a resigned sigh.

         “You’re in town for the entire season?” she asked. “This isn’t just a quick trip to vote on something important in the Lords, attend the banquet, and see a few old friends? Goodness,” she added as he shook his head, “I believe the planets have just stilled in their courses.”

         “Really, Delia,” he said with good-humored exasperation, “you needn’t sound so shocked. I have been known to attend the season once or twice.”

         “Not since your youngest sister came out, and that was half a dozen years ago, at least. Still, it makes sense now, I suppose, since you just had a birthday. Your...thirty-second, isn’t it?” She leaned closer, studying him with disconcerting thoroughness. “I do believe I see a tiny hint of gray in your hair.”

         Instinctively, Max touched a hand to the few—very few—silvery strands at his temple. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous.”

         “A good thing, if it’s made you see sense after so long,” she said, blithely ignoring his reply. “But why stay at the Savoy? You’ve a splendid London residence. Why not reside there for the season?”

         “Rattle around in that enormous house on my own? How absurd.”

         “Is it absurd, given why you’re here?”

         Though it was probably a futile exercise, Max donned an air of bewilderment. “I’ve no idea what you mean.”

         “Don’t be coy. It’s clear you’ve decided to remarry at last. The family will be relieved not to see the dukedom go back to the crown. And what better place than London in May to choose the perfect duchess?”

         Max didn’t tell her his choice had already been made. Instead, he attempted to dissemble. “You really do adore jumping to conclusions, dear Cousin.”

         If he’d hoped this tactic would veer Delia off the topic, he was disappointed. “Well, it’s the same conclusion your sisters will jump to, if you stay more than a few weeks. And once they figure out what you’re really up to, they’ll be down like a shot.”

         His four sisters descending upon London to assist him with his matrimonial goals was a prospect he would prefer to avoid. And it wasn’t necessary, in any case, since he had already found a young lady who perfectly fit his requirements. Still, he intended to keep mum about that for as long as possible.

         Winning the hand of the beautiful and beguiling Lady Helen Maybridge would not be easy, even for a man of his position and wealth, and he didn’t want to jinx his chances. Helen had taken London by storm during her debut last year, captivating every person who met her, and she was well on her way to repeating that honor again this year. Barely May, and she already had suitors lined up outside her door, including—if the rumors were true—Crown Prince Olaf of some obscure Balkan realm. As a mere duke, Max knew he’d have his work cut out for him, and the last thing he needed was the interference of four well-meaning but nosy sisters. He could just imagine them remarking to Helen at every turn how handsome their brother was and dropping hint after hint as to his intentions.

         “That,” he said with a shudder, “is exactly what I’m afraid of.”

         “So, you don’t want your sisters to know anything about your plans?”

         “Can you blame me?” he grumbled. “The last time I was here for the season, my sisters spent half their time searching for husbands—and enlisting my help to do it, much to the dismay and irritation of my unmarried friends. And when they weren’t occupied with their own matrimonial ambitions, they were shoving their friends at me as suitable duchess prospects. All to make sure,” he added with a slight touch of bitterness, “I didn’t make the same mistake twice.”

         “They only want what’s best for you and to see you happy.”

         “I’m aware of that, and I love them for it. Nonetheless, I prefer to make my marital arrangements without assistance. And,” he added before she could reply, “this time around, I don’t intend passion to be my guide.”

         She shook her head, eyeing him with sadness. “Max, we all know Rebecca wasn’t right for you, but that doesn’t mean—”

         He cut off that line of reasoning with an exasperated groan. “Must we revisit the ghastly business of my first marriage? Yes, I fell in love with someone completely unsuitable when I was young and stupid, and we both paid the price. But when she left me and ran back to America, it all worked out splendidly, didn’t it? How convenient for us all,” he added, his voice hard, his chest suddenly tight, “that she stepped in front of a carriage a few days before my arrival in New York, saving me from the scandalous choice between using force to drag her home or using her desertion to gain a divorce.”

         “It wasn’t your fault.”

         “Wasn’t it? I was so mad with passion that I ignored my own judgment, her reluctance, and all warnings of my family and friends, and married a girl completely alien to our way of life, never once considering if she could handle the job. If I am not to blame, who is?”

         “In cases such as this, I’m not sure blame is a particularly useful concept, darling. You and Rebecca fell in love. We can’t always help who we fall in love with. It certainly doesn’t mean you can’t fall in love with the right girl this time around.”

         “If love happens after the wedding, all very well and I’ll be grateful for it.”

         “And if it doesn’t?”

         He gave a shrug. “As long as we are well-suited, fond of each other, and aware of our duty, I hardly think it matters.”

         “What a sensible approach,” she said so heartily that Max gave her a sharp, searching glance. “I cannot help but wonder, though...if love isn’t part of your criteria, what is?”

         “I intend that my wife shall be well prepared to assume her position as Duchess of Westbourne. She will be someone already born and bred for this life, with a full awareness of the responsibilities involved. And if I choose someone who has the same background I do, enjoys the same interests I do, and who possesses an outlook on life compatible with mine, I think our union will be most satisfactory.”

         “Well, then, everything is simple, isn’t it?” she said with cheer. “So, why don’t you just save yourself the trouble of a season, and let me arrange your marriage? I’d pick someone perfect for you, I promise.”

         He straightened in his chair, feeling a prick of alarm, and he feared he might have to tell her about Helen, but then she grinned, and he relaxed again.

         “Darling Max,” she said with affection, “I do love ragging you, and I hope by the time I return you’ll have fallen madly in love with just the right girl. But as busy as you’ll be, you will find the time to do that other little favor for me, won’t you?”

         “You know I will, though I don’t see why this Harlow woman can’t sort out which of these exotic Eastern recipes she’s uncovered would be best and discuss them with Escoffier herself.”

         Delia was shaking her head before he’d even finished speaking. “That won’t do, I’m afraid. Evie’s a darling, and brainy, too—which is what makes her so wonderful at digging up information. But there’s a language barrier, you see. Auguste doesn’t speak English.”

         “And she doesn’t speak French?” That surprised him, rather.

         “I thought all girls were required to learn French,” he said. “Isn’t it mandatory to a girl’s education?”

         She frowned a little. “It’s mandatory in our set, darling. Not in everyone’s.”

         He held up his hands in a gesture of peace. “I didn’t mean to sound like a snob. But you’ve told me nothing about her background except that she owns a bookshop, which, to me, implies a certain level of literary education. I took it for granted that knowing French would be part of that.”

         “Oh, Evie knows French well enough. Reading it, writing it...but speaking it?” Delia broke off, making a face. “Listening to her stumble her way through the menus for a French banquet we planned last year was absolutely painful to my ears. As to her background, it’s quite respectable—upper-middle-class family once upon a time, but gone to seed during the last few generations. Her mother died when she was a child, and her father raised her alone in a dingy little flat over the shop, which seems to be the only asset left in the family. And he’s passed on as well, leaving her nothing else. She’s determined to keep the place going, though. I don’t know whether to deem her foolish or admire her pluck.”

         “Not much profit in it, I gather?”

         “Sadly, no. The building is a valuable piece of property, of course, for it’s right here in the heart of London. If she sold it, she could gain a nice little dowry out of it, but the shop itself earns next to nothing. It’s the sort of place that caters mostly to musty old men who want equally musty first editions no one else has ever heard of. Such a dreary life for a young woman; heaps of hard work, and no time for amusements.”

         “She has no family?”

         “A cousin or two.” Delia’s brows drew together in an effort of memory. “Her aunt’s second husband is a baron—Lord Merrivale, if I’ve got it right. But there’s some animosity there. He demanded she sell the shop and she refused, and he rather washed his hands of her—something like that. And Evie’s proud as the devil, so I doubt she’d ask him for help even if she were destitute.”

         “Either way, she sounds like a capable enough young woman. You don’t think she can manage Escoffier on her own, despite the language barrier?”

         “Auguste? He wouldn’t have the patience to hear her say bonjour before he tossed her out.”

         “My French isn’t much better, I daresay.”

         “Ah, but it’s different for you,” she purred. “You’re a duke. You’re also a member of the Epicurean Club. And you know the prince and have dined with him countless times. Who better than you to help Auguste plan this party? Ah,” she added, glancing past him, “there’s my maid, at last. I must be off.”

         She stood up, and when he followed suit, she rose on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Thank you, Max. I should be back in about a month. In the meantime, do write to me in Rome and let me know how the banquet pans out. And if I read about your engagement in some Italian paper before you’ve told me, I shall be quite put out.”

         “But where do I find this Harlow woman?” he asked as Delia turned away and started across the foyer toward the dour-faced woman in black and the Savoy bellman who were waiting for her by the exit doors with a pile of trunks and suitcases. “Where am I to go?”

         “Harlow’s Bookshop,” she called back over her shoulder without pausing. “Straight across the Strand and two blocks down Wellington Street. Tiny little place, but I expect you’ll find it without too much trouble. Ta-ra.”

         Max stared after her in bemusement as she sauntered through the plate glass exit door held open for her by the liveried doorman, and he could only hope that doing this favor for Delia wouldn’t have the same result as the last one. A bloody nose and a black eye were not a stellar way for any man to start the season, especially not when his goal was to win the most desired woman in London.
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         Anyone who knew Evangeline Harlow would probably have used the words hardworking and sensible to describe her. Evie, after all, had managed to pay off her father’s many debts and keep the little bookshop she’d inherited from him out of the hands of creditors, something that no woman without a willingness to work and plenty of good sense could ever have accomplished.

         Harlow’s had never been much patronized, particularly by the smart set, but left with few options after her father’s death, Evie had known it was her only way to earn a living, and she’d spent many hours working to gain it a favorable reputation among collectors. The financial rewards during the seven years of her stewardship had been meager—as Cousin Margery insisted upon reminding her at every opportunity—but Evie was proud of the fact that anyone who wanted an obscure title or a rare first edition knew Harlow’s was the place they were most likely to find it.

         Lately, however, Evie’s innate good sense and staunch work ethic had developed the unfortunate tendency to desert her, at least on certain very specific occasions.

         “Evie,” her young assistant, Clarence, whispered beside her. “You’ve already put heaps of sugar in that cup.”

         “Yes,” Evie agreed absently as she dropped another crystalline chunk into the teacup before her. Setting aside the sugar tongs, she reached for a spoon and began to stir the tea as she leaned back from the counter to peer through the open doorway of the shop’s pantry, a move that gave her a clear view of the young man perusing the bookshelves along the center aisle of the shop.

         Rory Callahan. Who would have thought the gangly boy she’d known all her life would transform into such a devastatingly attractive man during his years abroad? Was there something magical in the waters of Europe?

         Born a few months apart in side-by-side houses, she and Rory had become close friends in childhood. She’d loaned him books, and he’d shared with her the violet creams he pinched from his father’s confectionery shop when the old man wasn’t looking. Evie had helped him with his schoolwork, and in return, he had confided to her his secret dreams to change the world. They’d had affection and camaraderie, but despite the matchmaking efforts of their fathers, there had never been anything remotely romantic between them.

         Both of them had gone away to school, and upon graduating, Evie had returned to assist her father in the bookshop, and Rory had gone to Munich to study politics at the university there. Upon his father’s death two years later, he’d come home only long enough to sell the confectionery shop to Clarence’s widowed mother before returning to Germany. He hadn’t remained at university very long, however, before deciding it wasn’t for him, and he’d taken off to see the world.

         During the next seven years, they’d kept up a steady and affectionate correspondence, but though she’d thoroughly enjoyed his descriptions of Viennese palaces, Swiss mountains, and the villas of the French Riviera, if anyone had ever asked Evie to describe her feelings for Rory, she’d have said he was like a brother.

         And then, two weeks ago, he’d come home.

         The moment he’d walked into Harlow’s for the first time in over a decade, carrying a box of violet creams under one arm and looking as handsome as a prince in a fairy tale, everything had changed, and during the half dozen visits he’d made to her shop since then, any notion that he was like a brother had vanished from her mind. His hair, nearly white when he was a youth, had darkened to a golden color that even in the mellow dimness of the shop seemed shot with sunlight. His eyes seemed bluer than she remembered—as blue as the summer sky—and for the first time since she was a young girl, Evie had begun to dream of romance and what it might be like to fall in love.

         “But, Evie,” Clarence said, his insistent whisper once again breaking into her thoughts, “you don’t take sugar in your tea anymore. Too expensive, you said.”

         Evie made a face at the unpleasant reminder of her perpetually low bank balance. “That’s because you put enough sugar in yours for both of us,” she replied with a good-natured nudge in the boy’s ribs. “I ought to have Anna give me free sugar from her stores in compensation.”

         “If you do, Mum will only make me work more hours in the confectionery to make up for it. Between her, you, and school, I’ve not a moment to call my own.”

         “Yes, your life is so hard.” She leaned back, peering again through the doorway to find that Rory was still surveying the bookshelves. “And anyway,” she added before he could reply, “this tea isn’t for me. It’s for Rory.”

         “Even worse, then, since you like him so much!”

         Evie felt a pang of alarm at those words. Were her feelings really so obvious? She straightened with a jerk, a move that forced Rory out of her line of vision. “What nonsense you talk,” she told Clarence. “Of course I like him. I’ve known him forever. And he likes sugar in his tea.”

         “I hope he does, for your sake.”

         Evie didn’t know what the boy meant by that, and she didn’t have time to find out. She poured a second cup of inky black tea for herself, but as she moved to add it to the tray she was assembling, Clarence—for some unaccountable reason—grabbed her arm. “Evie, wait,” he implored, jostling the cup and causing the contents to slosh over the rim, splashing not only Evie’s hand, but also her right cuff and the left side of her white blouse.

         She groaned. “Now look what you’ve done.”

         “But, Evie, you’ve put seven lumps of—”

         “Oh, do leave off, Clarence,” she cut him short impatiently and nodded to the two remaining finger sandwiches and single slice of seedcake on the counter. “Have your tea. Then you can unpack that crate of books that came this morning.”

         The fifteen-year-old glanced down at the meager offerings without enthusiasm. “I don’t know how you expect me to work so hard if you never feed me,” he grumbled as he put the food on a plate and poured himself a cup of tea. “I shall tell Mum you’re starving me to death. She’ll believe me, too,” he added as Evie laughed. “I am her son, after all.”

         “Which is exactly why she won’t believe you. Anna can always tell when you’re lying. And since she’s one of my oldest friends, she knows that I don’t tell lies. Now, off you go.”

         Clarence heaved a long-suffering sigh, grabbed his teacup in his free hand, and departed for the storage room. “If that man keeps coming in here, I’ll never have a decent tea again.”

         “Oh, stop complaining,” Evie called after him as she attempted to blot the stains on her blouse with a napkin. “I’ll make you more later, I promise.”

         Her efforts to remove the unsightly stains from her shirtfront did little good, however, and Evie gave it up. Tossing the napkin aside, she refilled her cup with the dregs from the pot, and after unsuccessfully attempting to tuck some of the wayward strands of her brown hair back into the bun on top of her head, she picked up the laden tea tray and went in search of Rory.

         He was no longer wandering amid the bookshelves but was now lounging by the counter at the register, as if waiting for her. As she hurried forward with the tray, the bell over the door jangled and another man entered the shop, moving to stand behind Rory near the register as Evie took her place behind the counter.

         She gave the newcomer a nod of greeting, but her hurried glance took in only an expensive, well-cut morning coat and dark hair peeking beneath the brim of a gray homburg before Rory spoke and once more diverted her attention.

         “Why, Evie, what’s all this?” Rory glanced over the tray as she placed it on the counter between them. “Oh, dear, I hope I haven’t interrupted your tea?” he asked, looking up, a frown of concern knitting his brows together.

         “Oh, no, of course not. I thought...that is, I wondered...um...” She paused, seized by sudden shyness, and she had to swallow hard before she could go on. “I was making tea anyway,” she managed at last.

         “Perhaps, but nonetheless, I’m honored that you would think of me.”

         “Of course I think of you,” she blurted out, then could have bitten her tongue off, but Rory only laughed.

         “I think of you, too, Evie.” He paused and leaned forward over the counter. “All the time.”

         Instinctively, she leaned closer, too, but then the stranger gave a cough, and she straightened with a little jerk and glanced at him. “I’ll be with you in a few moments, sir.”

         “Dearest Evie,” Rory murmured, once again diverting her attention, “you shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.”

         “As I tell you every time you come by, it’s no trouble making tea for you. Besides, it’s the least I can do after that box of violet creams you brought me.”

         “That’s different. Eating violet creams with you is a tradition. But since you insist,” he added, laughing as he reached for the cup in front of him, but when he took a hefty swallow of the tea, he immediately choked.

         “Is something wrong?” she asked in dismay.

         “No, no.” He set the cup down, cleared his throat, and patted his chest. “I...um...I just swallowed wrong, that’s all. But perhaps...” He paused, giving another cough and casting a hungry glance over the tray. “Perhaps one of those sandwiches might help?”

         He helped himself, taking two, wolfing down the first one in two bites.

         “Better?” she asked as he finished the second one and took a third.

         “Yes, thank you. You’ve always been so good to me,” he added, reaching for a fourth sandwich. “But I didn’t come intending to cadge a meal.”

         The man behind him made a stifled sound of disbelief under his breath.

         “Of course not, Rory,” she said, giving the other man a frown of reproof. “I know you’d never do such a thing.”

         The stranger lifted one black eyebrow, clearly skeptical of her contention, and Evie decided it was best just to ignore him. Returning her attention to Rory, she asked, “Have you decided what you’re going to do now that you’re home? You’ll take up a job, I suppose?”

         “Me? Work in an office adding up figures or taking dictation for some wealthy magnate?” Rory laughed, shaking his head. “No, I’ve a soul above double-entry bookkeeping and typewriting machines.”

         “Of course you do,” the stranger murmured, sarcasm in every syllable.

         Thankfully, Rory ignored him. “Besides,” he went on as he took another sandwich off the tray, “I have a university education, so I’ve decided it’s time I put it to use.”

         “Doing what?” she asked.

         “I have a plan, but before I tell you about it, there’s a question I need to ask you.”

         Her heart gave a leap of excitement. Perhaps he wanted to take her to a music hall show? She hadn’t had an outing like that since well before her father died. Or he might take her for a walk—an evening stroll on the Embankment. They could stop at Brown’s and have ice cream. He might dare to touch her hand on the way back—

         “I was wondering,” he said, his voice interrupting these delightful contemplations, but then he paused to pop the last bite of sandwich into his mouth and reach for a slice of seedcake, leaving Evie in intolerable suspense. “I was wondering,” he resumed at last, “about that storage room you’ve got.”

         She blinked, taken aback, blissful dreams of romance faltering. “The storage room?”

         “Yes. Do you use it for anything?”

         “Do we use it?” Realizing she was beginning to sound like someone’s pet myna bird, Evie got hold of herself with an effort. “Well, we use it for storage, obviously. And it also functions as an office of sorts for me. Why?”

         “I’m looking for a place to hold meetings.” His slice of cake finished, he helped himself to another one. “To generate interest, raise funds, that sort of thing.”

         “Raise funds for what?”

         “Me.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve decided to go into politics.”

         Her astonishment must have shown on her face, for he laughed. “Is it such a surprise? You’ve always known I’m political.”

         She did know. It was one of the things she liked best about him. He cared about things that mattered, as she did. He wanted to improve the lot of ordinary people. “It’s so good that you want to make the world a better place, but—”

         “Making it happen won’t be easy. We have to rid society of the flawed old way first. We have to tear it down—all of it. We have to shatter the outmoded institutions, destroy the privileged classes and everything they stand for—bring down the bankers, the aristocrats, even the monarchy—”

         Evie frowned, feeling suddenly uneasy. She liked the Queen. “That’s rather reckless, isn’t it?”

         “It has to be done, Evie. Only then, after we’ve rid ourselves of the decadent old world, can we build a new world, a better world. We can’t rely on those doddering fools at Westminster to change anything—it will never happen. They’d rather just stay comfortable in their stodgy beds, fat and complacent and so damnably smug. No, if things are ever going to change, it’s the working men who will bring it.” He took another sandwich from the tray. “Men like me.”

         The man behind him made a sound of derision, and Evie cast a reproving look in his direction, but it was wasted, for he wasn’t even looking at her. Instead, he was studying the books on the display table nearby, and she returned her attention to the man in front of her. “So, you want to run for office?”

         “I do, but that takes money, so I need to raise funds.”

         “What about the money from the sale of your father’s shop? Surely you still have some of that?”

         “Of course,” he replied at once, “but it’s not nearly enough. Politics is an expensive game, Evie. It will take a lot of time and work, but I’ll get there in the end, and when I do, the men who do the labor will finally have a true voice.”

         Evie’s uneasiness deepened. “I hope...” She paused and cleared her throat, crossing her fingers beneath the counter. “I hope you will push for the ladies to have a voice and fight to gain us the vote? After all,” she added, forcing a self-deprecating laugh, “we are workers, too.”

         She needn’t have doubted Rory. “Absolutely!” he said at once, his voice firm with conviction. “I regard women as the most important workers of all.”

         “Of course you do,” the man behind him muttered under his breath, turning the page of a book.

         “I’m glad to know you support the women’s vote, Rory,” she hastened on, fearing he might take umbrage to the stranger’s rude remark. “It’s so important.”

         “Of course it is,” Rory replied as he took another slice of cake. “About that storage room—I was hoping you might let me use it to hold meetings.”

         “I suppose that could be managed. Did you have a particular day in mind?”

         “One night a week should be adequate. We can bring in a table, add some chairs—”

         “Every week?” She stared, appreciating the difficulties of such an arrangement in a way Rory could not. Her storage room was small, and it contained not only the shop’s excess inventory and stationery supplies, but also her desk, filing cabinets, and several more shelves of books. With a table and chairs shoved in as well, there would be no room to move back there. “You want to use it every week?”

         “It would only be for a few hours,” he said at once. “It’s vital we have a place to meet, you see, and that storage room of yours would be perfect. It’s for the workers, Evie,” he added as she continued to hesitate, and once again, he leaned closer, giving her an intimate smile. “It’s for us.”

         As she looked into those gorgeous blue eyes, how could she refuse? “All right, then,” she said, laughing. “You’ve won me over. We’ll make it work somehow.”

         He smiled back at her, popped the final bite of cake into his mouth, and straightened away from the counter. “Would Wednesdays suit you? Seven o’clock?”

         Without waiting for an answer, he removed the last two sandwiches from the tray and turned to depart.

         “See you tomorrow,” she called after him, hating that this lovely interlude was ending so soon. “Good day, Rory.”

         He acknowledged her farewell with a wave of his hand, but he did not pause until he reached the door, where he turned to look at her. “Evie?”

         She leaned forward, smiling, hopeful. “Yes?”

         “Do you think we might have some of those delicious sandwiches and cakes of yours as refreshments?”

         Those words were not quite what she’d been hoping for, but Evie could feel the stranger’s gaze on her, and she pasted on a smile. “I’d be happy to,” she said, as if serving up sandwiches and cake to a roomful of people was something she could afford to do every day.

         “Thank you, Evie,” he said, smiling back at her as he opened the door. “You’re an angel.”

         And then he was gone.

         Evie leaned over the counter, craning her neck to watch him through the shop’s plate glass windows as he walked away, but he didn’t glance back as he started down the street.

         You’re an angel.

         He vanished from view, disappearing beyond the frame of the window, and Evie sank back down onto her heels with a dreamy sigh.

         He’d be coming to the shop even more often now. He believed in women’s rights. He needed her help. He thought she was an angel.

         “Ahem.”

         The sound forced Evie out of her blissful reverie, and she turned to face the man who had been making those impolite sounds of derision and expressing derogatory opinions about a conversation that was none of his business.

         For some reason, he seemed as irritated by her as she was by him. His dark eyes told her nothing, but an unmistakable frown creased his brow beneath his hat, and his mouth was pressed into a tight line. His face was handsome enough, she supposed, but in its lean, chiseled contours was the undeniable arrogance of a man accustomed to being immediately obeyed. That, along with his disdainful remarks a few moments ago and the expensive cut of his clothes, forced Evie to conclude he was one of those spoiled rich toffs who didn’t like being forced to wait his turn.

         He gave a nod toward the door where Rory had just gone out. “Friend of yours, I take it?” he asked.

         His voice was a well-bred drawl, but she caught the cutting edge beneath it, and her animosity shot up a notch. It wouldn’t do to show it, however. “May I help you?” she asked with cool courtesy.

         “I believe so, yes,” he said, doffing his hat. “I’m—”

         He was interrupted by the jangle of the bell, the opening of the door, and the raucous laughter of three young men who entered the shop.

         “Ha! There you are, Westbourne!” one of them pronounced in a loud voice unmistakably slurred by drink. “We knew we’d lost you somewhere along here, but in looking for you, we passed right by this place twice. We never dreamed you’d be in a bookshop.”

         The other two men who’d entered with him laughed uproariously at that, though Evie couldn’t for the life of her fathom what they found so entertaining.

         “It’s not my usual line of country, Freddie, I grant you,” the man replied, giving Evie the heaven-sent opportunity to make a derisive sound of her own.

         Sadly, he didn’t seem to hear it. “I’m here,” he continued, “on an errand for my cousin.”

         “You’re filled to the brim with family feeling, and I do admire you for it,” the man called Freddie replied. “But you won’t be long, will you? Bookshops are so damnably dull. This one especially so,” he added with a disapproving look around that made Evie bristle. Her shop might be small and not very posh, but when it came to the quality of the books, Harlow’s defeated any of the fashionable bookshops frequented by the nobs.

         “Not long,” the man Westbourne replied. “Five minutes, at most.”

         His companions wandered off to explore, making no effort to modulate their voices or quiet their laughter, and as Westbourne returned his attention to her, Evie couldn’t resist getting a bit of her own back. “Friends of yours, I take it?” she asked sweetly.

         Having his own question tossed back in his face didn’t discomfit him in the least. “I wouldn’t precisely say that,” he answered with a shrug. “To these young turks, I fear I’m far more like a tiresome older brother than friend.”

         The tiresome part, Evie could believe, but despite his words, he didn’t look all that much older than his companions. His hair was thick and unruly and as black as ink, with just a few strands of gray at the temples. The only lines in his face were faint crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes and bracketing the edges of his mouth. In addition, there didn’t seem to be an ounce of superfluous flesh on his tall, broad-shouldered frame. At a guess, Evie would have put him only a few years past her own age, and though being twenty-eight established her firmly as a spinster, it was not, by any stretch of the imagination, old.

         “I am the Duke of Westbourne,” he said with a bow. “I take it that you are Miss Harlow, the proprietress here?”

         That he had a lofty title didn’t surprise her, for he seemed to have the same air of entitlement most in his circle possessed, and his title only served to confirm her initial impression of his arrogance. But the fact that he knew who she was took her back a bit. Granted, most of her customers did come to her by word of mouth, but his conversation with his friends indicated he wasn’t the sort to be interested in books. Far more likely, she thought with another glance over his body, that he spent his time engaged in athletic pursuits rather than literary ones. “I am Miss Harlow, yes.”

         “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Harlow,” he said, glancing around as he returned his  homburg to his head. “I’ve been told you have a fine establishment here.”

         That, she supposed, was meant to be a compliment, but as he continued to study his surroundings, Evie wondered if he was noting the faded wallpaper, dim light, and chipped plaster ceiling and deeming it a contradiction to what he’d been led to expect. The thought that he might be judging her shop and finding it wanting based on superficialities made her feel both self-conscious and oddly defensive.

         “Your companions don’t seem to hold that opinion,” she replied, wincing as the loud laughter of the younger men echoed through the shop. “At least not well enough to respect other patrons.”

         “How fortunate, then,” he said smoothly as he returned his attention to her, “that there aren’t any other patrons here at present.”

         Evie stiffened. “I wasn’t aware that behaving like a gentleman required an audience.”

         If she hoped her tart reply would sting, she was disappointed. “It shouldn’t do,” he agreed at once. “But in defense of my companions, may I say that they are young and filled with high spirits. And they’ve been penned up at their family estates in the country all winter long.”

         She donned an expression of mock sympathy. “The poor little dears. How arduous for them.”

         His mouth twitched with amusement, but when he spoke, his voice was grave. “Just so. And now, having only just arrived in town, they are attempting to savor all the delights of the season in a single day. It’s made them quite ebullient.”

         She watched as the one called Freddie, a foppish dandy with dark red curls peeking beneath his straw boater hat, pulled a book from the shelf, glanced at the title, and made a disparaging comment about silly lady novelists that sent his two companions into another fit of boisterous laughter.

         “That’s one way of calling a goose a swan,” she countered dryly.

         The duke had no chance to reply.

         “Westbourne, do hurry,” Freddie urged, “or we shall have no time for a drink before we’re off to change for Lady Trent’s card party. And if we’re late, we’ll both fall several notches in my dear sister’s estimation.”

         “Me more than you, Freddie, I fear,” Westbourne answered, turning a bit to look at the younger man.

         “Only because Helen expects more from her suitors than from a mere brother,” the younger man countered at once. “Either way, my point remains. If you continue to dawdle, we’ll be late to Lady Trent’s, and Helen will be furious. She hates being late.”

         Westbourne gave a shrug, as if the displeasure of his love interest didn’t matter at all, a reaction that Evie supposed was natural under the circumstances. He was a duke, after all, and among his set, that consideration clearly outweighed the defect of overweening arrogance. In fact, the latter was probably a direct result of the former.

         “In the game of courtship, dear Freddie,” he drawled, “it’s best for a man not to make himself too available.”

         Her estimation of his character now firmly validated, it was Evie’s turn to make a sound of disdain, causing the duke to return his attention to her. “I take it you have a different opinion, Miss Harlow?”

         “It’s not for me to say.”

         “Perhaps not,” he agreed with a chuckle, “but I’ll wager you’re itching to say it, just the same.”

         She pressed her lips together and didn’t reply, reminding herself that it was not wise for a woman in trade to antagonize a customer, especially a duke.

         In the wake of her silence, he looked down at the empty tea tray between them. “No doubt,” he murmured, tracing the rim of the tray with one gloved finger, “you believe one should put oneself at the absolute mercy of one’s love interest.”

         His voice was light, but his meaning was plain, and Evie’s usual prudence and common sense went to the wall.

         “If, by that, you mean that I don’t believe courtship is a game, Your Grace, then you would be right.”

         “Ah, but I must disagree with you there,” he said, looking up. “Courtship is very much a game.”

         “And love?” she countered. “It that a game, too?”

         “Love?” He laughed softly, but there was no humor in his eyes. They were dark, hard, and strangely opaque. “My dear Miss Harlow,” he murmured, his voice too low for the others to hear, “what does love have to do with it?”

         Freddie reentered the conversation before Evie could reply. “I daresay you’re right, Westbourne. It is a game, and I applaud your strategy. Having at least one man in town who’s not panting over her will do my sister a world of good. In fact,” he added, tossing the gilt-edged, rather fragile first edition of Brontë’s Jane Eyre to the floor with careless disregard, “she’ll probably like you all the better for it.”

         This manhandling of the books was too much for Evie. “Please don’t do that,” she called sharply. “Books should be treated with respect.”

         “Uh-oh,” one of the other men said with a laugh. “That’s done it, Freddie. We shall all be swatted with a willow switch any moment now.”

         “And sent to bed without our supper,” his other friend added.

         “If she did such a thing,” Westbourne told them before Evie could respond, “it would be no more than you three scapegraces deserve.”

         If he had intended his words to be a rebuke, the indulgent tone of his voice as he spoke quite spoiled the effect and did little to improve Evie’s opinion of him; and when one of his companions bumped into a display table, tumbling several more of her books to the floor, she began to wish she really did possess a willow switch so she could shepherd the lot of them into the street before every book was upended.

         “Now then, gentlemen,” Westbourne went on, “since we’ve already caused Miss Harlow enough aggravation for one day, why don’t you put all the books back where they belong and go on to the Savoy? I’ll join you when I’ve finished here.”

         His friends seemed amenable to his suggestion, much to Evie’s relief. With the unsurprising assurance that Westbourne would find them in the Savoy’s American Bar, and after tossing the books, including Brontë, haphazardly back onto the display table, they started for the door.

         “I fear the claret cups at Lady Hargrave’s afternoon-at-home were stronger than they realized,” Westbourne remarked as his friends departed. “Please allow me to apologize on their behalf. I hope you can forgive them?”

         That smooth question seemed to take her forgiveness as a foregone conclusion. Sadly, it was a correct one. “Of course,” she said, repressing a sigh as her usual common sense reasserted itself. “How can I help you, Your Grace?”

         “I am here on behalf of my cousin, Lady Stratham. I understand you have some information for her, and she has asked me to fetch it.”

         She blinked, taken aback, for she would never have imagined the delightfully charming Delia to be a relation of this man. “Lady Stratham is your cousin?”

         “Yes. She’s been called away to Rome, and in her absence, she has asked me to fetch the information you were to provide her for an upcoming dinner party. For the Epicurean Club?” he prompted when she didn’t reply.

         She’d forgotten all about it, she realized in dismay. Rory’s return had filled her mind so completely that she’d given no thought to anything else, but now, the details of what she and Delia had planned came roaring back, spinning through her head like the flotsam of a tornado. Strange and exciting dishes of the Far East. Table decorations of pagodas and dragons. Big vases of lovely pink cherry blossoms.

         “Ah, yes,” she murmured, feeling oddly wistful as she imagined it. “The party.”

         Another big, elaborate affair for the smart set, where women wore beautiful gowns and men wore white tie, where glasses of champagne sparkled beneath the glittering light of crystal chandeliers. It was the sort of event she had often helped Delia plan, but not the sort she’d ever be able to attend.

         Not for the first time, she wondered what it would be like to wear a silk evening dress and flowers in her hair, to drink fine wine and eat luxurious food, to talk of the Riviera and Rome and the events of the season beneath the crystal lights.

         But such was not for the likes of her. Her days at Chaltonbury had made that fact brutally clear. No, her life was here—had always been here, in these three stories of crumbling brick and plaster fifteen feet wide.

         With that thought, she felt a sudden, unexpected stirring of discontent and longing. Not longing for life among the nobs, of course, but something that wasn’t only these rooms and the day’s work, something beyond her little flat upstairs with its gas ring and tiny windows that looked straight into the brick walls next door, something even her beloved books could not provide. Something...more.

         The Duke of Westbourne was looking at her, waiting, and Evie shoved aside such nonsense, reminding herself that there was no “something more.” There was only this, and that was quite all right with her. “Yes...um...yes...” she stammered, working to recover her poise. “I believe Lady Stratham did ask me to procure some information for her.”

         “And?” he prompted when she fell silent. “May I have it?”

         “No.” Such an abrupt reply caused him to raise his black brows in surprise, but Evie wasn’t about to confess her inexcusable lapse of memory. “It’s not ready, I’m afraid. It’s taking longer than...ahem...longer than I’d thought it would to find the information. I’m sorry.”

         “I understand.” He glanced at the crumbs on the tea tray. “You’ve been busy, no doubt.”

         That flicked her on the raw, partly because it was the truth. Rory’s entrance back into her life two weeks ago had turned her upside down, inclining her to bouts of daydreaming rather than work, to silly longings for parties, entertainments, and romance, to discontent with the life she had.

         Mortified by her own irresponsibility, angry with him, and thoroughly annoyed with herself, Evie had to take a deep breath before she could reply. “I should have Lady Stratham’s information ready in another day or two,” she said, her voice coolly polite even as heat rushed into her cheeks.

         “I shall return on Thursday, then.” He tipped his hat and turned away. “Good day, Miss Harlow.”

         Deprived by her own good sense of any chance to tell this man what she thought of his irritating remarks, his appalling views on romance, his presumptions about her friends, and the bad taste he had in choosing his own, Evie expressed her frustration in the only way open to her. She stuck her tongue out at his back as he walked away.

         “I say, Miss Harlow?” He stopped abruptly by the door, forcing Evie to school her features into a more benign countenance as he turned around. “Been having problems with street thieves, have you?”

         Evie’s suppressed irritation faltered a bit at such an unexpected question. “I beg your pardon?”

         He grinned, a flash of brilliant white teeth in his dark, lean face, as he lifted his hands to point at the two mirrors she’d positioned in the upper front corners of the shop. They were there to catch fingersmiths in the act, but Evie appreciated that she was the one who’d just been caught, and the blush in her cheeks deepened to what was surely a vivid shade of scarlet.

         Still grinning, he reached for the door handle. “Until Thursday, Miss Harlow.”

         With that, he opened the door, gave a nod of farewell, and departed, leaving Evie staring after him in hot chagrin.
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