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			To Theo
Such is my lover, and such my friend.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Rexton House, St. James’s Square, London

			March 1847

			The Honorable Miss Callista Higginbotham felt the precise moment her reputation came to totter on the brink of ruin.

			She stopped outside the closed doors of the drawing room, shocked into stillness by the haughty voices within.

			“You’re saying she’s here without a chaperone, in the home of an unmarried gentleman?” The woman’s question carried easily into the hall.

			“Oh, it’s worse than that, Anna. She’s in trade! And for herself!” This second lady’s tone rose even more sharply than the first’s. “She seems to think she’s running a bookselling business of some kind, carrying on from her father.”

			Callista’s heart began to hammer in her ears, and a cold sweat broke out between her shoulder blades. Although she’d never eavesdropped in her life, her legs felt frozen to the spot, unable to carry her any farther down the hallway.

			They were talking about her! In the crackling flames of these ladies’ gossip burned up her good name.

			She bit her bottom lip. That name was nearly all she had left these days. She’d not expected to endanger it by drawing such notice from the household guests.

			“And you heard she rents herself out during the day as a visiting librarian as well?” A shudder of distaste rippled through the first woman’s question. “Is that why she’s here at Rexton House?”

			“Apparently! The secretary told me her own home is across town in Bloomsbury”—the second woman scoffed at that hardworking neighborhood of artists, intellectuals, and professionals—“and that starting today she’ll be coming here to set up Rexton’s library.”

			“But I thought her father was a baron. Why in heaven’s name would a baron be in trade and selling books?”

			“I think he’d fallen into trade long before inheriting the title. He was just barely a gentleman by birth.”

			The clink of a spoon against a teacup accompanied the churn of anxiety in Callista’s stomach.

			The woman continued. “So many of the working class these days seem to think they can sell goods in trade and mingle above themselves. It’s really contemptible, Anna, how things are changing.”

			“You’re right then, Leticia. Working at Rexton House will ruin whatever claim the chit has left to being a gentlewoman.” Although the lady’s tone was mild, her judgment was final.

			“Indeed. A reputation as torrid as Rexton’s will only further shred her own once this gets out.”

			Their self-satisfied gloating left Callista little doubt the tale would make the rounds at society events this evening.

			A rustle of skirts signaled that one of them must have stood. Callista backed up, her cheeks blazing, wanting neither to be discovered at the door nor to hear more of their invective. She retreated downstairs to the library, trying hard to dredge up a righteous anger to chase away the tears that threatened to overflow.

			She forced her chin up. It doesn’t matter what those harpies think. All that mattered was doing her job and keeping her motley household together. Shame and anger were on the long list of luxuries she could no longer afford.

			Yet her insides twisted at the thought of her life made fodder for the gossip mill. She hadn’t anticipated society’s judging her presence in Lord Rexton’s household so harshly. Stupid, stupid, not to have remembered how unforgiving the ton was of a woman who violated its rules! Ladies were not supposed to work in trade for their living, especially not young, unmarried, or gently born ones. Never mind that her choice had been to either accept this commission or see her family carted off to the poorhouse. Her sales were slim enough without a scandalous reputation to further discourage wealthy book-collecting gentlemen.

			Or, worse, to encourage them in the wrong way.

			As she reentered the library and closed the doors, she rested for a moment against their polished surface and tried to draw comfort from the sight before her.

			The enormous library of Rexton House glowed with the honeyed warmth of the gleaming wood, the gilt lettering on the blacks and burgundies of the leather book bindings, and the rich blue and red swirls of the Turkish carpet. Her lungs filled with the aroma of fine Corinthian book leather and the musty under-note of dust from the shipment of so many trunks. Never again did she expect to work with such a vast array of exquisite volumes collected in one place. It was her fantasy of a perfect library. Were it hers, she would live in it blissfully forever.

			But what had seemed a sanctuary just minutes before now felt tawdry and spoiled. Could a place so wonderful become the cause of her ruin?

			Don’t think about it, she chided herself. Focus on the task at hand.

			Indeed, the present task was problem enough. The library was a disorganized mess, with forty-eight trunks spread out across the floor and stacks of books piled on seat cushions and tabletops everywhere.

			Sighing, she headed back to work. She braced herself to lift the heavy lid of yet another trunk. The sight inside curled a small smile onto her lips, as it had with every trunk she’d pried open this morning.

			Books. More beautiful, precious books.

			Callista was the first to admit high society was not her proper place, even when her reputation wasn’t dangling by a thread. Her younger sister was the vivacious and sociable one, able to charm birds from the trees, and her father had always handled their elite sales to the wealthy book collectors who made up their trade. For her part, Callista often found people hard to handle—especially pleasure-seeking, aristocratic male persons, such as the infamous Viscount Rexton. Books, however, she loved. Along with her small circle of family and friends, the world of books was her life.

			Mr. Danvers, Lord Rexton’s secretary, had informed her when they arranged her contract last week that the early bequest from his lordship’s uncle numbered well over eight thousand volumes. Added to those items already in the viscount’s collection, the complete library would total upwards of eleven thousand volumes. Her job was to organize, catalog, and shelve them all.

			How she was to accomplish this huge task, she frankly had no idea. But do it she must, or her great-aunt, little sister, and the rest of her household would end up in the street. Creditors nipped hungrily at their heels already.

			The oak doors opened, and she froze, a stack of scientific treatises in arm, before seeing it was only Mr. Danvers. She’d gone to seek him with a request for additional blank card stock when the ladies’ conversation had sent her scurrying back to the library.

			“Good morning, Miss Higginbotham.” He smiled and made her a very correct bow. “Starting right in to the task, I see. Here, let me help you.”

			His warm manner made her remember how she quite liked the pleasant and unassuming young man, with his smooth, regular features. He had the heavy volumes out of her arms and on the table before she could frame a protest.

			“Good day, Mr. Danvers,” she said, smiling weakly back at him. Surely she should be stacking the books herself to at least appear competent? “Thank you, but I can manage, I assure you.”

			“I have no doubt. Sir George, his lordship’s uncle, was effusive in his praise of your abilities.” His blue eyes twinkled at her. “I merely hoped to have a look at the books myself.”

			He did seem a most agreeable man, and she resolved not to let her insecurities make her so defensive around him. “Allow me then to show you the prize I found in the last trunk: a beautiful complete set of Greek tragedies, some with the pages still uncut.” She led him over to the trunk.

			“A favorite of his lordship—we’ll have to show him when he arrives.”

			“He’s coming by, then?” That wasn’t welcome news. She had yet to meet her new employer and was, truthfully, in no hurry to make his acquaintance.

			“Yes, he should be here in a moment.” Mr. Danvers accepted the volume of Euripides and examined the elegant binding. “He’s been meeting in his study with Mr. Claremont, the president of the British Philosophical Society. Lady Barrington and Lady Vaughnley arrived recently and are taking tea in the drawing room, but Lord Rexton told me he wanted to meet you before joining the ladies and his other guests for luncheon.”

			She felt the butterflies start. “Lord Rexton is involved with the Philosophical Society? I know his late father was a renowned philosopher, of course; his works are quite famous. But I didn’t realize his son continued the family tradition.” The thought was bizarre enough to distract Callista from her nerves. This reputed self-indulgent roué of London society was an intellectual? How odd.

			“The present Lord Rexton doesn’t write philosophy, of course,” Mr. Danvers said, as if to acknowledge the unlikelihood of that possibility. “But he does continue the Avery family’s long-standing support of the British Philosophical Society. He took up his father’s baton as the society’s patron when he came into his title.” Mr. Danvers passed the volume back to her. “You have an excellent eye, Miss Higginbotham. This set is lovely.”

			They examined together some of the books Callista had unpacked, and she had almost begun to relax when the sound of a booted approach echoed into the library.

			Lord Rexton entered alone. As she glanced up to see him in the doorway, her stomach clenched. She was determined, however, not to be cowed by this rich peer upon whose patronage her family now depended. She straightened her spine as he strode in.

			Mr. Danvers stepped forward. “My lord, may I have the honor of presenting Miss Higginbotham, your new librarian? Miss Higginbotham, Viscount Rexton.”

			Lord Rexton repeated her name as he bowed over her hand.

			The jolt of contact at his warm grip startled her. Goodness! she thought, immediately flustered. Can a man really look like this? It was one thing not to be intimidated by his power and wealth, but did he also have to be so absurdly handsome?

			Her housemate Marie had tried to warn her about Dominick Avery, Viscount Rexton, society’s most renowned and sinfully attractive lover. “The society pages always refer to him as ‘Lord Adonis,’ chérie,” Marie had said, miming a shiver of delight. “That or ‘Master of Love,’ ” she added with a cheeky grin. “It’s a compliment, a pagan title for a man with the looks of a Greek god.” But Callista had dismissed her friend’s gossip as ridiculous, assuring her neither the looks nor the exploits of Lord Rexton would have any bearing on the performance of her duties.

			Callista saw now that she had been wrong.

			This man was so outlandishly beautiful, in a classical male way, that he stopped the breath in her throat. His thick hair was long enough to show the wave that curled away from his brow and over his collar. You could really only describe the color as a deep burnished gold, daft though that sounded, glowing even in the weak light of a London March morn. She supposed there were women who would kill for such hair, let alone those high cheekbones and preposterously long eyelashes. And that mouth! My word! Surely no man should have such lips. They were outright decadent, almost feminine, in their sensual fullness and curve. He even had a dimple in his chin, although it was balanced by a jaw that was all male in its strength.

			She withdrew her hand and curtsied with fingers balled in her skirts to erase the tingle of his touch. She’d never trusted handsome men. Such looks inevitably bred shallowness, conceit, and a false sense of entitlement. And this man had looks to make the gods bow down. Lord Adonis, indeed!

			“It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Rexton.” At least her voice sounded steady, even if her heart beat rather erratically. His eyes, she couldn’t help but notice, were dark, in striking contrast to his hair. She caught herself thinking of chocolate-brown velvet before she gave herself a mental shake and forcibly banished the thought. She managed to continue. “Thank you for engaging me on this project. I look forward to the privilege of working with so many fine books.”

			“Uncle George was quite insistent you alone could manage to integrate my few volumes with the wonders of his collection,” Lord Rexton said. “What did he write in his letter to us, Danvers?” He turned toward his secretary. “That we were to look up Higginbotham Book Dealers in Bloomsbury and secure your services before he’d even send on the books? I’m delighted you had time to take us on.”

			While his cultured, upper-class tones were little different from her own, there was a deep rumbling purr to his voice that rolled over her skin like a warm bath. She clasped her hands behind her back, afraid goose bumps might show at her wrists. “Sir George is too kind,” she said, glad of an excuse to gaze down modestly. The truth was, she found it hard to look at the man. It was like gazing at the sun.

			Callista didn’t consider herself vain, and she didn’t begrudge the man his golden Adonis looks, but he made her feel so common and plain beside his divine grandeur that she couldn’t help but resent it. It wasn’t exactly fair. Did he have to be rich and outrageously gorgeous and newly gifted with the most stunning collection of books she’d ever seen?

			The arrival of Rexton’s other guests further scattered her wits. An older, rotund gentleman, whom she took to be Mr. Claremont, ushered two young matrons into the room. Callista tensed, knowing the ladies could be none other than her attackers from the drawing room. One of them immediately walked over to their host, gracefully skirting the trunks. She was a beautiful and petite blonde in a blue and green tartan day dress Marie would have raved over as dernier cri.

			“Rex, dear, I knew we’d find you here,” she said, laying a hand on his arm. “When Leticia and I finished our tea, we ran across Mr. Claremont downstairs in the morning room. He said he thought you’d headed down the hall to see your new books before luncheon.”

			“I was content to sit with The Times,” Mr. Claremont said, “but the ladies wanted a peek. Hope that’s all right with you, Rexton.”

			“By all means.” His lordship swept an arm across the expanse of the library. “Take a look around. We recently received in a few new books.”

			The other woman, a brown-haired and rather somber contrast to her peacock-splendid companion, widened her eyes. “Good gracious, Rex! I should think ‘a few’ is rather an understatement. What is all this hodgepodge?”

			Callista recognized their voices and placed this second lady as the sharper-tongued one leading the charge against her. Her breath hitched in her throat. Did they intend to make a scene right here in front of Lord Rexton?

			“Sir George, my mother’s brother, who lives on the coast north of Norwich, decided his library would be better off in my hands,” Rexton replied. “He’s spent a lifetime building this collection and is still in fine health but insisted on sending it to me anyway. Uncle George is a crafty old badger, so I suspect he has his reasons. The trunks arrived last week.”

			Callista watched him gaze around the room with apparent delight and wondered with some surprise at his enthusiasm for the books. It wasn’t what she expected from a man of his reputation.

			The blonde cast a speculative glance at Callista. “And is this the librarian who came with them?”

			Rexton turned toward Callista and urged her forward with a hand at her elbow. She stepped up but sidled away from his light grip. “Yes—my apologies,” he said. “Ladies, may I present Miss Higginbotham? She is indeed a book dealer and library organizer and comes on the recommendation of Sir George.”

			Her heart beat a loud staccato in her ears as she curtsied to the ladies, learning that the sharp-tongued Leticia was Lady Vaughnley and Anna, the beautiful blonde, Lady Barrington. To her relief, neither said anything untoward, although their gazes were appraising and their greetings cool.

			Lord Rexton widened the circle to include his older guest, who was wandering about and bending over to examine titles on book spines with great interest. “Charles, didn’t you say you knew Miss Higginbotham?”

			“It was your father with whom I had an acquaintance, my dear.” Mr. Claremont came over and bowed. “A fine man. I was aggrieved to learn of his death last winter.”

			She dipped her head, horrified by a sudden sting of tears. Her father’s death had been over a year ago, but the day’s stress seemed to be bringing her emotions close to the surface. Luckily, Mr. Danvers was leading Lord Rexton away to examine the Greek tragedies. She didn’t want the viscount to see her so easily overwrought, especially when his presence only rattled her further.

			“Thank you, Mr. Claremont,” she said, clearing her throat. “Was your acquaintance through my father’s book sales? I know he had dealings with several members of the Philosophical Society.”

			“Yes, he often came to our meetings before he moved to the Continent, and he continued to obtain rare and foreign books for members when we weren’t able to find them in the shops here. He provided invaluable service for numerous gentlemen-scholars, including Sir George. I shouldn’t be surprised if many of these”—Mr. Claremont nodded toward the collection—“came to Sir George through your father. I’m delighted to see you continuing his work.”

			“It’s ‘the Honorable’ Miss Higginbotham, isn’t it?” Lady Barrington interjected, looking Callista over in a way that set her nerves on alert.

			“Yes, my father came into his title near the end of his life, when the barony passed to him after the death of a cousin.” The ladies had already sniffed out this information, of course, but were apparently after more details. Hare to their hound, Callista braced herself for the subtle but deadly interrogation of a pair of society ladies bent on flushing out the latest gossip.

			“How nice for your family,” Lady Barrington said coolly.

			Callista smiled tightly and replied as little as she could while they questioned her about her family background and her father’s barony. At least they were civil, although she was sure their restraint had more to do with a desire for information and the current status they all shared as guests under Lord Rexton’s roof—and nothing at all with any charity toward her.

			Her father’s title still roused painful feelings. She supposed it was unfair, but she couldn’t help but trace the unraveling of their comfortable life in Paris back to that day when the packet of legal documents arrived from the London solicitors. Her father had determined to take seriously the duties of his new title in the House of Lords and moved the family back home to London. The stress of the inheritance, however, took a serious toll on his gentle nature, and his health started to fail rapidly. He’d lived barely a year after their return.

			“But why do you seek to continue your father’s work?” Lady Vaughnley asked, brows raised. “Why thrust yourself into the business world at all? It’s hardly a fitting way for a young lady to spend her time.”

			Heat flamed in Callista’s cheeks. “I work, as I suspect most do, ma’am, in order to keep my household.”

			“Have you no male in the family to take care of such matters?” It seemed incredible to the lady, and shameful, that a woman could be in such a situation.

			“I’m afraid not. And, as a matter of fact”—Callista lifted her chin, prodded by some hopeless rebel demon—“I like working with books.”

			Lady Vaughnley drew back stiffly. “Well! You must be quite the bluestocking and very . . . intrepid.” Her lip curled over what were clearly not terms indicating her approval.

			Mr. Claremont’s jovial smile showed him oblivious to the frosty tone of the exchange. “Actually, Lady Barrington is dearly fond of books herself,” he said, turning toward that lady. “I recall the late Lord Barrington often credited you for helping him with those excellent travel volumes he published.”

			“Not with writing or selling them, certainly,” the lady trilled, throwing a smug glance at Callista. “If anything, I was merely the muse.”

			Callista felt her prickliness overwhelm her at what a poor church mouse she was in comparison to the ladies and Lord Rexton. Their discussion of her courtesy title rang with mockery in her ears. These were people born to the aristocracy who had enjoyed wealth and never had to work in their lives. Her father’s title had been the lowest of the peerage and one of recent creation that carried with it no land or income. The title had gone extinct at his death, as of course neither she nor her sister could inherit, and not even a distant male heir existed to take it up. All it left her was the right to call herself “the Honorable.” Her great-aunt Lady Mildred, daughter of a duke herself, had insisted she print the honorific on her calling cards. To Callista, however, it made her feel all the more an imposter waiting to get caught—not a real book dealer or daughter of a peer, but only a young woman who loved to read, a commoner fallen from the ranks whose family now tottered on a dangerous edge of genteel poverty.

			Mr. Danvers seemed to sense her discomfort and came to her rescue. “How is the task proceeding, Miss Higginbotham?”

			She forced a smile in his direction. “So far I’ve done a preliminary review of his lordship’s existing collection and opened a half dozen of Sir George’s trunks.”

			The portly Mr. Claremont eyed the expanse scattered across the library and rubbed his hands like a boy in a sweets shop. “With your permission, Miss Higginbotham? I’d love to have a look.”

			The acknowledgment of her modicum of authority made her feel somewhat better. She knew she had to get over this sense of being a play-actor in her father’s shoes, but it was hard. So much these days was just so hard.

			At her murmured “Of course,” Mr. Claremont and the two women wandered off toward Lord Rexton among the stacks. Lady Barrington cast her a chilly smile, but Lady Vaughnley moved on without a backward glance and began to pick up books with desultory attention. Her puzzled query drifted back toward Callista: “What in the world, Rex, do you plan to do with so many books? Surely you’re not interested in such a collection?”

			Although Callista guessed she and Lady Vaughnley shared little else in common, she had to admit that she wondered about this point as well. It pushed credulity that Lord Rexton, this perfect specimen of masculinity, enjoying the reputation of Master of Love that he did, spent his evenings tucked away in his library curled up with a book.

			Feeling far out of her league, Callista turned toward Rexton’s secretary. “The volumes are very mixed inside each trunk, Mr. Danvers. The classics are with French poetry, and German philosophy with English science texts. Sir George must have shelved them quite haphazardly.” Truth be told, the task already daunted her.

			“Will it pose a problem for you?” that deep voice purred in her ear. Lord Rexton had left his guests to come up behind her. Before she could move away, he leaned closer to tuck in some wisps escaping her looped side braids. He ran his hand boldly down her neck, as if for good measure.

			“My lord!” She jumped and barely kept herself from batting at the man’s hand. Whatever did he think he was about, taking such liberties! Her neck tingled with a trail of fire where he’d touched her. She risked a quick peek at him, but even that glimpse was enough to flood her senses with height and heat, spicy male scent, slashing cheekbones, that ridiculous golden curl, and a far-too-confident teasing smile. Goodness, this man made her nervous. She rubbed a hand against her neck to erase his touch. “There is no problem,” she said rather breathlessly, with far more conviction than she felt. “The task will merely take some time.”

			“We can assign a footman to help with unpacking and sorting the books,” Mr. Danvers offered. There was something of a warning in the look he leveled at his employer.

			“That won’t be necessary,” she replied, looking between the two men. “Billy can help with that part. He’s our . . . footboy.” She hesitated only a fraction of a second but felt nevertheless the sharpening of Lord Rexton’s gaze.

			“And where is this Billy now?” Rexton asked, raising one perfectly arched brow.

			“Your butler invited him down to the kitchens less than a half hour ago. He’d been working hard all morning and had unpacked quite a few trunks.” She hated the anxious note in her voice. Billy was certainly allowed a cup of tea, and she was allowed to permit him his rest. A pang of longing struck her for some measure of the professional confidence her father’s sterling credentials and experience had granted him. Actually, she desperately wished she could simply curl up at home with a good book and a pot of tea herself. But she needed this job. And her family’s finances dictated she must succeed at it.

			Her fingers clenched into her palms on a wave of painful pride. She’d do what she had to.

			She felt Lord Rexton’s eyes lingering on her and kept her own safely averted. He surprised her then by inquiring in a mild tone, “Will you join me and my guests for luncheon, Miss Higginbotham?”

			“Oh no, thank you.” She drew a breath she hoped didn’t sound too shaky. Taking luncheon with the harpies was the last thing she wanted; they’d pick out her eyes before the meat course and make it seem they were only inquiring after her health. “I plan to dive right into my task. Perhaps I could take a tray here.”

			“If you insist; however, I was hoping I could persuade you,” Rexton said. “I’d like to discuss the library collection with you.”

			She blinked, sufficiently taken aback to risk another glance at him. She hadn’t expected either to be dining with the viscount and his guests or that this quintessence of male splendor would care to talk seriously about his books. Either way, she didn’t seem to have a choice. “In that case, my lord, of course I should be happy to accept your invitation.”

			She noted Lady Barrington narrowed her eyes as she followed their conversation from across the room. Something displeased and proprietary in the lady’s gaze made Callista wonder whether this sophisticated widow was his current lover. But Lady Barrington said nothing, merely favoring her with another frosty smile.

			“Until later then, Miss Higginbotham.” Rexton took Callista’s hand again and bowed over it. When he ran his fingers lightly across her palm before releasing it, she had to forcibly repress the shiver of reaction that gripped her. The man was all leonine grace and seduction incarnate, smiling artlessly up at her from his bow as if daring her to make a fuss. He even had the audacity to add a wink—blast the man!

			“The weather being so fine,” he said, continuing innocently, “I think we’ll take a turn about the gardens before luncheon, but I’ll send Danvers to fetch you to the drawing room for sherry when the rest of the guests arrive.”

			With a few more words all around, Lord Rexton gathered his guests and secretary, and the elegant company swept from the library.

			Callista sighed her relief.

			She’d survived her first meeting with Lord Rexton. Against her expectation, she admitted she found herself curious about this notorious “Lord Adonis.” Part of her almost looked forward to luncheon—although only almost, she thought with a shudder. Negotiating high-society table conversation with ladies plotting her ruin was definitely not among her talents.

			Who exactly was this viscount? The gentleman was not at all as she’d anticipated, although she was unsure whether it was his ludicrous blinding beauty or baffling apparent interest in books that threw her more for a loop.

			His lips came to mind, with their lush sinful curve—no man should look like that. While it wasn’t precisely his fault he was as handsome as a Greek god of antiquity, she quite loathed the visceral effect he triggered in her senses. Her core of honesty, however, forced up the thought that she perhaps more correctly feared this effect, as she’d never before encountered a man whose sheer physical presence so unsettled her.

			And then she recalled his eyes as he surveyed his collection. Had they shone with the same excitement she felt about every new volume that came into her hands? He was supposed to be a dissipated rake! Surely he couldn’t care about these books as she did?

			The man was a puzzle, but one that was none of her concern. No doubt someone with such a stunning face came to rely on a roué manner in all his interactions with women. Why, he probably couldn’t help but flirt! She’d simply have to make very clear that she was unmoved and uninterested in such interaction. Once she had made him accept that fact, surely they could deal well enough together. It was little different than house-training a new puppy: We’ll have none of that behavior in here, if you please. The more difficult challenge might be ensuring that her own control over her emotions and wayward senses never wavered.

			But the real puzzle was how in the world she was going to organize the scattered piles and open trunks of the eleven thousand books for which she was now responsible. The challenge both terrified her and, strangely, made her happier than she’d felt in a very long while.

			Unbidden, the thought arose that Lord Rexton might pose the same challenge to a woman.

			Goodness.

			The thought chased her all the way back to work.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Lord Rexton was bowing over some older lady’s hand when Mr. Danvers escorted Callista into the drawing room an hour later. Bowing and smiling that wicked, devastating smile, to the lady’s apparent besotted delight. He really does flirt all the time! Callista harrumphed to herself. Not that it’s any of my business, of course.

			She turned away briskly and scanned the room. About a dozen people milled about, all talking animatedly. A few ladies were present, but the guests were mainly older gentlemen: a little rumpled, rather portly, not at all at the forefront of fashion. One man with an untamed shock of gray hair spilled his sherry as he gesticulated grandly about a wonderful essay on the philosophy of love by an anonymous author known only as Amator Philosophiae, or the Lover of Philosophy, in the latest issue of Philosophers’ Quarterly. Another trod on the foot of his neighbor, apparently oblivious to all but his own intent argument. Callista allowed herself an inward sigh of relief. Gentlemen-scholars! Such as they, she knew how to handle. Lady Barrington moved graciously from group to group, playing hostess. Determined to avoid her, Callista caught the eye of Mr. Claremont and started toward him with a polite nod.

			Before she could cross the room, however, Lord Rexton took leave of the woman he’d been greeting, swept two crystal glasses of sherry off a footman’s tray, and intercepted Callista in her path.

			His opening volley took her by surprise. “I’m having Danvers amend our contract.” He handed her the sherry before she could decline.

			Distracted, she took the outstretched glass. “Why is that? Is there a problem?” Please, let there not be a problem.

			“It’s come to my attention your footboy isn’t receiving compensation from me for his work here.”

			“I wasn’t expecting a separate payment for Billy. He’s my servant and I’m responsible for his wages.”

			“I pay my employees, Miss Higginbotham.” He arched a dark-golden winged brow and made it sound a point of honor.

			“I’m not suggesting otherwise, my lord. It’s simply that I consider Billy’s payment included within the fees we’ve already negotiated in my contract.”

			“Well, I don’t,” he answered shortly. “Danvers will show you the new contract and have you add your initials. Graves will pay him along with the other footboys.”

			She thought it a somewhat unusual arrangement and not at all necessary. However, if his lordship chose to make this generous gesture in Billy’s favor, it wasn’t for her to refuse the boon.

			“As you wish.” She inclined her head and took a small sip from her glass. It was even smoother than the stock she kept in Bloomsbury, some of the last remnants of her father’s once-excellent cellar. “A fine sherry, my lord. Thank you.”

			“I’m glad you approve.” Another one of those annoyingly amused smiles began to curl the corners of his full lips.

			Surely he didn’t rouge them, did he? How on earth could a man’s lips be so red and lush and—and inviting? The word popped into her thoughts before she tamped it down with a calming breath. Yes, his teasing grin was definitely back, and his dark gaze was settling intent and smiling and focused—on her.

			With a little fluster of panic, she frowned and took a fortifying sip of the sherry as she cast about for a safe topic. “Lord Rexton, we should discuss how you want the collection organized. Do you have a preference?”

			If anything, his grin widened. “You are the expert, Miss Higginbotham. What do you recommend?”

			Was he mocking her? She drew herself up and launched into a brisk lecture. “From what I can tell, your present library system seems a combination of arranging the books by general topic, sometimes alphabetically by author, and often haphazardly, perhaps according to when they entered your possession. Of course, collections often have no organizing principle at all. Do you realize many aristocrats’ libraries are arranged simply by color and size of volume, so they may all look pretty lined up on the shelf?”

			He widened his eyes in mock horror. “My word, how shocking!”

			She set her glass stiffly on a nearby table, casting her eyes down at her worn but polished boot tips. “I see it amuses you to make fun of me, but I make no apologies for taking my work seriously.”

			“Come now, you sounded so scandalized, I couldn’t resist teasing a little.” He refilled her glass from a nearby decanter and handed it back to her, forcing her to look up. “It’s just my shallow, pleasure-driven way of being, I’m afraid,” he said, waving a hand airily.

			She cocked her head, trying hard to figure him out. “Books are a very serious matter, and you are now in possession of a truly stunning collection. There are some treasures in that library; I found the most gorgeous hand-tooled and illuminated Spanish Bible just this morning. It must be three hundred years old. All this poses a significant responsibility, both for me to do the collection justice and for you to care for it into posterity.”

			“We shall each have to ensure the other remains committed to the task, although I am most certain that you, my dear”—he bowed toward her—“would never waver from your responsibility.” He traced a quick finger along her cheekbone and ended with a tap on her nose. “You have the look of responsibility all over you.”

			She pursed her lips into a disapproving line and stepped back.

			A mistake, apparently, as it seemed to lure him in closer—close enough to lean in and murmur in her ear, “Who are you, Miss Higginbotham?”

			“As you well know”—she kept her gaze firmly fixed across the room—“I am a book dealer and, by arrangement at the moment, your librarian. Certainly no one of any particular interest to you.”

			“Odd; I find you quite fascinating.”

			A quick sideways glance caught him smiling at her over the rim of his glass. She felt her face grow hot. “My lord, I am here to carry out a commission. I can permit nothing, including your reputation, to jeopardize my successful completion of this task.”

			“To what reputation do you refer?”

			“Your life path of seduction is rather common knowledge,” she replied tartly. “Although lamentable, it is, I suppose, only to be expected that a man with your particular physical endowments and the leisure of your class would find no higher calling than to dedicate himself to a life of pleasure.” She took a small self-congratulatory sip after that little speech.

			His eyes narrowed and his tone turned lazy. “What fine sanctimony, Miss Higginbotham. But on what basis, may I inquire, would a respectable spinster librarian such as you judge my ‘physical endowments’?”

			“My lord, this game is beneath you,” she said, her words clipped. “Surely you have far better hunting among the ladies of the bon ton.”

			“Actually, I find they have little to offer.”

			“Compared to them, I have nothing to offer and far too much to lose.” She turned fully toward him, trying hard to hang on to her pique like a shield. “I am not a . . . a light-skirt, sir. People depend upon me. I cannot let them down.”

			“I think you underestimate your charms, my dear Miss Higginbotham. But you have nothing to fear from me. I’m no seducer of lambs, nor do I compromise the help.”

			It was a deliberate insult. She couldn’t help her sharp intake of breath but worked to gather herself quickly behind a rigid façade. “Of course, my lord.”

			Lady Barrington came up and laid a manicured hand on Lord Rexton’s arm. “Miss Higginbotham, how went your little labors with the books this morning?”

			Callista clenched her glass stem and greeted her with a small nod. “Well, my lady.”

			“Excellent. Rex and I,” the lady said, patting the viscount’s arm, “will be at the Duchess of Worchester’s ball this evening. I’ll be sure to let her know about your services. I expect she’ll be most interested in learning of your work here. Her Grace enjoys reading those lady writers’ novels and might well have a commission for you.”

			“Thank you. Your ladyship is too kind.” Kind indeed, to waste no time in starting the rumor mill to churn.

			“Not at all.” Lady Barrington’s lips curled in a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Some of the ton might be a tad shocked, I’m afraid, and rather old-fashioned about such things as the working classes and young women keeping to their proper places. But I’ll explain that girls like you are more forward-thinking these days.”

			Luckily, Callista was spared a further cut-and-thrust session with her hostess when Mr. Claremont stepped up to their group, bringing along two other gentlemen, whom he introduced to Callista as fellow members of the British Philosophical Society. It turned out the luncheon crowd was the organizing committee for the society’s upcoming conference, to be held in late May in Edinburgh in conjunction with Scottish counterparts from the Royal Society of Edinburgh. Present also were several philosophy tutors and a junior instructor from the University of Cambridge’s Trinity College, the aristocratic college from which the previous Lord Rexton had graduated and where the current one had apparently spent time as well. She soon met more gentlemen than she could keep track of, along with some of their wives, all interested in the new library that was making Lord Rexton the talk of the Philosophical Society. Although they were outwardly respectful of their host and patron, Callista gathered Lady Vaughnley wasn’t the only one wondering what use the Master of Love could make of such a collection.

			Graves announced luncheon, and Callista accepted the escort of the aptly named Mr. Plumptre, the society’s rotund treasurer, as they headed downstairs to the dining room. “I hear Lord Rexton’s new books have wonderful breadth across the full range of philosophy,” he wheezed beside her. “Do you plan to organize the collection by subject matter?”

			“Lord Rexton and I were just broaching that point, Mr. Plumptre.”

			To her surprise, Callista found herself, over oxtail soup, at the center of a most interesting discussion about the great libraries of the world and the principles of organization behind them. Although Lord Rexton continued to watch her far too closely for comfort, by the time the sole in anchovy sauce arrived to table, she began almost to relax. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d dined at such a bountiful table with the congenial company of book lovers. Certainly not since her father was alive and they’d all lived in Paris.

			“I find a broad division by subject matter best,” Mr. Plumptre said around mouthfuls of boiled bacon cheek dressed in spinach cream sauce. “That way we can easily find our philosophy volumes.”

			“True,” Callista replied, “but it’s not always clear in which subject area a book should be placed. The classification system most often used was proposed two centuries ago by Francis Bacon. He believed there are but three branches of knowledge: history, which derives from memory; poetry, deriving from imagination; and philosophy, from reason. According to that system, all the books being published today in the new sciences of biology and chemistry and such should be placed in philosophy, under the subcategory of philosophy of nature or experimental philosophy. But such books are so different from Plato or Aquinas, the kind of philosophers who interest you gentlemen”—she gestured down the table—“that I wonder whether this categorization is still useful today in the nineteenth century, when there is now such an explosion of new knowledge.”

			“Excellent point, my dear.” Mr. Claremont nodded, waving over a footman for more of the pease pudding. “What if instead of trying to keep up with more categories, you simply used fewer? When I did research at the Vatican Library, they divided everything up into either ‘sacred’ or ‘profane.’ ”

			Luncheon continued almost pleasantly, with the guests trading stories of libraries and ideas for the new collection. Lord Rexton, Callista noticed, sat mostly silent throughout the meal, contributing little from his position at the head of the table.

			Mr. Thompson, the Trinity College junior instructor, a pale and thin young man, jumped in as the tartlets and Trocadero cake were served. “Before coming to Cambridge, I served as tutor for Lord Shelton’s two sons, and one of my tasks was to reorganize his library. He’d had a classification system when he started his collection years earlier, with a big catalog recording shelf numbers where books were located. But by the time I showed up, he’d added so many new volumes the shelves overflowed and books were pushed off to other shelves that were supposed to hold a different category. The numbers in the catalog book were scratched out and written over so many times that none of it made any sense.”

			“That, Mr. Thompson,” said Callista, laying down her fork from an excellent rhubarb tart with ginger cream, “is exactly the problem with a catalog-book-and-fixed-location approach. It’s the reason I cannot advocate it for Lord Rexton’s library. Such a system really only works if you plan never again to add another book to your library!”

			Mutters of agreement ran around the table over the ridiculousness of that notion.

			“But is it not true, Miss Higginbotham,” inquired Lady Barrington, “that the library of the British Museum, the most splendid library in all the land, uses fixed location and numbers all its shelves? I seem to remember my husband speaking of such, as he frequently conducted research for his books there.”

			“Quite true, my lady,” said Mr. Plumptre, still chewing heartily and reaching for the French plums. “Quite true—shelf 78B and 121A and such.”

			“Surely you don’t set yourself up as a greater authority than the British Museum?” The lady threw her challenge down the table.

			All eyes turned to Callista, and she clenched her napkin into a wadded ball on her lap. “The British Museum library struggles with these issues as well. My father knew the head catalog clerk there, who often mentioned their difficulty in keeping the record and shelf labels accurate. Because we have the option of starting afresh with this new collection at Rexton House, I’m thinking of trying something quite different here.”

			“So you do have a recommendation,” Lord Rexton murmured, dangling a Tokay dessert wine in one hand while he popped grapes into his mouth.

			And what a hothouse expense those must be this time of year, Callista couldn’t help but think. “Yes, my lord. Instead of a catalog book, I’d like to experiment with a catalog system of individual cards, perhaps arranged in specially made drawers. One could then easily add a new card with identifying details for each additional book acquired into the collection.”

			“But how, then, does one know where to find the book?” Lady Barrington asked. “Surely any catalog is useless unless it directs one to the properly numbered shelf?”

			“I think perhaps instead of numbering the shelves, we could number the books themselves, perhaps with some special code to indicate a subject classification as well.”

			“It sounds terribly confusing to me,” the lady replied, shrugging. “But then again, we’re quite the outsiders in such a roomful of intellectual luminaries, aren’t we, Rex? I fear I don’t know what we can contribute.”

			“Don’t fret, my lady. Your beauty warms the room,” Mr. Claremont said, gallant and oblivious, as seemed his wont.

			To Callista, the unspoken statement about what contribution Lord Rexton had to offer was all too obvious: the patronage of his money, the bounty of his table, his own pretty face. She found herself feeling strangely sorry for him and wanting to offer a defense on his behalf. “In possession of such a library, Lord Rexton’s credentials are quite stellar. I’m beginning to suspect there’s not another collection in England outside the British Museum to rival what’s under this roof.”

			Her comment hung awkwardly in the air. “Somewhat lost on Lord Adonis, though, isn’t it?” Mr. Thompson offered jokingly. “If I had the looks and manners of his lordship, I wouldn’t waste my time in a library.”

			An uneasy chuckle rippled round the room. “You waste enough of your time there now, Thompson,” joked Mr. Walpole, the graying shock-haired head tutor from the university, “although at least you’re not as bad as that fool lord last year. Remember that scandal? The young buck fancied himself the next Plato, actually got his father the earl to bribe the university so he could teach our students the drivel he was churning out. They ended up laughing him off the lectern. Last I heard, he was licking his wounds in India.”

			“Lord Rexton’s situation is nothing of that sort,” Callista said staunchly. “I’m sure he simply appreciates these books for the treasures they are.”

			“They’ll look lovely on my shelves.” Their host tossed another grape into his mouth with studied nonchalance. “Heaven knows when I’ll ever have time or occasion to read them.”

			She furrowed her brow at his indifference and saw his expression harden over in response.

			He straightened to pour himself more of the Tokay from the table decanter. “Not everyone, my dear Miss Higginbotham, spends their evenings curled up with a book. Some of us are otherwise occupied.” He gave her a lazy and dismissive once-over and popped in another grape.

			She felt a crimson flush spread at his implication, clear to all, that she was a washed-up spinster.

			Lady Barrington stood to signal the end of luncheon and began to lead the company from the table. She smiled and took Lord Rexton’s arm. “To each their own. Miss Higginbotham obviously cares little for balls and musicales and questions of social standing and reputation. She’s content to spend her time on books and sales to gentlemen who I’m sure are very grateful for all the useful services she provides.”

			Callista stiffened in hot humiliation. So much for a pleasant luncheon—she should have known the harpy and Lord Adonis weren’t to be trusted. She couldn’t have been more clearly branded a fallen outsider. Even Mr. Claremont frowned in some confusion. The company turned, stepping away from Lord Rexton and Lady Barrington, and left them standing arm in arm. Rexton looked rigid, frozen to the spot. Even the tightness of Lady Barrington’s smile seemed to indicate she sensed she’d gone too far.

			Callista backed away, pushing a hand hard against the knot at her waist. “If . . . if you’ll all excuse me, I must get back to the library.” She hesitated, desperate to escape and loath to have any further contact with him, yet conscious of the requirements of her duty. “My lord, might I have a moment of your time later today? There are some questions of organization I really do need to settle with you.”

			He bowed, a Greek god of icy perfection. “I shall put myself at your service.”

			Her eyes rested on his for just a moment, and then she fled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Callista: Dom mentally tried out the name he’d had to inquire from Danvers. Bizarre though it was—she wasn’t at all Dom’s usual type—she’d intruded into his thoughts all afternoon. He’d endured squiring Anna and Lady Vaughnley on an interminable round of social calls through which he’d valiantly flirted and engaged in the expected risqué double entendres. As he now paced down the corridor to his library, an irritating twinge of conscience marred his anticipation. To his surprise, the delectably prim Miss Higginbotham had defended him at luncheon; to his disgrace, he’d returned the favor by exposing her to ridicule. He knew he’d behaved badly when he’d done nothing to deflect Anna’s snide comments and instead added his own, but the earnestness of the woman’s defense had prodded his old shame to lash out. On seeing her whitened cheeks, he’d regretted right away setting her up for sport. Too late—the damage had been done.

			He sighed. He should have been inured to feeling left out, and jealousy over the scholar’s life was only ridiculous self-indulgence at this point. The bookish woman, however, had a strange way of provoking his demons. She’d reacted with such courageous hurt that he could tell she, too, was accustomed to being made an outsider.

			Callista: he savored the name. Gorgeous gray eyes—he’d caught mere flashes—luminous, heavily ringed by black lashes and winged brows, yet haunted somehow. Porcelain cream skin, but so pale across the cheeks and shadowed under those lovely eyes. A tall, elegant frame, almost painfully thin—except, he’d noted, for a most pert little bosom. And hair he was ready to bet she would loathe to have described as red. Perhaps one could charitably call it a rich auburn brown, but he would put down money that, unpinned and unwound from those damnably tight braids and that chignon, her hair would be a vivid Titian red.

			He’d tried at first to be as lightly flirtatious with his new librarian as he was with the other ladies—indeed as he was with all ladies. But she just threw him fleeting glances from those serious gray eyes and refused to reply in kind. So he’d watched her throughout the meal and tried to figure her out; it was an old seducer’s trick—pay attention not to a woman’s words, but to the tone of their delivery, to her hand gestures and the movement of her body. In the case of the Honorable Miss Higginbotham, everything about her bespoke caution, reserve—even fear. He’d never met a woman who held herself so stiffly, with such an air of tense fragility radiating from that rigid spine. She cut her food with obsessive precision and drank very sparingly, although she ate surprisingly well for someone so thin. Had she gone hungry recently? She’d held her own with the company but hadn’t smiled once during the meal—not even while talking with the professors.

			What in blazes made someone so tautly controlled?

			And what made him so intrigued?

			You’re getting jaded, old boy.

			Self-disdain was no new emotion. What did surprise him, as he walked through the library’s heavy double doors, was the itch tingling through his veins to see her again. His prickly librarian put him off his stride, yet despite his careening emotions around her, he found he rather welcomed the novel sensation.

			It was his favorite time of day to be in the room. The late-afternoon sun slanted in low through the west windows overlooking St. James’s Square and cast the room in a rich golden glow. As a boy, he’d often hidden among these lengthening shadows to devour books his father and tutor had said scathingly were far beyond him. Pacing now into the chamber, the sight of its occupant brought him up short and lifted the corner of his lip.

			The oh-so-correct Honorable Miss Higginbotham was tucked in his favorite leather armchair by the low-burning hearth, asleep. One hand held a blue-bound book on her lap and the other pillowed her cheek in a childlike gesture that broadened his smile.

			He approached quietly. As a gentleman, he admonished himself for spying on a lady in a private moment, but the devil in him found it impossible to resist.

			Relaxed in sleep, she no longer gave off such a formidable impression of tight-lipped, grim determination. She was a handsome woman, although her looks were far more challenging than Anna’s petite and blond prettiness. She was quite tall for one thing, coming up even to above his chin, he’d noticed earlier. A strong jaw and high brow framed her face, centered by a nose he’d call . . . assertive, he decided, cocking his head for a better look. And her lips, soft in repose, had a tantalizing bow shape. Taken all together, her features made for a striking combination.

			Pacing silently around the armchair, he considered her gown—well-tailored, good-quality woolen, but in a drab gray with a high neck and no ornamentation; she had been the sole lady at luncheon without jewelry. He tried to judge her age. Not a young schoolroom miss, but he doubted she was as old as his thirty-two years. Late twenties, perhaps? He frowned at those dark shadows marking the thin skin under her eyes. Surely she wasn’t supporting an entire household by herself?

			She shifted restlessly, and one of the last sunbeams of the day fell upon her hair. Yes, definitely a fiery red. It would have some curl, he guessed, were it not so ruthlessly scraped back into those braided loops, now hanging crooked at her temples, and bound at her nape. She was definitely not making the most of her looks, although the severity of her toilette somehow suited her, for she was clearly not a frivolous woman.

			And then he saw they were not alone. A scrawny boy of about fourteen years sat on the floor with his back against the far corner of the settee, scowling at him fiercely.

			Ah, this must be Billy.

			Dom lifted one arched brow in inquiry. Damned if he’d be made to feel ashamed by some footboy for standing in his own library. When the lad jerked his chin back toward the door and stalked silently over there himself, Dom didn’t know whether to be annoyed or amused. Apparently he was being summoned for an interview.

			He followed the boy. “Billy, I take it?” He kept his voice quiet but adopted his haughtiest tone.

			“Aye, Billy Miller, and ye must be his lordship.”

			Dom sketched him a mocking bow, but the boy wouldn’t be intimidated.

			“I saw ye watchin’ her,” Billy spat out. “I know what ye were thinkin’.”

			“Clairvoyant, are you?” Dom drawled.

			“I may not know all yer big words,” the boy sneered, “but I do know Miss H. is not one to be trifled with. And she’s not for the likes of ye, m’lord.”

			He felt himself bristling to have his measure taken so easily by this urchin. “And who are you, to be making such pronouncements?”

			“I work for Miss H. She saved my life and now I help her with things. She’s probably the smartest lady in the world. Do you know she speaks six languages?” Billy’s voice cracked.

			“A most admirable accomplishment.”

			“Aye, but there be some things she don’t know much about, if ye take my meanin’. Miss H.’s a proper lady.”

			“I would never have presumed otherwise.” The woman exuded straitlaced propriety. As he’d noted, not at all his type.

			“Ye be presumin’, all right,” the boy said. “I could see it on yer face when ye were spyin’ on her.”

			“I was certainly not spying on Miss Higginbotham,” Dom answered hotly before remembering he was defending himself to a footboy. He took a deep breath. “I came in here to discuss a matter of business with your mistress.”

			“Then let’s keep it businesslike, shall we, m’lord? Miss H.’s got those that care to look out for her.”

			“You protect her honor, lad?” He was amazed at the boy’s gall yet found he couldn’t help but admire him.

			“If need be, aye.” Billy glared up at him, hands fisted at his sides on long, gangly arms.

			Dom supposed he should cuff the boy for his insolence but actually had to fight to keep a smile off his face. Miss Higginbotham gave the impression of being rather alone in the world, with burdens on her slim shoulders, but she clearly wasn’t without friends, at least of a sort.

			He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I respect your position.”

			The boy held his gaze for a long moment and then nodded. “As long as we understand each other.”

			Their voices must have reached Callista, for she began to stir. “Billy?”

			Upon seeing them, she gasped and sat up so quickly her book fell to the floor.

			“My lord, you startled me!” She picked up the volume and put it on the chair’s arm as she sat there, blinking and bemused. “I’m sorry, I must have dozed off.”

			He smiled and sketched her a small bow. “My apologies for waking you.” This was better, with her cheeks pink and hair loosened from her nap.

			She looked to the ornate gilt clock on the mantel. “Goodness, how long did I sleep?” The worried little frown he’d thought permanently etched on her forehead was already starting to return.

			Billy rushed to defend her. “It’s not Miss H.’s fault! No one works harder than her! She just don’t get much sleep lately, what with worryin’ about us and all.”

			“Billy!” She flushed. “His lordship does not need to hear any of this.”

			Dom turned to her young protector. “Lad, go find the footman in the hall and request coffee in the library for Miss Higginbotham and myself. And then head around back to the stables and tell them I said the carriage should be brought out front for your mistress within half an hour. You can wait there until the horses are ready.”

			The boy looked at his mistress, clearly unwilling to take orders from him.

			Dom rolled his eyes.

			“Go on, Billy, and do as Lord Rexton bids,” she said, nodding at the boy. “I’ll be fine.”

			As the lad left the room, she smoothed her hair and pushed pins firmly into the chignon. Putting your armor back in place, Dom thought. Pity.

			“I assure you this behavior is not typical for me.” She pushed to her feet. “I am usually very responsible—” She broke off as she teetered a bit and put out a hand to steady herself against the armchair. Her book fell again to the carpet with a soft thud.

			He stepped up and put a hand under her elbow. “Easy now.” She was the perfect height. And he was close enough to catch her scent: warm, female, soft. Gardenia? It filled his nose and slid down to tickle the base of his spine.

			“I’m fine, thank you.” She tried to step back but had to content herself with turning away sideways from his light grip.

			He hid a smile at her retreat. What a prickly little creature you are, Miss H.

			“And I do promise this will not happen again. I fear I am not accustomed to such a large midday meal.” She cleared her throat. “It apparently left me a bit sleepy.”

			“Ah, well”—he leaned toward her and did smile then, in his way that always had the ladies swooning—“we’ll have to ensure we starve you at noontime from now on.”

			She shot him a furtive glance from beneath that jet-black fringe of lashes. Was she checking to see if he was serious? He kicked himself again at the hint of fear in her serious gray eyes. But he registered a flicker of irritation as well that his jest fell unaccustomedly flat, as did his smile.

			“There is no need to concern yourself,” he said, trying again. “I’ve often fallen asleep with a good book after luncheon myself.” It was a lie, but he wanted that anxious look off her face, now.

			“I’m delighted you enjoy such leisure, but I do not fall asleep whilst working.” She smoothed down her skirts and squared her shoulders.

			More armor, but at least she’s looking in my general direction now. And he liked the salt back in her tone. “With a paragon such as yourself, I have no doubt.”

			She pursed her lips into a disapproving line and stepped back to bend down for the fallen book.
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