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With mille mercis to Jacques Genin and Michel Chaudun, 
two master chocolatiers in Paris who 
so very kindly allowed me inside their laboratoires 
and patiently answered all my questions.

 


Thank you also to Sophie Vidal, chef chocolatier for Jacques Genin, 
who was patience personified.




Chapter 1

Sylvain Marquis knew what women desired: chocolate. And so he had learned as he grew into adulthood how to master a woman’s desire.

Outside, November had turned the Paris streets cold and gray. But in his laboratoire, he brought his chocolate to the temperature he wanted it, smooth and luxurious. He spread it out across his marble counter. With a deft flick of his hand, he stroked it up and spread it out again, glowing and dark.

In the shop, an elegant blonde whose every movement spoke of wealth and privilege was buying a box of his chocolates, unable to resist biting into one before she left the shop. He could see her through the glass window that allowed visitors a glimpse of the way artisan chocolate was made. He saw her perfect teeth sink into the thumbnail-sized chocolate and knew exactly the way the shell yielded with a delicate resistance, the way the ganache inside melted on her tongue, the pleasure that ran through her body.

He smiled a little, bending his head to focus on his chocolate again. He did not see the next woman as she entered his shop.

But as it turned out, she wasn’t about to let him miss her.

 



The scent of chocolate snuck out onto the rainy street. Boot heels broke their rapid rhythm as passersby, bundled in long black coats, glanced toward the source and hesitated. Some stopped. Some went on. Cade’s momentum carried her inside.

Theobromine wrapped around her like a warm blanket against the chill. Cacao flooded her senses.

She hugged herself. The aroma brought her home, belying her own eyes, which told her she couldn’t be farther from the steel vats of the factory, the streams of chocolate ejecting without break in tempo from spouts into molds, and the billions of perfectly identical bars and bold-printed wrappings that had formed her life.

Something, some tension she carried with her, unknitted in her shoulder muscles, and the shiver from its release rippled all the way through her body.

Someone had molded chocolate into giant cacao bean halves that graced the display windows and added drama to the corners of the shop. She could imagine the hand that had shaped them—a man’s hand, strong, square, long-fingered, capable of the most delicate precision. She had a photo of that hand as her laptop wallpaper.

On the outside of each bean, he had painted a scene from a different country that produced cacao. And on the surface of the horizontal beans, he had placed thumbnail-sized chocolates, exactly where he wanted them.

She looked around the shop. Tucked in corners here and there, black brands on shipping crates spoke of distant lands. Real cacao beans spilled from the crates, reminding customers that chocolate was an exotic thing, brought from another world. Cade had seen those lands. The black brands brought their scents and sights back to her mind, the faraway people she had met, the sounds of machetes on cacao trees, the scent of fermenting cacao husks.

He had scattered cocoa nibs here and there, as a master chef might decorate a plate with a few drops of sauce. He had spilled vanilla beans and cinnamon bark on multiple surfaces, wantonly, a débauche of raw luxury.

Every single element of this décor emphasized the raw, beautiful nature of chocolate and thus the triumph of its ultimate refinement: the minuscule squares, the chocolats worth $150 a pound, from the hand of Sylvain Marquis.

Sylvain Marquis. Some said he was the top chocolatier in Paris. He did, too, she thought. She knew he had that confidence. She knew it from that picture of his hand she carried on her laptop.

His boxes were the color of raw wood and tied with shipping string. The name stamped on them—SYLVAIN MARQUIS—dominated them, the color of dark chocolate, the font a bare, bold statement.

Cade breathed in, seeking courage from the scents and sights. Heady excitement gripped her but also, in strange counterpoint, fear, as if she were about to walk naked onto a stage in front of a hundred people. She shouldn’t feel this way. Chocolate was her business, her heritage. Her dad often joked that her veins ran with the stuff. A significant portion of the global economy actually did run off the chocolate her family produced. She could offer Sylvain Marquis an incredible opportunity.

And yet she felt so scared to try, she could barely swallow.

She kept seeing her family’s most famous bar, milk chocolate wrapped in foil and paper and stamped with her last name—thirty-three cents on sale at Walmart. Those thirty-three-cent bars had put more money into her family’s bank accounts than most people could imagine. Certainly more than he could imagine. And yet her soul shriveled at the thought of taking the one in her purse out and displaying it in these surroundings.

“Bonjour,” she said to the nearest clerk, and excitement rushed to her head again, driving out everything else it contained. She’d done it. She’d spoken her first word of French to an actual Parisian, in pursuit of her goal. She had studied Spanish and French off and on for most of her life, so that she could easily communicate when she visited cacao plantations. For the past year, she had also paid native French speakers to tutor her toward her purpose, an hour a day and homework every night, focusing on the words she had come here today to use—samples, marketing, product lines. And chocolat.

And now, finally, here she was. Speaking. About to put la cerise sur le gâteau of the whole new line she was planning for the company. The cherry on the cake . . . maybe they could do something with La Cerise as one of the new line’s products.. . .

“Je m’appelle Cade Corey. I’ll take five samples of everything here, one of each kind per box, please.” Only one of those boxes was for her. The others were to send back to Corey Chocolate headquarters in Corey, Maryland. “And while you are boxing that up, I have a meeting with Sylvain Marquis.”

Her French sounded so beautiful, she couldn’t restrain a tiny smile of pride. It just came tripping off her tongue, with only the merest stutter getting started. All that homework had paid off.

“Yes, madame,” the crisply attired young man answered in English as cool and precise as a pin.

She blinked, her balloon of happiness shriveling, humiliated by one word in her own language.

“M. Marquis is with the chocolates, madame,” he said, still in English, making her back teeth clench. Her French was much better than his English, thank you. Or merci.

A young woman began to fill boxes with Cade’s chocolates while the snobbish young man guided her through a door in the back of the shop.

She stepped into a magical world and almost managed to forget that slap of English in her face as her happiness balloon swelled right up again. In one corner, a lean man in glasses with the fine face of a poet or a nerd poured generous ladles of white chocolate over molds. In another, a woman with her hair covered by a brimmed paper cap used a paintbrush to touch up chocolate owls. Two more women were filling boxes with small chocolates. More women still were laying finely decorated sheets of plastic over chocolates grouped by the dozen and tamping down on each chocolate gently, transferring the decoration.

At the central table of rose-colored marble, a man took a large whisk to something in a bain-marie that looked as if it must by itself weigh forty pounds, a faint white powder rising in the air around him. Across from him, another lean man, this one with a tiny dark beard, squeezed chocolate from a pastry bag into a mold from which lollipop handles protruded. His wedding ring glinted in a ray of light from the windows.

They were all lean, in fact. Surprisingly so, for people who worked all day with chocolate only a bite away. Only one man, tall and burly, stood out for his paunch, and he seemed entirely cheerful with his weight. Everyone wore white, and everyone had a paper cap, styles differing according to role. It was a world with a hierarchy, clearly defined for all to see.

Over the sinks hung brushes, spatulas, whisks. On the marble counter stood a large electric scale and an enormous mixer. On a counter to one side were all sizes of containers and bowls. Filled with raisins, candied oranges, sugar, they surrounded those working at the great marble island.

Everyone glanced up at her entry, but most focused on their work again. Only one man, expertly stroking chocolate over marble, spared her a lingering gaze that held greater authority, and perhaps more dismissal.

Tall and lean, he had black hair that fell in slightly wavy locks to his chin. He had tucked it carelessly behind his ear on one side, clearly exposing his strong, even features. A white paper toque minimized the risk of any of the rest of it falling into some client’s chocolate. Chocolate smeared the front of the white chef’s jacket he wore.

He was beautiful.

She swallowed, her mouth feeling dry. All the scents, the activity, the realization that the best chocolatier in Paris was, in person, even more attractive than in his photos—it all swirled around in her, surging up in ever-heightened excitement. She was here. Living her dream. This was going to be so much fun.

And Sylvain Marquis was hot.

Maybe she was overexcited. He wasn’t that great, was he? Okay, he had looked sexy in his photos, and that shot of his hand had filled her dreams for nights on end, but she had tried to take all that with a grain of salt.

But here, in person, she had a sense from him of energy and control, passion and discipline. It fed her excitement, provoking an exaggerated sensitivity on her part. She felt like a can of Coke being jostled, building up a fizz that was pressing against its limits.

“Bonjour, monsieur,” she said, as her French tutors had taught her to do, and she confidently walked forward to thrust out her hand.

He proffered an elbow in return, which threw her off. She stared at it, then stared up at him.

He raised his eyebrows just enough that she felt abruptly slow on the uptake. “Hygiène,” he said. “Je travaille le chocolat. Comment puis-je vous aider, Mademoiselle Co-ree?”

She translated all that in her head, growing more and more excited as she realized that she could, that this language thing was working. Hygiene. I am working the chocolate. How can I you help, Miss Corey? He sounded so elegant, she wanted to hug his voice up to her in delight. Instead, she found herself awkwardly brushing his elbow, flushing despite herself. How the heck do you shake an elbow?

It dropped away from her. He touched the back of his pinky finger to the chocolate he was tempering on the marble, concentrating. And none of his focus was on her.

That didn’t make sense. He knew who she was. This wasn’t a surprise visit. He had to realize she could up his income by millions. How could he not concentrate on her?

Yet he seemed to consider her less important than a batch of chocolate. She braced against the presentiment that someone might try to put her fizzed-up-Coke self in the freezer.

“Do you have somewhere we could talk in private?” she asked him.

He twitched his eyebrows. “This is important,” he told her. Meaning the chocolate and not her.

Did he think she was just here as a professional tourist? “I’m interested in finding someone to design a new line of chocolate products for us,” she said calmly. Now who’s important, Sylvain Marquis? She had practiced that line at least fifty times with her French tutor, and actually saying it out loud in this place and for the reason she had practiced it made her feel giddy with success. “We’re interested in going into premium chocolates and are thinking of something very elegant, very Parisian, maybe with your name on it.”

There, that had gotten his attention, she thought smugly, as he stared at her, his long, thin spatula freezing on the chocolate. She could almost see the euro signs flashing in his head. Had he just added a few zeros onto the end of his account balance?

“Pardon,” he said very slowly and carefully. “You want to put my name on one of your products?”

She nodded, pleased at finally making an impact. Excitement resurged like Old Faithful inside her. This would be her gift to her family, this gourmet line. She would be in charge of it, and it would involve all the luxuriating in high-end chocolate making and Paris she could possibly want. “Maybe. That’s what I want to discuss with you.”

His mouth opened and closed. She grinned at him triumphantly. What would his hand feel like when they shook on the deal?

Warm maybe. Strong. Sure. Full of the energy and power to turn something raw into something sensual and extraordinary.

There she went with the fizzing again. She glanced around at the small laboratoire, a miracle of intimacy and creation, so different from the chocolate factories in which she had grown up.

“Vous—” Sylvain Marquis broke off whatever he had started to say, shutting his mouth firmly again. Something was percolating up into his eyes, breaking through that cool control.

Rage.

“You want to put my name on your product?” he repeated, trying hard to keep control of his voice, his expression, but his eyes were practically incandescent. “My name?” He flung out a hand to where box after enticing box stamped with that name was being filled, closed, and tied a couple of counters away. “Sylvain Marquis?”

“I—”

“On Corey Bars?”

Thirty-three cents at Walmart. She flushed down to her toes and thrust her hand into her purse to close it around a rectangle in gaudy gold and brown wrapping, using it as her talisman-strength and hiding its shame all at the same time. “It would be a different line. A gourmet line—”

“Mademoiselle . . .” His mouth hardened, freezing her fizzing Coke bottle so fast, she could feel an explosion building up. “You are wasting my time. And I am wasting yours. I will never agree to work with Corey Bars.”

“But just list—”

“Au revoir.” He didn’t move. He didn’t stalk off. He stood over his half-tempered chocolate and pinned her with eyes the color of cocoa nibs and made her, just by the look, the words, his mastery of his own domain, made her turn around and walk out.

She was trembling with embarrassment and rage by the time she got five steps back toward the door into the shop and realized she had let him. She had let him keep control of his world and drive her out of it. She wasn’t the kind of person who got dominated. She should have stayed put and stood up for what she wanted.

She tried to get herself to turn around and brave that humiliation again, but the door was only three steps away. She closed her hand hard around the Corey Bar in her purse and tried to make those three steps scornful. But you couldn’t be scornful in retreat. Nobody was fooled by a scornful back.

To hell with you, Sylvain Marquis. There are other chocolatiers in Paris and probably better than you. You’re just the fad of the moment. You’ll regret it.

She let the door between the laboratoire and the shop slam behind her, garnering multiple disapproving looks from clients and employees alike, all of whom expressed their opinion of barbaric Americans by a subtle downturn of their lips.

America could buy and sell them any day of the week.

Damn it. If only they would put a price sticker on themselves and take the money.

She strode toward the glass door onto the street.

“Madame,” said a young woman near it, a large sack the color of raw wood sitting beside her cash register, stamped with SYLVAIN MARQUIS. Her expression—neutrality buoyed up by an underlying conviction of superiority—made Cade want to smack her. “Your chocolates.”

Cade hesitated. Her credit card might as well have been barbed wire, it galled her so much to pull it out and hand it to the clerk.

Glancing back, she saw Sylvain Marquis watching her through the glass window, one corner of those supple, thin lips of his twisting in amusement, annoyance, dismissal.

She pressed her teeth together so hard, she was surprised they didn’t break. He returned to his work, forgetting her.

Her own rage went white-hot.

She signed off on a credit card payment into his bank account of nearly a thousand dollars for five measly boxes of chocolate and strode out into the street.

She desperately wished to sweep dramatically into a limousine or at least stride off into a Parisian sunset. Instead, she walked ten paces across the street, through a dark green door, and into an elevator so tiny, she finally understood the real reason French women didn’t get fat. Claustrophobia.

Her bag of chocolates squashed against her legs. The elevator creaked to a halt six floors up. She let herself into an apartment less than half the size of her bedroom back home, threw her bag of chocolates onto the bed, and glared down at Sylvain Marquis’s shop below. She had been so excited to find this little apartment for rent right above his chocolaterie. It had seemed so much more real, so much more what she wanted to do, than a luxury hotel off the Champs-Élysées. It might come with some sacrifices, like the fact that she was going to have to figure out how to use a Laundromat, but that had seemed a reasonable price to pay.

Until now. Now here she was, stuck just above the chocolaterie of a real jerk.

She could still go to a hotel, she supposed. But then, what was the point of her being here, if she just went to a hotel like she did on all her business trips?

She snuck a glance at the bag of chocolates on the bed. No, she told herself firmly.

She went back to scowling down at the SYLVAIN MARQUIS sign below.

The scent of chocolate reached her from the boxes. Her hometown smelled of chocolate all the time. Not this kind of chocolate, though. Not this exquisite quality, the work of one person’s imagination and hands.

Maybe she would try just one. To prove how overrated he was.

As flavor pure as sin burst in her mouth, and her whole body melted in response, she pressed her forehead helplessly against her window, trying to keep her mouth in a scowl. Which was hard to do around melting chocolate.

He was so delicious.

How unfortunate that he was such a jerk.




Chapter 2

She was gonflée, Sylvain thought, with a dismissive move of his lips, dumping all his chocolate back into the bain-marie and reheating it. Complètement gonflée. In fact, her opinion of herself was so swollen, he itched for a pin. He hoped the way he had looked at her had been a pin. He had grown up practicing the kind of look that could deflate somebody’s ego. It had been honed in his country for centuries.

He poured a third of this batch of chocolate out onto the cold marble, running a long, supple spatula under it to scrape it up, fold it over, and smooth it out again, tempering it deftly. He was annoyed he was having to redo this stage. It wasn’t like him to let a minor distraction like an arrogant billionaire make him mess up chocolate.

For no reason, as he stroked the chocolate, he imagined his visitor’s shoulder stripped of the coat and cashmere and his hand running over it, tempering it deftly.

He flushed a little. He used to blush crimson, back in his early teens, when at the most inopportune times he first started to imagine women naked. A few memories of blushes while talking to female teachers or pretty friends were still residually mortifying. But by now he had embraced the way his mind worked. For one thing, it seemed as if most men’s minds worked that way.

Strange and truly unfortunate that women’s minds didn’t work that way—tangentially sexual and direct all at once, all the time.

His American visitor, for example, probably hadn’t imagined him naked. She had just imagined buying all his life’s work and achievements as if they were a nice pair of shoes in a shop window, and she could take them home as a souvenir of her Paris jaunt.

He gritted his teeth on a surge of fury.

What did they teach people in that country?

 



“I told you it was a barbaric country,” Cade’s grandfather, James Corey, better known as Grandpa Jack, said over the phone. “Did I ever tell you about the time I tried to get hired by Lindt so I could learn how they were making those little balls of theirs? Couldn’t even get hired. There I was, running the biggest chocolate company in America—not that I told them that, of course; I paid some local boy to help me make up a good résumé—and I couldn’t even get hired to roast cocoa nibs over there. Swiss snobs,” he said with relish, anti-Swissness being a pleasurable hobby of his.

“I remember,” Cade said. They had celebrated her grandfather’s eightieth birthday two years ago, a huge celebration that had become a month-long cross between a chocolate festival and a country fair in their town of Corey. At eighty-two, he was still going strong, but he had taken to repeating stories. And her father had pretty much dedicated a corner of the factory to the weird flavor experiments Grandpa Jack had started lately. He had been trying to combine spinach with chocolate just before Cade left. Because their factory employees had a peculiar sense of humor, they had not warned her about this when she walked in hunting for him, and she had had to taste it.

Her mouth still flinched at the memory.

“I ended up having to bribe one of the employees already there for the secrets instead,” her grandfather lamented. “But . . .” he sighed. “I would have loved to have been in there myself. Just to set foot inside one of those Swiss factories. Not one of those stupid formal tours where they hide all their secrets, but really inside. Almost managed to buy out one of the little ones one time, but Lindt got wind of it and white-knighted me just to be ornery.”

“Yes, but—”

“And my daddy—your great-granddaddy, Corey honey—the things he went through to try to get the secret of that milk chocolate. Disguises, bribes, blackmail—you didn’t hear about that blackmail from me, Cadey—infiltration. It was a time, I’ll tell you.”

“But this is different, Grandpa. I’m working with small chocolatiers now. I’m offering one of them a deal worth millions.”

She could practically hear her grandfather wince. “Now, don’t go throwing millions around like it was spare change, Cadey. You kids. I always did have trouble teaching you to appreciate the value of a dollar.”

“Grandpa! You harassed Daddy into only letting us earn ten cents a day for keeping our rooms clean. A long way that went at prep school, let me tell you.”

“Spoiled,” her grandfather said affectionately. “It did you and your sister both a world of good, let me tell you.”

“We couldn’t even afford to buy snacks, Grandpa!”

“You should have brought Corey Bars from home,” he said implacably. “No granddaughter of mine needs to be buying Mars junk out of a snack machine.”

She rolled her eyes. She had tried all the Mars products at some point during her life, but purely for research purposes. She still felt a certain wistfulness when she saw M&M’s in snack machines and knew she could never allow herself to buy them. (The one time she had cracked during a solo business trip was her little secret.) She had had maybe a dozen M&M’s in her whole childhood. Even her friends couldn’t have them at birthday parties because their parents were afraid it would be rude to her.

“All I’m saying is, for millions, you’d think he could have been a little more polite to me.”

“Oh, no.” Her grandfather sounded alarmed. “You don’t want a Frenchman to go and start being polite to you, honey. It will curdle your soul. You might never recover. The Swiss, they’re clumsy with it—they can be all polite, and you never even notice. But the French—they’re good at it. You finish with a Frenchman being ‘polite’ to you, and you’re about ready to jump off that tower of theirs.”

Cade knuckled her forehead in frustration. “I just—I just want to be here, Grandpa. You know? I want to learn how to do what they do. I want to belong in Paris. I want to have their chocolates.”

“Oh, I know.” Her grandfather sighed. “I guess it’s our fatal flaw. I sure wish I could talk you out of wasting your energy on those snobs, though. They’re just going to hurt your feelings and make you feel bad about yourself.”

“I’m not going to let him hurt my feelings,” Cade lied.

“Hmm. Just remember something, honey: they can act as snobby as they like, but back in ’45, those were our chocolate bars our soldiers were handing out to them, and they were grateful to get them, too.”

Cade had to grin. They had reproduced a big batch of those old chocolate ration bars as part of the D-day anniversary events, and they weren’t exactly the best-tasting thing ever to come off the line—the military had insisted on too many nutritional components. “Maybe the source of their snobbery?”

Not to mention the source of her grandfather’s obsession with getting spinach into chocolate bars.

Her grandfather huffed. “Well, they weren’t too proud for it then.”

Cade tried to embrace this old American World War II pep talk: they weren’t so superior back then, were they? But she kept seeing that incredulous dismissal on Sylvain Marquis’s face, and her shoulders just shriveled into a slump again. Somehow she didn’t think she was going to be able to take credit for something that had happened nearly seventy years before in order to change his dismissal into the enthusiastic acceptance she had dreamed of finding.

Bastard. Self-absorbed, arrogant jerk.

 



God, he made good chocolate, though. Once she had started tasting it, she hadn’t been able to stop. She had even dreamed about it that night, the rich silk of perfect chocolate drugging her thoughts, the subtle flavors twining around her like an elusive striptease, luring her deeper and deeper into the trouble hiding behind the curtains in the back of a mysterious opium den. . . .

She yanked herself awake and jumped out of bed to shower briskly.

Unfortunately, the “brisk shower” turned into a battle with a handheld spray in a claw-foot bathtub. Who had designed this bathroom? With no shower bracket for the nozzle and no curtain, she ended up dousing the entire room and the fresh clothes she had brought in with her. She stared at the soaked, ancient, flowered wallpaper and wondered if this was some kind of setup to force her to pay for repainting the apartment in something a little more . . . plain. Classy. Maybe the tub had originally had a shower curtain, but somebody had Googled her name when she booked the apartment and seen it as an opportunity?

Splotches of water decorated her slim black sweater and elegant black pants when she pulled them on, too. She had barely started for the day, and already she looked ridiculous.

Your clothes will dry, she told herself. Before any Parisians see you. Let’s work on getting the makeup right. Dramatic, lovely, subtle—that’s what she needed. This was Paris, after all. And at the end of the day, she was just an average-looking young woman with a strong sense of herself. Strong enough, usually, to carry her straight, light brown hair, her even but unremarkable features, her clear blue-gray eyes, and make them something people remembered.

Usually. Usually, she felt quite confident in her ability to do that. She had done it for so long. But now she was in Paris.

She might own her little hometown of Corey. She might own a significant chunk of world business, in fact. But she didn’t own Paris. Not yet.

Here, she had to compete with Parisians and the even more challenging Parisiennes. She had to stand out against the backdrop of a city so dramatic and romantic, it had kept eyes riveted on it for centuries.

She stepped out onto the sidewalk into the cold autumn air, nervous and afraid of another failure like that of the day before. A few doors down, the baker had his sign sitting out on the sidewalk, and the scent of pastries wafted to her on the cold wind. Otherwise, the street was quiet. It was early on a gray day. She had an hour to herself to walk around Paris before her meeting with the city’s second-best chocolatier.

Maybe really the best. Sylvain Marquis had probably just had a lucky day when the Maire de Paris gave him that meilleur chocolatier de Paris award. What did the mayor of Paris know, anyway?

She reached the bakery just as a man was about to step out of it, paper-wrapped pastry in hand. Her eyes met Sylvain Marquis’s, and she stiffened.

A poetically inclined wind stirred her red scarf at precisely that moment, blowing a lock of hair across her mouth. It stuck to the shimmery pale lip gloss she had just added in an effort to compete with the beautiful Parisian women.

Stuck like glue. She tried to shove it away with a gloved hand. Lip gloss rubbed off on her glove, but her hair stayed stuck and even managed to get in her teeth. She stripped off the lambskin glove, pulling at the strands with her bare fingers, while Sylvain Marquis watched her in a coolly perplexed way. All elegant. All together and ready to dive, with all the passion contained inside that elegant coolness, into the rich world from which he was excluding her. He would be working in chocolate’s heart all day, and she would be pounding the pavements trying to find someone who would let her do the same thing.

She could exclude him from her world, too, if she wanted to. The world of wealth and power.

Except it was hard to exclude someone who didn’t want to come in. She could, but it kind of lost the point.

“The answer is still the same today,” he told her as he stepped back inside to allow her to enter the shop.

If she strangled him, would he keep looking coolly disdainful while his face turned purple?

“I’m not asking you again today.” She brushed past him into the bakery. Through their two wool coats, two sweaters, and two shirts, the brush still sent a rush of nerves and heat through her. She focused on the baker’s selection, which should be enough to maintain anyone’s focus. Good Lord, but Parisians were lucky. How did they manage to stay so rude and brooding, when on every block they could step into a refuge of warmth and gold like this?

Golden pastries filled the cases, in spirals, crescents, circles, and puffy rectangles from which winked almonds, powdered sugar, raisins, dots of chocolate. Red berries rested on beds of soft, pale custard and golden crust, in a perfect-sized circle for someone’s hand. Slices of apple peeked delicately through something labeled tarte normande. Little chocolate-covered choux nestled on chocolate-covered cushions of larger choux, like fat little black-clad snowmen. Long, phallic éclairs in shades of coffee, chocolate, and pistachio stretched in rows like some nymphomaniac’s dream.

She frowned sideways at Sylvain Marquis suspiciously. Since when had she started seeing phallic symbols in good éclairs?

If Marquis wasn’t standing there with his infinite convictions of her inferiority, she could have chosen several pastries and gorged herself. Instead, she had to be embarrassed into self-restraint. What to pick? A croissant was boring and would make her look like a tourist. A pain au chocolat—she could get that back home. She sneaked a peek at the pastry he carried. A croissant aux amandes. So that was out.

She would be damned if she would copy him.

She didn’t know the name for any of the others, meaning she would have to look ignorant again. “Um . . . that one.” She pointed at random and found her finger indicating a delicate little tart entirely covered with fresh raspberries.

Good choice. She needed some more fruit in her diet with this cold weather.

“Pour le petit-déjeuner?” Sylvain Marquis asked, astonished.

“Did I ask you what I should have for breakfast?” she snapped. The baker gave her a minatory look. What, were they best friends? Great. Now for her whole stay here she would wonder if her baguettes and pastries had been spat on and dropped on the floor. Maybe she should look for another apartment.

One with a shower curtain.

One several arrondissements away from Sylvain Marquis.

“Américains,” Sylvain Marquis said incredulously, shaking that beautiful mass of black hair of his. “You’ll eat anything anytime, won’t you?”

She curled her bared hand into a fist in the shadow of her coat sleeve, embarrassed once again. She purely hated him. Thank goodness she had learned how much so before she signed a contract with him that let him make millions off her blind idealization of Parisian chocolatiers.

“What are you doing here?” the chocolatier asked, apparently oblivious to the fact that his behavior hadn’t left them on speaking terms. “My shop doesn’t open until later. Did you come to steal my recipes?”

Had he been reading her family history? Those accusations of recipe stealing against her great-grandfather had never been proven. Primarily because those Swiss factories had been so hypervigilant about their security that he hadn’t gotten the chance and had had to reinvent the chocolate wheel the hard way: lots of experiments, a couple of boiler explosions, and once a burned-down barn.

“I’m on my way to talk to Dominique Richard,” she said coolly, accepting her beautiful tiny concoction of raspberries from the baker. “Why? Did you think you were the only ‘best chocolatier in Paris’?”

His eyebrows flexed. That had gotten under his skin, hadn’t it? Good. She strolled past him out of the shop and down the street, exiting fast so she could savor at least one point won in this encounter. She willed her back to try to do a better job at scorn this time.

She still waited until she had turned the corner at the end of the street and was out of sight before she bit into her raspberry tartelette, though.

It was so good. Not too sweet, fresh and full of flavor, with a thin layer of gently sweetened custard. What was wrong with eating something like that for breakfast? It was healthier than his croissant aux amandes, she would have him know.

Only she wouldn’t have him know, because to do so she would have to turn around and walk back down the street and tell him.

And giving him that much attention would put the win definitively in his camp.




Chapter 3

Sylvain felt uneasy about that gonflée piece of capitalist arrogance hovering outside his chocolaterie at seven in the morning as if it was her next acquisition, but he tried to brush it away. At least she hadn’t had the nerve to try to talk him into selling his name to her again.

Which was pretty annoying, actually. She could be a little greedier for him, couldn’t she? Plus, there was nothing like an argument with a cute female who had a weakness for raspberries to brighten a gray day.

She had looked mignonne with her raspberries, too. It was a ridiculous breakfast, but he liked that she had chosen it, nevertheless. Savor the flavors you want to in life—that’s what he thought. Plus, he could imagine her teeth sinking into the delicate, thin layer of custard, her lips closing over the perfect red raspberries, and the wind blowing her hair all over her face at the same time, driving her crazy.

He could imagine saving her from herself, laughing and pushing her hair back with his fingers, so that she could finish her bite.

Bordel. His imagination was going to get him into trouble again. He hoped the wind drove her really crazy. Dominique Richard? Dominique Richard might just murder her when she suggested buying him, for one. And . . . bordel. Dominique Richard? Was she trying to imply that Dominique Richard was as good as he was? Or even nearly as good? Imbécile de capitaliste américaine. Putain de nerve. As if Dominique Richard wasn’t cocky enough already without some idiot running to feed his ego. . . .

His anger eased a little as he let himself into his laboratoire, as his moods always did. Theobromine. Drug of the gods. His theobromine, his chocolate, his masterpieces that people lined the sidewalk to pay a fortune for.

It was a long way to come for a boy who had grown up en banlieue, whose rural parents had wanted him to apprentice to a farmer. Watching women who looked like a million dollars—women like the American capitalist, in fact—sink pretty little expensive teeth into a thumbnail-sized chocolate of his making was a long way to come, too. He had been a gangly, awkward adolescent with shaggy hair, so it was a good thing he had discovered very early in his teenage years What Women Wanted.

Chocolat. If you wanted to lure a woman who wouldn’t otherwise have looked twice at you, good chocolate was better than a love potion. As an awkward teenager, he hadn’t necessarily managed to turn those beautiful-friends-lured-by-chocolate into girlfriends, but he had at least earned the right to be in their orbit and torture himself with their nearness, and from there he had slowly learned a certain process. He seduced them with chocolate, and, in return, occasionally one of them seduced him. A fling, usually. A consolation prize for her when her real boyfriend was mean to her, before she went straight back to le bâtard. He was twenty before he broke out of that particular hopeless rut.

It hadn’t hurt that the intensely physical apprenticeships in chocolaterie had taught him control and power and strength, or that he had filled in to his height, but the real key had been his mastery of chocolate, and he knew it. The way to a woman’s body was through what she delighted in putting into her mouth. When a woman let his chocolate melt on her tongue, he thought of it as her letting a little bit of him melt there.

He smiled suddenly. So, how many of those five boxes of his chocolates had Cade Corey eaten? How much of him had she taken into her? And then he stood still, with his hand on the cold marble countertop, alone in his laboratoire in the early morning while heat blushed through him.




Chapter 4

Leaves blew across the gravel in the Luxembourg Gardens. Cade let the wind blow Sylvain Marquis out of her mind and tossed her chin up into it, thrilling to the fact that she was walking here. Ripples formed on the perfect circle of the pool in front of the seventeenth-century palace, but no little children’s boats floated there today as they always did in pictures. Sun sifted softly through the clouds, light against gray behind the trees and the palace.

The park was nearly empty. The few people crossing it seemed to be using it as a shortcut, leading with their chin as they walked, hands in coat pockets, in a hurry to get somewhere early. A couple of joggers circled the periphery, looking starkly out of place in that classical landscape and rather awkward about their athletic endeavor.

Here she was, Cade thought, stopping in front of the pool to gaze around her. Her hands curled in her pockets in a little squeeze of the moment, milking it for its preciousness. Paris.

She dismissed Sylvain Marquis’s refusal, a temporary setback. Her world would hold this city in it now, once she succeeded with this line. Her life would hold in it a laboratoire, a workshop full of handcrafted chocolate alchemy and fussy, passionate masters of their craft producing something superb. Both would become part of her.

Her soul seemed to grow up and out of her as she thought about it, bigger and bigger, richer and richer, to become as large as this largest of small cities and all it had ever held, as rich as a dark chocolate ganache gently infused with some new flavor she didn’t know, being stirred over the lowest heat.

Her eyes stung, maybe from the cold wind or maybe from the sudden beauty of the moment. She might have lingered in it, except the odor of urine invaded her space. An unshaven man in stained clothes wavered toward her, mumbling something, his hand cradled near his body, palm up.

She gave him twenty euros and, on a whim, her talisman Corey Bar. She had a big box of them she could restock from back in her rented apartment, and she liked to give a Corey Bar with any money she gave out in the street. She always imagined it brought the recipient a little spark of pleasure.

She strolled on, feeling stronger, braver, freer, Sylvain Marquis’s outrage and chocolaty superiority retreating to the back of her mind. Happiness surged through her, even when she had to dodge a man dropping a cigarette butt onto the sidewalk while his dog finished pooping in the middle of it.

Paris. She was in Paris. This city was hers.




Chapter 5

Dominique Richard didn’t like the idea, either. He wasn’t quite as unpleasant about it as Sylvain Marquis—or, rather, he wasn’t as intensely attractive, he didn’t make her fantasize she was the chocolate laid out on his counter being tempered by his hand, and he didn’t have that same gift for minimalism in his initial dismissal of her, as if she wasn’t worth a sneer. Dominique was rough, aggressive, his refusal brusque, although he looked her over while he gave it. As if she might not be worth the respect of considering her proposal, but he might be willing to have sex in his office with her if she was interested.

That type of insult was, somehow, easier to deal with than Sylvain’s. It didn’t settle under her skin and burn there like a fire she couldn’t put out.

But on the other hand, it was the second rejection of her brilliant idea in less than twenty-four hours. She had started toying with this dream as early as her high school days, had kept playing with it through college, and had held it close to her heart for the four years since, while she built up respect for her ideas and her work in the company before she tried to take it “haring off into some new line,” as her father liked to put it. Ten years at least she had been hoping for this.

She had always thought the only things that stood in the way of her dream were her family, their company, and herself. It had never occurred to her that the dream itself might reject her.

And Parisians had a way of saying no that was really discouraging. Couldn’t they at least smile and pretend they were sorry to turn her down? They didn’t have to act as if she had acquired some kind of odor just from asking the question.

She strode back through the Luxembourg Gardens, hands thrust deeply into her coat pockets, trying to keep her head and her courage up, trying to focus on the beauty of the gardens, on the pleasure of people-watching. A woman tried to keep her toddler from climbing into the great round pond, while the chilly breeze blew ripples across its surface. A couple stopped another passerby just in front of her to get him to take their picture.

She nodded at the homeless man from earlier, who was halfway through the Corey Bar.

“C’est de la merde,” he informed her conversationally. “Do you think that just because I’m homeless, I’ll eat anything?”

She hurried on, her hand clenching on nothing, since she had given away her talisman just so a Frenchman who didn’t even have a roof over his head could look down his nose at it. Her eyes stung desperately. She focused on getting back to her apartment, on regrouping—on hiding—on getting back to her laptop, where she could lay out a list of the third- to tenth-best chocolatiers in Paris and make a plan.

Warmth closed around her as soon as she squeezed into the elevator. The place was barely heated, but it was out of the wind. Amid the ancient, flowered wallpaper in her tiny apartment, the giant box of Corey Bars that often followed her on her travels sat on the laminate counter of the tiny kitchenette.

She pulled an armful out of the box and sat down on her little bed near the window, letting the bars spill all around her as she started to cry.

Her phone interrupted her tears. “Cade,” her father said abruptly, while she struggled mightily to make sure not a single sniffle escaped. “Could you look over the memos from Jennie and Russell that I sent you? Check your e-mail. I don’t have all the background information on the discussions you’ve been having with the convenience stores, and I’m not sure they’re making a good decision.”

“They can’t handle it? This should be good training for them.”

“Yes, but . . . we’d all feel better if you would give us your assessment. You might have a couple of other forwards in your in-box, too. I’d appreciate it if you would look them over. How are you doing anyway, honey? Having fun?”

“Yes!” she lied enthusiastically. “It’s fascinating to make contact with these little artisan chocolatiers. There’s so much we could learn here.”

“Mmm,” said her father, considerably more tepid about opening a new gourmet line than she was. “The city is beautiful, isn’t it? Your mother and I had our first honeymoon there.”

Julie Corey, née Julie Cade, and Mack Corey had taken a “honeymoon” every year on their anniversary until Cade’s mother died.

“Yes,” Cade said.

“She always liked it. You remember when we took you with us sometimes as kids? She liked to just walk all over the city. She really never saw a cobblestone street or an old building she didn’t like.”

Cade smiled, thinking about her mom. That was so true of her.

“Well, we miss you over here, sweetie. I can’t wait to have you back. Don’t you go staying at the end of the world like your sister wants to. But you enjoy every minute while you’re there, all right?”

“Yes,” Cade said definitely. “I will.” Especially since those moments were numbered. Her younger sister, Jaime, seemed determined to throw off all her family responsibilities in favor of saving the world, so Cade couldn’t really do the same. She would be heading back to Corey, Maryland, soon.

 



Twenty minutes later she was back on her feet, restoring her hair and makeup to Paris-worthiness and plotting which chocolatiers to try next.

She eyed the heels of her boots doubtfully, because her feet already felt a little sore from the morning’s walk. But her first full day in the city was not the moment to cave and put on flats. If Parisian women could do it, she could do it.

She walked and walked and walked.

The walking part was really nice.

Except for how badly her feet hurt.

And the time she stepped in dog poop.

And the time another pedestrian reached out suddenly and grabbed her breasts.

And the time she brushed too close to someone else on the sidewalk, and the cigarette he was carrying low by his side burned the back of her hand. At least he didn’t smirk at her but reached out to steady her, apologizing in a quick, sincere rush. She glanced after him as he continued on, wondering if it was a sign of overabuse by Paris that she wanted to grab him and ask him out on a date just because he had been nice enough not to sneer at her when he burned her.

She sat down at the nearest café, defeated, flexing her aching toes, and ordered a cup of hot chocolate. The drink proved surprisingly dark and intense, not at all like the ritual Corey cocoa of her childhood, with its cute little snowman marshmallows. A thin cylinder of sugar lay on the saucer beside it, but was she supposed to dump that into her chocolate? Or would that make her look like a tourist? Maybe the waiter had given it to her because he’d already guessed she was a tourist. He would probably start speaking to her in English at any minute. Everybody started speaking to her in English. She had studied French all through middle school, high school, and college, and paid for years of private French lessons, and they all insisted on speaking to her in very bad English.

Scattered pairs of people talked here and there at tables, waving cigarettes over half-empty cups and glasses. Maybe they should sell fake cigarettes in a package with Parisian guidebooks so tourists could have a prayer of fitting in. Wasn’t it supposed to be against the law to smoke in cafés now in Paris? She laid her coat and gloves on the seat beside her and cradled the chocolate cup in her hands, soaking up the warmth, her feet aching even more as she took the pressure off them.

Exhaustion pressed on her. Was this how defeat felt? She had never really tasted that feeling before and wasn’t willing to admit she was tasting it now. She was just regrouping, that was all.

She had walked all day. Past gorgeous fountains, glimpses of hidden courtyards, store windows that were works of art. The buildings, the streets, the cobblestones that had ripped up her boot heels, they were all so, so . . . Paris. She had walked along the Seine, and it had been cold and brown and gorgeous. And there had been Notre-Dame rising up above it, and, and—

—she would arrive at the next chocolatier on her list. And she would brace herself—and brace harder each time—and she would go in. And the scent and sight of chocolate would wrap around her, so elegant and fabulous and extraordinary, and—

—the chocolatier would say no. Simon Casset flicked one quick, penetrating, steel-blue look over her and recommended she talk with Sylvain Marquis. However, the tiny twitch of those stern lips of his had made it clear he was saying that just to give Sylvain a hard time and not from any sincere effort to help her in her quest. Philippe Lyonnais had stared at her with eyes that quickly went as dark blue as a stormy sea, and he’d actually growled at her. Aslan-roared. Her ears had still been ringing when she left the shop.

Sometimes one said no kindly, as if she was a naïve young thing who couldn’t possibly understand any better. Sometimes they turned her down with a baffled look, as if wondering where Americans got their wild ideas. Sometimes they were impatient, as if pretty fed up with Americans and their wild ideas. One rejected her offer flirtatiously, as if she might be able to talk him into it if she took the right route.

She had kept the flirting chocolatier on her list of possibles. He had been sixty, and she was pretty sure he was just leading her on, but she had to keep somebody on her roll.

She couldn’t understand why they all said no. Sure, they had their principles about the art form of their chocolate making. That was what had drawn her here; that was the world she so passionately longed to own.

But how could they not be willing to sell it to her? They acted as if the sale would destroy it somehow. Like some little stubborn old lady in a historic cottage with her beloved garden, refusing to sell to the major construction conglomerate that wanted to bulldoze over it. That wasn’t what Cade was trying to do at all.

Maybe she had gone about this all wrong. Maybe she should have come in with her cadre of lawyers and executives and assistants and overwhelmed them.

Would that have worked? A vision of Sylvain Marquis’s stubborn, sexy, arrogant face rose up before her, and she had a suspicion its reaction to lawyers would still be indifferent dismissal.

And anyway, she hadn’t wanted to bring any of those people. She had wanted this to be her adventure in Paris. She had wanted to be all alone, to go in and talk to people as one person to another, to . . . live a dream. This premium chocolate line was the only way she had found to fit the dream into her life and not betray a structure built by generations.

But it was Saturday afternoon, and she didn’t have dinner planned in some superb Parisian restaurant with a passionate chocolatier so that they could talk about their plans excitedly while he told her what the best items on the menu were and they tried something chocolate for dessert. She was staring into another evening all alone. She couldn’t remember the last time she had spent two whole days and nights alone. Solitary evenings were usually a choice, a relief from her busy, people-filled days. But she hadn’t made this choice, and she didn’t feel relieved. She felt like a failure, lonely and rejected by a dream.

Back in her apartment, she closed the refrigerator door on the boxes in brown, beige, and one turquoise that filled it, all stamped with the name and logo of the second- to tenth-best chocolatiers in the city. She wasn’t going to stay in her apartment eating chocolates tonight.

She hesitated over her BlackBerry and then set it down firmly. She wasn’t going to call any of the list of wealthy contacts her father had given her, people who would be glad to go out with her for the business opportunity. This was her adventure, her chance. She didn’t want it to become just another day in her life, only in a foreign city.

No, she was going to go out to eat by herself. And then she was going to go to the Eiffel Tower and see the sparkling view everyone talked about. And then she would catch one of the famous Bateaux-Mouches that steamed along the Seine, providing tourists with yet more glimpses of the city. And then maybe she would walk along the river and watch the dancers and the drummers she had read about in her guidebook.

 



She deliberately limped several streets away, over the protests of her feet, to avoid running into Sylvain Marquis again. She left her BlackBerry and her laptop behind and went without the guidebook. She was in Paris. She could find her own good restaurant.

As if by magic she found herself on a street with no traffic, cobblestoned, full of unhurried people congregating before bars and restaurants and posted menus, people who all seemed happy to be there. Some people didn’t even glance at the menus scrawled on chalkboards out on the sidewalk, instead entering their favorite restaurant as they might step into their own front door.

Cade stopped at a restaurant with a front of green and floors of old, smooth, burnt-red tile. Bottles of vinegars and oils climbed up its walls. Five tables crowded the small space downstairs, and black metal stairs led to a mezzanine above. The slim waiter in black pants and black T-shirt shook his head when she asked about the mezzanine; it was too early to start seating there.

He didn’t look thrilled with the fact that she was dining alone, either, but maybe that was her own self-consciousness. He was kind enough to give her the window table for two, where she could sit watching the street.

She swallowed. She rarely ate alone in public. Meals on the road were usually packed with people and work. But surely she had the self-confidence for this. Even in Paris.

It just felt so horribly, awkwardly lonely. She smiled brightly at the waiter, who looked alarmed. She bent her head and focused on the menu he brought.

A couple in their early fifties came in and sat at a nearby table, speaking English all the while.

Great. In her attempts to embrace Paris on her own, had she come straight to a tourist spot?

She ordered the full prix fixe, three courses, determined not to shrink into a quick dinner and a flight back to the semi-safety of her little apartment. She was here to enjoy Paris. All three courses of it.

She played with the silverware as she waited for her wine, thought longingly of her BlackBerry, and resolutely pulled out the little leather-bound journal she had bought specifically for her trip to Paris.

A couple came in, the man tall and dark. Her heart froze even before she had lifted her head to get a better look. The waiter greeted Sylvain Marquis with friendly familiarity, he said something back, and the finger-sized, perfectly coiffed blonde with him laughed.

Cade closed her eyes against fate.

How could this be happening to her? How incredibly hideous that he should come in with his perfect little date to the very restaurant where she was sitting out her lonely meal.

He turned away from the waiter and stilled. She opened her eyes to stare at him defiantly.

“Do you have spies on me?” Sylvain Marquis asked incredulously.

“That would be a waste of company resources,” she said icily. Really, who did he think he was? The, uh . . . one of the acknowledged best chocolatiers in the world? Talking to a part-owner of one of the biggest mass producers of chocolate on the planet?

It was, admittedly, eccentric of her not to have spies on him at this point, or bodyguards and lawyers and assistants on her.

“Spies?” the little blonde asked with a laugh.

Sylvain Marquis made a dismissive gesture. “Ce n’est pas important.”

Cade burned.

“The mezzanine?” the waiter asked him. Apparently that rule about waiting until the downstairs filled up before seating the upstairs only applied to people with an American accent.

“Non,” Sylvain said, ignoring the blonde’s disappointed look. “Downstairs is fine.”

There were only the five tables downstairs, and two of them were already taken. The waiter seated Sylvain and his friend two tiny tables away from her. Cade pressed the point of her silver pen into her journal until it broke through the paper, as she longed to shrivel into an old, dried mushroom that could be lost on the floor.

At least now she knew she had picked a good restaurant, she thought bitterly. She would bet Sylvain Marquis only put delicious things into his mouth.

Probably he thought that blonde was delicious. Her pen drove through another layer of paper.

The air around her seemed to hold scents just from the chocolatier’s passing—cacao and cinnamon, citrus and vanilla. Of course. He would be imbued with those scents at the end of the day. It was possible he might never be able to completely wash them out of his clothes and off his skin.

She closed her eyes against a vision of water sluicing off his skin, failing to wash away the chocolate essence of him.

Cacao was so oddly reassuring to her, as if the very scent of it made all right with her world, returned her to her comfort zone. But she didn’t need that vision of his naked skin to tell her that any sense of a comfort zone where he was concerned was completely false.

She bent her head, trying desperately to think of something to write in her journal, to make herself look busy and indifferent to his presence. And not lonely. She found herself writing Paris over and over just so her pen would be moving. Her name. The name of the restaurant. Syl—She slammed the leather cover closed.

She tapped it, not knowing what to do with herself. And finally opened it again. Being very careful to keep it half-closed so that he couldn’t glimpse a thing.

“What are you writing?” Sylvain Marquis asked from his table only three feet away. “Memories of Paris? Chantal, have I introduced you? This is Cade Corey. She’s in the chocolate field,” he added, with a tone of great kindness, as if he was saying the custodian at a lab was in microbiology.

“Corey?” Chantal said. “Do you make those—?” Belatedly, she apparently realized her face was curling into a sneer, for she quickly smoothed it out. “How nice. Have you come to France to learn more about chocolate?”

Cade wondered what would happen if she hauled off and decked both of them. Surely it wouldn’t be the first time an American in Paris had been provoked to violence by French “politeness,” as her grandfather had called it. She had come to France to learn more about chocolate, but it didn’t sound at all the same when she said it.

And who was Chantal, anyway? She noticed his Marquis-ness hadn’t introduced her. Maybe she was so much a part of his life, he assumed everyone already knew.

Cade was never leaving her apartment without her BlackBerry again. At least she could have whipped it out and looked . . . probably even more pathetic. As if, even sitting in the middle of Paris, she had no other aspect to her life than Corey Chocolate.

Exactly what she was trying to make not true.

“Don’t you know anyone in Paris?” Sylvain asked.

Cade turned her head and stared at him. Was it her imagination, or had he sounded a touch concerned? Was he about to include her in his party out of social pity?

Chantal looked worried about that, too.

“I know people,” Cade said. At least, quite a few people here would like to know her. That list of her father’s.

Sylvain looked doubtful. Cade had just made up her mind to stand up and walk out—pretend she had only stopped for a glass of wine—when the waiter appeared with a small white dish of ravioli swimming in a bath of basil cream and pine nuts. It smelled like heaven—and looked like the door locking her in to a long prison of an evening. She felt a little sick to her stomach.

She should have stayed in her room feeling sorry for herself. She should have dined on top of the Eiffel Tower.

(A sudden vision of herself dining on top of the Eiffel Tower with Sylvain Marquis flashed through her mind, just quickly enough for her to catch a glimpse of city lights, of dark sky and stars, of dark hair and a hand proffering her a taste of something delicious. She shoved the image out of her head.)

She should have taken advantage of Sylvain’s night out to break into his workshop and learn all his secrets.

Now, there was an idea. Her grandfather would be proud. He would be so proud, the secret would probably burst out of his lips and right into her father’s ears. Her father had a really funny attitude about corporate espionage. He thought it should be done discreetly, by people who couldn’t be linked back to the Corey family.

“Then why are you eating by yourself?” Sylvain asked.

She glared at him. From buying his secrets with millions to becoming his act of social charity was a pretty brutal step down. Of course, maybe he wasn’t concerned so much as trying to humiliate her.

“Because I don’t really like people,” she lied coldly.

There, that should shut anyone up and turn his attention back to his date. She wondered what it was like to date a man who could do what he did with chocolate and who had eyes as dark as . . .

“Vraiment?” Sylvain said, intrigued. “Do you just see them as dollars and euros, or how does that work?”

A second before she slapped her credit card onto the table and called for the waiter, Cade realized what a victory it would be for him to drive her out of the restaurant. The same way he had driven her out of his laboratoire. With just a few contemptuous words and a supremely disdainful look.

She took a slow breath, focused on her ravioli in its cream sauce so faintly tinted with green, and cut into it with her fork.

“Bon appétit,” Chantal said kindly.

Seriously, Cade hated her. She would take spite a hundred times over kindness from that beautiful Parisian blonde sitting across from an equally gorgeous sorcerer of chocolate.

The raviole bloomed in her mouth: just the right amount of basil, salt, and melted butter, pine nuts, cream, perfect fresh pasta with something inside she wasn’t quite sure of. All condensed into one thousand calories a bite.

She realized she had closed her eyes as she savored the pasta square, and she opened them to find Sylvain Marquis smiling a little as he watched her. As if he knew that moment, that first bite of this dish, and was enjoying it vicariously through her.

Enjoying the taste in her mouth.

She found herself blushing, a strange fever that spread through her mercilessly. She could feel it mounting to her cheeks, growing visible, and she could not for the pride of her get it to stop.

The smile slowly faded off Sylvain Marquis’s mouth as he gazed at her. The waiter came up to their table, and Chantal answered whatever he asked, but Sylvain didn’t even seem to hear him.

“Sylvain?” Chantal said. His name sounded so perfectly pronounced by her delicate French lips. The ain was so correct, like the breath of a whine.

He didn’t respond.

Chantal glanced from him to Cade, and she didn’t look very pleased at all. Cade turned her head to stare out the window.

“Sylvain,” Chantal said again.

“Hmm?” Sylvain’s voice sounded distracted.

“Tu as choisi, mon cher?”

“Pardon. Oui. Les ravioles,” he told the waiter.

Heat roiled through her again.

This was pathetic and ridiculous, she told herself. Could she fake a seizure so she could get out of this restaurant?

No, a seizure would make her look bad. A heart attack? An allergic reaction to basil? That might explain the flushing. Maybe she could fake getting something in her eye and disappear to a bathroom, climb out its window, and never return to her table. She searched surreptitiously for signs of a bathroom but couldn’t find one on the ground floor. Meaning it was either belowground or upstairs. She was pretty sure she couldn’t carve a tunnel before someone came to look for her, but she wondered how much toilet paper it would take to make a rope.

For some reason, climbing out of a bathroom window on a rope of toilet paper seemed like a less humiliating plan than just paying her bill now and walking out.

“You aren’t going to eat it?” Sylvain asked her incredulously.

Couldn’t the man just talk to his date? Turn his back on her? Leave her alone?

“I’m not very hungry,” she said. She had been when she’d ordered her three-course meal just before he walked in, but now she felt as if she were trying to get her food down past a horde of butterflies.

Sylvain’s lips formed one of those tight, beautiful French Os but without a sound. He looked at her plate and then at her mouth. One eyebrow lifted a little in question, and he looked into her eyes again.

Just exactly what did he think he was figuring out about her? What questions were those eyes asking that were making warmth start to lurk in their depths?

“I ate too much chocolate today,” she explained quickly, without thinking.

Sylvain looked smug.

“I was at Dominique Richard’s,” she added sweetly.

This was such a good hit that Chantal’s lips parted, and she brought up a perfectly manicured hand to cover them. Cade’s hands were perfectly manicured, too, but she didn’t know how to make them cover her mouth so sexily. Did French women practice in front of a mirror, or what?

Sylvain’s own lips thinned, and anyone would have thought she had reached out and smacked him. “And did he sell himself?” he asked disdainfully.

Caught between a lie and having to admit defeat to him, Cade remembered abruptly that she was part-owner of a multinational corporation. “I can’t discuss contract negotiations,” she said, with the same gentle coolness she had used in business meetings a thousand times before.

He didn’t like that at all. He turned abruptly back to his date at last, but he was visibly simmering.

“Oh, have you been trying to buy Sylvain?” Chantal asked playfully, clearly trying to break the tension and recapture his attention and her enjoyable evening. “How much do you cost, chéri?”

Sylvain lanced Cade a glance like lightning. “I’m not for sale.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Cade said pleasantly, trying for a perfect little contemptuous put-down. Which was a very hard thing to do in someone else’s language, she later tried to console herself. “I paid nearly a thousand dollars for a bite of you just yesterday.”

Chantal’s eyebrows went up. They even did that perfectly.

Sylvain’s lips formed that beautiful French O again. Then they split into a grin.

Oh, God. What had she just said? Please let the earth open up and swallow her.

It took Sylvain a full minute before he managed to get that grin calmed down into something more urbane, a silky, gorgeously self-satisfied gloating. “Why, so you did.”

She couldn’t even stammer out something about “a bite of your chocolates” to correct the impression her words had left. She and he both knew that when she took a bite of his chocolates, she really was taking a bite of him.

She strove for a disdainful moue instead, wishing she had practiced that expression in the mirror when she was working on her French u. One needed a lot more than language skills to get by in France. “A bit overpriced, don’t you think? But I suppose you can always fool some people into thinking anything is good if you charge enough.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. He fulminated.

“Sylvain is the best chocolatier in Paris,” Chantal said coldly.

“Do you think so?” Cade raised her eyebrows. “Have you tried anything of Dominique Richard’s?”

The glare Sylvain sent her could have made her burst into flame. She really couldn’t shake that sorcerer impression of him, and right now the sorcerer looked like the kind that fed impertinent people to demons.

“Non,” Chantal said loyally.

Cade shrugged and opened a palm, making her point without a word.

Sylvain looked as if feeding her to demons might not be enough of a punishment. He might want to kill her with his own two hands.

“I’m satisfied with Sylvain.” Chantal smirked, catching his eye and winking at him.

Damn it. Depression out of all proportion to the comment settled on Cade. What a horrible, nauseating evening.

She refocused on her gloriously exquisite raviole du Royan à la crème au basilic and poked at it with her fork.

After a moment, she inevitably glanced sideways, to find Sylvain watching her again. His gaze was thoughtful, his anger visibly down at least three notches.

It occurred to her that she had been blushing so constantly since she met him that he might just assume she had naturally red skin. It was possible, right?

The waiter brought his basil cream ravioli, and he refocused on Chantal a bit, exchanging pleasantries for a few minutes before offering her a perfunctory Bon appétit. But when he took his first bite, his eyes closed a little in pleasure, too, if a bit more familiar and expected than Cade’s.

When he opened them again, he looked straight at her.

Cade, who had finally gotten the butterflies suppressed enough to take another bite, got caught with her fork still at her lips, flushing again all through her. The taste on their tongues right at that moment was exactly the same.

Their eyes held. Was that a touch of color on Sylvain’s cheeks?

Chantal sighed, looking subdued for a moment, then tossed her head in a sexy, tant pis pour toi way that made the perfectly feathered ends of her hair shiver and catch the light. She stretched out a little hand to close over Sylvain’s, one of those beautiful, masculine hands that knew exactly how to manipulate . . . probably far too many things. And she tugged it, just a little.

He looked back at her, and she held his eyes, half smile, half query. He flushed suddenly and shifted his body to angle away from Cade.

Cade, too, shifted to angle her body back toward the window and tried to eat more of her ravioli. For something that had a thousand calories a bite, she would have preferred it to taste a little less like sawdust. Also, her throat felt horribly exposed every time she swallowed, as if everyone in the restaurant was focused on what an ungainly gesture swallowing was.

Well, not everyone, really. Just one person. And his elegant date who swallowed so beautifully, it was practically a sexual act.

It should have helped when another couple came in and took the table between hers and Marquis’s. At least she could pretend that was what stopped him from pestering her, and not the tug of Chantal’s hand.

Having the other couple between them now did mean that her every glance away from the window didn’t land on him or Chantal. It meant that his every stray glance away from his date or dinner didn’t land on her. The shield provided by the couple’s bodies should have helped save some part of the evening.

Except that she was still the only person there who wasn’t half of a couple. And one of those couples was his. The next hour might very well have been the longest in her life, stretched to infinity by her desire to be doing anything but eating alone in Paris two tables away from those two.

The waiter gave her second course, duck in a honey-apricot sauce, still three quarters-full, a look of deep concern when he unwillingly removed it from the table. “No dessert? Mais, madame, vous avez le prix fix.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’ll pay for it.” The waiter looked offended that she should have mentioned money openly, even though she couldn’t figure out why else he cared that she had changed her mind about dessert. “I’m just not hungry enough.”

“Do you want a—what do you call it—a doggy bag?” Sylvain asked from his table, smirking at the possibility of seeing her do something he clearly considered revolting.

“Personally, I’ve always thought the ‘doggy bag’ would be a good thing to have here,” Chantal said, being kind again, which really was just the very last straw of this miserable evening. “I can never finish the whole meal, either, and the dessert always looks so good.”

The waiter gave Chantal an indignant look at the suggestion and made no attempt to pull out any foam boxes.

“I’m fine,” Cade said, falling back on the cool, courteous tone she used whenever she had to meet with Mars company executives right after a particularly successful bit of marketing on their part. “Mais merci.” Always pretend they really meant it nicely; that way they could doubt the success of their attacks.

She beckoned the waiter closer to her with a small smile. His eyebrows rose, but he bent, and then bent still farther when she beckoned again.

When he straightened, he was quite openly, but playfully, disappointed. “Vous êtes cruelle, madame. When a beautiful woman dining alone wants to whisper in my ear, you can’t blame me for getting my hopes up.”

Beyond him, Sylvain was frowning.

Cade laughed, rather pleased at one of her first encounters with casual Parisian charm. “Well . . . maybe I’ll come back for that dessert one day.”

The waiter laughed, winked, and gave a tiny bow.

Sylvain turned back to Chantal. His frown lingered.

Cade signed the credit slip and left, adding a generous, American-sized tip. It was probably a stupid whim, but, having seen for herself how annoying the other couple’s kindness was, she could only hope that when Marquis discovered she had paid for their meal, he would feel as galled and condescended to as she had.

She hoped he brooded over it, that muscle in his jaw ticking and his stress rising, the whole rest of the evening.

Although Chantal would probably prove a pretty good stress reliever. Damn it.
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