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            Prologue

         
         
            London

            Early November 1840

         

         The frantic knocking woke Ettie Trewlove from her first restful sleep in days. Her three lads, each only a few months old,
            were at various stages of teething, which made them a grumpy lot, but tonight for some inexplicable reason they were sleeping
            like angels.
         

         
         The rapping continued. With no hope of it stopping unless answered, she tossed back the covers and climbed out of her bed.
            After turning up the flame in the lamp on the bedside table, she carried it with her to light the way as she passed by her
            dear boys, smiling at them snuggled against each other in the small crib. They’d soon be outgrowing it, and she’d have to
            make other accommodations for them.
         

         
         Shuffling to the door, she opened it a crack and peered out, surprised to see a woman, a little younger than her own twenty
            years, standing there, a blanketed bundle cradled tightly in her arms. Until tonight, only men had made the deliveries.
         

         
         “Are you Ettie Trewlove, the woman who takes in bairns born out of wedlock and sees them well cared for?” Hope and fear wove
            themselves through her thick Scottish brogue.
         

         
         Ettie nodded. A baby farmer by trade, for a few pounds each, she took in by-blows no one wanted, sparing their mums the shame and challenges their presence would have brought them. “Aye.” 

         
         “Will you take my lad? I’ve only a few shillings to leave with you, but you won’t have to keep him long.” With her wide, dark
            eyes, she glanced around quickly. “Just until it’s safe. And then I’ll be back for him.”
         

         
         A few shillings would see him fed for only a couple of weeks, and she had three others in need of food. Still, she set the
            lamp on the table beside the door, opened it wider, and held out her arms. “Aye, I’ll take him.”
         

         
         The young woman eased aside the blanket and pressed a kiss to the sleeping babe’s cheek.

         
         “What the devil did you do to him?” Ettie asked in dismay.

         
         The stranger jerked up her head, held her gaze. “Nothing. He was born this way. But he’s a good boy, will give you no trouble
            a’tall. Please don’t turn him away. You’re my last hope for protecting him from those who wish him harm.”
         

         
         Ettie knew some people believed children born out of wedlock were born in sin and should be denied breath.

         
         “I don’t blame babes for things that aren’t their fault.” If she did, she wouldn’t have found herself with three born on the
            wrong side of the blanket. Now four. She wiggled her fingers. “Hand him over.”
         

         
         Taking care not to wake him, the lass—the lamplight caught her fully, showing her to be more girl than grown—gently placed
            the lad in Ettie’s waiting arms. “Promise me you’ll love him like he was your own.”
         

         
         “’Tis the only way I know how to love a wee one.”

         
         With a tremulous smile, she pressed the coins into Ettie’s palm. “Thank you.”

         
         Turning away, she took three steps before glancing back over her shoulder, tears now glistening in her eyes. “His name is
            Benedict. I will come back for him.”
         

         
         The words were spoken with fierce conviction, and Ettie wasn’t certain who the lass was trying to convince: Ettie or herself.

         
         The young woman darted into the thick fog and quickly disappeared into the shrouded darkness.

         
         And Ettie Trewlove kept her promise. She raised the lad as though he were her own and loved him as only a mother could.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Whitechapel

            December 1873

         

         The woman didn’t belong here.

         
         Not at the Mermaid and Unicorn, not serving spirits.

         
         Sitting at a small table near the back of his sister’s tavern, Benedict Trewlove—known throughout Whitechapel as Beast—knew
            that assessment to be true with absolute conviction, just as he knew he’d never planned to be a brothel owner.
         

         
         But when he was seventeen, working the docks, with fists the size of ham hocks, sixteen-year-old Sally Greene had asked him
            to look out for her as she plied her wares on the streets. A gang boss was extorting protection money from her. She’d decided
            Beast wouldn’t insist on taking most of her earnings like Three-Fingered Bill. She’d been correct.
         

         
         Beast hadn’t wanted any payment at all, but from time to time he’d found extra coins tucked here and there in his clothing.
            Sally was skilled not only at lifting her skirts but at picking pockets as well, often doing both at the same time. He suspected
            it had gone against the grain for her to be stuffing coins into pockets. But he never embarrassed her by confronting her about it. He accepted the copper and silver with grace.
         

         
         When a few of her friends asked the same of him, he’d found it easier to watch them if they were in the same spot, so he’d let a few rooms. Doing so had the added benefit of keeping them warm in winter so they seldom took ill, which in turn increased their earnings. Eventually, he was leasing an entire building for his girls. Now he owned it. 

         
         God always rewards a man for doing good, his mum had often told him. But in his experience, rewards came when a man applied himself—even if what he applied himself
            to was sometimes frowned upon by those with a higher moral standard.
         

         
         The woman he now observed would no doubt do quite a bit of frowning. She looked the type. Sounded the type. Her posh, distinct
            diction indicated nobility born, bred, and raised.
         

         
         Her clothing, as well. The fabric, cut, and workmanship of her simple gray frock was exquisite, although he’d wager that she’d
            lost a little weight since it had been purchased. While the other serving maids bared a good bit of their cleavage in hopes
            the customers would leave a few extra coins, she was done up as tight as a drum, buttoned up to her chin, down to her wrists.
            Her hair, pale as moonbeams, gathered up in a rather untidy knot that had failed to keep several strands secure, so they now
            teased her delicate cheekbones, was the only thing about her that appeared inelegant. Her posture was perfect, her stride
            graceful as she made her way back to his table after asking what she could bring him a few minutes earlier.
         

         
         Parting her lips slightly, releasing a quick gust of air that sent the rebellious strands of her hair flying, she set the
            tumbler in front of him. “Here you are, sir. The bartender indicated there’ll be no charge.”
         

         
         While his sister wasn’t here tonight, seldom worked within these walls any longer after becoming a duchess, Gillie didn’t expect him to pay for food or drink, just as he didn’t expect her to pay him for the transport on his ships of alcohol she’d purchased from beyond England’s shores. Trewloves didn’t charge Trewloves, nor did they keep an accounting of favors done. 

         
         The barmaid started to turn—

         
         “What are you doing here?” he asked.

         
         She swung back around, a tiny pleat forming between her delicate dark blond brows that framed the most unusual blue eyes he’d
            ever seen. A deep blue with the tiniest streaks of gray. “Bringing you your scotch.”
         

         
         Shaking his head, he waved his hand in an easy manner to encompass their surroundings. “I mean in Whitechapel, working, specifically
            in this tavern. Every aspect of you screams Mayfair.”
         

         
         “None o’ yer bleedin’ biz’ness,” she retorted in perfect Cockney. “Is that better?” Perfect Mayfair.

         
         Presenting him with her back, she marched off. Admiring the view as well as her huff of indignation, he took a long, slow
            swallow of scotch. She had spunk, he’d give her that. She was also correct. She was none of his business. Still, he was intrigued.
            She was too refined for the coarseness of this place. She’d look more at home in a ballroom, a garden, a stately manor house.
            She should be waited upon, not be the one doing the serving.
         

         
         He liked for things to make sense. She didn’t make sense. Until she did, he was going to be tempted to uncover, unravel, and
            solve the mystery of her.
         

         
          

         Althea Stanwick knew he was watching her, could feel the touch of his gaze as though he was walking beside her with his hand
            pressed against the small of her back.
         

         
         She’d noticed him the moment he strode into the tavern. It was as though every molecule of air had shifted to accommodate not only his considerable height and the breadth of his shoulders, but his confidence and bearing as well. The man prowled about as though he feared nothing, possessed the power to topple empires at a whim. 

         
         She’d been both enthralled and unsettled. Then he’d taken a chair at a table near the back that was her responsibility, and
            she’d felt as though someone had given a hard yank on the lacings of her corset, crushing her ribs until she could barely
            breathe.
         

         
         Servicing other customers, she’d put off approaching him as long as she could. Finally, she’d made her way to him, knowing
            he was taking in every aspect of her as she was him. His thick black hair brushed past his collar—lighting upon those broad
            shoulders as though the strands wished to eternally caress them—and was styled in such a way that a portion of the right side
            of his face was covered, which made him appear more mysterious, a man who possessed secrets and was extremely skilled at keeping
            them.
         

         
         Something about him seemed familiar but she couldn’t quite place how she might have come to know him. Perhaps she’d passed
            him on these streets that after three long months were finally becoming familiar, or he’d come in another night and not sat
            at her table. Although she couldn’t imagine forgetting him if she’d ever seen him at the Mermaid. “What may I bring you, good
            sir?”
         

         
         A barely perceptible widening of those onyx eyes that had steadfastly been studying her with an appreciation that had caused
            her to sound a bit breathy. “Scotch.”
         

         
         His voice had been a deep rumble that had shimmied through the entire length of her, like the warm and comforting sensations
            she experienced when she came in from the bitter cold and approached a blazing fire. She’d been disappointed that he’d uttered
            only a single word. But then when she’d returned with his drink, he’d shown an interest in her past, which was a secret she
            was skilled at keeping because if anyone learned the truth—
         

         
         It did not bear thinking about.

         
         As she now wended her way among the tables after leaving him, she decided he did not bear thinking about.
         

         
         An arm suddenly whipped out, wrapped around her waist, and rudely jerked her off her feet so she landed hard on a sturdy lap
            comprised of thick thighs. His other hand going to places on her person it most certainly should not, pinching what she’d
            given him no permission to pinch, the young man grinned broadly, his eyes filled with mischief. “What ’ave we ’ere? Who ye
            be, me lovely?”
         

         
         Reaching back, she grabbed a nearly full tankard resting near the hand of one of his mates and proceeded to dump its contents
            over his ginger head. With a curse and a yell, he abruptly released her. In all due haste, she scrambled off his lap and beyond
            his reach. “Pardon my clumsiness. I’ll get you another.”
         

         
         She’d have rather conked him on the side of the head with the tankard but knew she was going to be in enough trouble as it
            was. The Mermaid prided itself on how well it treated its patrons, regardless of how many or how few coins lined their pockets.
            Striding quickly, she made her way to the bar and slammed the pewter tankard down on the polished woodgrain. “Guinness.”
         

         
         The bartender, who also managed the place, sighed as though she was the bane of his existence, probably because she was. “I’ve
            told you before, you can’t be dumping beer over heads.”
         

         
         It was the third time she’d done it since she started working here ten days earlier. She considered defending her actions but had done so twice before already and received no sympathy whatsoever from him, just a stare that hardened with each word spoken, so she merely nodded in acknowledgment of the undeserved scolding. Until recently, an admonishment had never been directed her way. She didn’t much like being treated with so little consideration or having her opinion carry no weight, but then there was a good bit about her new life that she didn’t favor. As a matter of fact, there was nothing at all about it that she did. 

         
         “I’ll have to take this pint out of your weekly earnings.”

         
         Striving to reflect contrition so she wouldn’t find herself dismissed, she nodded again. At this rate, she was going to have
            no weekly earnings.
         

         
         “Jimmy pinched her bum, Mac,” Polly, another one of the serving girls, said. “I saw it.”

         
         “How could you have seen it, Polly? You were standing right there.”

         
         “I’ve got good eyes.”

         
         “Not that good.” He turned away and began filling the tankard.

         
         Polly looked at her sympathetically. “They was just having a bit o’ fun.”

         
         “But it’s not any fun at all, is it?” She was certain Polly of the ample cleavage had endured her share of being dragged onto
            laps. Although she might not have minded. She was forever laughing and flirting with the chaps, seeming to have a grand time
            doing something that Althea disliked with every fiber of her being.
         

         
         She was disappointed to see the large fellow she’d only just served leaning down to say something to the cackling Jimmy. Probably
            wanted to ask what her bottom felt like. But then Jimmy abruptly stopped laughing. She’d heard of people turning as white
            as a ghost but had never seen anyone actually do it. Until now. Jimmy looked as though the man had effectively and quickly
            leeched all the blood from his veins.
         

         
         “Jimmy won’t be touching you no more,” Polly said with a bit of triumph, “now that Beast has had a quiet word with him.”

         
         “Beast?”

         
         Polly looked surprised but nodded. “Yeah. The big bloke.”

         
         The big bloke who didn’t even look back as he strode out through the door. She wondered how he’d come to have that moniker
            because to her eye he was anything but beastly. Devil would have served him better as he was devilishly handsome, his features strong and bold.
         

         
         “Who is he when he’s at home?” Althea asked.

         
         Polly gave her a pointed look. “Someone you don’t want to cross if you know what’s good for you.”

         
         Althea rather wished she’d had that bit of advice before she’d had her previous encounter with him. She was relatively certain
            he hadn’t been happy about her response to his question, so she doubted whatever had caused Jimmy to blanch had anything to
            do with her. Perhaps he owed the man money.
         

         
         Mac placed the tankard on the counter. “Polly, why don’t you take Jimmy his brew?”

         
         “Would be better if Althea did.”

         
         She’d wanted to kiss Mac when he’d passed the task off to Polly, wanted to scowl at Polly for refusing, but knew it was unfair
            for the other barmaid to have to take on her chores. After picking up the tankard, she edged her way between the tables until
            she reached Jimmy’s. He and his mates were staring at the surface as though they’d never seen wood before and were striving
            to decipher how it had come to be. Without uttering a word, she set down the tankard.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Jimmy blurted.

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         With eyes big, wide, and fearful, he looked up at her. “I’m sorry. Shouldn’t ’ave done it. Won’t do it again.”

         
         She tried not to let her surprise show. “I very much appreciate that and your apology.”

         
         “You’ll tell Beast, right, the next time ’e comes in, right, you’ll tell ’im I said I was sorry, a’right. Don’t need me fingers broke.” His words tumbled out, one after another, no breath or pause between. 

         
         She suspected she had no success at all hiding her astonishment this time. He’d threatened to break the man’s fingers? His
            chums were still not looking at her, had hunched their shoulders in an attempt to make themselves smaller, possibly hoping
            to avoid her scrutiny. “Yes, I’ll let him know.”
         

         
         “Jolly good.” Taking the tankard, he began gulping the contents.

         
         She wasn’t certain she blamed him. Nor was she certain why the stranger had stood up for her, but couldn’t deny taking a great
            deal of pleasure in his efforts at being her champion. It had been far too long since anyone, other than her brothers, had
            taken a stand to defend her.
         

         
         She made her way to the large gent’s table to retrieve his empty glass. When she reached it, she saw the sovereign resting
            there. Picking up the glass, she started to walk away.
         

         
         “That’s for you.”

         
         She glanced back at Rob, who was wiping down a nearby table. Usually, the tall, slender young man collected everything off
            the tables and gave them a thorough wiping down, but since the customer hadn’t been there long enough to make a mess, she’d
            thought to spare him the trouble. “I’m certain he meant it for you, for cleaning up after him.” A more than generous donation
            for the service.
         

         
         He walked over to her. “He gave me mine, said that one was for you.”

         
         “He gave us each a sovereign?” The coin’s value of a pound was double the ten shillings—if she didn’t subtract the upended
            beer—she normally earned for the six days she worked in a week.
         

         
         The young man shrugged, the brown locks covering his forehead falling into his eyes. “Like all Trewloves, he’s probably as rich as Croesus.” 

         
         He was a Trewlove? That was no doubt why he looked familiar. She’d probably seen him at the spate of recent weddings when
            a number of Trewloves had married nobles. The owner of this establishment had married the Duke of Thornley. Would this Beast
            fellow tell his sister how rude she’d been to him? Would she lose her position? But then why would he have left her a little
            extra with which to line her pocket if he was going to take action to see her gone?
         

         
         “Go on, take it,” Rob said as he began running a damp rag over the table.

         
         Very carefully, she picked up the coin and slipped it into her pocket. “Does he come here often?”

         
         “Depends what you call often. The brothers all used to spend a good bit of their time here before they got married. He’s the only one who’s managed to
            escape the matrimonial shackles but doesn’t come ’round as often now that the others are scarce.”
         

         
         When Mr. Trewlove returned she would not only let him know that Jimmy had apologized, but would also thank him for having
            a word with the rambunctious young man. She didn’t think anyone at his table was going to be giving her bottom any attention
            in the near future.
         

         
         Certainly no one troubled her the remainder of the night.

         
         Still, she was grateful when the customers were ushered out at midnight and the front door was bolted. She and the other workers began placing chairs on tables, sweeping, mopping, tidying up. It was a little over half an hour later when they all stepped into the alley. Mac locked the back door behind them, said his farewells, and headed up to the rooms that came along with his position. As the others—Polly, Rob, the cook, another bartender, and another serving maid—wished her good-night and carried on, she wandered to the street that the tavern faced. Her brother was usually leaning against the front of the building, waiting to escort her home. He didn’t like her walking alone about Whitechapel at night. She didn’t like walking alone at night.
         

         
         Once she reached the street, a fissure of dread speared her. Griffith wasn’t there. He was always prompt, which at first had
            come as a shock to her. As the spare, he’d only ever been interested in play, had never taken responsibility for anything
            other than having a grand time.
         

         
         The streetlamps dotting the area couldn’t hold at bay all the shadows. Glancing around, she saw a couple of people walking
            in the distance, becoming smaller as they moved away from her, but he wouldn’t have come from that direction anyway. Perhaps
            he was only running late.
         

         
         Please, dear Lord, don’t let anything have happened to him. While he was skilled at shooting at targets, had mastered fencing, and engaged in boxing for sport, she wasn’t entirely convinced
            all of that translated well to dealing with the villainous scoundrels who made Whitechapel their home. He was no more accustomed
            to wandering these dangerous streets than she was.
         

         
         Drawing her ermine-lined cloak more tightly around her, she began walking, hoping to meet up with him shortly and to be that
            much closer to their residence when she did. After ten hours at her labors, her feet, lower back, and shoulders ached. She
            wanted to be home. Even as she had the thought, she acknowledged they’d never go home again. It had been taken from them,
            and what they had now could barely be described as a residence.
         

         
         Unexpectedly, the fine hairs on the back of her neck quivered as though someone had placed a warm hand against her nape. She
            swung around.
         

         
         The people she’d seen earlier were farther away, weren’t coming for her. While she didn’t feel in danger, she couldn’t shake off the sensation that she wasn’t alone, that someone was near enough to hear her harsh breathing, that she was being watched. 

         
         But she saw only the shadows, heard only the occasional skitter of rats.

         
         Reaching into her reticule, she pulled out the small dagger her older brother had given her and taught her how to wield, before
            he’d taken his leave to go God knew where. She doubted the four-inch blade would kill anyone, but it might at least give a
            miscreant pause, hold him at bay.
         

         
         Besides, it could just be her imagination playing tricks on her. Until three months ago, she’d never gone anywhere alone.
            Her lady’s maid, footmen, her mother, a friend—someone always accompanied her. She’d never had to be aware of her surroundings,
            never had to worry about being accosted. But now she’d become extremely vigilant and wary. She hated all the worry, the uncertainty,
            and tried not to recall all the years of security she’d taken for granted, assuming she would always be spoiled, well tended,
            without care. When every day had been filled with fun, laughter, and good cheer.
         

         
         Turning back around, she came up short at the sight of Griffith a few steps away and very nearly screamed at his sudden appearance.
            Doing so would have angered her more. “Where the devil have you been?”
         

         
         He ducked his blond head. “Apologies. I got caught up in something and lost track of the hour.”

         
         “In what, precisely?”

         
         “It’s not important. Let’s get you home.” He came nearer, put his hand protectively on her shoulder, and ushered her forward. Just like her, he was more aware of their surroundings, his head continually swiveling, as he searched for anything amiss. 

         
         Before the upheaval in their lives, he’d barely given her the time of day. She’d never been particularly close to her brothers.
            The heir, Marcus, was five years older than she. Griffith three. She’d had the impression they viewed her as a nuisance more
            than anything, avoiding her whenever possible, seldom engaging her in conversation when they weren’t in a position to escape
            her company. They’d just sat in awkward silence. It seemed the only thing they had in common were their parents.
         

         
         After taking several steps, she realized that warm sensation of being touched against her nape had melted away. She glanced
            over her shoulder. Had someone been watching her and backed off with Griffith’s arrival?
         

         
         “Did you see anyone about when you came up?” she asked.

         
         “No one near, no one appearing to have any interest in you. Again, I apologize for my tardiness. I miss having the convenience
            of a bloody carriage whenever we damned well wanted one.”
         

         
         In all of her twenty-four years, she’d never heard him utter a profanity. Now his sentences were often peppered with words
            that shouldn’t be spoken in the presence of a lady, but then she was no longer a lady. She, too, missed being able to call
            for a carriage, especially when she wasn’t certain her legs could hold her upright much longer.
         

         
         But they did their duty, kept moving forward until eventually they arrived at the shabby little residence they were leasing. It was two levels. They lived in the lower level. Someone with extremely heavy feet inhabited the second level, which was only accessible from stairs on the outside. Griffith unlocked the door, shoved it open, and waited until she’d preceded him inside. It was not a newer accommodation. No gas to make their situation a bit more convenient. An oil lamp rested on the oaken table near the empty hearth and her brother was quick to light it. 

         
         “Looks like Marcus has been here,” Griffith said as he reached for a parcel wrapped in brown paper, secured with string. Opening
            it, he revealed a few pounds. “This will keep a roof over our heads for a bit longer.”
         

         
         “Why is he so mysterious? Why doesn’t he visit with us, instead of just leaving little gifts when we’re not here?” When they’d
            lost their standing within Society, lost everything really, he’d taken them under his wing, found them this residence. Once
            they were settled, he’d simply disappeared. She’d not seen him since.
         

         
         “It’s safer, for us, for him.”

         
         “Why won’t you tell me precisely what he’s doing?” She’d asked several times.

         
         “I don’t know the details of it.” Always his answer, although she was beginning to suspect he was lying.

         
         “But whatever it is, it is dangerous.” Persisting with the topic, she was rather certain she should be worried about Marcus.

         
         He rubbed his brow. “It’s late, Althea, and I have to be at the docks early. I’m to bed.”

         
         “Let me see to your hands first.”

         
         “They’re fine.”

         
         “Griff, if they get infected, you’re going to lose them, and then where will we be?”

         
         With a long-suffering dramatic sigh—she’d once heard a rumor that he’d had an affair with an actress, and she couldn’t help
            but believe he’d adopted some of her theatrics—he nodded.
         

         
         Not bothering to remove her cloak because the air was cold and they wouldn’t have a fire tonight, she pumped water into a bowl, grabbed some linen and the salve. By the time she joined him at the table, he’d removed the bandages she’d wrapped around his hands that morning. 

         
         “They’re looking better,” he mused.

         
         In spite of the fact he wore gloves, lifting and hauling crates had caused blisters, torn skin, and calluses. He winced as
            she saw to the raw places. She didn’t know how he managed to continue at his labors. Until three months ago, the most laborious
            thing he’d ever done was lift a tankard or a card at a gaming table. And he’d certainly never arisen before dawn. He’d seldom
            moved about before noon.
         

         
         “Oh, I forgot. A bit of good news. Someone left me a sovereign tonight.”

         
         “Why would he do that?” She heard the suspicion in his voice. They had learned to trust no one.

         
         “My smile?”

         
         He grinned. “It has been known to lay men flat.”

         
         Yes, once she’d been the darling of the ton, had been in no hurry to settle on anyone. Until finally, she’d decided on the Earl of Chadbourne. They were to have been
            married in January, a few weeks from now. “I’ll give it to you when I’m done here.”
         

         
         “Keep it. You might have a need for it.”

         
         “I want to contribute.” It was the reason she’d taken a position at the tavern. She’d begun feeling rather useless. Keeping
            things tidy, preparing meals—which had been a challenge in itself—and mending Griffith’s clothing had not taken most of her
            day. She’d been left with nothing to do but sit and worry.
         

         
         “Then simply hold it close. I’ll let you know if we have need of it.”

         
         While she appreciated the protectiveness, she also wanted to be viewed as independent, wanted her brothers to understand she was as equal to the task of handling their change in circumstance as they were. She very much doubted if he should run into Marcus, Griffith was going to tell him to stop sneaking into the residence and leaving them money. But he refused to take her coins. 

         
         She patted his freshly covered hands. “There. Almost as good as new.”

         
         He gave her a crooked smile. “Not really.” Shoving back the chair, he stood. “Will you carry the lamp?”

         
         She didn’t know why he asked. It was their nightly ritual. They journeyed across the small room to the hallway where he turned
            right and she went left. She always waited until he disappeared into his bedchamber at the front of the house. He claimed
            not to be bothered by the dark, that he could navigate his way through it. When he closed his door, she went into her chamber
            at the rear of the residence and fought against the melancholy that usually came over her at the sight of the unfurnished
            room, the pile of blankets on the floor that served as her bed.
         

         
         She knew her life would never again be as it once was, but had to believe that in time, it would improve.

         
         Setting the lamp on the floor, she divested herself of her clothing, changed into her nightdress, undid her hair, brushed
            it a hundred times, and plaited it. She had just settled on the pile of blankets, bringing her ermine-lined cloak over her,
            when she remembered the sovereign. She dug it out of the pocket of her frock, closed her fingers around it, and snuggled back
            down. She didn’t know why she viewed it as a talisman of better things to come.
         

         
         Nestling her closed fist against her breast, she was torn between hoping this Beast fellow would return and praying she’d
            never see him again. He’d guessed correctly that she originally hailed from Mayfair.
         

         
         How long would it take him to determine that the change in her circumstance had come about because she was the cursed daughter
            of a traitorous duke?
         

         
          

         After striding into the residence, Beast crossed the foyer and peered into the front parlor. The madam, Jewel, was plying four gents—who were no doubt awaiting their turn—with alcohol and keeping them entertained with ribald stories and jests. It had been years since she’d taken a man to her bed. Catching sight of him, she gave him a little smile that signaled all was well, no trouble was afoot. 

         
         Christ, but he hated this bloody business.

         
         He headed for the stairs. On his way up, he crossed paths with Lily escorting one of the gents down. The man looked so proud
            of himself that Beast briefly wondered if it had been his first time. It was none of his concern. He did not care. He was
            weary of the gentlemen lounging about, the women entertaining them. The need to protect them.
         

         
         He finally reached the top floor that served as their main living quarters. He and all the ladies who worked within these
            walls had private rooms along this hallway. He went into the library, poured himself a scotch, dropped into the comfortable
            wing-backed chair near the roaring fire, and tried not to think of the serving wench who was as fair as an angel, a beauty
            who would tempt a saint into sinning.
         

         
         Just the memory of her was enough to cause his body to tighten with need as though she sat across from him.

         
         Everything within him had gone on heightened alert when he’d seen the man approaching her after she’d left the tavern. It
            hadn’t been his intent to spy on her but because she didn’t appear to belong in Whitechapel, he’d wanted to assure himself
            that she wasn’t fool enough to walk the streets alone late at night. But it seemed she had a protector—a husband or a beau—and
            once Beast had acknowledged that she was in no danger, he’d slipped farther into the shadows and headed home.
         

         
         Home. A strange word for a place where women earned their keep on their backs. Over the years he’d managed to find other employment for many of them, until he had only half a dozen remaining. But they needed to learn other skills and to be buffed to a polish if they had any hope of leaving this life behind. 

         
         Until they left it behind, he couldn’t leave it behind.

         
         Because he wouldn’t abandon the women who’d been under his care, wouldn’t leave them at the mercy of men who had no fear of
            harming them. He owed it to Sally Greene. She’d put her faith in him, and in the end, he’d let her down.
         

         
         After tossing back his drink, he set the glass aside and stared at the flames writhing on the hearth. The last of his charges
            needed to be as poised as the tavern maid who had served him tonight—although she was no doubt the product of a lifetime of
            refining that had begun the moment she was placed in the cradle. Every single aspect of her indicated that the minutest detail
            of her had warranted attention; no facet of her had been left to chance. If he had to guess, he’d say she’d had dozens of
            tutors. The elegant way she moved her hands, the calm with which she set down his glass, her hair—
         

         
         Her hair had been a rather lopsided mess, no doubt because she’d not been tutored on how to style it. She’d had a maid to
            do it for her, and that maid was no longer about to ensure every strand remained where it needed to be. He’d like to remove
            the pins and watch the heavy tresses tumble around her shoulders.
         

         
         He recalled the skewing of her mouth, the quick burst of air, as she tried to control the rebellious hair that had no desire
            to behave. He doubted she’d ever done that in Mayfair. It was pure Whitechapel, possibly the only thing about her that was.
         

         
         Had she been embroiled in a scandal? Was there some handsome swain who stole her heart and then did wrong by her? Had she fallen in love with a commoner, cast aside the world for which she’d been prepared? Was he the man who’d come for her tonight, the one whose arrival had pleased her so damned much, brought her such relief? 

         
         Why was she even bombarding his thoughts? It wasn’t as though she’d have any role in his life other than bringing him his
            favorite libation when he visited his sister’s tavern.
         

         
         Perhaps he should take one of the women with him the next time he went. Show the bawd how gracefully every aspect of her moved
            in tandem, how perfect her posture, how calm and steady her mien—
         

         
         He’d have to explain mien and tandem. It wasn’t enough for them to observe. They needed to be shown how it was done, how to
            acquire that level of inherent confidence. They needed a tutor. Where the devil was he going to find one of those in one of
            the poorest areas of London? It wasn’t as though these streets were teeming with the posh.
         

         
         Settling back, he picked up his glass and studied the way the flames created dancing light over the cut crystal. Whitechapel
            wasn’t teeming with the posh. But it did have one.
         

         
         And he knew exactly where to find her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         It was after ten when Althea felt him walk through the door. Her back was to it as she set two tankards on the table, and
            yet she knew with every fiber of her being that when she turned, he would be there. Tall, broad, bold, with his gaze homed
            in on her.
         

         
         Still, she was surprised when she finally spun around to see that he hadn’t moved beyond the entry, as though he’d been arrested
            by the sight of her. To say her gaze slammed into his was putting it mildly. What was it about him that made her feel as though
            he was brushing up against her, and not at all in the objectional way Jimmy had been touching her the night before, but in
            a manner that made her nipples pucker? Damned rebellious things.
         

         
         She was the first to break eye contact, heading to the bar to collect the drinks for a table of four. Don’t sit at my table. Do sit at my table. Don’t. Do.

         
         He did. He took the same table at the back that he’d had the night before, and it suddenly occurred to her that she’d never
            seen anyone else sit there. Was it a rule of the establishment that it was always to be open for him?
         

         
         “Scotch,” she said to Mac when he brought her the last tankard for the table of four. Quickly, she delivered the beer, returned
            to the bar, snatched up the tumbler, and headed to the table at the back.
         

         
         It wasn’t exactly a smile he gave her when she set the glass before him, but she detected a slight movement of his lips as though he was tempted to grin. It caused a funny sensation behind her ribs, as though a thousand butterflies had taken flight. 

         
         “You remembered my preference in drink.”

         
         “It wasn’t that difficult. You were here only last night.” Had she left her lungs with Mac? Why was she finding it a challenge
            to draw breath? “Jimmy apologized.”
         

         
         Leaning toward her, he cocked his head slightly, in the manner that many of the customers did, so an ear was more directly
            facing in her direction. As usual, the tavern was crowded, hardly an empty seat to be had. With the cacophony of all the various
            conversations, laughter, scraping of chairs, pounding of fists on tables, it was difficult to catch all the words when anyone
            spoke. She often engaged in the same maneuver.
         

         
         “I beg your pardon?” he said.

         
         She raised her voice to be heard over the din. “Jimmy apologized—quite profusely, actually.”

         
         “Good.”

         
         “He was rather insistent I let you know.”

         
         He merely nodded.

         
         “Do you often threaten to break fingers?”

         
         “I threaten to break a good many things. I don’t tolerate men mistreating women.”

         
         “But you don’t even know me.”

         
         “Acquaintanceship is not a requirement for my ensuring you’re not harassed.”

         
         “I could be a right termagant.”

         
         The mouth wasn’t smiling but the eyes were, and somehow that made him far more dangerous, more approachable, more charming.

         
         “Wouldn’t matter.” He seemed to settle more comfortably into the straight-backed wooden chair as though it were the most plush cushioned armchair that existed in the world. “You don’t speak as though you come from the streets.” 

         
         “Neither do you.” He spoke as though he’d been born to the aristocracy. She’d heard that the family of bastards, in spite
            of their humble upbringing and scandalous backgrounds, had educated themselves in all things important and proper so they
            could move about within the upper echelons of Society and not be found lacking. And it seemed of late, most of them were moving
            easily about in that world. Except him. She couldn’t recall seeing him anywhere other than at a church for a wedding.
         

         
         “I suspect we had a very different education. Did I have the right of it last night? You hail from Mayfair?”

         
         “Why is it important that you know?”

         
         “Why is it important that I not?”

         
         She glanced around, made sure no one was signaling for her, wishing like the devil someone was, before bringing her attention
            back to him. If he was going to keep at it like water eroding stone, she might as well eliminate the mystery of it, so he’d
            leave her be. “I once lived in Mayfair, yes.”
         

         
         His eyes narrowed slightly as though he was striving to make sense of what that meant. “Then you’re an aristocratic lady.”

         
         “No.” Once, but no more. “You would be incorrect.” Three months ago you wouldn’t have been, but today you are. But then three months ago I wouldn’t have brought you scotch,
               we’d have never carried on a conversation, and I’d have been glad of it. Although she’d have only been glad of it because she wouldn’t have known how he had the power to look at her as though no
            one else existed in the world.
         

         
         “It’s not often that I am.”

         
         Was that his polite way of calling her a liar? “That’s an arrogant statement, and yet you didn’t sound particularly arrogant while saying it. As a matter of fact, you sounded rather humble.” 

         
         Was she flirting? She didn’t think so. She no longer flirted with men. It only led to heartache.

         
         “The truth comes with confidence; it doesn’t require arrogance.”

         
         “You’re a philosopher, then.”

         
         He shrugged. “I’d wager you were trained to have a place in that aristocratic world, and not as a servant, but as one who
            is served.”
         

         
         “I won’t take that wager. I’ve had some education, yes.” The questions were becoming too pointed, too close to revealing the
            truth of her. “If you’ll excuse me, I have other customers.”
         

         
         “I have a proposition for you.”

         
         Oh, she did wish he hadn’t said that just as she was beginning to like him. “You and half the gentlemen here. I’m not interested.”

         
          

         As she threw back those slender shoulders and marched away, he almost called out, “Who propositioned you?”

         
         It seemed more words needed to be had with a few chaps.

         
         With a sigh, taking a slow sip of his scotch, he admitted he could have handled that better. Probably should have eased into
            it a bit more, worded it a little differently. And how often were the blokes here referred to as gentlemen? Most were laborers, dockworkers, bricklayers—not that he found anything wrong with those occupations. He’d once been a dockworker
            himself.
         

         
         But in Mayfair any man who crossed her path would have been a lord, a noble, a true gentleman. Referred to as such, treated as such. What the hell was she doing here?
         

         
         It wasn’t for a lark. When Gillie had first opened the place, on occasion he’d helped out. The work was demanding. He preferred the docks. At least there he hadn’t been required to be polite to people upon whom he wanted to dump ale. Which might have been what prompted him to threaten Jimmy last night. Normally, he would have just told him to leave off and that would have been sufficient. But something about the quick flash of fear on her face when Jimmy had tumbled her onto his lap had set Beast’s back teeth on edge. He didn’t believe she was accustomed to the frequent roughness of this area of London. So his words had been accompanied with a warning. 

         
         After finishing off his scotch, he removed his watch from his waistcoat pocket, checked the time, and tucked it away. An hour
            before they closed. It was bloody cold out, and he intended to make sure the bloke who’d come for her last night came for
            her tonight.
         

         
         As she appeared to be deliberately avoiding any reason to look in his direction, it took him a while to catch her attention
            and hold up his empty glass. While he’d been unable to stop looking at her.
         

         
         Bloody hell, she was beautiful. But her attractiveness had little to do with her heart-shaped face, the sharp cut of her cheekbones,
            the delicate bridge of her small nose, or her kissable lips. Although when taken together they created a stunning creature.
         

         
         It was the command she had over those features that intrigued him. They never revealed anger or irritation or impatience.
            No matter how long it took some people to tell her exactly what they wanted, asking questions about the offerings as though
            they’d never been in the tavern—or any tavern—before and didn’t know what could be had. No matter how many times she had to
            return to the same table with additional drinks. No matter how often she had to replace a beverage because the person decided
            that what he’d ordered wasn’t to his taste after all.
         

         
         He suspected that on the nights he wasn’t there she received swats on her backside. He saw one fellow reaching for her with the flat of his hand. His mate slapped his wrist and jerked his head toward Beast. The would-be offender’s eyes widened before he gave a little nod of acknowledgment. Most people in the area were aware of the sort of behavior directed toward women that Trewloves didn’t tolerate. 

         
         She offered the prettiest smile to her customers. But for him, no curling up of her lips, no sparkle in her eyes. Serving
            him was a chore, a duty, and an unpleasant one at that. He wished he didn’t long to have her smile directed his way, wasn’t
            certain why he did. He didn’t know why she’d snagged his attention the night before and continued to hold it. Why she called
            to the loneliness in him.
         

         
         When she finally made her way over to him and set the full glass of scotch down, he said, “You misunderstood regarding my
            proposition.”
         

         
         “I very much doubt it.”

         
         Her nose had gone up ever so slightly and in spite of her diminutive height, she’d managed to give the appearance of looking
            down on him from Mount Olympus.
         

         
         When she immediately walked away, he didn’t try to stop her. He’d had too many of those haughty gazes cast his way over the
            past couple of years, whenever he’d attended one of his siblings’ blasted weddings. Each of them had married a noble and that
            had meant churches filled with the toffs. A couple of the ladies had even approached him, signaling their interest in experiencing a bit of the rough. Seemed they’d believed fucking—a word
            they’d used much to his astonishment as he’d thought proper ladies didn’t even know, much less speak, the term—a commoner,
            especially a bastard one, would be distinctively different than fucking a noble.
         

         
         Taking one against a wall, another bent over a vicar’s desk, he’d probably proven them right, confirmed he was no better than the name they called him. 

         
         He’d felt tainted, sullied, and used afterward, had no desire to ever again be intimate with a blueblood.

         
         If he’d had any doubts before regarding the new barmaid, he had none now. He didn’t know why she was in Whitechapel but knew
            her blood was as blue as it came. And he’d be damned before he’d beg her to help him.
         

         
          

         Staring at the two sovereigns, Althea gingerly picked up one.

         
         “They’re both for you,” Rob said as he dropped the damp rag on the table and began scrubbing the surface.

         
         “Why would he leave me two sovereigns?” To demonstrate the generosity he would bestow upon her if she accepted his proposition?

         
         “Why would he give us any?” Rob asked.

         
         “How many did he give you tonight?”

         
         “Two.”

         
         He wasn’t singling her out, which made her feel somewhat better. Tonight he’d remained until a couple of minutes before closing.
            She’d caught him checking his watch several times, as though he was anxious to be about his business. Why, then, had he remained
            as long as he had?
         

         
         Why had his gaze remained steadfastly on her? He didn’t leer or ogle but was rather subtle in the watching. She doubted anyone
            who observed him could have discerned exactly where his attentions resided, but since his arrival she’d felt as though the
            gentlest of fingers had been tenderly caressing her cheeks or freeing rebellious strands of her hair from the knot pinned
            at the back of her head.
         

         
         When he’d signaled for a third scotch, she’d been certain he was going to broach the subject of his proposition once more, and she had a scathing retort waiting on the tip of her tongue that would make her other two rebuffs seem exceedingly polite. But he hadn’t spoken a single word while she set his glass on the table or after. Had merely studied her as though he could see clear into her soul and had the ability to rummage about in it, seeking out and uncovering all of her secrets. 

         
         She was fairly certain her cheeks had gone crimson beneath his regard, and she regretted that she’d not had the opportunity
            to refuse him once more. With most gents, after they made the lurid suggestion of what they’d like to do with her, they didn’t
            give up until the liquor put them under the table. His proposition was the first she’d received before a gentleman had even
            taken a sip of alcohol, and that had made it all the worse because she couldn’t dismiss it as his merely imbibing too much
            and losing the ability to reason. He’d had all his wits about him. It had hurt that he’d viewed her as someone so undeserving
            of his respect.
         

         
         What did it matter? Griffith had warned her that if she took a position here, she would have to deal with ribald comments
            and indecent proposals. She’d tried two other occupations before resorting to tavern maid. As a seamstress, her skill level
            was such that her stitches seldom met the standard of quality insisted upon for the small payment she was offered. Her time
            at the grocers had been equally disappointing. The owner was often brushing by her or placing his hand on her waist. When
            he’d “accidentally” grazed her breast, she’d found herself summarily dismissed because she’d “accidentally” slapped his face.
         

         
         While she didn’t care for the unwanted attentions here, at least the salary was better than she’d found elsewhere. Other occupations might have been more acceptable, and she was better suited to them, but no one in the aristocracy was going to hire her as a governess or a companion, not after her father’s actions had made the members of her family all pariahs. 

         
         When all was tidied up, and the place was closed up tight for the night, she followed her usual routine and made her way to
            the street. Disappointment slammed into her because Griffith was nowhere to be seen . . . again. What the devil was he doing
            that was causing his tardiness? If it killed her, she would pry the answer from him when he showed.
         

         
         Determining she was in as much danger waiting as walking, she removed the dagger from her reticule and began striding briskly
            home. She again had that warm sensation of someone wrapping a hand around the nape of her neck. Without stopping her strides,
            she swung about, walking backward as she squinted at the dark shadows. She couldn’t see anyone but still had the sense of
            being watched.
         

         
         Spinning back around, she quickened her pace and tightened her hold on the weapon. Surely, she would run into Griffith at
            any moment. Even a hansom cab would be welcomed. She could use a portion of the unexpected coins she’d received tonight to
            get herself home.
         

         
         Glancing back over her shoulder, she saw nothing, heard nothing. It was probably just paranoia on her part after all the warnings
            Griffith had given her. He hadn’t wanted her working at night, but it had been the only position—
         

         
         Suddenly, a hand grabbed her wrist, biting into the tender flesh, and an arm snaked forcefully around her waist. Releasing
            a blood-curdling scream as she was yanked into the darkened alley, she struck out blindly with the dagger, shuddering when
            it hit its mark.
         

         
         “Ye bitch! Ye sliced me!”

         
         A brick wall slammed into the back of her head, and pain ricocheted through it. Flashes of bright light floated around her.
            Her legs lost their vibrancy, and she slowly slid down, down, down . . .
         

         
         From a great distance, somewhere beyond where she existed, she heard a growl, followed by the echoing crunch of bone being crushed. A grunt. Footsteps. 

         
         A large hand gently cradled her head. “Stay with me, Beauty, stay with me.”

         
         His tone reflected a desperation and she dearly wanted to adhere to his demand, but oblivion beckoned, refusing to be denied.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The first thing Althea noted was the warmth surrounding her, the absence of the cold that had been such a part of her for
            so long. Then she was hit by a powerful rose scent that made her eyes water. Someone was alternatingly patting the back of
            her hand and rubbing it.
         

         
         “That’s it, love, come on. Wake up.” The feminine voice was a rough rasp, reminiscent of someone who spent a good bit of time
            coughing.
         

         
         Opening her eyes, she was greeted by the countenance of a woman she judged to be a few years older than her own twenty-four
            years, her hair a fiery red. The woman’s emerald eyes sparkled, and her smile revealed one front tooth overlapping another.
            Her kind expression was offering absolution, a shepherdess accustomed to taking in lost lambs.
         

         
         “There, now, that’s a good girl. You had him worried, you did.” She jerked her head back slightly, and Althea looked past
            her to see Beast Trewlove standing with his right shoulder pressed against the dark green and burgundy patterned wall, near
            a window, his arms crossed over a massive chest that for some reason she thought she knew the feel of. Always before he’d
            been wearing a greatcoat and she’d thought it was partially responsible for his broadness. She was wrong. He was all brawn.
         

         
         “What happened? How did I come to be here?”

         
         Here being a dimly lit parlor rather garishly decorated with red fringed pillows as well as numerous statuettes and paintings
            revealing the taut buttocks and pert breasts of nude couples in various amorous positions. But it also contained the most
            comfortable sofa upon which she’d ever rested her weary body.
         

         
         “Seems you swooned, love,” the woman said.

         
         “I don’t swoon.” She’d never swooned in her life.

         
         “Call it what you like, he had to carry you here.”

         
         In those massive arms against that wide chest. Her mouth went dry with the thought.

         
         “My name’s Jewel, by the way. Here, let’s sit you up, get a bit of warm tea into you.”

         
         Placing her arms around Althea until she was cushioned against her plump breasts, she helped her rise slightly and scoot back
            into the corner adorned with plush pillows. Althea grimaced as dizziness assailed her and pain shot through her skull. She
            pressed her hand to her forehead, but it didn’t help.
         

         
         “I’ve sent for a surgeon,” he said quietly.

         
         She met his gaze. “I’m not in need of a surgeon.”

         
         “The knot on the back of your head and the blood say otherwise.”

         
         All of a sudden the memories assailed her, and she remembered being dragged into an alley, the pain reverberating through
            her head. The growl, the crunching. I threaten to break a good many things. She had a feeling tonight he may have broken the man who attacked her. “You were following me.”
         

         
         “Not with any nefarious intent. I wanted only to ensure no harm came to you after your husband failed to show tonight.”

         
         “My husband?” She shook her head, nearly cried out at the agony, pushed her fingers against her temples. Not moving seemed to be her best course. “Not my husband. My brother.” Then something else struck her. “How did you even know about him?” 

         
         He sported the look of a guilty man.

         
         “You were following me last night as well.” He was the warm feeling against her nape.

         
         “Only until I knew you weren’t alone. Then I went on my way.”

         
         She was torn between appreciating his attentions and resenting them. “My brother will be worried. I have to leave.”

         
         “Not until the surgeon gets here.”

         
         “A surgeon costs coins.”

         
         “I’ll see to that matter.”

         
         “I don’t want to be beholden.”

         
         “I imagine you already are, love,” Jewel said, holding a cup and saucer in front of her face. She lifted the cup—

         
         “I can do it.” Taking the cup, she was surprised by how her fingers shook. She closed both hands around the delicate fine
            china, inhaled the rich aroma, took a sip, and nearly groaned from the delicious flavor of it. If she could get herself steady,
            she could leave before the surgeon arrived. But if she stood up now, she’d probably fall flat on her face, and she refused
            to display that weakness in front of him. Once again she glanced around. “Is this a . . . a brothel?”
         

         
         Jewel’s throaty laughter echoed around her. “It is indeed a bawdy house.”

         
         Narrowing her eyes in suspicion, she returned her attention to Beast, wondering if his earlier proposition had involved her
            working here rather than just tending to him personally. He may have been issuing a worse insult than she’d originally surmised.
            “You manage a brothel?”
         

         
         “Jewel manages it. I simply live here.”

         
         She furrowed her brow in confusion. “You’re a”—what would the word be?—“a male trollop?”

         
         It still wasn’t a smile he gave her, but the corners of his mouth eased up more than she’d ever seen them. “No.”

         
         “Not for want of ladies making offers,” Jewel said. “I’ve told him he could earn handsomely if he’d make himself available.”

         
         “Jewel, why don’t you see to the customers who are awaiting their turn?” His tone implied he was giving an order not offering
            a suggestion.
         

         
         As the woman rose from her place on the sofa, Althea was surprised by how tall and substantial she was. Her red silk gown
            hugged her close, left little doubt she had ample attributes to offer a man. “You might want to move her upstairs. The gents
            aren’t going to be happy standing about in the foyer for long. I think you terrified a couple of them when you shouted at
            them all to get out after you barged in here like a madman with her in your arms.”
         

         
         “Give them a free tumble. I’ll cover the cost.”

         
         With a wink and a smile, she comfortingly patted Althea’s shoulder. “Finish your tea. The brandy will do you some good.”

         
         Brandy. No wonder it tasted lovely and warmed so thoroughly. She took another sip, peering over the lip of the cup at Beast,
            who had yet to move so much as his little finger. She wished his nose would itch so he would engage in some movement instead
            of steadfastly watching each of hers. She’d never known anyone who could remain so still for so long.
         

         
         Finally, he said, “We’ve never been properly introduced. They call me Beast.”

         
         “I know. Polly told me.”

         
         “Then you have me at a disadvantage, as I don’t know your name.”

         
         She recalled how he’d referred to her in the alleyway, the desperation in his tone, the roughness of his voice. Beauty. “Althea Stanwick.”
         

         
         “What are you doing here, Miss Stanwick?”

         
         “You brought me here.”

         
         He shook his head. “I’m asking the same question I asked last night. Why are you in Whitechapel, working at my sister’s tavern,
            putting your life at risk wandering the streets alone at night?”
         

         
         “I wasn’t supposed to be alone.” She set the teacup aside. “I have to leave. As I’ve already mentioned, my brother will be
            worried.” Probably frantic by now. According to the clock on the mantel, it was past two.
         

         
         “The surgeon—”

         
         “I’m not seeing a surgeon.” Gingerly, she rose to her feet, grateful when she didn’t sway. “Where’s my cloak?”

         
         “This is unwise on your part.”

         
         “I don’t see how it’s really any of your concern. My cloak, please, sir. Now.”

         
         Uncrossing his arms, he strode over to a plush chair, snatched up her cloak, and what appeared to be his coat. “I’ll accompany
            you home.”
         

         
         “That’s not necessary.”

         
         His glare could have stopped an invading army in its tracks. “Did you learn nothing tonight?”

         
          

         She was an independent, stubborn little minx, the top of her head barely reaching the center of his chest. She projected such confidence at the tavern that it was easy to view her as taller. More challenging when she walked beside him. With the hood of her cloak covering her head, she gave the appearance of being huddled inside the velvet, her slender shoulders slightly hunched, not that he blamed her. It was cold enough to create fog when one breathed, and ice was forming in the dampness. He brought up the collar on his own woolen greatcoat. 

         
         She refused to hold on to his arm for support, but her steps were smaller, slower than they’d been earlier when he’d been
            following her.
         

         
         Knowing she had a protector—refusing to acknowledge the relief he’d experienced to discover he was a brother and not a husband—he
            didn’t understand why he’d lingered outside the Mermaid. Perhaps because her escort had been tardy the night before. Or perhaps
            because he’d had a sense that tonight trouble was afoot.
         

         
         He’d learned to trust his instincts and be cautious when he was eighteen and a lass had lured him into an alley where Three-Fingered
            Bill had introduced him to the ease with which a knife could slide into flesh and the pain it wrought while doing so and afterward.
            It seemed Bill had not taken kindly to his loss in income. What he hadn’t counted on was that Beast wouldn’t go down easily.
            When Beast was done fighting for his life, Bill had lost his.
         

         
         In spite of his victory, he had nearly died that night from the wound the gang boss and pimp so expertly delivered. Fortunately,
            a surgeon more skilled with a scalpel had seen him spared from dancing with the devil at such a tender age. Rapping on Death’s
            door was not an experience he cared to repeat before his black hair turned silver. Some were still about who took exception
            to his prowling the streets to ensure none took advantage of those in need or preyed on the weak and disadvantaged. His fists
            had served many who hadn’t the strength themselves to ward off the miscreants.
         

         
         Tonight they’d served her. He’d never been more grateful that his size gave him the advantage in a fight, that he had the
            skills to protect, that he’d been there when she’d needed him.
         

         
         He was relieved when he spotted a hansom cab and was able to hail it down because he hadn’t wanted her trudging all the way back to her residence, had decided if her steps slowed any further, he’d carry her. Although she’d no doubt protest. 

         
         She didn’t say anything as he assisted her inside the buggy, and he wondered if she needed all her energy to simply move.
            He should have insisted she wait for the surgeon. Instead, he’d directed a footman to inform the man his services weren’t
            needed after sending one saying they were. He’d send a generous payment round to the surgeon in the morning for the inconvenience
            of disturbing his slumber. Knowing Dr. Graves as he did, he suspected he’d probably donate it to a charitable hospital.
         

         
         He gave the driver her address. She’d shared it with him earlier, because she’d been unfamiliar with her surroundings. New
            to Whitechapel, she didn’t know her way around all the warrens and alleyways that made up the rookeries. Whereas he was familiar
            with every nook and cranny, knew she lived in one of the less reputable areas. His mum’s home was on the outskirts of Whitechapel,
            but as they’d grown up, he and his siblings had spent a good bit of time on these streets because they offered adventure.
            Often adventure fraught with danger, but excitement all the same.
         

         
         He didn’t think Althea was searching for adventure, didn’t think she’d be here if she didn’t have to be. She wasn’t here because
            she’d married a commoner as he’d originally thought.
         

         
         The cab drew to a halt in front of a residence that had seen better days. He handed up the fare through the opening in the
            roof. The driver took it and the locked doors sprung open. Beast leapt out and handed her down.
         

         
         “Thank you.” With a gasp, she widened her eyes, pointed toward the street. “There goes your cab. Why didn’t you stop him?
            You’re unlikely to find another near here.”
         

         
         “I’ll walk, once I’ve seen you safely inside.”

         
         “That’s not necessary.”

         
         “The windows are pitch-black. Allow me to go inside and light a lamp for you, ensure all is well.”

         
         With a sigh, no doubt too tired to argue with him, she walked to the door, removed a key from a hidden pocket at her waist,
            and inserted it into the lock. He heard the scrape, a little clank, before she shoved open the door.
         

         
         Following her inside, with the dim light from the streetlamps easing in through the windows, he could make out the shape of
            a lamp on the table. Removing the match safe from his waistcoat pocket, he struck a match, lifted the glass covering, and
            lit the wick of the oil lamp. The light revealed the only furniture to be the square oaken table and two straight-backed wooden
            chairs. “It doesn’t appear your brother is here.”
         

         
         “He could be asleep in his chamber. Thank you for escorting me home.”

         
         “I’ll wait until you’ve checked.”

         
         With a sigh, she picked up the lamp. “You’re quite irritating.”

         
         She wandered toward the hallway. He followed. It was short, hardly a hallway at all. She knocked on the door at one end. “Griffith?”

         
         After another knock, she opened the door and lifted the lamp higher to reveal blankets and clothing strewn over the floor.
            No furniture at all. How did someone like her come to this?
         

         
         Turning, she came up short at the sight of him standing there, the slight jerking of her head causing her to grimace with
            obvious discomfort. “He’s not here. He’s probably out searching for me. Unaware I’ve returned home, he could be gone for ages.”
            She paled. “Unless something horrible has happened to him, and that’s the reason he didn’t come for me tonight.”
         

         
         In Whitechapel, something horrible happening was always a possibility, but her brother carried himself with the confidence of someone fully capable of taking care of himself. It was the reason he hadn’t continued to follow her when the man had shown the night before. “I know you’ve taken a dislike to me, but if you’ll let me tend to your wound, I’ll go out and find him.” 

         
         Her delicate brow pleated. “How will you manage that?”

         
         “If he’s searching for you, he’ll be on the path
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