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            Prologue

         
         
            New York City, 1879

            One West Thirty-Fourth Street

         

         The duke was at the door. His Grace, the Duke of Montrose, had come calling at the Goodwin residence, all the way from Ye
            Olde England, on the hunt for an heiress to marry as dukes were wont to do these days.
         

         
         But young Beatrice Goodwin only had eyes for the young, handsome boy who had climbed into her bedroom window.

         
         By any definition, Wes Dalton was a nobody. He also happened to be the somebody she adored most in the world for many reasons,
            though one in particular claimed her attention now.
         

         
         Wes Dalton knew how to kiss a girl. He’d been in her room less than a minute before their arms were around each other, mouths
            colliding, young love seizing the moment.
         

         
         “You have to go,” she murmured.

         
         “I know,” he said. Mumbled, really. Talking and kissing were not tremendously compatible. Kissing won out.

         
         Arms and hearts entwined. Soft breaths. The sweetest taste.

         
         “I have to go,” he murmured.

         
         “I know,” she mumbled.

         
         Beatrice and Wes were no fools; they knew the rules and the way of the world. There was a duke at the front door and Wes was
            a nobody sneaking into her bedroom and Beatrice . . . well she was just a girl. One who was in danger of forgetting her purpose.
            Why did her father work night and day, eight days a week, to earn a fortune if not so her mother could realize her greatest
            social ambitions by making a duchess of their daughter?
         

         
         The duke was at the door . . .

         
         Barney and Estella Goodwin hadn’t done all that for Beatrice to marry Wes Dalton, a mere associate department manager at Goodwin’s,
            the department store her family owned. Even if Wes was an excellent kisser who, when he was not kissing her, wanted to hear
            whatever she had to say.
         

         
         Beatrice usually had lots to say, much to people’s chagrin.

         
         “We could run away,” he suggested.

         
         “We could,” she agreed, laughing. Because he couldn’t be serious. Then she lifted her gaze to his deep blue eyes and fell
            silent. He was serious.
         

         
         Him. Her. Run away.

         
         Her heart leapt at the prospect. Long nights with him, waking up beside him. The two of them taking on the world with nothing
            but their wits and love and fierce kisses.
         

         
         But the duke was at the door . . .

         
         It was a big risk. The biggest risk. Especially when the duke was downstairs, presumably now in the formal drawing room. It
            was not his first visit. But everyone understood that this was the visit. The one where he asked the same question Wes was asking her now. But with a guarantee of castles and parties and fancy
            dresses.
         

         
         She cared about these things as much as the next girl, which is to say somewhat.

         
         “I can promise you exactly nothing,” he said and they both already knew it. “Just undying love. Run away with me, Bea. Right
            now.”
         

         
         If there was one thing she knew about Wes it was that the man had an enormous appetite for risk. Exhibit A: climbing into
            the bedroom window of his employer’s daughter, who was an heiress about to receive a marriage proposal from a duke. Men ended
            up in the East River for less.
         

         
         “When? And where to? And how—?” she sputtered.

         
         Beatrice was not risk averse, but she did appreciate a plan. Her father’s business sense may have been lost on her brother,
            Edward, but not her. She needed some particulars more than just a promise. An idea. A kiss. Some facts and figures would be
            nice. A plan would not be remiss.
         

         
         “We’ll catch a train this afternoon,” Wes murmured as he kissed her neck and for a second she thought, Maybe.
         

         
         “Wes, you’re mad. Absolutely mad to suggest such a mad thing,” she said. Finishing school never did manage to tame her blunt,
            impulsive speech.
         

         
         “Madly in love.”

         
         “Is that what you call it?”

         
         He pulled her close so she could feel how madly in love he was with her. He flashed a grin that had her heart bursting like
            fireworks. If this was the start of forever . . . she could do worse.
         

         
         There was a knock at the door.

         
         They jumped apart.

         
         She opened the door a crack while Wes stayed out of sight, hiding behind the curtains.

         
         It was a housemaid.

         
         “I have been sent to inform you that His Grace is waiting. And your mother.”

         
         One was more fearsome than the other.

         
         “I’ll be there in a moment.”

         
         She closed the door. The curtains over her window fluttered in the breeze.

         
         They both knew why the duke was downstairs, in the formal drawing room. There was only one reason British Peers of The Realm
            traveled so far afield. There was only one reason dukes condescended to call repeatedly upon new-money debutantes.
         

         
         Fortune hunting was the sport of the day.

         
         She was the prize.

         
         “If not right now, then run away with me tonight,” Wes said urgently. Because the clock was ticking on forever. Their chances
            to be together were dwindling. He grasped her hand. “You, Beatrice, are my one and only.”
         

         
         Her lips still tingled from his kiss. She wanted to know how this could work. Because she was tempted. The duke was . . .
            fine. He was a few years older, staid and remote and just . . . fine.
         

         
         And Wes was divine. He only had to smile at her across the sales floor and she was floating on air. He had only to kiss her
            and she was thinking of throwing her whole future away for him.
         

         
         She was young yet. Just twenty years old. That was a lot of future to throw away.

         
         “And then what? Suppose I run away with you to Grand Central Depot right now. And then what?”

         
         “You. Me. The rest of our lives. Starting tonight.”

         
         Tonight! Beatrice felt the walls closing in on her. She knew what her mother and society expected of her: to marry, and marry
            well. Dress well, throw parties, associate with the right people. She knew the expectations so well that she scarcely even
            considered that there might be more. She adored Wes, but how was she supposed to give up family, friends, and a city she loved on some mad lark, with no plans?
         

         
         Beatrice gazed at him. The dark hair falling rakishly into his ocean blue eyes. The line of his jaw, the curve of his top
            lip, the hands around her waist. She gazed at this boy she loved to kiss, who made her heart sing, who never told her to be
            quiet, who always asked her opinion. She wanted to run away with him. But she also couldn’t help but wonder:
         

         
         Where would they even go?

         
         How would they eat?

         
         Her father would fire him in a heartbeat. She knew how the world worked; powerful men protected their own and doors all over
            town would be closed to Wes. He wouldn’t find decent work in this town. She would have to give up family, friends, and the
            city she loved to wander the world with a man who might not be able to support her at all.
         

         
         It felt tremendously, grievously unfair that she should have only these two wildly extreme all-or-nothing options to choose
            from. What she wouldn’t do to just . . . see how things went. To pursue both paths without impossibly high stakes, or devastating
            repercussions. If only she had a little more time or freedom to explore. If only it wasn’t a matter of either/or.
         

         
         But the duke was at the door.

         
         “I’ll think about it.” She pressed one more kiss on his lips. “But I have to go.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            New York City, 1895

            Sixteen years later

         

         The first thing Beatrice did after the demise of her marriage was to return to New York. After nearly sixteen years spent
            languishing in a crumbling old castle in a remote corner of the English countryside, the city seemed like the place to go.
            When one had burned their bridges, ruined their reputation, and still smoldered with possibilities, what else could one do
            but escape to Manhattan?
         

         
         The place was full of opportunities for second chances—as long as one was mad and daring enough to seize them. Beatrice was
            mad enough and daring enough. She didn’t have other options.
         

         
         Where else in the world was a divorced duchess to go?

         
         Despite the best efforts of the duke, he hadn’t been able to extinguish her spark. God knew he’d tried. She still shuddered
            thinking of his knock at the door. But all that was on the other side of the Atlantic. Good riddance.
         

         
         Finally, unencumbered, Beatrice stepped onto the dock and into the churning crush of humanity. She breathed in deeply.

         
         Some lumbering man beside her grumbled loudly, “It smells like—”

         
         She thought home just as he said “garbage.”
         

         
         To be clear, it did smell like garbage. Hot, stinking garbage that had been left in the sun. It was a noxious mix of manure,
            refuse, and the seething mass of humanity inhabiting the island. Oh, the city did stink. But it was also home. Where she’d
            been born and raised, a place where she had loved and lost and left.
         

         
         It felt good to be back. It felt right. Already she felt a shimmer of possibility that she hadn’t felt in a long time. It
            was the magic of the city, welcoming her home.
         

         
         Beatrice easily fell back into the brisk pace of a city person; the dowager duchess never managed to get her to move at the
            sedate pace of a duchess with nothing to do. Though Lord knew her ladyship had done everything in her power to slow Beatrice
            down, to silence her, to stifle her. The duke, too.
         

         
         But she did not want to think of them anymore.

         
         She didn’t want to think of anything in her past. Beatrice only had eyes for the future.

         
         She made her way along the dock, jostled by the crowds. Someone stepped on her boot and shoved her slightly to the side. People
            here were in such a hurry, all burning up with ambition and determined to get it done yesterday. All that energy urged one
            to go faster, try harder. It took extraordinary effort just to keep up. Some found it exhausting, Beatrice found it exhilarating.
            
         

         
         The duke should have known better than to try to cow an American girl. A Manhattan girl.

         
         She would have the last laugh because she was here and she had money and she was free.
         

         
         Beatrice flashed a grin.

         
         The dowager would say women of a certain age shouldn’t grin. A certain age being six and thirty. Anyone would say she was
            old news and unmarriageable but oh, if she didn’t feel like her life was only beginning.
         

         
         The dowager duchess had no command over Beatrice now.

         
         And what do you know if Beatrice didn’t give a whoop of joy. Right there in the middle of the crowded docks.

         
         No one batted an eye.

         
         Because this was New York City and if you wanted to whoop for joy on the street, apropos of nothing, it was the least interesting
            thing that happened on that particular spot of sidewalk.
         

         
         When Beatrice saw Henry, the family’s longtime driver, she shot her hand in the air for a wild, undignified wave unbefitting
            a duchess. “Henry! Hello!”
         

         
         He smiled when he saw her.

         
         “Welcome back, Duchess.”

         
         “Oh, Henry shush. I left her back in England. I feel like Miss Goodwin again.”
         

         
         They sorted out the bags, and there weren’t too many. She’d left most of her duchess dresses behind, as they were the sort
            of gowns one wore when languishing in a drafty old castle, trying to blend in with the woodwork.
         

         
         It went without saying she had Other Ideas for her time in New York City.

         
         “Henry, will you take us to the shop first?”

         
         “Before you kiss your mother?”

         
         “You know me, Henry.”

         
         “I do, Miss Goodwin. I do.”

         
         Henry expertly navigated the carriage through the mad crush on the docks and onto the avenue taking them uptown to her favorite
            place in the world. They moved slowly—traffic!—but there was so much to see.
         

         
         Buildings she remembered had been torn down and rebuilt taller than ever before, in the newest cast-iron architectural styles—next
            to churches and dwellings that had been standing since before she’d been born. It was just like she remembered and wildly
            different at the same time. The old crushed up against the new. This was a city for constant reinvention.
         

         
         For second chances.

         
         And there it was ahead, a particular building rising up on the corner of Broadway and Tenth Street. Goodwin’s, the greatest
            department store in all of New York. It was certainly her most favorite spot in the world.
         

         
         Her grandfather on her mother’s side had started a successful shop farther downtown, her father had taken over the business—and
            renamed it after himself—after marrying her mother. He’d built this magnificent department store on the Ladies’ Mile. It was
            five floors of everything a man, woman, or child could ever want or need.
         

         
         Her happiest childhood hours had been spent wandering through the shop, marveling at all the pretty fabrics, gloves, jewels,
            umbrellas, whatever. She tagged along after her father, as he discussed pricing strategies and merchandise displays and managed
            all the employees.
         

         
         Goodwin’s was where she experienced that magical rush of a girl’s first love. Shopping. And her other first love.

         
         Whatever happened to him?

         
         The carriage rolled to a stop and Beatrice didn’t waste a minute, leaping from the carriage and bursting in through the tall
            front doors.
         

         
         It was just like she remembered.

         
         The pink marble columns. The five-story open atrium. The old brass chandeliers.

         
         But it all felt smaller and it didn’t quite gleam as it did in her memories. All the energy out there on the streets came
            to a screeching halt in these once-hallowed halls.
         

         
         A few customers wandered around the counters and displays, rifling through the selection of goods. This was not the vibrant,
            bustling scene of her youth. This was not the magical place that inspired hope and dreams of brighter days and better things.
         

         
         Something had changed. Something had gone wrong.

         
         The magic was gone.

         
         What happened?

         
         Edward, probably. With her father gone and the store failing to capture her brother’s imagination, it had been left to plod
            along as it had always done, even as the city grew and transformed all around it.
         

         
         With a heavy heart, Beatrice turned, pushed open the heavy doors, and stepped onto the street.

         
         She was momentarily blinded by the sight of a tall, gleaming white building on the other side of Broadway. It was six stories
            high with a massive glass dome rising higher still. Massive sheet glass windows revealed colorful displays of hats and gowns.
            A crush of people were entering and exiting through a revolving door. The whole building was a hive of activity.
         

         
         “Henry, what is that? I don’t see a sign.”

         
         “That is Dalton’s. It’s so popular it doesn’t need a sign,” Henry explained.

         
         I used to know a Dalton once. Funny, she hadn’t thought of him in years and she’d already thought of him twice this morning. Ghosts of New York, she supposed.
            But never mind that, Beatrice had crawled through hellfire and agonies to be here, in the heart of New York City, and she
            wasn’t looking back.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            The Goodwin Residence

            One West Thirty-Fourth Street

         

         After thoroughly enjoying the modern conveniences of her family’s mansion—which she had been deprived of in the duke’s drafty
            old castle—Beatrice dressed and went down to dinner.
         

         
         “It’s good to be home,” Beatrice said and it was somehow the wrong thing to say because it reminded her mother of her daughter’s
            failure.
         

         
         A divorcée was bad. But to divorce a duke? It boggled the mind and was somehow a personal attack upon her mother, her values,
            and the sacrifices and plans she had made.
         

         
         Her mother, Estella, smiled tightly.

         
         “What is the news?”

         
         “You know most of it from our letters,” Estella said. Her mother’s long missives detailing the births, deaths, marriages,
            and scandals of Manhattan society had always been a delight to receive and savor. But then Beatrice had to write back—with
            so much time and very little to report—and it’d been rather depressing.
         

         
         Silence. Her mother sipped her wine. Edward, leaning against the mantel, sipped some spirits. What a homecoming.

         
         “I went to the shop today,” Beatrice said.

         
         “Already?”

         
         “I popped in on my way home from the ship. I had missed it desperately and couldn’t wait to see it. You know it is my favorite
            place in the world. But things have changed. Or rather . . . they had not changed at all.”
         

         
         Beatrice looked from her mother to her brother, hoping for an explanation as to why the crown jewel of the Ladies’ Mile was
            now a dispiriting building hosting last season’s leftover merchandise, like a party that had gone on too long.
         

         
         “We’re going to sell it,” Edward said, leaning against the mantel. In the fireplace were the smoldering remains of a fire
            that had been allowed to die out. But a few stubborn embers remained.
         

         
         “Sell it!?” Beatrice exclaimed. “That’s like saying you want to sell a heart or a lung. Edward, what are you saying?”

         
         Edward shrugged. “It’s a lot of bother for little return. Besides, we don’t need it. Not with the rents from our various real
            estate investments. With the proceeds of the sale I can invest in Hodsoll’s silver mine.”
         

         
         Her mother sat on a chair with her spine straight—there was simply no excuse for bad posture—sipping some wine.

         
         “The shop isn’t quite what it used to be, dear,” her mother said. “Frankly, it’s an embarrassment now. None of my friends
            shop there anymore. Terribly awkward. Best to just sell it and be done with it. Since we don’t need it. We are assured a fortune if we invest in the Hodsoll’s mine.”
         

         
         “You could—and I’m just thinking out loud here, and I am just a woman so what do I know,” Beatrice began with her usual preface
            to any thought, meant to ward off her former husband’s plentiful criticisms. “But . . . maybe you could try a bit harder to
            make the store successful?”
         

         
         “Beatrice, your brother has been working very hard and circumstances are just beyond our control. Things never quite recovered
            after the recession in 1873.”
         

         
         “That was twenty-five years ago.”

         
         “And in 1893.”

         
         “Well, then. Something bad happened a few years ago. But what about second chances?”

         
         Beatrice was a fervent believer in rising up from the wreckage of one’s past mistakes. Of not giving up on oneself. She had
            divorced a duke, was exiled from English society, and crossed an ocean for her second chance. The least her brother could do was to try not to ruin a once-successful business.
         

         
         “It’s that damned Dalton’s store is what it is,” Edward said. “He had to go and build a bigger, newer store right across the
            street from ours. Things would be fine if it weren’t for that.”
         

         
         DALTON.

         
         She had known a Dalton once upon a time. She had even loved him, though she had lacked the courage of her convictions. To
            be fair, it was hard for a young girl to follow her heart when faced with the enormous pressure exerted by her mother, society,
            and the way of the world. But all that felt like another lifetime entirely. He’d probably gone out West to seek his fortune.
            He’d probably vanished from earth entirely. He certainly had no place in her head or heart anymore.
         

         
         Not after what he’d done.

         
         That was a fire that was nothing but ashes now.

         
         Beatrice was just a woman, so what did she know about anything but she had to think that just because a competitor moved in next door didn’t mean their store had to wave last season’s white
            flag. Especially if the competitor was Dalton.

         
         “What I’d like to know is what we ever did to him to make him come into our turf and steal our customers,” Edward grumbled.
            He stared down at that last glowing ember and kicked some ash toward it with the toe of his shoe. Mother sipped her wine.
            He continued. “We’d been there for decades. We were there first.”
         

         
         “Have you tried updating the merchandise?” Beatrice asked. “I did notice some of the hats were out of style. And coming from
            someone who is woefully out of style herself . . .” Beatrice shrugged to soften the fact that she had happened to notice the
            latest fashions in hats by looking out the window during the journey from the docks to the store.
         

         
         In other words: How could Edward miss something so obvious?

         
         “We can’t buy new inventory until we sell the old,” Edward explained impatiently, as if she were simpleminded. It was, she
            noted, not unlike how her ex-husband spoke to her. What did she know? She was just a woman. Just a wife. Just some silly society
            girl.
         

         
         She’d crossed an ocean to get away from that and the less than way it made her feel. She would not tolerate it anymore.
         

         
         “What about marking it down?” Beatrice inquired. “Move it out quickly, start fresh.”

         
         “Our clientele—traditional, respectable men and women—do not want discounted items. We are Goodwin’s. We are not cheap.”

         
         “So you’re just going to sell the whole shop, probably for little more than a song. You are going to give our father’s life
            work, our family’s pride and joy, to the highest bidder. You are going to give up.”
         

         
         “Beatrice, that is no way to speak to your brother.”

         
         “Never mind, Mother,” Edward replied. “If she’s so smart, maybe she can present a better idea?”

         
         “Maybe I will,” Beatrice snapped.

         
         And just like that, that little fire in her heart that she’d been nurturing flickered and burned a little bigger and brighter.
            Maybe you will think of something. It was a whisper of a mad idea but Beatrice listened. She closed her eyes and shut out the nay-saying of everyone in her life
            and listened intently for that little voice inside her. Maybe you will think of something.

         
         Maybe not. But she could certainly try.

         
         It’s not like she had anything else to do.

         
         “I should mention that you don’t have much time to do it,” Edward said. “The board meets on Friday.”

         
         “That doesn’t leave much time to save it at all,” Beatrice murmured. Her eyes were avoiding her family and staring intently
            at that last little ember. It wasn’t cold outside; otherwise the fire would be stoked to roaring. But she had a hankering
            to tend to it. She just couldn’t let it burn out and fade away. Not the fire. Not the store. Not herself.
         

         
         So Beatrice stood and made her way to the grate.

         
         “Step aside, Edward.”

         
         “Stooping low these days, I see.”

         
         “And I see work that needs to be done and no reason not to do it.”

         
         “I beg your pardon, your ladyship.”
         

         
         That was not the way she was to be properly addressed but that was exactly the point. She was just some lofty lady, out of
            touch with matters of business and the fast-paced New York life. What did she know about anything? She was just some flighty
            society girl, some disastrous duchess, some dried-up divorcée.
         

         
         She was foolish and useless and used up. Or so the duke had said. Roared, really.

         
         She crouched down to tend to the fire.

         
         “Why don’t you find a new husband instead?” Edward asked of her backside. Beatrice took a deep breath and let out a slow exhale
            and concentrated on the fire and not smacking her brother with the poker.
         

         
         “One of the Schermerhorn boys is said to be looking for a wife,” mother said, perking up. “Another marriage would help everyone
            forget about your failure with the duke.”
         

         
         And just like that Beatrice was eighteen again. Full of hopes and dreams and told to make herself pretty and docile so she
            could be fobbed off on someone else who would tell her how to style her hair, with whom to associate, and what was appropriate
            reading material. Someone who would admonish her not to walk too fast or talk so much or laugh so loudly.
         

         
         Except she wasn’t eighteen any longer. She was a grown woman who had endured years of petty slights and outright commands
            to shrink her body, silence her tongue, stifle her spirit, and otherwise mold herself into a pretty little vessel called Perfect
            Lady. No longer.
         

         
         Against all odds, she had escaped.

         
         Every moment now was her second chance.

         
         Beatrice coaxed a little flame out of that last ember. She blew softly upon it and set her mouth in a satisfied smile as it
            caught into a full-blown flame. The fire, finally, caught flame. It sparked into something bright, hot, and dangerous.
         

         
         Just like her.

         
         She stood, brushed her hands off on her skirt, ignored her mother’s gasp of horror at the ruined dress, and said, “Friday,
            you say?”
         

         
         “Yes, but it doesn’t matter,” Edward said. “We’re going to sell and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Dalton’s Department Store

            Tenth and Broadway

            The next day

         

         “Good morning, Mr. Dalton.”

         
         Wes gave the shopgirl a wink as he passed through her department and onto the next. Like all the others, she was well turned
            out in her freshly pressed uniform and ready for another busy day to begin. 
         

         
         It was all part of the routine.

         
         At precisely a quarter to nine each morning, he left his office on the top floor and took the long way to the front entrance
            of the store, passing through every department of his store on his way.
         

         
         Home furnishings on six, fabrics on five, women’s fashions on four, goods for men on three, accessories and seasonal displays
            on two. He made observations, gave orders, and ensured that everything was in perfect order. He strolled down the sweeping,
            dramatic staircase to the center aisle which led past a maze of enticing displays—everything from gloves and diamonds—onward
            to the distinct revolving door that opened onto Broadway.
         

         
         At precisely nine o’clock he would unlock it.

         
         This morning, Connor caught up with him on the second floor, in the middle of the newly installed soda fountain, a few minutes
            shy of the opening hour. They kept walking at a brisk pace down to the main sales floor.
         

         
         “What’s the news, Connor?”

         
         Sam Connor was his second in command, the one person in the world whom Dalton could rely on. They had come up together from
            nothing and succeeded despite all odds stacked against them. Dalton had the vision and the daring; Connor knew how to get
            things done.
         

         
         They got plenty done.

         
         Creating the most dazzlingly successful department store in Manhattan, for instance.

         
         Because Dalton knew how to create spectacles that sparked desire and longing in the heart of the beholder. He had a skill,
            honed over years of practice: how to make women want things they never knew they needed. He knew how to lower the defenses
            between a woman’s better judgment and her purse.
         

         
         He knew how to spark visions and kindle dreams of the women they could be and the beautiful lives they could have . . . If only she had the right hat or dress or china on her dining room table.
         

         
         He hadn’t always known how to do this.

         
         A broken heart gave him the motivation to learn and a deal with the devil gave him the opportunity.

         
         Sixteen years later he had earned a fortune from women, specifically the type of society women who had thought nothing of
            flirting with him but would never consider him for, say, marriage, if they knew who he really was. And so Dalton extracted
            a fortune from the lot of them, one pair of handmade kidskin gloves at a time. And he laughed all the way to the bank.
         

         
         “Your duchess has returned to New York,” Connor said, which prompted the discovery that even after all these years the mention
            of her still caused a tightening in his chest that interfered with breathing. “It’s all over the papers. It was in the New York Post, the New York Times, the New York World . . .”
         

         
         Wes knew. Oh, he knew. He’d overheard women talking in the jewelry department yesterday and saw a glimpse of her name in this
            morning’s paper. Both times he’d felt a pang which, being a man, he’d promptly ignored.
         

         
         “I don’t particularly care,” Dalton said. “And she’s not my duchess.”

         
         Connor grinned at him, knowingly. “Oh, I think you do care. She may not be your duchess, but she’s definitely the girl who
            got away. And she’s no longer a duchess.”
         

         
         Dalton walked right into a display of perfumes in glass bottles. The whole table rattled precariously and one delicate bottle
            fell to the marble floor and shattered, assaulting everyone in the vicinity with the strong scent of eau de lilacs.
         

         
         Shit. Ruthless, seductive, millionaire tycoons did not walk into displays of store merchandise at the mere mention of a woman’s
            name. Even if it was her. Not just the one who got away, but the one who ditched him for a duke at the first opportunity. The woman who gave purpose
            and meaning to his days, just not in a way his younger, idealistic, romantic self had hoped.
         

         
         But damn.
         

         
         The girl who had picked respectability and security over the promise of his love was now divorced. One had to appreciate the
            poetic justice in that.
         

         
         “I don’t care that she’s back. Or no longer a duchess,” Wes said, doing his best to sound bored. “It means nothing to me.”

         
         “The gentleman doth protest too much. Shall I tell you why you care that she has returned to Manhattan society?”

         
         “As if I could stop you.”

         
         “Because she might complicate things,” Connor said, and Wes paused to let his friend explain. He exerted an enormous amount
            of control to ensure that he outwardly projected calm disinterest even though his heart was pounding wildly. “As you know,
            Goodwin’s is on the verge of bankruptcy.”
         

         
         “All part of my evil plan.”

         
         “Easily accomplished because Edward Goodwin doesn’t have a head for business. Not like Goodwin Senior, may he rest in peace.”

         
         Wes nodded at the known fact. “Maybe if Edward sobered up and applied himself, he would.”

         
         It went without saying that he did not.

         
         “The board is meeting Friday. They’re going to discuss putting the store up for sale.”

         
         Dalton stopped short. They were nearly to the revolving door where a crowd of eager customers were awaiting entry, and mere
            minutes away from nine o’clock.
         

         
         “How do you know this?”

         
         “I have my ways. You know that.”

         
         “Finally.” Wes breathed a slow exhale. “Finally.”

         
         “Finally,” Connor agreed. This was the moment he had been diligently, ruthlessly working toward for sixteen years. Ever since
            Estella Goodwin made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Ever since Beatrice revealed that she cared about prestige and fortune
            more than him.
         

         
         “But Beatrice might complicate things,” Connor continued. “You know how she loved that store. She might put up a fight.”

         
         “If I recall correctly, she’s not a fighter.”

         
         He could vividly recall seeing the notice of her engagement to the duke in the newspaper. The public declaration that she
            did not love Dalton—not enough anyway. He could also remember the way she laughed, the taste of her kiss, her wit, her smile
            over her shoulder at him as she slipped out of her bedroom on her way to the duke. The way his heart had felt like it would
            burst out of his chest. Almost. He could almost forget.
         

         
         “She divorced a duke. I’d say she’s a fighter. Just my two cents,” Connor said with a shrug.

         
         “But so am I.”

         
         How else would he have gone from Nobody to Somebody? The last time he saw her, she’d left him because he didn’t have wealth,
            power, prestige, or promise. And now he stood in the midst of a retail empire that was so popular and so well-known he didn’t
            even have a sign above the door. He had earned so much money that doors that were previously closed were cracking open for
            him. Memberships for exclusive clubs; ballrooms of the Four Hundred.
         

         
         Power. Prestige. Wealth. Revenge.

         
         He was so. Damned. Close.

         
         Goodwin’s would soon be his. Revenge would soon be his.

         
         Dalton unlocked the door and the women rushed in around him, past him. A fleet of shopgirls moved into position, at the ready
            to cheerfully divest customers of their money. The air was pitched with the sound of women’s chattering voices, exclaiming
            over the carefully selected and displayed merchandise. What a sensual riot those displays were: a stunning array of colors,
            scents, and textures. All designed to tempt, to seduce, to conquer. All around him women bought and sold and wanted and craved.
            Money changed hands.
         

         
         It was the background noise to his life.

         
         Yet it could not drown out the drumbeat of his heart or the voice in his head repeating: She’s back. She’s back. She’s back.

         
         Somewhere on this island. Beatrice was back. Walking on the same earth. Breathing the same air. Just being near. The thought
            affected him more than he liked. He shoved it aside, repeating instead his all too familiar refrain of the past sixteen years.
         

         
         My name is Wes Dalton. You stole my love and insulted my honor. I have sworn revenge.

         
         “Friday, my friend. The moment you’ve been waiting for.” Connor clapped his back and made his exit.

         
         Soon, revenge would be his. There was no way he’d allow Beatrice to complicate it. If anything, it only made his inevitable
            revenge sweeter that she would be here to watch it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            The House of Adeline

            Later that day

         

         “I have nothing to wear,” Beatrice declared.

         
         She stood in the House of Adeline, the dressmaker of Manhattan society according to the periodicals lying around the house, mentions in the gossip columns, and
            the advertisements in the newspapers. The dressmaker, Adeline herself, a petite woman with dark hair and mischievous eyes,
            appraised her in the mirror that they stood before.
         

         
         “Nothing?”

         
         “Nothing. I left nearly all of my gowns in England. Now that I’m no longer a duchess, they simply won’t suit. I’m no longer
            a debutante. I need an entirely new wardrobe for the woman I am determined to be.”
         

         
         “And who are you determined to be?” Adeline asked.

         
         “Not a wife, that’s for certain,” Beatrice answered. “My family wishes for me to find another husband. But I only just escaped
            the first one and I’m determined not to return to that gilded cage.”
         

         
         “So we are not dressing you to make a match. We’re dressing you for you.”
         

         
         “Yes. Precisely. Whoever that is. I’m not certain I know anymore. However I do know that I am a divorced duchess returning
            to society, which is something of a scandal. All eyes will be on me.”
         

         
         “So you must look sensational. Proud. Unapologetic.”

         
         “Yes.” Beatrice breathed a sigh of relief. For the first time in a very long while, Beatrice felt seen. And taken seriously.
            “And I want to feel sensational. I have spent too many years feeling wrong. I always said the wrong thing, or nothing at all. My ex-husband married
            me for my money and womb and when I failed to deliver on one of the two, he never ceased to remind me of my failures and flaunt
            his infidelities. So I have felt lonely and aimless. Invisible and in the way, all at once.”
         

         
         She paused here, feeling the dowager duchess and the duke horrified at the deluge of words she had just shared. And horror,
            too, that she had unburdened herself to a woman she had only just met.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” Beatrice said. “I do not even know you and I am spilling forth my innermost secrets.”

         
         “Please don’t apologize. There is nothing like the confidence between a woman and her dressmaker,” Adeline said. She set down
            the pale green and light blue fabric swatches she had selected and reached for vibrant reds and pinks instead. “It shall help
            me craft just the right wardrobe for you. If you are not going to wed, what will you do?”
         

         
         That was the question.

         
         Beatrice had an idea. Ever since Edward had said he was giving up on the store, she’d started dreaming about taking it over herself and proving
            that she could do better, that she could return it to the magical place it had once been.
         

         
         Did she dare to say it aloud?

         
         Would Adeline scoff at her the way her mother and Edward did this morning when she broached the subject? The dressmaker was
            a proprietor of her own establishment, so one had to think she would be amenable to women embarking on a business venture.
         

         
         So she did.

         
         She said the words.

         
         “I have a mad scheme to take over my family’s department store.”

         
         And oh, but that gleam in the dressmaker’s eye made Beatrice feel like maybe. And maybe was a new glorious feeling she hadn’t felt in a long while. Not since . . . she was twenty years old and young and in love.
         

         
         “What if I told you that wasn’t mad at all?” Adeline asked.

         
         “I’d say that was the reply I’d hoped for. But I need you to convince me of it. You must have heard the store isn’t doing
            well.”
         

         
         “It’s not what it used to be,” Adeline replied diplomatically.

         
         “My brother wants to sell it as swiftly as possible, but I have thoughts of saving it. I think I could do better. I certainly
            couldn’t do worse. The problem is that I need to convince my brother and the board of directors to allow me to try. And you
            know . . .”
         

         
         “Men.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         “You might not have to ask for permission. Goodwin’s is a family business, is it not?”

         
         “Yes. My father always said it belonged to all of us.”

         
         “Then you might be entitled to have a say. You ought to consult with a lawyer.”

         
         Well now, that sounded serious. But she did have experience consulting with lawyers. She’d hoped never to do so again, after
            going through the process of trying to divorce a duke, but for Goodwin’s, and her family’s legacy, for her future . . .
         

         
         It would be worth a try.

         
         But lawyers and legalities and stopping a sale that a boardroom full of men wanted to go through was only the first hurdle.
            Her stomach dropped into her shoes just thinking about it. All those suits, all those jowls, all those patronizing smiles.
            They had ways of making even the most confident woman forget her own name and Beatrice was still feeling a little raw and
            vulnerable.
         

         
         “Suppose I could stop the sale,” she said. “The other problems would still persist—terrible sales figures, the store’s reputation
            for being outdated, to say nothing of my brother whose pride would never allow a woman to succeed where he had failed. It’s
            just so sad that my father’s dream, my dream, should be lost forever, at the hands of my wretched brother who would rather
            blame others than consider how to solve the problem.”
         

         
         The dressmaker was regarding her curiously.

         
         “Have you ever considered that you might be looking right at the solution?”

         
         Beatrice was standing in front of the mirror. Looking right at herself. A woman of a certain age, allegedly past her prime,
            with faint lines around her eyes. Of course she considered that she was the solution. She wanted to be the solution. She wanted it so badly that she was considering facing the roomful of suits and jowls and patronizing
            smiles. Owning and running the store was her dream.
         

         
         But the duke and dowager hadn’t gotten out of her head yet. Even on another continent she could still hear him.

         
         You? You can barely manage the staff in this household. None of them respect you. How will you run a store? What do you know
               of business? I thought I told you not to style your hair like that.

         
         “Please consider it,” the dressmaker said. “I think you can do it. And should you wish to discuss it further, you can find
            me and my friends here.” Adeline pulled a calling card out of the pocket of her gown and pressed it into Beatrice’s palm.
         

         
         “We take callers on Tuesdays.”
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