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      Slouched in his favorite armchair, Anthony Gibbs, Duke of Westcliffe, balanced a glass of brandy between his fingers while doing his best to ignore the problem hanging over his head. His good friends, Brody Evans, the Duke of Corwin, and Callum Davis, the Duke of Stratton, kept him company.

      Anthony was grateful for it. There was no one else with whom he’d rather share his woes than these two men. They’d grown up together, had attended Eton together, and had even been together when the tragic news of their fathers’ deaths had been delivered. Furthermore, they found themselves in similar straits and were able to relate.

      The light from a nearby oil lamp illuminated Anthony’s drink. He peered through the crystal, allowing the amber liquid to fracture his view of the parlor. If only he could sit here forever, snubbing life and the endless duties stacked on his shoulders. If only he could find the answers to his problems in the numerous glasses of brandy he’d been enjoying these past five hours.

      If only…

      “I need a solution,” he muttered. Lord, he was tired. Perhaps he should tell his friends to go home so he could go find his bed.

      “Don’t we all?” Brody asked. He was stretched out on the floor, arms folded behind his head while he stared at the ceiling. His dark blonde hair was as rumpled as his clothes. “Finn’s gambling addiction isn’t helping with my financial predicament.”

      Finn was Brody’s younger brother and he was forever getting himself into worse trouble than Brody, which was saying something.

      “My concern is for Peter’s future. His education will be costly.” Callum pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know what my cousin was thinking when he and his wife made me their son’s guardian.”

      “You’re a duke,” Anthony pointed out. “As such, they probably expected you to provide their son with endless possibilities.”

      Callum gave an unhappy laugh and went to refill his glass. His black hair was darker than Anthony’s and made him look slightly dangerous in the dim lighting. “The poor boy won’t have any unless I find a way to replenish the coffers. My investments haven’t made the returns I’d hoped for.”

      “Neither have mine,” said Brody. “Quite the opposite.”

      Anthony could only concur.

      The truth was they were all in a terrible bind. Managing estates and securing their futures had not been their priorities when they inherited their titles. Shock and grief had strengthened their bond, but it had also made them reckless. Instead of embracing responsibility, they’d spent the last three years on roguish pursuits. The need to block out the pain of losing their fathers in that terrible accident had led to excessive spending and extreme negligence.

      “Keeping up appearances is becoming a chore,” Anthony said. When he’d descended to breakfast that morning, his secretary had handed him an unpleasant stack of bills. Apparently, several shops had chosen to revoke his line of credit and were now demanding immediate payment. “With my sisters’ debuts next season, it’s time for me to stop being so damn irresponsible. I’ve got to do better. For their sakes.”

      Hell, even White’s was threatening to cancel all of their memberships, which was why they’d gathered at Anthony’s home for a change. So they wouldn’t have to face the embarrassment of being publicly reminded of their outstanding payments.

      If they weren’t careful, their servants would quit and they’d have to cook their own meals.

      “What do you have in mind?” Brody asked. He sat up and flung one arm loosely over his bent knee.

      Anthony set his glass on the small round table beside his chair. “We’re all in desperate need of incomes. So let’s try to find a solution. There must be some way for us to cover our expenses, some means by which to resolve our financial problems and start making a profit.”

      “How?” Callum asked. “As members of the peerage we have limited options. We were our fathers’ heirs and as such, we were never expected to seek employment as barristers, solicitors, or members of the clergy. We have no useful skills.”

      “True.” Brody reached for the bottle of wine he’d left on the floor nearby and sighed when he found it empty. A vacant pause followed before he told his friends, “We could marry.”

      “What?” Anthony and Callum spoke in unison, their voices equally strained.

      Brody shrugged. “You have to admit that it would solve the problem.”

      The clock on the fireplace mantel decided to chime at that moment, the sound too reminiscent of wedding bells for Anthony’s liking.

      “I for one am not prepared to tie the matrimonial knot just yet,” he said, already regretting the conversation he’d recently had with Viscount Ebberly. It made him feel sick just thinking about it.

      “Nothing would compel me to spend the rest of my life shackled to any of the ladies currently available on the marriage mart.” Callum raised his glass in salute and gulped down a decent measure. “Least of all Miss Amanda Starling. Good lord. Can you imagine?”

      The comment forced additional queasiness through Anthony’s veins. He didn’t care for Viscount Ebberly’s daughter at all, but during a moment of desperation, he’d still gone to speak with her father. His intention had merely been to discover whether or not Miss Starling might be willing to fill his coffers in exchange for a title. The answer to that had been a resounding yes.

      Ebberly had even suggested they meet with his solicitor the very next day, which had caused an entirely different kind of panic to surge through Anthony. Apologizing profusely, he’d attempted to make a hasty retreat, insisting he’d merely been trying to weigh his options. Only to have the viscount suggest that he spend some time getting to know his daughter better. In exchange, she would befriend his sisters and help them prepare for their debuts.

      The suggestion proved how shrewd Ebberly was. He’d taken Anthony’s measure and had concluded that such a bargain was too good for him to pass up. Ebberly hadn’t been wrong, but he had severely misjudged Anthony if he believed the arrangement would lead to courtship and marriage.

      Intent on helping his sisters while avoiding a life sentence with Miss Starling, Anthony had determined to make sure they were never completely alone. They could perhaps meet for tea at a public venue or walk in the park with others present. But then, much to his relief, nothing more had come of the conversation. He’d not heard from Ebberly since and had permitted himself to dismiss his concerns regarding Miss Starling.

      “I’ll admit it’s not ideal,” Brody said, breaking through Anthony’s thoughts, “but a large dowry might be precisely what I need.”

      “I disagree. If anyone in your family ought to marry, it should be Finn.” Anthony leaned forward and, resting his forearms on his thighs, met Brody’s gaze. “He’s deliberately making things worse for you, and as such, it makes sense for him to take the fall.”

      “Perhaps, but you know as well as I that it will take an impressive title to tempt a father into letting his daughter marry a man without a fortune. Finn is a second son and a renowned scoundrel with little besides his looks to commend him. He’s the exact opposite of what one might consider eligible.”

      “True,” Callum muttered. “The only sort of woman who’d wed him is one with scandal attached to her name. And the last of those was snatched up by Baron Hastings last week.”

      A moment of silence followed as they proceeded to mourn the poor baron losing his freedom. Sadly, Hastings had been in a similar situation to Anthony and his friends and had chosen to walk the proverbial plank in order to prevent the loss of his properties.

      “Unfortunately, I will have to sacrifice myself,” Brody said. “And the two of you may have to do the same if you want what’s best for those who depend upon you.”

      Anthony knew this to be true, but the thought still made him shudder. He shook his head. One way or another, he’d have to get out of the mess he’d gotten himself into. “Absolutely not. We’ll find another way.”

      “I don’t see how w—”

      “Let’s allow ourselves three days to think it over,” he suggested, cutting Callum off. “During that time, we’ll all do our best to come up with an alternate plan.”

      “And if we don’t?” Brody asked, his voice weary and much too resigned for Anthony’s liking.

      “Then we may have to consider the unspeakable.” Anthony looked at each of his friends. “But I forbid you from doing so until we’re certain there’s no other choice. Agreed?”

      When Callum and Brody both nodded, Anthony smiled with every intention of giving them hope. Even though his own had already jumped off the edge of a cliff. Optimism was the only way forward. The alternative would only lead to additional glasses of brandy and unacceptable results.

      The trouble was, he decided in the following days, that every idea he came up with required funding. Even trade, which he was not too proud to engage in if it would help him and his friends maintain their independence. But attempting to start a business without collateral would be a giant waste of everyone’s time.

      So far, cutting costs and selling off superfluous items seemed the most promising way forward. He’d made an inventory last night of all the belongings he could do without and had been pleasantly surprised by the estimated income they’d fetch. If he could find buyers quickly, the sum might be enough to sustain him and his sisters for the next year, provided they all curbed their spending.

      But since this was only a temporary fix, he’d still require a more sustainable source of income.

      He sighed as he strolled along Oxford Street, looking for inspiration in all the shop windows. His friends were due to arrive at his townhouse in less than four hours. All he could do was hope one of them had been more imaginative than he.

      A futile endeavor, he reflected, his attention drawn by a handsome top hat in a milliner’s window. He dismissed the item and kept on walking, past a cobbler, a winery, and a paper supply shop where he briefly considered ordering a new letterhead.

      No. He had to be frugal from now on. Whatever money he had left should be spent only on necessities.

      He knit his brow at this thought while some carriages clattered by. An acquaintance of his tipped his hat as they passed each other on the pavement.

      A flash of red hair up ahead made him stop so abruptly the man behind him muttered a curse before saying, “The least you could do is step aside.”

      “I apologize,” Anthony told him, his gaze fixed upon the approaching woman, just to be sure he wasn’t mistaken.

      The man shoved his way past and then the crowd parted, allowing Anthony a glimpse of the woman’s face. It belonged to none other than the one woman he wished to avoid – a woman whose wealth was only surpassed by her ambition – the very same woman whose father he’d been foolish enough to discuss potential wedding plans with. Miss Starling.

      With a shudder, he darted down a narrow side street and broke into a run, not stopping until he’d rounded a few more corners. Lord help him, that was close! Panting lightly, he leaned against a wall and closed his eyes briefly. The clamor from Oxford Street had dimmed, giving way to fainter sounds. A cat meowed and a child’s bright laughter drifted toward him. The slow clip-clop of a draught horse echoed from somewhere nearby.

      Anthony pushed himself away from the wall and shoved his hands in his pockets. If only he’d listened to his secretary. Mr. Oats had warned him. Repeatedly. But Anthony had dismissed the man’s concerns. He’d been a duke after all, with the world at his feet.

      “Young and foolish, that’s what you’ve been,” he told himself with a snort of disgust. “An embarrassment to Papa’s legacy.”

      Disheartened, he kept walking, making his way toward his home at Number 2 Berkley Square. A sign up ahead announced the presence of a bakery. After that, came a book shop. Between the Pages was its name.

      Anthony stopped to look through the window where an assortment of books, some bound in leather and fabric, had been placed on display. The rest of the books, which remained unbound, were tilted against larger stacks to show off their titles. Frankenstein was among them – a novel Anthony had been avoiding because the subject didn’t appeal.

      Next to it, of far greater interest, was Rob Roy. He’d not yet purchased a copy, and though he knew he ought to be saving his money, he couldn’t resist the distraction the book promised.

      An older man with thick brown hair streaked with gray exited the shop. He carried a parcel under one arm and was turning back toward the still-open shop door when he spotted Anthony. Abandoning the door, he allowed it to swing shut before touching the brim of his hat. Interest lit up his eyes and he suddenly smiled.

      “Good afternoon to you, sir,” he said with good cheer. “Something catch your interest?”

      Anthony chuckled. “Possibly. I was considering Rob Roy.”

      “An excellent choice. I dare say you won’t find it cheaper anywhere else.” He patted the parcel under his arm. “This shop delivers quality goods, excellent service, and very competitive pricing. If you’ve the time to spare, I recommend taking a closer look.”

      “Thank you. I just might do so.”

      The man responded with a satisfied nod and took his leave. Anthony watched him go before returning his gaze to the shop window. He laughed softly beneath his breath. What a curious encounter. If what the man had said was true though, the shop did warrant a closer look.

      With his mind made up, Anthony pulled open the door and entered. A small bell above the entrance made a delightful tinkling sound to announce his presence. An understated smell of dust and paper greeted him, inviting him into a cozy interior. Several bookcases stood to Anthony’s left and right filling the space, while a small wooden counter stood directly across from the entrance.

      There were no other customers present, but the sharp sound of a gasp informed him he wasn’t alone.

      “Good afternoon?” He stepped forward and caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye. “I’d like to purchase a book.”

      A rustling sound followed but still no one appeared. Baffled, he rounded the first bookcase and tilted his head when he spotted what looked like a woman’s body partially concealed behind the books on the next set of shelves. The top of her head was clearly visible, however. As were her shoes.

      Anthony smiled and removed a book, creating a gap that allowed him to stare back into the clearest pair of blue eyes he’d ever beheld.
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      Heat rushed to Ada’s cheeks. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed for immediate invisibility.

      “I can see you,” a gentle voice rumbled. “Closing your eyes won’t change that.”

      Ada cautiously peeked at the man staring back at her from the opposite side of the bookcase.

      His eyes were a warm shade of gray, a remarkable color she’d not seen before. Fringed by thick, sooty lashes, they told a story of fun and mischief while also containing a vast degree of sadness around the edges.

      They enchanted her, inspired her imagination, left her breathless and…

      “Oompf!”

      “Good lord.” The stranger rounded the bookcase. “Are you all right?”

      “No,” Ada squeaked. Getting hit in the head with a book hurt like blazes.

      Dropping her gaze, she stared at the offending tome which had toppled from the top shelf. She’d been trying to grab it, had almost managed to pull it free with the tips of her fingers, when the bell had chimed and she’d yanked her hand back while sucking in a sharp breath.

      No one was meant to be here. Her uncle had told her he’d lock the door and put the ‘Be Back Soon’ sign in the window when he’d gone to deliver a special order to one of their oldest clients.

      A movement immediately beyond the brick-sized book she’d been struck by drew her attention to a pair of gentlemen’s boots. Black and polished to a high sheen, they informed her the wearer was someone of means.

      Her gaze slid higher, over the top edge of the boots and up along muscular thighs wrapped in snug fawn-colored breeches. Ada’s heart raced. Next came a pair of hands dressed in brown leather gloves, followed by a trim waist and firm chest encased in a deep shade of sapphire blue wool. A black silk waistcoat was worn underneath the jacket, along with a snowy white shirt.

      Ada swallowed as she observed the wide shoulders and the beautifully styled cravat adorning the neck. The heat in her cheeks increased when she noted the angular jaw, the sensuous mouth set in a serious line, a straight nose, and those incredible eyes.

      They were studying her from beneath dipped brows. Creases marred the man’s forehead, but that did not deter from his dashing appearance. He was exceedingly handsome. Precisely as she imagined Mr. Darcy to look if he stepped from the pages of her favorite novel.

      She sighed. Her knees grew weak and she sagged a little.

      Strong hands caught her upper arms and then she was being maneuvered, turned about and steered toward a stool her uncle kept on the opposite side of the counter.

      “Please sit,” the stranger instructed, his low voice encouraging Ada to dutifully do so without any protest. Not that she’d any intention to. “I never considered a book shop a hazardous place, but my position on that has certainly changed. That was quite the blow you received and it shows. You’re bleeding.”

      “Am I?” She raised her hand, prepared to feel for the wound, but he halted her movement.

      “Allow me.” He pulled his gloves off with his teeth, tossed them on the counter, and retrieved a handkerchief from his pocket.

      Ada’s stomach fluttered as anticipation raced through her. He stepped a bit closer, his thigh touching hers, and she became aware of his scent – an inviting aroma that brought to mind cool country air and lemonade drinks on hot summer days. It was wonderfully fresh in the otherwise stuffy shop, but before she was able to savor it too long, he disrupted her thoughts with his touch.

      It was light and gentle, barely noticeable at all. But that didn’t stop her pulse from leaping with very keen awareness. He dabbed at her, wiping a little here and there while angling her head to one side.

      “Looks like a paper cut,” he murmured while pressing his handkerchief to her brow. “Darn unlucky, I’d say.”

      Ada said nothing. She couldn’t. Of all the ways in which she’d imagined her afternoon going, sitting here while some gorgeous stranger tended to her would not have occurred to her in a million years.

      Not only because she avoided the shop during opening hours, but because she’d lived her entire life thus far without being noticed by any man. Least of all one as young and attractive as her would be rescuer.

      She was her father’s youngest daughter and as such her dreams of love and marriage were limited to the stories she read. Her dowry might have been larger had her father still lived. Unfortunately, he’d died when Ada was twelve, before he’d managed to make the same provisions for her as he’d made for his two eldest daughters.

      Which was fine. Ada actually liked the education she’d gained from her uncle. He’d taught her how to bind books and how to neatly emboss the covers.

      She was content and happy helping him with his small business. It was the least she could do to repay the kindness he’d shown toward her. And considering the trouble he seemed to be having these days with his increasingly stiff joints, she was reluctant to leave.

      Her gaze darted toward the door and a new concern began manifesting. How could he have forgotten to lock it?

      “Miss?”

      Ada blinked. Her attention snapped back to the stranger. “Yes?”

      The edge of his mouth lifted with a hint of amusement. “If you keep a bit of pressure on the handkerchief, your wound will soon stop bleeding.”

      Momentarily confused, she stared at him until he raised an inquisitive brow. “Oh. Right. Of course.”

      Heavens, he must think she’d hit her head harder than what was the case.

      Straightening in an attempt to conceal her flustered state, she raised her hand so she could take over from him. Their fingers brushed during the brief exchange, and it was as though she’d touched a hot kettle. She gasped and went utterly still.

      If he noticed, he gave no indication. Instead, he stepped away and glanced around the shop before turning to face her once more. “I don’t suppose you know where the clerk might be?”

      “Um…”

      He returned to the spot where she’d stood when he’d first arrived and bent to pick up the fallen book. “Soldier of Fortune by Thomas Ashe. An interesting choice.”

      Ada shrugged. “It’s one of the few novels I’ve not yet read.”
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      Anthony gaped at the young woman who sat behind the counter. A tendril of dark blonde hair had come loose from her coiffure to curl across her shoulder. Dressed in a simple gown cut from light green fabric, she might have struck him as plain had her eyes not been the first thing he’d noticed about her.

      But the blueness of her gaze had arrested him and forced him to pay attention as soon as he’d gotten a better look.

      In doing so, he’d noticed her delicate features comprised of high cheekbones, a slim nose, a softly curved upper lip, and an elegant neck. She’d been staring at the floor, at the book that had landed upon her head. Until she’d realized he’d rounded the bookcase and was standing beside her.

      Her gaze had shifted, travelling the length of his body and causing his pulse to quicken. She’d raised her chin and his stomach had clenched when he’d spotted the blood on her brow. For reasons he could not explain, something about her – an innocent vulnerability he’d never encountered before – made him revolt against any harm coming to her.

      Anthony dropped his gaze to the book in his hand and dismissed the notion. How ridiculous of him to have such musings about an absolute stranger.

      “You’ve read the rest?” he asked when he became aware of the silence between them.

      “With a few exceptions. Frankenstein and The Vampyre don’t appeal to me much, and there are some other works I’ve attempted without completing.”

      “Your library must be impressive.”

      She bit her lip, appeared to consider how best to respond, and finally sighed. “I live upstairs. My uncle owns the shop.”

      “Really?” Not a Society miss then but someone whose story held much more interest.

      “He said he’d lock up when he went to run a quick errand, so I thought I’d be able to grab a new book without being seen.”

      This got his attention. “You do not wish to be seen?”

      “I do not wish to have my presence here questioned.” She dropped her gaze and knit her brow. “My uncle has been good to me. It would pain me if I were to damage his reputation.”

      Intrigued, Anthony approached the counter and placed Soldier of Fortune upon it. Thumbing through the first pages, he casually asked, “How would you do that?”

      “Surely you can imagine.” When he said nothing, she explained, “Many believe books can threaten the vulnerable mind of any woman. Especially when the woman in question is able to read what she wishes without a father or husband to guide her. As is my case.”

      “I don’t subscribe to that notion.”

      “Then you are more progressive than most.” Shifting her weight on the stool, she pulled her hand away and studied the handkerchief. “Am I still bleeding?”

      “No. It appears the bleeding has stopped.”

      “Then I should return this to you. My apologies for having ruined it.” She folded the handkerchief and held it toward him.

      Anthony took it and tried to figure out how to continue their conversation. For some peculiar reason, he was reluctant to leave. There was still time to spare before his meeting and besides, he’d yet to purchase his book. Ah yes! “Frankenstein and The Vampyre have not tempted me either. I came in here hoping to purchase Rob Roy.”

      “An enjoyable read which I’m sure you’ll like. I’ll fetch it for you.”

      She slid off the stool, rounded the counter, and hurried past Anthony, disappearing between two bookcases. When she returned, she carried three books of which only one had been bound. She gave him a hesitant look before placing them on the counter and pushing the leather-bound book toward him.

      “If you’re eager to start reading today, you can purchase this copy of volume one now and have volume two delivered later this evening. If you desire a different color leather, however, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      Anthony considered his options. Although he looked forward to relaxing with a new book, he also enjoyed chatting with this intriguing young woman. He wanted to see her again, he realized, and picking up books would serve as a subtle excuse.

      “Blue would be my preferred choice,” he murmured, finding her gaze and succeeding to hold it for one long second. Until color rose to her cheeks and she lowered her chin.

      She swallowed and started arranging the books in a neat pile on top of the counter. “I’ll…um…yes. We have a few shades to choose from, though I really should let my uncle handle your order.”

      “I won’t tell a soul you helped me,” Anthony promised.

      Uncertainty knit her brow and pushed her lips into a flat line. She hesitated, then nibbled her lower lip. Eventually, she huffed a breath. “Very well.”

      Victory was his. He could have hooted with joy but limited himself to rocking back on his heels. How perfectly silly of him to be thrilled by winning this woman’s agreement. He scratched the nape of his neck while she brought the samples of blue leather for him to consider. It took him only a moment to locate the right one, after which she collected a notepad and started to write.

      “Name?” she inquired.

      Sensing his title might make things awkward, he made a split-second decision. “Gibbs. And you are?”

      “Miss Quinn,” she informed him stiffly while scribbling away with frantic movements. “I’ll need your address for the delivery, Mr. Gibbs.”

      “No need.” When she stilled, he told her, “I’ll stop by personally to pick up my order tomorrow afternoon at the hour best suited to you.”

      “Oh…I…um…”

      “What’s your favorite novel, Miss Quinn?”

      Her lips parted. “What?”

      Congratulating himself for having directed her attention away from what his comment suggested, he smiled in response to her obvious confusion. It wouldn’t do for her to get all worked up and nervous over him wanting to see her again. For although she was quite adorable in her current state of being, he feared she’d go back into hiding if he made her too self-aware.

      “You’ve clearly read a lot. More than I or anyone of my acquaintance, I’ll wager. So tell me, if you knew you’d be stranded on a desert island with no other company than one novel, which would you choose?”

      “Pride and Prejudice.”

      Her answer was instantaneous.

      Anthony tilted his head. “I’ve never heard of it. What’s it about?”

      The pink color in her cheeks deepened until she’d turned scarlet. “The meeting and subsequent courtship between a gentleman and a lady.”

      “A romance?”

      She cleared her throat. “Yes.”

      “I don’t understand.” It sounded as dull as watching paint dry. “You’d rather be stuck with such a book than one that’s filled with adventure and intrigue?”

      “Adventure comes in all shapes and forms. In Pride and Prejudice it’s emotional in nature, and the intrigue is not in short supply either.”

      “Hmm…”

      She raised her chin and for the first time since they’d met, he saw a determined gleam in her eyes. “You’re not convinced.”

      “Not really. Was it popular?”

      “The copies my uncle ordered sold out within the first month of publication. The articles I read in the paper a few years ago when the book was released confirmed it to be a massive success. So much so a second edition was printed later that very same year.”

      Enthralled by the passion with which she spoke, he leaned toward her. “Why do you love it so much?”

      The edge of her mouth lifted, producing the most enchanting dimple he’d ever seen. “It’s witty and clever, and although the characters have their flaws, they grow through their interactions with one another, becoming better versions of themselves in the process. Yes, the hero is arrogant to begin with and the heroine far too ready to judge him unfairly, but as the story unfolds, they acknowledge their mistakes, overcome their differences, and live happily ever after.”

      “Unless you’re about to tell me there’s a battle somewhere in the middle, I think I’ll stick with Rob Roy and other works of that nature.”

      “Of course there’s a battle, but it pertains to human nature, not to a military campaign or a brawl. But there is a scandal involving a dastardly rogue.”

      Finally something that might compel him to give the novel a chance if he had nothing else to read. “Who’s the author?”

      “Her name has only recently been revealed as Jane Austen. She’s also written Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park, Em—”

      “Mansfield Park sounds familiar.” He tried to recall where he’d head that title before. “I believe one of my sisters may have read it.”

      “You have sisters?”

      He grinned. “You needn’t sound so surprised. Yes. I have two. Twins, actually, though not identical in the least. They’re sixteen years of age.”

      “Ready for their debuts,” she murmured, a distant look in her eyes.

      Provided he could afford the expense. He shook his head. There was no avoiding his duty. Somehow, he’d have to scrape the funds together. As regrettable as it was, he had no choice but to part with some of his assets. He’d already determined that his horses would help him pay the most immediate bills. And if he sold only one at a time, it was unlikely anyone would take much notice.

      “These should be ready for you by three o’clock tomorrow afternoon,” Miss Quinn said. “I realize this is irregular but we don’t accept credit, so you’ll have to pay up front when you come to collect the books. One pound, four shillings will be your total.”

      Anthony glanced at the note where she’d boldly written the sum he owed. He nodded and slipped it into his pocket. The time had come for him to leave. His friends would be arriving soon. “It’s been a pleasure, Miss Quinn. I look forward to seeing you again.”

      A shy smile graced her lips, accentuating her beauty. “Don’t be too quick to dismiss Miss Austen’s books, Mr. Gibbs. They sold exceedingly well and probably earned her a small fortune.”

      Anthony stilled. “Did it perchance outdo The Corsair?”

      “Probably not. That book beat every record. But the appeal of Miss Austen’s novels and her unfortunate death last year does leave a gap in the market. As sad as it may be, it’s a wonderful opportunity for an aspiring romance author. Competing against the likes of Byron or Sir Walter Scott would be next to impossible.”

      He blinked a few times while that piece of information sank in. “You don’t say.”

      “It’s certainly something worth keeping in mind. Don’t you think?”

      “Indeed I do.” He smiled at her, bid her a lovely evening, and departed with the thrill of possibility propelling him forward.
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