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To Mom—

You’d stay up late to read me to sleep, 

You’d pretend I didn’t sneak out of my room to read ahead when I couldn’t, 

You’d read everything I wrote and save it in a forever box,

You’d drive me to the library three minutes before closing, 

You’d take me to midnight book releases, and

You’d stand in line for me when I couldn’t,

You gave me the world when you put my first book in my hands.

Without you, I’d never have been able to do this. 

Love you.
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		Chapter One



While Beauty smil’d as she took horse;
            

Yet smil’d thro’ many a generous tear,
            

To find the parting moment near!
            

—“Beauty and the Beast” by Charles Lamb



He had many names. The ton called him the Beast behind his back. To his face they called him my lord. If he could have stomached friends, they would have called him Fleetwood. His sister referred to him as a pain in her arse. He simply called himself Marcus.x
         

At the moment, everyone would have called him drunk.

And drunk was exactly what he wanted to be. Being drunk meant he felt nothing. It meant he remembered nothing. The blessed golden stuff meant that he could survive another day in his cage. But the relief didn’t last long. Even as he stepped along the rain-dampened path, he could feel the pleasant warmth leaving his veins. He could feel the shadows of the past slowly creeping back to the forefront of his mind. Keeping them at bay was too much effort, but facing those memories was the more terrifying of the choices.

The ringing of his champagne-polished Hessians ceased as he halted on the cobblestone sidewalk below. A gas lamp illuminated the darkness. He opened his coat to search his pockets, ignoring the chill hanging in the air.

“Where is that blasted flask?” he mumbled, grasping clumsily through his clothing.

His hands greedily clasped the smooth metal of the container and quickly brought the opened flask to his lips. In minutes, the warmth spread to his limbs and the quiet oblivion, the numbness, returned. His mind fogged, blurring the past and present to a comfortable degree, allowing him to continue his way home unfettered by memories.

He’d taken only half a dozen steps towards his destination before he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Marcus flinched, turning quickly with his fists raised, his heart beating erratically in his chest. For a moment, he’d thought…

He shook his head at his foolishness, fishing his flask out of his coat again. Goddamned memories! 
         

He tipped the mouth of the flask against his lips, the cool surface like a kiss. But before the liquid relief slipped over the edge, he saw movement again. He jolted as if struck, his body spinning around to meet his assailant. The ring of metal on the ground set him jumping backward, his entire body on alert to defend himself from the lash of a knife or the sting of a whip.

Marcus found himself facing nothing but the empty street, the night shadows draping corners in darkness. He glanced down to find that his flask had hit the ground, causing the echoing ring. What had remained of his liquid relief now soaked the front of his overcoat and starched shirt.

His breath came in short gasps, his hand moved to hold his chest in an effort to control himself. He imagined that he looked exactly like the Beast the ton painted him—the whites of his eyes gleaming in terror and a wild look about him.
         

He bent to pick up his flask, but halted when a clatter echoed in the empty streets, followed by the flash of movement he’d seen before. With slightly unsteady hands, Marcus finished his task, debating whether he should investigate. Despite his constant quest for emotional numbness, he couldn’t stop the surge of concern that flooded him. What if the movement was a result of someone being hurt? Frowning, he pocketed his flask and moved in the direction of the noise. His steps were unsteady as he walked closer to the wrought iron gates of an imposing house. Something about the house struck him as familiar. Stepping back, Marcus realized it was the back garden at the home of his fiancée, Miss Anne Newport. He tilted his head, listening for the noise. It was soft this time, but it had the distinctive clang of metal against metal.

Marcus edged around the corner of the tall fence and watched in stunned silence as a trio of boys slipped unnoticed from the gardens. A gas lantern swung in the hands of the tallest as he held open a gate for the other two behind him. The trio then hurried down the dark alley, pausing only a moment as the last turned to close the gate. Without warning he looked up. Marcus ducked back behind the corner as quickly as he could, unsure if he’d been discovered. He waited for some sort of alarm to be raised, but when nothing happened, he looked back around the fence. The alley was deserted.

Without thinking about what he was doing, he turned down the alley to follow the miscreants. Even in his current state, he knew nothing good would come from three boys skulking about one of the finer residences in the area at this time of night. His lips twisted in a sneer as he walked; his plan was simply to give them a scare. Lord knew his face could frighten even the stoutest of hearts.

Unconsciously, he ran a hand down his cheek, feeling the bumps and ridges of the scars he would forever bear. A tendril of darkness threatened to invade his thoughts, sending his shaking hands for his flask before he realized he was wearing what he sought. Closing his eyes against the sting of the past, he beat it back as best he could before continuing. If he focused on what he was doing, he might be able to escape it.

Marcus halted at the point in the fence where the trio had emerged. It looked as if the fence was whole, but when he ran his fingers over the rain-slicked bars, he could feel the slight indents of where they had been separated to create a passage. It seemed that the boys were more than simple troublemakers.

In the face of such ingenuity, he should have sought a constable. Whether it was the drink’s false courage or his determination to never be cowed, Marcus couldn’t say, but he kept going down the alley. He paused at the other end of it to watch the scene unfolding before him. The alley opened onto a street, fully illuminated by the light coming from the lanterns surrounding a waiting coach. The well-sprung vehicle looked as if it was about to embark on a long journey, with luggage packed tight wherever it could fit. Before it stood the three boys. Only…

As Marcus peered closer at them, he discovered something he would have missed had the light not revealed their figures. Two of the three boys were not boys at all. They were actually petite women dressed as men. Curiosity blossomed, his mind running through the possibilities as to why women would risk their reputations in such a way.

He refocused his attention as the shorter of the two women stepped forward to greet the coachman when the man dropped down from the driver’s perch. The pair embraced tightly. Marcus dismissed him quickly enough, judging him to be mostly harmless. He was an average man of medium height, his only distinguishing feature an odd mustache that parted in the middle and curled at the ends. The woman, on the other hand, captured his full attention.

How he had mistaken the little sprite for a boy was beyond him. He could only blame the two bottles of very fine whiskey he had consumed. Marcus watched the seductive roll of her lush hips in the form-fitting trousers. His interest instantly piqued as his gaze roamed over the impossibly curvy figure on such a tiny frame. He felt his mouth suddenly go dry as her shirt stretched snugly across her bosom, showing it off in every detail.

How long had it been since he’d had a woman? His sudden lust sent his mind wandering down an avenue he did not wish to explore. He did not like to think about the sad circumstances he’d been reduced to in order to enjoy feminine company. The few times he’d attempted to take a mistress had resulted in rejection, the women claiming they couldn’t stomach him. He’d made a habit of paying a small fortune for a whore in the dark.

Just looking at the wee thing illuminated in flickering rays of light made him long for things he could never have. Things that were simply not for him. Ever.

“John! How have you been, old man?”

Her husky voice flowed across the cobbled street and his mind like cool water soothing a burn. It drowned his dark thoughts, dragging him back to the present, something very few people had ever been able to do. Despite his annoyance that this fraud and prowler could affect him in any way, he leaned forward to hear the conversation better.

“I’m doing as well as can be, Miss Danni. The two boys got into a scrape with ol’ man Howard the other day. Me wife damned near took off their ’ides.”

At this, Miss Danni shook her head with a soft clucking sound. “I do not blame her. Mr. Howard has threatened to send the constable after them.”

“They’ll be the end of us, I’m sure. Never have little ones yourself, if you know what’s best for you.”

It was then Miss Danni smiled. It changed her face from simply pretty to stunning. Marcus caught his breath, his hands clenching against the sudden urge to possess her. It was utter madness, but then again, he’d been mad for most of his life.

“Hush, John! Don’t let Hu hear you say that.” Her murmured chuckle was as smooth as her voice.

“Too late for him, anyway.” The amusement in his reply echoed across to Marcus. John glanced over to the other pair, who waited some steps away. Then, glancing skyward, “You picked a wonderful night for this, Miss Danni! The mud will slow us down.”

Her muffled laugh reached him as she inspected something on the carriage. “As if I conjured up this weather! Besides, the roads are still passable.”

John motioned about him as if the wet streets were all the evidence he needed to be concerned for the party’s welfare.

“Don’t fret. You’re worse than a mother hen,” she continued, ignoring his sudden glare. “We have not been seen and no alarm has been raised. You will all be halfway to Gretna before they even realize Anne is gone.”

Marcus tried not to feel emotions. They led to memories, but he could not stop the shock that rippled through him at the name. Anne. It couldn’t be the same. There were plenty of women bearing that name in London. Possibly even a maid in her household. With growing dread, his gut registered the impending doom before his mind would accept it.
         

His gaze flew to the other girl, standing beside the only real boy—or man—in the group, his burly build suggesting a much more mature age. He was off at one end of the street, lantern held aloft, casting the second girl in a soft glow as she scanned the night. An anxious expression clouded her angelic face, the face he’d looked at so often this past month. She had removed her cap in favor of twisting it in her hands, exposing a long rope of light-colored hair braided in seeming haste, nothing like her traditional coiffures. There was no doubt as to the woman’s identity. It was Miss Anne Newport, daughter of one of London’s wealthiest merchants. His fiancée. Running away from him.

He wasn’t sure what to feel. How could he have been so stupid? He’d known the marriage was contracted for convenience, but he’d begun to believe she might eventually see him in a favorable light. They’d had amicable conversations. He’d been kind, respectful—a gentleman. She’d seemed cooperative, if perhaps a bit hesitant. Apparently he’d been wrong, as the scene before him revealed the truth. Now he was going to suffer embarrassment on top of his crushing defeat, and he couldn’t bear to think about the repercussions for his sister.

Miss Danni bent forward to speak an aside with the coachman, her voice barely audible across the distance. “Where is the groom?”

The coachman shook his head, a worried expression crossing his face. Danni gave Anne a considering look before striding to stand beside her. “He knows that tonight is the night, right?”

Her voice shook as she spoke, sounding as if she was trying to convince herself. “Y-yes, I managed to speak with him in private today to confirm the details. He assured me he would be here. George is not one to change his mind at the last minute. ’Tis one of the reasons I fell in love with him.”

Love. Marcus choked back the laugh welling in his chest. He felt light-headed with the absurdity of the events he was witnessing. The vague thought that he was becoming hysterical collided with another sobering thought. There was no doubt that this groom was conning Anne, playing on her schoolroom fantasies and paying his three assistants a large sum to help him lay claim to her inheritance. Marcus could all too easily imagine such a thing happening to someone as naive as Anne. He had half a mind to halt this entire affair, but he couldn’t make himself move.
         

Anger snaked through his chest. That Anne would do this to him, that she so hated the idea of an alliance with him she would run away under the cover of night. Even as he stood there, knowing they had not loved each other, knowing the marriage was a mere business arrangement, he thought she could have at least showed him a little consideration. Revenge curled with anger in his gut. His cruel side wanted her to get what she deserved.

The fraud nodded reassuringly, staring down the avenue as she joined the girl and the lantern bearer in their vigil. “I’m sure he’ll be here.”

Marcus stood waiting as well, his drunken thoughts swirling down a well of emotions. If this George was really a con man, then why was he not claiming his prize? Could it be he’d grown a conscience? Had regrets? A thought struck his befuddled brain. Could it be that George was the intended victim and not Anne?

His shoulder propped up against the damp brick wall, his mind slowly transformed Anne into his little sister. He could see the desperate hope in her green eyes, shining with worry and hopeful anticipation. In his imagination, he envisioned her returning to her room, devastated from being abandoned by her “true love.” Or, perhaps even worse, returning to her home, trapped in a miserable marriage for the rest of her life.

His concern won out over his desire for revenge. If it were Caro in Anne’s place, he’d hope her soon-to-be-ex-fiancé would have tried to stop this disaster. His lungs constricted with his anger. It wasn’t the sharp, blinding rage that he was so used to. It was a deep-seated, writhing storm, threatening to roll into a more malevolent force. He pushed off the brick, his feet seeming ready to fly him into the light, but a quiet shout from where the three “men” stood stopped him. He drew back as a slender figure stumbled out of the darkness. Marcus caught the gleam of glasses reflecting in the lamplight just before the youth fell forward, seeming to trip over nothing.

“Oh, Georgie! Are you all right, my love?”

Anne fell to her knees, trying to assist George up from the ground. He gave her a lopsided grin. “I’m so sorry to be late, Annie, but Mr. Hessler kept me, and I had to stay if I’m to continue to support us. But I came as fast as I could.”

As George spoke, his hands cast around for the glasses that had fallen off when he’d tripped. Danni scooped them up a few feet from him and pressed the wire rims into his hand. “There you go, George. Mind your feet now.”

“Yes, Miss Green. I’ll adapt to these new glasses at some point.”

Marcus wasn’t paying any attention. Pieces were clicking together in his head. And as he solved the puzzle, his rage shifted from defending Anne back to condemning her to hell. George was a clerk for his solicitor’s office. George was the man who’d been sent over to the Newport house to arrange the engagement documents. Mr. Hessler had mentioned him frequently. He’d said the boy had a bright future in law. With Marcus’s fury growing at yet another humiliation, he was in the mood to make sure George never reached his potential.

Marcus watched Danni and the lantern-bearer exchange a concerned glance. He’d wager they were worried they wouldn’t get paid if George killed himself in some sort of clumsy accident.

The clerk slid the spectacles back onto his nose before accepting a hand up from the ground by Anne and the burly man. Danni was already walking back towards the driver, her short legs taking quick and confident strides. She pulled a bag from her coat pocket and handed it up to John, the jangle of coins clear across the way. “This should take care of the expenses for the trip. Be careful, John.”

“Always am, Miss Danni.”

He watched as the couple climbed into the coach with Danni holding the door for them. Before they departed, she leaned inside to speak, giving Marcus a delicious view of her derriere. Her voice carried across the street. “Now remember what I said. You are two brothers going on holiday to the north of Scotland until John says it’s safe to change into more appropriate clothing. Then you are Mr. and Mrs. Jenner, on a trip to visit your family. Do not deviate from my plans. They’ve worked before. Is that all understood?”

“Oh, yes! And thank you so much!” Anne’s voice practically squealed with excitement from inside the carriage.

“It was no trouble. I expect to hear from you when you return, and do feel free to recommend my little bookshop to your acquaintances. Discreetly, of course.”

The reflection of light in glasses reached Marcus as the groom spoke. “We will, Miss Green. And again, Anne and I thank you for all your help.”

“Yes, well, off with you now.”

She shut the door and tapped it, giving the signal for the coachman to drive. As it moved forward, Danni waved, a watery smile on her face. “I always love happy endings, Hu. Don’t you?”

The lantern-bearer answered with a grunt. Marcus thought he caught a roll of her eyes as she turned away from the traveling coach. “Honestly, Hubert Tollman, can you do nothing more than grunt? I think I’ve only ever heard you speak one full sentence once in the entire two years I’ve known you.”

Silence reigned before a long-suffering sigh escaped the petite woman. “How in the world did a chatterbox like Annabel ever end up with a man like you, Hubert?”

Again there was no response and Marcus watched as they disappeared into the dark of the night. He stayed in place, waiting for the sound of their footsteps to fade into nothingness before he moved from his hiding spot. Once under the dim light where the event had occurred, he faced the way the coach had gone, and then glanced down the avenue where the two figures had disappeared. He wasn’t sure what to make of all that he’d witnessed, his emotions were still too raw, but one thing he knew for certain.

He needed a drink.


	

    
	
		Chapter Two



“All that my castle own’d was thine,
            

“My food, my fire, my bed, my wine:
            

“Thou robb’st my Rose-tress in return,
            

“For this, base Plunderer, thou shalt mourn!”
            

—“Beauty and the Beast” by Charles Lamb



Thunder boomed overhead, followed promptly by the sound of shattering glass. Danni lifted her nose over the edge of the society column long enough to watch her friend storm down the stairs. Her carrot red hair stood at odd angles, her white muslin dress drenched down the front with afternoon tea. As she reached the bottom step, she slammed her foot down on the ground, grinding out a roar of frustration from the back of her throat.
         

Danni was thankful the newspaper hid her mouth. She doubted her dearest friend, Annabel, would appreciate the smile curling her lips. “I find it truly singular that your husband manages to avoid speaking even when he is nearly on his deathbed.”

Annabel’s brown eyes narrowed with her ire. “Would that be true. The man is the biggest baby I’ve ever met. Little Simon behaves better when he has a fever. That man only has the sniffles!”
         

“Those are the loudest sniffles I’ve ever heard. Does he save up his noise quota for them?”

As if to prove her point, thunder rolled through the shop again as Hu, Annabel’s husband, sneezed. Annabel stomped her foot in a helpless gesture, her fair skin flushing to match her hair.

“Might I suggest a heavy dose of laudanum?”

“Hu won’t take it. I’ve even tried forcing it down his throat, but that only resulted in an argument.”

“Did the argument consist of glares and sullen stares?”

“Would it kill you to have some sympathy for me?”

“Probably,” she smirked.

Annabel stormed over to stand before Danni. Without warning, the redhead snatched the paper from her hands and proceeded to stomp it beneath her feet. When the paper was crinkled and torn beyond repair, her friend stopped, her color high and her chest rising and falling rapidly from her fury. Danni folded her hands in her lap, leaning back into her reading chair. “Are you quite done?”

Brown eyes narrowed to pinpoints. “I would be careful if I were you.”

Danni couldn’t help but grin with unrepentant glee. “Why is that?”

“You never know when one of your dinners might contain poison.”

Danni’s uproarious laughter was interrupted by the sudden cries of a baby. Her friend’s high color faded, replaced by fatigue. “Now Simon’s awake.”

Sighing, she took pity on Annabel. “Why don’t you go take care of the front for a little while? I’ll see to Simon and the big baby.”

Annabel’s warm arms wrapped around her. Her friend smiled with relief. “Thank you. Don’t pay Hu’s blustering any attention.”

“I never do. Now off with you.”

Her grateful friend rushed away without a backward glance. No doubt running before I change my mind. With a heavy sigh, Danni trudged slowly up the stairs, not looking forward to what awaited her.
         

She traversed the untidy sitting room, moving along the hall to the small room that belonged to Simon. Leaning over the crib, Danni gathered up the pink cherub, rocking the little one in her arms. The contentment she always felt when holding him washed over her quickly, followed by a sharp ache gripping the region of her heart. She wanted a baby of her own. At four and twenty, she was still young enough, but for years now she had been far too disillusioned with the opposite sex to attach herself to one long enough to procreate. Spending her first and only season surrounded by fortune hunters could do that to a woman.

She longed for her perfect match, her soul mate, a man made just for her, but that seemed a dream for only a few lucky couples. Caring for Simon always brought to mind the match her father wanted to arrange for her. His choice was a rising political star by the name of Michael Rathbourne, the Earl of Hemsworth. He was a perfect gentleman, who always treated her as if she were a princess. Lord Rathbourne was rather dashing, too, with stunning hazel eyes and a dazzling smile. In the past two months, he’d been her escort to balls and operas, earning her more than one envious glance from debutantes and their mothers. According to all, he was the catch of the decade, and she should be thrilled to marry him. She knew he would be a courteous husband and believed she could grow to love him. And, perhaps, with time, that grand passion she dreamed of would be hers as well.

Her father, a member of Parliament, would be thrilled to have the earl’s political connection and Danni wanted desperately to please him, to bring back the father he used to be. Perhaps, if she agreed to the match, her father would finally return to being the kind and warm man he had been before her mother’s death, not the distant, cold figure she’d grown so accustomed to.

Pushing away the crushing loss that she would no doubt carry for the rest of her life, she consoled herself with the love she felt for this little boy. She ran her finger over Simon’s crinkled brow, watching it smooth under her repeat strokes. His puppy brown eyes widened, and his favorite appendage—his big toe—popped into his mouth. She wanted a child just like him to love. And she could have that with the earl. All she had to do was say “yes” to her father. It all seemed so very easy, and yet…she hesitated to do so.
         

I’m such a fool.
         

With a soft smile and a sigh, she laid the bundle back in his wooden crib and handed him his carved blocks to gnaw. “Simon, I need you to behave for a few moments while I care for the real baby, all right?”
         

The one-year-old paid her no mind, already occupied by the chewable corners of the blocks. Leaving the room, she entered the one across the hall. A sputtered laugh escaped her when she spied Hu. He sat with his back propped up against the headboard, a lethal glare in his eyes, but a hot water pack draped over his head and his shiny red nose ruined the effect. Danni swallowed more laughter. She moved to his bed, rewrapping the layers of quilts around him and ignoring his glittering gaze. “Poor honey bear!”

His frown sharpened fiercely at the one endearment of Annabel’s she knew he despised. Danni had no doubt she would be dead if Hu had had the strength for it. Stifling another laugh, she grabbed the bottle of laudanum Dr. Peters had delivered. Hu’s jaw tightened at the sight, as if she could overpower him and force it down his throat.

She turned the brown bottle over in her hands, examining the barely touched contents inside. “Annabel needs a rest. She’s left you in my very capable hands.”
         

Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw trepidation cross his face. Good. She and Hu both knew she would not put up with his self-pitying theatrics. “My first order of business is to entertain you, since you do not seem to need anything else at the moment. Shall I read the latest finding from the British Archaeological Association? Or perhaps you’d be more interested in Fordyce’s Sermons? As you know, I’m ever in need of improving my behavior.”
         

Resigned, Hu silently reached for the medicine. Danni handed him the bottle and grinned as he took a swig of the contents. Hu screwed on the cap and returned the bottle to her with a glare before settling deeper into the covers. “That’s what I thought. Have a good rest, honey bear.”

With that parting shot, Danni sailed out of the room and walked down the stairs. She was about to settle into her chair with the second copy of the paper she always kept on hand. If Annabel didn’t get to it in a fit of temper, Simon’s curious mouth did. She had just tucked it under her arm to gather a quill and ink when a frazzled Annabel returned to the backroom.

“What are you doing down here? Where are Hu and Simon?”

“Both are fast on their way to sleep.”

Annabel’s shock that her “boys” were behaving was interrupted by an angry ring from the bell above the front door. Her harried look returned. “I don’t know what to do. Several customers have asked for assistance and I can’t find anything in the store. Hu knows where all the stock is inventoried, not me.”

“So that bell was…” She trailed off.

“Another customer leaving!”

Danni sighed. She didn’t know what books they carried either. Hu was the one who usually ran the bookstore and Annabel assisted him with the transactions on occasion. Danni always entered through the back alleys and didn’t even order the new books when inventory needed replenishing. She only cared about what happened in the back.

To unsuspecting society, G. Green Books was a reputable establishment on Bond Street, in possession of fine quality reading, but Gretna Green Bookings, the illicit elopement agency for forbidden lovers, was run from the backroom. In exchange for running the front of the store, Danni allowed Hu and Annabel to live in the rooms above it and paid them handsomely with the profits from the book sales. Often she split the income from Gretna Green Bookings with them as well.

Danni had no need for the money. She was the daughter of James Strafford, Baron Seaton, one of the most influential men in the realm, and Mary Stowe, the wealthiest heiress to ever grace London’s elite ballrooms. Not only had they loved her, but they, quite unfashionably, had loved each other. Danni’s mission was to give others the chance to have what her own parents were fortunate enough to share: the kind of respect and passion that lasted a lifetime.

The thought of her mother always caused great sadness to overtake her. Mary Strafford died shortly after Danni’s failed debut in London society six years ago, leaving Danni alone with her grief-stricken father. Her father had quickly immersed himself in his politics, leaving her unsupervised. Feeling both orphaned and abandoned, Danni had been ecstatic when Annabel turned to her for help to elope with one Hubert Tollman. She’d been so desperately lonely and aching for adventure. The events had given her an idea and soon after her business had been born.

“Go rest. I’ll shout if I need you.”

“But—”

“You look exhausted, Annabel. I’m sure I’ll figure something out.”

“Danni—” The redhead tried again.

She ignored her friend and stepped through the door that divided the store. With a resounding slam, she shut it in Annabel’s face, effectively cutting off all that was—while not quite illegal—frowned upon.

A woman running a bookstore was bad enough, but if her actual occupation as lady in shining armor who rescued fair damsels from evil suitors was exposed, said lady’s reputation would be in tatters and her father’s political career would be destroyed. Not to mention the irate mothers and fathers who would cheerfully string her up by her toes for interfering in their fine marriage contracts.

Her poor toes curled in protest at the thought as she glanced around the storefront. Thankfully, it was empty of customers. Praying no one would enter, she went behind the counter to find the quill and ink pot. Unfolding the daily newspaper across the countertop, she studied the listings of engagements and gossip columns, looking for possible clients. It was just good business sense to be in possession of the latest information, since one of these young ladies could come through her door at any minute seeking assistance.

At that very thought, the bell above the door rang. Hoping it was actually one of the possible clients she’d been considering moments before, she folded her paper and she walked from behind the counter with a greeting on her lips.

Her first thought, as the customer appeared from behind one of the bookcases, was that a prior customer had sent a thug to inflict revenge for poor service. Standing before her was a monster out of a fairy tale. The air virtually crackled around him with barely contained violence, an animalistic draw that kept her eyes riveted as if he would lunge at any moment. He towered over her, a giant with mile-long limbs as thick as trees. His square face was littered with the ravages of a hard life. One scar traveled down the left side of his face from his hairline to the underside of his jaw. Another split a fair brow in two, barely missing his eye. The third slashed across his chin, pulling at his full lower lip. He turned the side of his head with the most vicious scar away from her slightly, his overly long white-blond hair shifting across his brow.

Nothing about this man was reassuring. His eyes made her feel like an object of prey. They were bright as emeralds and just as cold. They expressed nothing, held nothing. If eyes were indeed windows to the soul, this man appeared to have none.

It took her a full minute to tear her gaze from his face and glance at the rest of him. She noted the way his buff breeches seemed poured over his muscular legs. His broad frame was perfectly fitted into a dark blue super fine coat with a silver waistcoat. He cut a dashing figure—a lordly figure—if one didn’t look at his face. That thought only reassured her that a spurned customer hadn’t sent a thug to murder her. They’d sent a fellow lord instead.

Taking a deep breath, Danni dug inside for courage. “How may I help you, sir?”

His lips moved in a cold imitation of a smile. Danni fought back a shiver of fear as she pressed back into the counter. She would not cower.

But she would stay outside his reach.

He looked casually about the room, skimming the shelves overrun with multitudes of novels and heavy tomes. His removed a pliant leather glove from one hand, then the other, and then pierced her with his gaze as she imagined a collector would pierce a bug. “In the end, Danni, I hope to be the one who will be helping you.”

Shocked he knew her name, she gasped. “Excuse me, sir?”

Danni was impressed when her voice didn’t quake. It was a small accomplishment in the face of such an overwhelming presence.

“You, my darling Miss Green, are going to help me with some rather unpleasant business. In return, I will agree not to expose your little secret.”

Oh God, no! Confusion and fear gripped her so tightly she could barely draw breath. He could not possibly know about her business. Perhaps he knew only that she used an alias. She’d thought by using the name Green, she would shield her father from scandal, but it wouldn’t take a Bow Street Runner long to discover whose name was on the deed to the building. “What sort of secret could I possibly have, sir? I am a lowly shopkeeper.”
         

“Come now, don’t play the fool. I’d thought you at least had a little intelligence. You’re much more than a bookseller.”

“I am?”
         

His eyes examined her slowly from head to toe. Danni felt as if he could see every inch of her body beneath her petticoats. “Oh, yes. You are a shop owner, but what type of shop you run is debatable.”
         

A ball of tension that had formed in Danni’s chest dropped and landed heavily in the pit of her stomach. Which would be worse to be exposed? Her name or her business? Her only defense was to deny, deny, deny. “If you look around, you can see there are only books here, sir.”
         

“Stop.” His voice was quiet thunder, reverberating through the room and down to the tips of her toes. His face was stretched taut as if he were restraining great emotion. “No games.”

“A-all right,” she stammered, attempting to appease him. “Suppose what you say is true. I have this imaginary, alternate business. What exactly am I supposed to help you with?”

His face relaxed marginally. Instant relief swept through her, but she would be a fool to lower her guard completely. Before she could blink, the man stepped close to her, too close. Danni felt the pulse of his heated skin radiate into the air between them, suddenly warming her. Startled at the sensation, she stepped away, her back pressed tightly up against the counter, his body trapping hers. Her eyes flew up to meet his, their green depths dark and unfathomable.

Slowly, his head lowered until she felt the stirrings of his breath across the rim of her ear. Her breath froze and her body tensed against the onslaught of his masculinity, held immobilized as if under some spell. The scent of fine liquor wafted towards her. She frowned as his rich baritone rumbled over her senses. “You owe me a wife, little one.”

Her mouth went dry. Oh, God help me! She knew exactly who this man was—Marcus Bradley, Marquis of Fleetwood.
         

What was it society called him…? The Beast. 
         

And the man she’d deprived of a bride only two nights ago. One of her worst fears had finally come to pass. A disgruntled member of the jilted party had found her out and now demanded revenge.

Owe him a wife? He couldn’t be asking her to be his bride, could he? He’d not indicated he knew about her fortune. But if he did, was he here to court her? In this manner? No matter what he tried, she would never marry him. To be forever tied to this beast of a man was too much for any woman to bear.
         

Determined not to be intimidated or to break eye contact, she gathered her courage and placed her hand on the center of his chest to firmly push him away. The contact seared her palm. She fought the urge to curl her fingers into the soft fabric of his lapel. An unidentifiable spark sprung to life in his mesmerizing eyes. Her throat tightened and she turned her head away. In that instant, they both knew she had acquiesced, and he was the victor in their silent battle of wills. “And how am I to repay this supposed debt?”

His head tilted slightly and away, further hiding the grotesque scar along the side of his face. He seemed to hesitate, then drew in a steadying breath.

Confused, her brow furrowed. “Well?”

“I want your help to kidnap an heiress.”

Frozen with disbelief, Danni was not sure she’d heard correctly. “Pardon?”

The imposing giant seemed to step back reluctantly, with a grim smile that she judged was as close to a genuine one as he could produce. “Having an attack of morality, fraud? A little late now that you’ve been discovered, eh?”

“I can assure you I have no idea what you mean, and I do not appreciate such insults, sir.”

“They are hardly insults, little one, when it’s the truth.”

“What truth, exactly, do you speak of?”

His eyes narrowed to jade slits. “Come now. Must you continue this game? I witnessed your little escapade with Anne, and your goals were clear. You help fortune hunters trap young girls barely out of the schoolroom into miserable marriages. I imagine you manage to abscond with a generous portion of their inheritance in the process.”

Danni sputtered with shocked outrage. “That is a blatant lie! I only help trapped women escape unwanted marriages so they may marry for love.”

He scoffed. “Ah, I see. Anne was trapped with me, a peer of the realm who is able to grant her every whim, but she’s not trapped with a law clerk sniffing about her skirts for the money attached to her name.”
         

“And you weren’t marrying her for her money yourself?”

Something flickered in his eyes, something akin to guilt? “She was to retain control over most of it after our marriage.”

Danni’s mind raced with possibilities she’d never considered. Afraid she may have made a mistake, Danni had to ask the one question that mattered. “So you love her?”

The marquis’s jaw hardened. It was the only answer she needed. It was also the answer that reassured her she’d done the right thing. Miss Anne was better off with George.

Danni crossed her arms and lifted her chin in a stubborn tilt. “Ha! You are exactly the type of man you accuse me of conspiring with. I am merely assisting desperate young girls to avoid the likes of you.”

“Well, unfortunately, you now find yourself in the position of assisting the likes of me to save your own pretty arse. I am still in need of a bride.” He leaned forward, too close again, to emphasize his point.
         

“So you would like to kidnap one? You do realize kidnapping is a hanging offense.”
         

His cold demeanor returned with a vengeance, his eyes transforming to ice. “If that’s your only concern, then we best not get caught. Especially you.”

Danni squeaked, “Me?”

The man nodded, his eyes sliding insolently over her figure before meeting her gaze again. Danni had the sudden, self-conscious feeling that she had been judged and found entirely lacking. She didn’t want it to hurt, but damned it did.

She wrapped her arms protectively, and comfortingly, around her waist. Danni managed to gather enough courage to glare at him.

“I’m a nobleman and as such, I have connections that will protect me. If we are caught, you’re the only one in real danger of hanging.”

“So I’m supposed to risk everything to make you happy?”

“You”—the man’s head dipped, his eyes full of dripping condescension—“won’t have anything left if you don’t.”

Danni stood speechless in the face of such a horrid trap.

“What is your answer, Danni? Will you cooperate with my plan or am I going to spend tomorrow afternoon speaking to every father whose daughter has recently eloped?”

To prove his point, he pulled a stack of newspapers from the pocket of his overcoat. The ball in her stomach turned to lead as she stared at the damning evidence. He had no proof, but even a rumor was enough to reveal her secrets, end her business, destroy her plans for marriage to the earl, and completely destroy her father. Could she sacrifice some unfortunate girl’s future to this fiend in order to save her own father? In order to save all of her future clients? In order to save herself? Which was the lesser evil?
         

She felt absolute despair as she turned her gaze back to the marquis’s unwavering eyes. She should tell him he need not look any further than herself for an heiress, but she was not about to become a martyr. She didn’t wish this beast on any member of her sex, especially herself. Mustering every ounce of hatred for him into her voice, she spat, “’Tis little wonder you’re known as the Beast.”

His features tightened again, his breathing faltered, his eyes flared green flames. His body tensed, and his fists clenched. For a moment she feared she was in physical danger, but then he turned abruptly. “I see that you won’t easily make your decision. You have precisely until ten o’clock tomorrow before I begin my social calls.”

He slapped the stack of articles onto the counter as he left, and the bell ringing echoed through the silence of the emptied shop. Danni watched his retreating form disappear from sight through the shop windows. Her gaze fell to the pile on the counter.

What was she going to do?


	

    
	
		Chapter Three



Her elder Sisters, gay and vain,
            

View’d her with envy and disdain,
            

Toss’d up their heads with haughty air;
            

Dress, Fashion, Pleasure, all their care.
            

—“Beauty and the Beast” by Charles Lamb




Marcus stared at the solid oak door barring him from his father’s office, studying the twists and turns of the wood, wishing he could be anywhere but here. He’d stayed away as long as he could, but his father was as relentless as he was ruthless. He waited, mustering the courage he needed to face the man who had made his life hell since he took his first breath. His mind turned with all the possibilities for his father’s summons, but he had not been able to decipher his motive. He lifted his slightly shaking hand, pressing it to his chest, where the letter calling him home was tucked away in his breast pocket. To his ears, the crinkle of vellum was deafening in the eerie silence, which was only interrupted periodically by the slow tick of the clock and the scurrying footsteps of the servants trying to avoid their master.
            

Finally, he could delay no longer. Taking a calming breath, he raised his hand to knock on the door. The sound resonated down the hall as his knuckles brushed the wood. The force of his knock pushed the unlatched door open on its well-oiled hinges. The smell of stale whiskey wafted from the confines of the room, starting a thread of dread in Marcus’s stomach. The tension was palpable. Pressing forward, Marcus stepped across the threshold into the dim interior. He wasn’t surprised by the melodramatic scene that greeted him. The curtains were drawn tight; their dark color blocked out the light as well as any hope of escape. A fire blazed in the massive marble fireplace, where stone gargoyles guarded the opening as if they were minions of hell come to life, their faces cast in half shadow.
            

His father’s features were exposed in the same shadows, his face fierce and worn from his years of debauchery. The man who had created him was well known to use all means necessary to intimidate his enemy. That included his own son.
            

“Shut the door.” The words rent the air, soft and silver quick. Marcus had no wish for the servants to overhear, so he obeyed his father for the moment. However, he was no longer the little boy who feared the man before him. He had spent one and twenty years doing whatever he could to appease the half-shadowed monster before him, but that would no longer be the case. He moved dutifully to stand before his father, keeping the desk between them.
            

“Sit.”
            

Marcus remained standing. He knew all his father’s games. And he’d be damned if he was going to march right across the chessboard and into his trap.
            

He watched his father’s temple indent, his jaw hardening at Marcus’s silent rebellion. The man stood, trying to intimidate him with his size as he’d done when Marcus was a boy. With satisfaction, Marcus noticed he was now taller than his father by several inches. He also knew the moment his father realized it, too. His eyes flashed with barely restrained rage before narrowing to pinpoints.
            

“You are to marry this season.”
            

His father’s announcement could not have shocked him more. He stood in stunned silence, his mind whirring, trying to understand. Then he saw his father’s lips curl back into a knowing, cruel sneer. Damn him! How could he know of the vow Marcus had made to himself when he was but a boy? On that cold night, as he lay bleeding and crying in the tower room of Fleetwood Manor, his family’s seat, he’d sworn never to marry. He’d pledged never to carry on the line that his father treasured so. Treasured above all else, including his own son’s welfare. During all those years in hell, Marcus had known he would survive the abuse, the beatings. He’d known because he was the precious heir, the one who would carry the title on into the future. Marcus’s greatest revenge would be to refuse to marry, to deny his father the legitimate heir he craved.
            

“I will not.” He steadily met the eyes that looked so much like his own.
            

His father nodded with a wicked, spiteful grimace. His next words confirmed Marcus’s suspicions. “I thought not. I do not appreciate your defiance, Marcus.”
            

He stood still, his head held high, refusing to succumb to his father’s insults.
            

“Is it because of your ugly mug? Any decently bred girl would faint upon first glance at you,” sneered this man who had sired him.
            

Fists clenching, he resisted the urge to trace the scars running across his face. The wounds his father had put there.
            

“Not to worry, I have already arranged the match for you. Gel’s a bit young, but they can be trained easier then.”
            

Marcus refused to comment on his father’s harsh words. He could only thank his stars that he now had the legal power to refuse his demands. “No.”
            

The short fuse of his father’s temper burned out, lighting the cannon. The man’s fist caught Marcus off guard, sending him reeling back into a glass table. Sharp, agonizing pain burst along his back as he landed in the pile of shattered glass. He gasped, fighting to bring his senses back to order. Dark red blood dripped from his nose, the tang of iron and salt trickled down his throat. I should have been ready. I used to be able to read his drunken rages better.
            

His father didn’t hesitate, but again charged towards him. Even in his old age, still a raging bull. Time seemed to slow as Marcus watched his father’s foot approach. Memories of the years of abuse beat his senses, causing him to choke and gasp with anticipated pain. He felt the sting of the whip across his back; he could hear the screams of the little sister he tried so hard to protect. He could taste the salt of his tears. He could see his father’s face looming over him—smell the alcohol that stained his breath.
            

The present returned in an audible rush to his ears. His father’s roar bounced off the walls, “You will marry the damned chit and give me an heir! The Marquis of Fleetwood line will live on.”
            

Marcus’s mind and body finally responded. He rolled away from the kick and jumped up to his feet, catching his father’s fist before it could land another blow. With a swift wrench, Marcus had his father by the throat, crushed backed against the bookshelves. Heart pounding in his ears, Marcus watched as spittle spewed from his father’s gasping lips. His mind was blank to everything but revenge. He pressed hard, feeling the spasming esophagus against his palm, his own fury matching his father’s.
            

Marcus stared fiercely into his father’s purple face, recognizing their similar features. His gaze was caught and held by the man’s green eyes. Marcus could see his own twisted and frenzied features mirrored in them. Shaken, he let go, stepping back, unaware of the soft crunch of broken glass beneath his boots. He’d never come so close…so close to killing anyone before. He stared at his hands, his whole body shaking with what he’d almost done.
            

“You’re worthless! I’m ashamed my title will fall to you!”
            

Marcus met his father’s gaze again and for some strange reason he almost pitied the man. “I will not marry. You may do what you like, but I will never give you a damned heir!”
            

Marcus turned to leave, his mind and body numb.
            

“Marcus.” He didn’t want to stop, but the tone in his father’s voice made him turn to face him. The marquis slowly straightened, his hands running over his clothes, ineffectively ironing out the wrinkles. He raised his head and met Marcus’s gaze shakily. Marcus was struck by how old and pitiful he suddenly seemed. A foreboding sneer slowly twisted his mouth. “You will regret this, I promise. There is more than one way to get what I want.”
            

Marcus didn’t respond. Nothing his father could say or do would change his mind. He stepped over the threshold and out of the marquis’s life.
            



“My lord?”

Marcus awoke with a start. He blinked back the sunlight streaming in through the curtains. Hovering above him was the concern-wrinkled face of his valet. His owlish blue eyes were looking at him with a carefully neutral expression.

“May I fetch you anything?”

Groaning, Marcus sat up, realizing he’d tossed and turned his way out of bed during the night again. The wooden floor had warmed under his heated skin while he slept. Clutching at his throbbing head, he inhaled deeply, catching the lingering rose scent of Miss Green still clinging to him.

It smelled of everything he could never have.

“Damn,” he muttered. Marcus welcomed the anger. “Draw a bath.”

He could not stand another moment with her scent engulfing him.

Shuddering softly, Marcus’s aching eyes drifted shut as his mind conjured Miss Green’s face. He’d imbued a glass of courage before meeting the fraud. It had been the only way to voice his thoughts aloud. The only way to make sure he could carry out his plan. He had not, however, counted on his reaction to her.

The moment he’d walked into the bookstore, his gaze had been caught and held by caramel eyes, wide with fear. He’d meant to be pleasant and persuasive, but the emotions that flickered across her oval-shaped face enraged him. For some insane reason, he’d harbored the small hope that she would be different, tough and fearless, even though all evidence pointed to her underhandedness. He’d been wrong. Worse than her reaction to him was his reaction to her—his wondering, lustful thoughts.

Even as he’d baited and insulted her, he’d imagined her lustrous mahogany hair cascading around her. He’d envisioned her full lips bruised with passion, her eyes sparking with love rather than anxiety and fear. It had taken almost all his strength to control himself when her soft palm had pushed against his chest. She’d been seeking her space, but the beast within him had only wanted to close the last inch, gather her close, and never let go. Only recalling how she had ruined his plans stopped him. One month of precious time. Wasted.
         

Marcus rose from his spot on the floor, forcing his stiff body to obey. He wrapped the cool cotton bedsheet about his naked form. Too agitated to remain in one place, he began to pace the room as servants entered and exited to fill a large tub with heated water.

The moment he’d left the infernal bookstore, if one could call it such, he’d gone and drowned himself in fine brandy. Liquor much too expensive for the purpose he used it. The entire time he’d drunk, he had thought of his father. The man he’d hated his entire life. The man he was glad was dead. The man who had gotten him into this mess in the first place.

He still had trouble believing his father could be so dastardly clever. He had found a way to get him married after all. The damned man was well aware of Marcus’s love for his sister. It was this weakness, after all, that often caused beatings. Sometime between their confrontation and his death a year ago, his father had contracted a marriage between Caroline and the Duke of Harwood, a man of far worse temper and reputation than even their father. The match had to be finalized, or the breech of contract conditions would beggar the Fleetwood estate. Marcus’s only choice was to marry an heiress to secure enough finances to break Caro’s betrothal. Then, with the duke’s signature, the contract could be declared null and void. He could not allow Caro to suffer a married life that would be far worse than her childhood.

He’d been so close to securing his sister’s safety, only to have it snatched away by a tempting fraud and the bespectacled clerk who’d swept his fiancée out from under him. Damn his father’s codicil anyway. Damn Anne. And, most fervently, damn Miss Danni Green.

The sound of sloshing and an enraged shout drew Marcus from his reverie. One of his footmen stormed from the room, wearing what appeared to be the hot contents of one of the buckets. He heard Weller’s shout of apology before the sound of pouring water resumed. The footman’s lethal glare in his valet’s direction made it clear that the footman did not accept the older man’s regrets.

Marcus ignored the disruption. Chaos surrounded the clumsy valet. The servants should know to keep a wide berth. He shifted the direction of his pacing, his stiff body moving with aching slowness. Groaning, he clasped hands to his aching head as sunlight poured mercilessly through the open curtains, turning on his heel away from the light to collapse onto the chaise. Bitterness rose, constricting his heart, angry at his current state, even though much of it was his own doing. He had been such an imbecile.

Miss Green had made a fool out of him, but so had Miss Anne Newport. He’d been stunned to discover her making off in the night with her lover. When he’d proposed to her after contracting with her father, it had taken some convincing to get her to accept, but he’d thought she cared a little for him. He knew that it had been her father who’d wanted the marriage more than she. After all, the family would gain his title in exchange for her dowry. The arrangement was a business matter, not one of the heart.

How could he have ever believed her excuses of continuing illness that had prevented him from calling on her recently? He should have known something was wrong. If fate hadn’t put him in that spot two nights ago, at just the right time, he would never have known about Gretna Green Bookings.

When he’d left Miss Green with his ultimatum, he’d felt an all too familiar tug on his conscience. Not for blackmailing that manipulative woman of course, but for his intended “bride”… essentially, his victim. He didn’t want to do this, but what choice did he have? He had to do it…For Caro. 
         

“Would you like your customary glass of brandy?”

Marcus glanced up. Weller’s head popped into sight, an eager look on his face. “God, yes, Weller. And, please, try not to break anything today.”

His valet ignored his directive, promptly tripping over the Persian carpet on his way from the small room to the sideboard. He crashed into the morning tea service, sending it, and himself, to the ground. Despite watching the china fall, Marcus jolted as if struck. His gaze shifted in a panic about the room, his entire body on alert to defend himself. His constricted lungs allowed only breaths in short gasps, his hand pressed to his chest in an effort to control the surge of his heart. He felt ridiculous.

Shattered porcelain clinked together as Weller scrambled to his feet. He gazed tentatively about him to avoid any new hazard. Caroline, his sister, thought Marcus mad to keep such a clumsy man as a valet. Marcus thought it was a miracle the man stayed.

“I’ve told you on several occasions to simply look about you before taking a step. It would save me a fortune in china.”

“I did look. Just not down.”

Despite his pain, Marcus grinned ruefully. “Ah. The fatal flaw of your plan.”

Weller paused in his trek across the room, his head cocked in thought. “Up also gives me trouble.”

Marcus gave the man a hard look, knowing he would regret asking, “Up?”

“Oh, yes. You would not believe how often tree limbs seem to pop into my path.”

Marcus cradled his head in his palms, elbows on knees. “Why do I bother to keep you around?”

Weller poured him a generous helping of brandy. “You don’t, my lord. I believe you fired me again last night.”

“Then what are you still doing here?”

Weller handed him the glass with a small smile. “You wouldn’t be able to function if I left, sir.”

Marcus cautiously tossed back his drink, watching Weller as he moved towards the bath.

“Were the dreams bad last night, my lord?”

He sobered at the man’s inquiry. He never talked about his dreams. Ever. “Yes.”

The clipped reply left no room for further discussion. Marcus sank beneath the steaming heat of the tub before the man could press the subject. The dreams that haunted his nights and the shadows that followed him during the day were no one’s damned business other than his own.

Heat permeated his muscles, loosening his stiff joints and old scars that had tightened during the night. He felt far older than his thirty-one years. He was tired. Tired of his life, of the burdens he never seemed able to purge. Tired of the constant battle for his sanity. Tired… so very tired.

He slipped his head beneath the surface. He let the soothing lap of water brush against his scarred face before resurfacing. A bar of lightly colored soap appeared before his dripping eyes. He accepted it with a cloth from Weller to suds the bar, but waited in silence for the valet’s retreating steps before he began to wash. He did his best to hide the mangled state of his body from his staff, but he had long ago accepted that it was unavoidable at times in such a large household.

He found his mind drifting back to Miss Green. He wondered how someone so fair had become involved in such an underhanded profession. He wondered if perhaps she’d had a reason or if it was merely greed. If he were a gambling man, he would bank on greed. No one simply helped others without expecting something in return. The idea was blatantly ridiculous.

His thoughts were cut short by Weller’s return with a warmed towel. Marcus dunked under the surface once more, then stepped from the comforting confines of the tub. He followed the clumsy man, drying himself as he went. Weller approached the armoire to choose his clothing, managing to only bump into an imported Chippendale table before he reached it.

“Are you still determined to carry out your plan, my lord? I’m sure it is not the wisest course to attempt to abduct a bride.”

Marcus glared at the man’s back. Weller had not ceased this prattle for the last day or so, despite the fact that he should know how fruitless the effort was. His course was set and he would not waver. “It was damned hard to get even Anne to agree to marry me. I was foolish to believe she might have actually developed feelings for me.”

“You were not! Most of those fancy bits play a game in order to reel in the biggest prize. At least, that’s what I’ve been told.”

Marcus fought a smile as he wrapped a towel around his naked form. His valet was loyal to him, another trait Marcus admired and believed lacking in his other employees. Most of them tread with fear, afraid to anger the Beast. It was isolating and stung, another reminder of his father’s legacy.

At Marcus’s silence, Weller continued. “What if you’re caught in the act? Is kidnapping a bride really worth it?”

He’d spent his entire life protecting his sister from their father. He wouldn’t stop now. The man had been dead a year yet he still haunted them.

Marcus blinked against the dark thoughts, banishing his emotions with them. He had failed again to protect his sister, played a fool by his fiancée. He wished he could have known what would happen when Mr. Hessler’s clerk had called on the Newport home with the marriage contract. He wished he’d known what his father was going to do before he’d done it.

But there was nothing he could change now. He had to adapt and move on, but he wouldn’t face the ton again, searching for yet another wife. The whispers. The averted eyes. The fainting women. No, he now had a guaranteed method of obtaining, and keeping, a wife. Thanks to Miss Green.
         

For his shave, he sat gingerly in a chair much too small for him, making the same mental note he did every morning: use the chair for the night’s kindling.

Weller’s brush stroked cool cream across his face. He then advanced with the freshly sharpened razor, pointed directly at his throat. With visions of scalded servants and shattered china, Marcus snatched it from the man before his neck was slit. He made quick work of his thick whiskers, grimacing at the bumpy slide of the blade over scars thick and white with age. The less time spent in front of a mirror the better. At the last slide of his blade, Weller suddenly paused, a wide but wary smile on his face. “I forgot to mention, my lord, that your sister is here.”

“Pardon?”

“Lady Caroline is here. Has been since early this morning. Such a beautiful and charming young woman. And her hair—its color and length…quite remarkable.”

His heart immediately jumped, catching his throat and beating erratically with a mixture of fear and anger. No, not now. Not today. 
         

“Throw her out.”
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