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CHAPTER 1
G reenwich, England
September 1825

The sharp sound of two rapiers colliding rang out through the early morning mist. A
shrouded figure dressed entirely in black faced off with a sailor who had decided to
pick afight with the wrong man.

Drake stood in the shadows of a nearby oak as he watched the interaction take place.
He had long heard of the prowess that Flavian Davies possessed on the dueling field.
This morning he' d decided to find out for himself.

He had to admit that his technique was practically flawless. It was clear his opponent
was outmatched. He just didn’t seem to know it yet.

The odd thing that struck Drake was the fact young Davies never fought without his
concealing attire. From head to toe, he was like the grim reaper moving through the
cloudy haze covering the field. But instead of a scythe, he acquired souls by the nick
of his steel blade. Except that was another curiosity. He never challenged anyone to a
duel. He was always the recipient of someone’s ire for one reason or another. And he
never once took a life. The most he did was draw first blood until the seconds
standing by called the match. Generally, it was Davies who was the victor.

Stop playing with him and end this debacle. Drake wanted to shout his annoyance,
but neither did he want to distract either opponent. He held no loyalty to either of



them, but he held the belief that any duel should be fair. He had dealt with too many
crooks and thieves over the course of histhree and thirty years to appreciate honesty.

Y ears before, he hadn’'t been so forgiving, eager to gain what he was due and be
damned with the consequences of his actions. It wasn't until he’d spent some time on
the sea that he’d stopped to wonder if the life he'd been living thus far had been
worth it. Yes, he'd had power, wealth, and the reputation to back up his actions. And
yet—something had been missing.

He had traveled extensively, living an unburdened life most dreamed of, and he was
still restless, unsatisfied.

Perhaps that was why he had gotten up before dawn and made his way to this
abandoned stretch of land to observe a match that had nothing to do with him.
Curiosity was the single thing that had propelled him to come here. He refused to
think of it as desperation for alife that had no meaning.

His brow furrowed when the sailor fell to the ground and Davies poised his weapon
directly in line with the man’s throat, as if this was the one time he might break his
rule and end a miserabl e existence.

“Leavetoday or next time | might not be so generous.”

The raspy voice rang out clearly as Davies tossed his weapon away but something
caused Drake to frown. There was something... off about the tenor. He had heard
Davies tak before and it certainly wasn't with the same inflection. He could be
speaking out of theatrics, which would make sense considering the circumstances. Or
there could be another reason.

Intrigued despite himself, and likely because he had nothing better to do, Drake
decided that the matter might be worth further investigation. It had been some time



that he' d been able to solve a mystery and he had the time and the efforts in which to
accomplish most anything. If he wanted to learn a scandal within the royal household,
it would be no issue for him to find enough fodder to do so. Then again, Prince
George IV had no trouble offering enough outrageous behavior for the gossips to use
against him.

As the duel reached its conclusion and the opponent limped from the field in defeat,
Drake’'s focus was on the couple heading in the opposite direction. The furrow
between his brows deepened because it looked as though Davies was having a heated
discussion with his second. It struck him as odd because although there were times of
discord in high tension times like this, Drake found it curious that there was anything
wrong with the way the tide had turned. Unless, of course, Davies wanted to end this
particular life and was instructed not to do so.

Drake wondered what had caused the duel in the first place and decided that the best
place to try to uncover the mystery surrounding Flavian Davies, he needed to go to
the Coach and Horses pub where he'd first learned of this morning’s entertainment.
Without anything else to occupy his time, Drake adjusted the cap on his head and lit a
cheroot as he strolled away.

As soon as they were safely ensconced inside the dark carriage, Fleur Davies ripped
off the hood of her costume. Her hands were shaking but it had nothing to do with the
fact she could have easily lost her life or a limb. She was furious at the man sitting
across from her. Flavian was her twin brother, the last of the family she had left, and
yet there were times she wanted to run him through with the sword everyone thought
he wielded in these ridiculous duels.

“Thisisthe last time, Flav! Do you hear me? I’m not cleaning up after you anymore.
| shouldn’t have to put my life on the line because you find this all alark.”



He removed his hood and tossed it to the side. Although Fleur shared certain
characteristics with Flavian—the height and slim build, which made it possible for
Fleur to convince everyone that she was her brother—their eyes were the marked
difference. She had green like their late mother, while Flavian's were brown like their
sire.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t where the similarities ended between her brother and their
late father. Both liked their drink and they enjoyed the company of women. Syphilis
had put their father in his grave, and while Fleur wasn't privy to her brother suffering
the same ilIness, he was well on hisway to leaving this earth sooner rather than later.
Fleur never knew if it was their mother’s death that had caused their father to spiral
into such adark existence, but she wasn’t about to see her brother meet the same end.
She would fight with her every last breath to ensure he didn’t. He was all she had left
in the world.

The problem was that while she was working at the Greenwich Hospital School
teaching Latin to the orphans of maritime soldiers, Flavian had plenty of time to get
himself into mischief. At four and twenty, he was younger by six minutes, and Fleur
was tired of feeling as though she was the elder sister by years when it was a matter
of chance that she had been born first.

“I’m sorry,” Flavian grumbled. “1 told you it was a misunderstanding.”

“Yes. Aren't they al?’ she snapped. After facing her toughest opponent to date, she
wasn’'t in the mood to humor Flavian at the moment. She was still trying to shake off
the misgivings that had taken hold of her the moment she’'d arrived at the field that
morning.

She had the strangest sensation that she had been watched, and yet, she hadn’t noticed
anyone else around.



Normally, Fleur didn’t dare brush back the curtain of the carriage, not wanting to take
any chances that she would be seen but something compelled her to glance out. The
moment she did her breath caught on a gasp.

“What isit?’

She ignored her brother’s query as her focus fixated on the man standing next to a
nearby tree. She saw him grind out a cheroot beneath his hedl, the last of the smoke
expelling from his mouth. He wore a cap pulled down low over his forehead, but not
so far as to conceal prominent cheekbones and a strong jawline. He exuded mystery
and danger and she felt a shiver of unease trail up her spine. The worst part was the
piercing manner of his stare as he looked at their passing vehicle. It caused her to
quickly let the curtain fall back into place.

“What’ s wrong, Fleur?”’

Her brother’ s insistence made her look at him in annoyance. Letting out a heavy sigh
she said, “Nothing that concerns you. Just promise me that you will do your best to
remain hidden for the rest of the day while I’'m at the orphanage. Do not cause any
more trouble for me than you already have.”

With that, the interior fell silent. She knew that Flavian was brooding, and while she
might have been harsh, she didn't care. He had to learn to curb his excesses or she
would be forced to let him accept the consequences of his own actions. She had
covered for him for months and the notoriety they were starting to gain was not
something she was comfortable with. Flavian, on the other hand, was eager to please
the public and when they started to place wagers on who would be the victor in his
next match, he was happy to comply because part of the proceeds ended up in his
pockets.

Fleur had never wanted to take Flavian's place on the field, but she knew that he



wasn't any good with a sword, while she had learned to fence, anong other things,
after their father had passed. The only thing her brother did was lift a bottle to his
lips.

She didn't want to become bitter toward her twin. They had always been close
because they knew they only had each other to rely on, but she was tired of trying to
struggle to make ends meet when the frustrations became too much to bear. They had
made their way from Birmingham to Greenwich because Fleur hoped the smaller
village and the change of scenery would help to curb her brother’s excesses. Thus far
it had not. She was starting to wonder if it might take a serious injury for him to see
the deadly game that they were embarking upon.

The carriage pulled up into the inn yard of the Coach and Horses. There were a
handful of people who knew the true identity of the figure behind the dark shroud.
The innkeeper, Joseph Evans, the stablemaster, Daniel, and George, their coachman.
If it wasn't for the consideration of these three men, Fleur wasn't sure how she might
survive the scandal that would ensue if the truth were ever uncovered. It would surely
ruin her reputation and most certainly that of Flavian. She couldn’t comprehend the
level of his despondency should he be branded a coward who allowed his sister to
fight his battles,

Once the carriage stopped, Fleur put back on her concealing hood and then jumped to
the ground. She was eager to don her gown once more and act as though she hadn’t
just deceived her opponent and his second, but the rest of the pub who were eager to
learn the outcome of the morning. She gritted her teeth, despising their enjoyment
and the dlight sense of pride that shot through her when they praised Flavian when it
was her prowess that they were commending without knowing the truth.

A secret back room in the stables was where Fleur and Flavian kept their costumes.
As she removed her hood and flung it into the trunk, she prayed that she wouldn’t
have to wear it again anytime soon. Preferably never again, but she knew that



miracles didn’t happen overnight.

Nevertheless, as Flavian joined her and tossed his hood into the trunk next to hers, he
looked contrite. But then, he generally did each time. His guilt lasted long enough for
him to get in trouble again. “I promise | won't let my temper get the better of me
again.”

Fleur’s mouth twisted bitterly. “I’ve heard those excuses before, so forgive me if |
can’'t put much faith into them now.”

Flavian hung his head as he turned and shuffled over to the door leading back into the
stables where he would wait for her to change.

Fleur told herself not to allow her heart to be made heavy by his actions. It wasn’t
anything she hadn’t seen before, and yet, his vulnerability tugged at her heart. If he
could find a proper lady to care for him and love him as she'd done all these years
they’ d been on their own, Fleur knew that was the only way she might hope to have a
chance at anormal life without all of thisintrigue.

She set those thoughts aside and put on her gown. The light blue cotton was starting
to show signs of wear, her undergarments and petticoats were thin and patched
severa times. At least her corset and small bustle were still in good order.
Nevertheless, it wasn't as though she had a wealth of funds at their disposal to buy
new garments. She was given a decent wage for her work at the orphanage but it was
her brother’s spendthrift habits on women and drink that kept them at poverty level.
Thankfully, their modest cottage was provided by Joseph Evans at a rent that she
could actually afford to pay.

Considering the dire straits, Fleur considered taking a second position as a serving
maid at the pub but the idea of listening to the constant innuendo and allowing the
rowdy gentlemen customers to fondle her at will did not settle well with her. She had



always tried to live a proper life, perhaps to compensate for the wild oats that her
brother thought it so necessary to sow.

Fleur was still winding her hair up into a knot, pinning it on her head when she left
the stable room and gave her brother a stern warning. “Do try to curb your excesses
today, Flavian. | shall see you this evening.”

With that, she headed toward the school.

* % %

Drake was sitting at the bar nursing an ae in the Coach and Horses when his quarry
walked in from a back entrance. Davies exchanged a few words with the innkeeper,
Mr. Evans, and then he walked over to a table and slouched down into the chair. A
drink was set before him, but he reluctantly waved away the offer.

Drake found this curious behavior for someone who had just won a duel; he’d have
thought Davies' victory would have had him riding high.

Grabbing his tankard, he walked over to the table and took a seat across from Davies
without being asked to join. The man’s brow instantly furrowed and he opened his
mouth just as Drake withdrew a deck of cards from his pocket and asked smoothly,
“Are you agambling man, Mr. Davies?’

The frown deepened. “How did you know?—7"’
Drake shuffled the deck with a slight upturn of hislips. “I know a great many things.
| used to live alife that demanded it. Most of the time my knowledge was dependent

on life or death.”

His companion crossed his arms and gave him a hard look. At least, Drake was sure



that was what was intended, but he wasn't intimidated by the younger man. In fact,
Drake had yet to come across an opponent that struck true fear into his chest. He'd
lived the life of many men by the time he was twenty-one and never expected to
make it that far. “I wish to be left alone.”

As he spoke the words, Drake could see the sweat starting to bead on Davies' brow,
his focus intent on the deck that Drake held. “I don't think so.” He signaled the
serving wench and she sauntered over with a seductive light in her eyes. Drake was
not interested in what she had to offer at the moment. “A drink for my new friend, if
you please. Put it on my tab.” Davies started to halt the maid’s progress, but Drake
added, “Surely you are thirsty after your efforts on the field this morning.”

Immediately the boy tensed. “What would you know of it?" He glanced down at his
buff trousers and white shirt, worn blue waistcoat and jacket as if he were still
wearing the black shroud from this morning.

“I’m not passing judgment on your actions,” Drake said with a shrug. “As | said, |
was once like you.” The maid returned and set a tankard of ale in front of Davies
before she waked away, but not without bending forward and offering Drake a
glimpse of the shadowed valley of her breasts.

Again, he ignored her in favor of the opponent before him. If Davies was intent on
causing havoc with everyone he met, he had yet to make Drake’ s acquaintance.

“Who are you?’
Drake snorted. He considered not answering, but since he doubted the pup knew his

name, nor the reputation that proceeded it, he answered truthfully. “You can call me,
Mr. Porter.” He held up the deck. “Would you care to deal, Flavian?’
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CHAPTER 2

B y the end of the long day, Fleur was eager to sit down and rub her tired feet and get
something to eat. She hoped that her brother’d had the kindness to fix supper with
what little rations that they had to their name. But cabbage stew would be better than
nothing at this point. Her stomach was rumbling with hunger.

The Coach and Horses was on the way home and although she wanted to believe the
best of Flavian, as she walked by the pub and heard the commotion going on within,
her heart sank. There were very few times that the pub got that rowdy. There was
either a fight or a high stakes match taking place. Knowing her brother’s weakness
for cards as well as everything else, she feared that Flavian had already returned to
his usual vices. She might have saved her breath this morning because it never
seemed to do any good.

Anger energizing her, Fleur stomped toward the establishment and pushed open the
door.

At first, she wasn't able to see anything. The crowd was on their feet making it
impossible to see what was going on. But it was obviously something of import, for
another round of cheers went about the pub and money was being exchanged among
the assemblage. It made her furious because she was more convinced than ever that
Flavian was at the heart of this debacle.

When she managed to catch a glimpse of the innkeeper through the crowd, the
despondency she saw on his face confirmed what she had prayed not to be true.



Pushing her way forward, through the throng of eager onlookers, she stopped when
she saw her brother lay down a hand of cards that many would think was a good hand
when playing Three Card Brag. But when her mind whirled with what he might have
been using for blunt—and how much—she placed a hand on her stomach.

“It'syour play, Mr. Porter.”

The smug sound of Flavian’s voice didn’t bother her nearly as much as the identity of
his opponent. With the hat pulled down low and a slow swirl of smoke coming from
the cheroot between his fingers, Fleur recognized him as the same man who had been
at the duel that morning. She didn’t know who he was and neither did she care. She
just knew she had to get her ignorant brother away from him before he did any more
damage.

She started to move forward once more, but the collective gasp that went around the
crowd as Mr. Porter laid down his cards did not sound positive for Flavian—or her.
“A running flush is very good, Mr. Davies, but | regret that a prial trumps your hand.”

A puff of smoke emphasized his words and accentuated the look of shock on her
brother's face. She knew right then that he had done something unthinkable.
Something possibly unforgiveable.

She pushed a random stranger out of her way and stood over Flavian. She saw the
empty tankards lined up along the opposite edge of the table and realized that it was
worse than she'd imagined because he was in his cups. That was when he made the
most dreadful errorsin judgment that she generally had to pay for.

She reached down and grabbed his jacket and yanked hard. He stumbled out of his
seat but managed to retain his footing as she hissed, “We' re going home. Now .”

Flavian appeared to still be in shock over his loss, and she would learn what she



would have to atone for later. Right now, she just wanted out of this miserable place.
Shoving him toward the door, she made it a handful of steps before a deep voice
behind her asked evenly, “I didn’t realize there was a Mrs. Davies.”

Fleur didn’t bother to turn around and look at the man. She knew it was the one who
had challenged her brother and she hated him for it. “I’m his sister, sir. And | would
kindly ask you to leave us alone before you do any more damage.”

Without saying anything else, she managed to get Flavian outside before the man
spoke up again, having followed them out the door. “I’'m afraid it’s too late for that,
Miss Davies.”

Again, Fleur’s stomach twisted into a knot of fear. She didn’'t lessen her pace as she
gritted her teeth and tossed over her shoulder. “Y ou took advantage of my brother.
That is hardly the act of a gentleman.”

“| never said | was one.”

Her breath started to come in short pants. Either from anger or panic, she wasn't yet
sure why as of yet. “Whatever it is we can discuss at another time, when my brother
has had time to sober from all the drink you plied him with.”

“1 hope you aren’t trying to infer that | did anything without Mr. Davies consent. |
can assure you it was a fair game and there were plenty of witnesses to attest to that

fact.

Fleur was starting to lose patience but since they were nearly at the cottage, she kept
her silence until she was able to open the door. “I will be inside in a moment,” she
snapped at Flavian, who walked over the threshold with the same sort of blank look
on his face. She slammed the door behind him and finally turned to face her
adversary.



The breath abruptly left her lungs.

This man wasn't just a nuisance. He was the blackguard of all blackguards, the
devil’ s right hand. Beneath the cap that he wore low over his forehead were a pair of
intense silver eyes that penetrated her without a single touch. He intruded upon her
very soul without trying because he was a man born with hell running through his
veins. Never before had she met a man like him, and she could only pray that she
never did again.

However, since she needed to stay strong against him, she crossed her arms and
squared off with him as an equal. But if he challenged her to a duel, something told
her she wouldn’t win that fight. “What does he owe you?’

He had tossed aside his cheroot somewhere along the way, but his height and the
strong line of hisjaw and cheekbones were enough to cause her heart to jump into her
throat with awareness of this virile figure standing before her in the waning light of
day. He might have been handsome except for the fact he was a demon in the guise of
a simple human. She dreaded to think what sort of menacing man he might be in the
darkness.

“More than you can hope to ever pay,” he returned, his words dripping with a mix of
sarcasm and satisfaction, as if he enjoyed having people at his mercy. She had no
doubt it was true and she didn’t relish being his next conquest.

She closed her eyes momentarily and exhaled a heavy breath. “Whatever it is, | will
makeit right.”

His gaze flicked up and down, and then his lips stretched into what could only be
considered a smile, athough it was without any sort of warmth or affection. It was
calculating, like he was working out a solution in his mind that would only benefit
him. “It is not your debt to pay.”



“Perhaps not,” she concurred. “But | have taken care of my brother for more than five
years. He is all the family | have and | won't let anyone take him from me.” She
dared to step closer to him. “Name your price, Mr. Porter.”

* % %

Drake wasn’t surprised by anyone. Ever. For someone who had grown up in the least
welcome circumstances, who had fought and clawed his way to the surface or face
death, he had learned a lot about people and what they were willing to withstand for
survival.

He had yet to find anyone that knew what that feeling was like but he felt a dight
connection to Miss Davies. He'd had no idea that Flavian had a sister but he was
more intrigued that he would admit. “How old are you?’

“Four and twenty. Six minutes older than my brother.”

He lifted a curious brow. “You'retwins.”

He didn’'t phrase it as a question but she answered him nonetheless. “Yes. Does that
make a difference?’

He wanted to laugh at the mocking lilt to her voice but he hadn’'t dared to try in so
long he wondered if he still had the ability. Instead, he narrowed his gaze sharply. “It
matters not to me if you are siblings, cousins, or related at all. The only thing | want
iIswhat is owed to me.”

“Again, | ask, how much does he owe you?' She clenched her jaw mutinously and
with the way her green eyes flashed and the waning light hit her black hair, Drake
found himself temporarily transfixed by her sensual allure.



He quickly pushed any interest aside as his exploits were dedicated to the ladies of
the brothel s, women who wanted the same things he did, pleasure and money.

“Six hundred pounds.”

He had to applaud the lady for not falling over in a dead faint at the sound of the
small fortune. It was a pittance to Drake these days but to someone in poor condition
like the Davies' twins, it was easily ayear’s wages.

“l see.” She seemed to consider her options but he couldn’t imagine she would find
any solution that would benefit them both. “ Are you staying at the Coach and Horses,
Mr. Porter?’

“1 had not yet secured lodgings for the night. | didn’'t think | would be doing much
more than passing through.”

“It's a shame you didn’t follow through with your original intent,” she noted primly.
“If you give me your direction, | will call on you tomorrow to discuss this matter at
length. 1 will need to speak with my brother when he is properly coherent.”

Drake wondered what she might be thinking in that lovely head of hers but he
decided to humor her because he didn’t have anything better to do. “Very well. You
can find me there in the morning. Nine o’ clock?’

“That suits me.”

With that, she turned and entered the cottage, leaving him standing alone.

Drake turned on his heel and headed back for the heart of the village. Miss Davies
had given him something to ponder for the evening. Herself.



He regretted that he didn't catch her name but it wouldn't be a large hurdle to
overcome. He was confident that he could gain the information from the innkeeper.
Although Mr. Evans had appeared to be friendly with the Davies' siblings, he hadn’t
done much to stop the gambling match. No doubt the extra income he’'d earned from
the eager patrons had swayed his conscience to allow it to continue.

Whistling a jaunty tune to himself, Drake decided that he wouldn’t mind getting to
know Miss Davies a bit more. When he considered the curves that were lurking just
beneath the worn clothes and those green eyes that he pictured darkening with
passion, he amost smiled.

“Get your things. We're going to London.”

Flavian looked at her with a puzzled expression. The drink was still working on him.
“What are you rambling on about?’

Fleur lost what was left of her patience. She walked over to her twin and poked him
roughly in the chest with each point she made. “ First , you directly go against my
plea to cease and desist your excesses. Second , | don’'t have the money to recoup
your losses, so we are going to have to flee. Third , you might have just made one of
the worst enemies we could possibly imagine.”

Thinking of those glittering silver eyes now made Fleur want to hide beneath the bed.
Flavian blinked. “How much did | lose?’
“Six hundred bloody pounds!” she hissed. She didn’'t wait for that to sink in before

she stomped into her room and started gathering as many of her persona effects as
she could. Her brother followed her and as she tossed things onto the bed, she



continued to rant about his behavior. “You see, unless you have managed to find a
way to marry arich heiress, there is nothing else to be done. We had a good life here,
Flavian. | liked teaching at the orphanage. But, as usual, you have made it impossible
for us to enjoy a simple existence. If | hope to gain any funds to keep us afloat then
we are going to have to make some drastic changes. If you won't do it then it appears
itisupto me.”

He snorted, as if she was being nonsensical. “That’s impossible. | don't have six
hundred pounds.”

Fleur’s teeth gnashed together. “You didn’t listen to aword | just said, did you? | am
going to have to do the one thing | vowed never to do because of your inability to
restrain yourself.”

He crossed his arms and went to lean against the doorjamb. He nearly missed and
stumbled to regain his footing before he let his arms go lax at his sides. “| find that
particularly insulting?—"

“Good!” she nearly shouted. Stuffing her things into the valise, she sslammed it shut
and faced off with him once more. “I have reached my limit of tolerance with your
bad habits. | love you as my brother but | am tired of taking care of your mistakes. If
you want to go with me or not it’s your choice. But | am not going to stay here and
try to explain how | might come up with enough money to pay off this man. | have
been afool to imagine | could live a proper life until this point. | can see now it was
only adream.”

She brushed past Flavian and headed for the door. She knew that she could secure a
horse from the pub but she would have to be stealthy about it. The way her luck was

going at the moment Mr. Porter was likely to show up unexpectedly.

“Fleur, walit.”



Her brother grasped her arm and she stopped with a frustrated exhale. She turned to
him and saw that some of the earlier alcoholic glaze had dissipated from his brown
eyes. She was thankful for that at least. Perhaps he might see reason after all. “I'll
grab my things.”

She considered leaving without waiting for him but she had never been able to deny
him anything. The responsibility that continued to flow through her veins was a true
hindrance.

He disappeared into his room and then returned a short time later carrying abag. “I'm
ready.” She nodded sharply, intent on putting as much distance between them and
Mr. Porter, but her brother’s next words made her pause. “I'm sorry. About
everything.”

Fleur wanted to believe him. She redlly did. But she'd heard the contrite note to his
voice before. And expected to hear it again. Unfortunately, it was too late for
apologies as the damage she' d aways worried about had finally occurred. “Let’s not
talk of it anymore. Timeis not on our side.”

Together they quickly made their way to the stable yard of the Coach and Horses
where she encountered Daniel. He frowned when he saw them. Before he could
speak, Fleur said, “We need two horses made ready as soon as you can make them
able.” She glanced at Flavian. “We need to get to L ondon tonight.”

With a heavy sigh, the stablemaster nodded. “| see.”
Fleur followed him inside the stable as he got to work. Flavian walked over to the
other side and sat down on a bale of hay to wait. “1 will send the horses back as soon

as|’mable,” she promised.

Daniel shook his head as he set the sidesaddle on the docile mare. “Are you sure



there' s no other option for you?’

She wished she could say yes. “Not after what happened this afternoon.”

He paused in histask. “I would have stopped him if I'd known what was happening.”

“1 know you would have,” she whispered, emotion starting to clog her throat. “But
it's done now. There is no use wishing for a different outcome.” She glanced toward
the pub and shivered. “ Something tells me Mr. Porter is not the sort of man to absolve
such a debt, so thisis the path | must traverse. What | make at the orphanage will not
gain me the sort of funds | could earn in London.”

As Daniel ensured the mare was ready, he walked over to a gelding and started to
make him ready for the journey. “I fear you are the only one who has drawn the
losing hand this round.”

Fleur tried not to allow his words to affect her but he was right. “I love my brother.”
It was a weak explanation but it was all she had to offer. “He is my only family. |
can’'t let something happen to him if I might find away to prevent it.”

“It still isn’t right,” Daniel said firmly as he led both horses by their bridles.

Flavian walked over and kept his head down in shame as he mounted, but Fleur made
sure to embrace the man who had become a friend to her. “Y ou can do what you will
with our fencing attire. | won’'t be needing it after tonight.”

With Daniel’s assistance, she got into the saddle. With one last watery glance at the
man and the town of Greenwich, Fleur headed out into the darkness with her brother
right beside her.



Mr. Porter glanced at his pocket watch. It read precisely nine o’'clock and Miss
Davies had yet to appear for their appointed meeting.

He sipped on the black coffee and told himself that she was running late. And yet, the
rational side of thought told him that she wasn’t in the habit of tardiness. The hard
truth was that she wasn't coming. She had lied when he had expected better of her.
She had seemed the honorable sort of woman but he should have known there wasn’t
such athing as awoman who kept her promises. He' d come across too many of them
to believe any of the venom that they spewed out of their mouths.

Setting his cap on his head, he flipped a coin onto the table for his drink and headed
out to the stable yard. He considered going directly to the woman’s house and
confronting her there. But again, his instincts were telling him that would be afool’s
errand.

He walked into the stables and spied a young dark-haired man brushing down arather
impressive black Destrier stallion. “Very nice lines,” Drake noted.

The man glanced up and offered a nod. “He is one of the best we've housed here for
sometime.”

“Indeed.” Drake didn’t bother to point out that the fine horseflesh was his . He looked
about the stable and then moved a bit closer. “It seems to me that there is not very
many horses housed here at all. It seemed more yesterday.”

Drake watched him carefully and saw the way he lowered his head as if to
concentrate on his task rather than evade the query with a blatant untruth. “I can’t
say. The pub has many customers that pass through. | just take care of what is here.”
He set the brush aside. “If you don't mind, | need to speak with the blacksmith
about?—"



In a swift movement, Drake had his dagger poised at the man’ sthroat. “Actualy, | do
mind.” The Adam’s apple bobbed beneath his blade and the steel nicked the man’'s
throat. A shame. He didn’t intend to cause him any harm. Or not much so long as he
told him what he wanted to know. “What is your name?’

The stable master didn’t move. “Daniel.”

Drake lifted a brow. “No last name?’ When Daniel remained stubbornly silent, he
gave a mocking snort. “I suppose it doesn’t signify.” He looked him directly in the
eye. “| don't suppose you are familiar with Flavian Davies and his enchanting sister,
areyou?’

The opposing gaze flicked with recognition. “It's a modest village. Most of us are
known to one another.”

Drake wasn't sure if he was intending to cast him in a dark shadow as an outsider but
he understood stubbornness when faced with it. He flashed his gaze. “| understand
you might consider the siblings your friends but Mr. Davies has absconded with
something of mine. | assume you are aware of the game that took place yesterday?’

The man lifted abrow asif to question what the point of this inquisition was.

Although annoying, Drake had to admire his fortitude. However, it wouldn't last
long. Over the years Drake had developed atalent for gaining information. Setting his
face closer to the stable master, he said low and evenly, “| ask because | believe you
know what has happened to my quarry and | expect you to tell me where they went.”

Again, the man was silent, but Drake could see the flick of uncertainty that passed
through his gaze. It was enough for him to move the dagger down to the center of his
trousers and press the tip against arather sensitive area. “ Now if you please.”



With a gasp, Daniel closed his eyes, but thankfully his mouth started to work.
“London. They went to London,” he spat through clenched teeth.

Drake pressed a bit harder causing Daniel to wince. “ Wherein London?’

He inhaled sharply, a curse following. Drake wasn't sure if it was directed at him—or
to the threat to his nether regions. “Chelsea.”

With narrowed eyes, Drake asked, “For what purpose?’

“To speak with afriend to ease her situation.” He glared back at Drake, his defiance
finally making an appearance. “To find away to pay you .”

Drake’'s mouth twisted as he muttered in a low tone, “ Thank you, Daniel. You have
been of great assistance.” Bringing up the dagger, he flipped it around and slammed
the handle against the stable master’s temple. He instantly crumpled to the ground.
Although he had to give the man a regrettable headache, he couldn’'t allow him to
aert the authorities either. It had been afirm rule that Drake had set down for himself

long ago.

He hadn’t intended to return to London so soon but it appeared he had little choice in
the matter. He glanced about the stable deciding he would inspect things before he
took his leave of Greenwich. If Daniel was as friendly with the Davies twins as he
believed, then there could be something here that might be of use.

It didn’t take him long to find a door that looked interesting. He pushed it open and
saw a small room on the other side with a single trunk. Curious, Drake walked over
and lifted the lid, surprised to find that it wasn’'t locked. At first, he thought it was
empty but then he realized it was just the dark clothing inside that made it appear so
at first glance. He lifted the dark material and rubbed it between his thumb and
forefinger with a thoughtful consideration. They appeared to be the garments that had



been worn during the early morning duel the day before but although it hadn’t made
sense to Drake that both Davies and his second might have worn the concealing
shrouds, now an intriguing idea occurred to him. If Flavian’s sister was truly the one
in charge of her brother, as her actions at the pub might indicate when she ordered
him home, could it be that she was the true talent behind the mask of anonymity as

well?

Drake almost found himself chuckling at the idea that such a dlip of a woman might
manage to deceive so many people—including himself.

Immediately, any humor vanished. He walked over to the Destrier and headed for the
Davies cottage he'd glimpsed the night before. He would see what he could uncover
there and then he was bound for L.ondon.
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CHAPTER 3

T hefirst time Fleur had met Harriette Wilson it was purely by chance. She had come
to London to take care of an unrelated matter concerning Flavian and had bumped
into the courtesan quite literally in the middle of the street. Fleur had not known the
sort of power that the lady had wielded but she must have made an impression in
spite of her prolific apologies because Harriette had invited her to tea at her residence
in Chelsea.

It was there that Harriette had confided to a complete stranger her intention to publish
a series of memoirs about her life and name the men responsible for her current
predicament. She did not seem pleased that she was not gaining the proper support in
her advanced years as she' d hoped.

“Wellington dared to tell me to publish and be damned,” she’'d said nonchalantly. “I
decided to take that as a personal challenge.”

Fleur had been awestruck by the lady and the whirlwind life she had lived
continuously at the mercy of men and their pleasure. Until her circumstances had
become dire, she had managed to make a name for herself and gain the benefit of a
wealthy benefactor. However, not everything lasted forever and the sacrifices due to
her occupation had come with a price.

It was Fleur’s intention to appeal to the lady and attempt to find one gentleman who
might ease her current situation—discreetly, of course—so that she might retain some
semblance of a reputation and put her and Flavian back on the right track to
respectability. No doubt she would have to |leave London and never return if she went



to such drastic lengths, but Fleur told herself that it would be worth it. There was no
point holding on to her virginity any longer if it could be sold to the highest bidder
and save her and Flavian from poverty, or worse yet, Newgate. She might be furious
with her brother because of his shortcomings but she couldn’t stay angry at him. It
was impossible because she'd told her parents that she would look after him when
they were gone and she intended to fulfill that promise to the best of her ability.

It was nearly two in the morning by the time they arrived at the familiar residence in
Chelsea. Fleur prayed that Harriette would remember her and offer her a place to stay
for the night. It had been a gamble to rely on the charity of a woman she’d spent an
afternoon with some time ago but Fleur had always kept her in the back of her mind
if she’d needed someplace to go to for help. She felt that the woman would take pity
on the woes of another trying to make her way with little else to recommend her but
her sex.

“Stay here,” she ordered Flavian as she dismounted and tied the mare to the fence
surrounding the neat townhouse. It might not be in the most affluent area of Mayfair,
but the whitewashed buildings in their tidy rows was a far cry from anywhere that
Fleur and her brother had ever called home. Although Harriette might have believed
herself to be near destitution, Fleur doubted that she ever had to worry about her next
meal.

Or if some intimidating man might come to collect his due like the grim reaper
himself.

It was the image of Mr. Porter’s sleek smirk that had her climbing the front steps and
grasping the door knocker and setting it firmly against the wood. It took another try
before she could hear footsteps coming from within. A tired butler answered the door
with a particularly cross look on his face. He took one look at Fleur’s faded gown and
snapped, “We don’t take vagrants here.” He would have shut the door in her face if
Fleur hadn’t slapped her hand resolutely against it.



“Miss Wilson is known to me. Tell her that Miss Fleur Davies is here to speak with
her with the utmost urgency.” When he didn’'t seem fazed, she added in a softer tone,
“Please.”

He grumbled something beneath his breath but turned and headed for the stairs
without asking her if she would like to wait in the foyer. Since he left the door open
in his wake, Fleur took that as her own personal invitation so she stood inside and
waited. She was aready attempting to think where she might go next if the lady
turned her away when she spied movement on the upper landing.

The butler did not reappear as Harriette descended the stairs in a flowing gown of
white. She looked like an angel descending from the heavens but as she drew closer it
was the hard lines around her mouth and the cynical tilt to her dark head that proved
she was anything but celestial.

“When | was awakened from my slumber and told that you were here | daresay you
could have knocked me over with a feather from surprise.” She smiled in a charming
manner that Fleur was sure had caused the downfall of all those mentioned in her
mMemoirs.

“1 apologize for the late hour?—"

Harriette waved a delicate hand. “Not to worry, my dear. | have grown accustomed to
being disturbed at all hours of the night. Many of which | accepted graciously.”

She smiled in a seductive manner, and heat bloomed in Fleur’s cheeks. Nevertheless,
she attempted to explain her reasons for showing up unannounced. “I admit that |
have come here hoping for assistance that you might be able to provide. My brother,
Flavian and | 2—"

“Your brother?’ her brows lifted with interest.



“Yes,” Fleur confirmed. “My twin brother. He is outside?—"

“Oh, that cannot be borne.” She swept forward and opened the door. “You, on the
horse. Comeinside.”

She waved Flavian inside and as she returned to Fleur, she knew her time was limited
if she wanted to discuss her opportunity with the lady. Afraid she would be
interrupted again, Fleur boldly announced, “I wish for your help in finding a wealthy
benefactor.”

Instantly, a carefully manicured brow lifted. “Y ou wish to become a courtesan?’ Her
knowing gaze traveled down Fleur’'s body then back up. “You are surely an
innocent.”

“Currently, yes,” she concurred. “But don’t gentleman pay well for a... virgin?’

The lady was completely focused now. “Indeed, they can.”

Fleur dared to further blurt out, “My brother got himself into trouble over a gambling
debt. We were forced to flee Greenwich this very evening.”

“How much does he owe?”’

Fleur hated to repeat the sum. It caused a sick feeling in her stomach each time she
did so. “ Six hundred pounds.”

The second brow joined the first. “My. A hefty sum. No wonder you are willing to
barter your innocence.”

“1 find no other option,” Fleur said firmly.



“No,” Harriette returned with a solemness she'd never seen from the woman before,
and likely would not see after. “Most of us usually don’t.”

As Flavian entered the foyer, the conversation halted. Although Harriette leaned over
to speak softly, “1 will see what | can do to ease your circumstances.” Fleur was filled
with a mixture of relief and abhorrence. She was grateful for Harriette's assistance
but she was not looking forward to the distasteful task ahead of her.

But unfortunately, it must be done.

As Harriette walked over and cooed over Flavian, Fleur forced a smile to her face as
she watched her brother absorb the attention.

And prayed for her fate.

Drake lit a cheroot and exhaled a long cloud of white smoke as he leaned against the
lamp post that afternoon, patiently waiting for his quarry to appear.

He'd arrived in London in the early hours of the morning and went to one of his
many residences throughout the city. Considering the sort of illustrious life he’'d led,
he had felt it necessary to acquire several secret locations. Luckily for him, one of
those was a townhouse in Chelsea, not far from where he hoped to come across Miss
Davies.

After afew queries in some of the servant’s ears who loved to gossip, he'd quickly
learned that Harriette Wilson had received a couple of late-night visitors just a few
hours earlier. Curious as to why Miss Davies and her brother might choose to turn to
a notorious courtesan for assistance, Drake figured that she had her reasons and that
they would be revealed in due time.



All he had to do was wait.

After exhaling another long drag from his cheroot, Drake was pleased to find that he
didn’t have long to cool his heels before a carriage stopped in the street. Harriette was
the first to disembark and as she turned to smile at someone behind her, Drake
narrowed his eyes when he recognized the familiar figure of Miss Davies.

As the coach was unloaded with several boxes, he realized that they had spent the day
shopping. A rather curious way for a courtesan and a poor woman to spend the
day—unless it was for a purpose. One that might gain back the blunt that had been

spent.

Drake considered the prospect as they disappeared into the house and the door shut
behind them.

If Flavian was any sort of man, he wouldn’t allow his sister to barter her body for
coin but considering he was the reason she might have been forced to sell her
personal wares, Drake wasn’'t hopeful that he would put a stop to anything.

Grinding the last of the cheroot beneath his heel, Drake headed for Harriette's
residence but instead of walking up the steps to the front entrance, he walked around
back to the servant’s entrance. He rapped lightly on the door that opened into the
kitchens. A young woman was standing there expectantly. One of the maids he would
imagine.

Adopting his most charismatic demeanor, Drake removed his cap and offered a slight
bow. Her cheeks immediately turned a delicate shade of pink. “Good day, miss,” he
said in a caressing tone. “I was hoping that you might help me locate a friend. | was
told she was staying here.”

She smiled broadly from the attention. “Who migh’ that be, guvn'r?’



“Miss Fleur Davies.”

Recognition instantly lit her eyes. “Oh, yes. She’s’ere. Shall | grab ’er for you?’

He shook his head. “That won't be necessary.” He leaned forward as if imparting a
secret. “You see, we didn't part on the best of terms.” He shrugged. “But I'm a
hel pless suitor who refuses to give up when I’ ve found atrue prize.”

“Aww. That's awful sweet 0’ you.” She leaned forward in return, lowering her voice
dightly. “But you migh’ be too late to win ’er hand. She’s goin’ on auction this very
evening.”

Helifted abrow asif he didn't know to what she referred. “ Auction?’

She nodded in confirmation. “Miss Wilson is taking 'er to a secret gentleman’s club
so that "er... waresmigh’ be sold to the 'ighest bidder. If you know wha' | mean.”

He sighed heavily, as if terribly disappointed. “| fear | might have lost my chance to
win her hand then.”

“Not if you 'ave the blunt.”

He inclined his head and donned his cap once more. He handed her a coin which
caused her eyes to light up even further. “Thank you. You have been most helpful.
For your discretion. | wouldn't want to upset Miss Davies when she is about to
embark on an enchanting evening.”

As Drake walked away, he had the strangest feeling in his gut. Normally that would
be instinct warning him that danger was ahead. At the moment, it was just...
unsettling. He wanted to tell himself to forget about Miss Davies and her errant
brother. It wasn’t as though he needed the money that was due to him from Flavian. If



he followed through with trying to collect the debt, it would be more about teaching
the young pup alesson in responsibility and not letting his sister fight his battles for
him al the time.

He returned to his townhouse and headed for the modest study. He employed no
servants because there was no need. He had a scarce amount of furniture and he had
known how to use a stove since he was in short pants. He had always wanted to make
sure that he wasn't tied down to anywhere particular, which is why he had lodgings
scattered all over the city and as far away as Scotland.

The same had always held true for the women he'd bedded. Temporary. No
entanglements. Mutual gratification.

As he sat down behind his desk, he took a key from the inside of his jacket pocket
and unlocked the top drawer. That wasn't where he kept his special ledger. It wasin a
false bottom beneath the desk, which he opened using a special combination. The
compartment fell open and he retrieved the documentation that kept track of all of his
monetary investments. From various business investments to every single ha penny
that he held, it was all written down here.

He opened it and wrote down a few more expenditures that had transpired since his
last visit to London. It was a small pittance compared to the overall value of his
properties.

However, if he intended to purchase Miss Davies, it would put a dight dent in his
coffers but nothing he was concerned with. No doubt he would be going up against
noblemen who had no qualms about spending their inheritance on such a prize but he
had amassed a fortune over the years. Money was no longer an object for him.

He sat back in his chair and lit another cheroot. He glanced at the pristine white
ceiling that had likely belonged to one duke or another at one time, but which now



belonged to him—a bastard son of awhore.

Theirony almost made him smile.

He might actually accomplish the act when he left the club that evening with Miss
Davies on hisarm.

And in his bed.

* % %

The nerves fluttering inside of Fleur’s stomach were ailmost painful. Butterflies? They
were more like chisels eager to slowly grind at her midsection.

She was not looking forward to this evening’ s festivities. She thought she might have
had more time to prepare herself for the loss of her virtue but Harriette had assured
her that word would spread like wildfire that afternoon. There was no need to wait.

She did look through the few gowns that Fleur had brought with her and shook her
head disparagingly. “These will never catch any man’'s eye.” After threading her arm
through hers, Harriette said, “We are going shopping.”

Fleur never dreamed that Harriette would take her to the modiste, the perfumery and
the market where they gained several items that Harriette claimed to enhance the
“complexion.” She purchased new silk undergarments to go with a brand-new gown
that she believed might attract the highest bid from a prospective “buyer.” Fleur had
cringed at the image of being auctioned off to a licentious man of indeterminate age
but she reminded herself it was part of the show and she had no choice but to trust
Harriette' s judgment.

That night, as the lady was helping to apply the rouge and various accoutrements to



Fleur’'s face to “enhance the beauty of her natural features,” Flavian walked into the
room. At first, Fleur thought he might be horrified by the picture she presented but he
only observed the handiwork by the courtesan until she finally stood back and said,
“That should do it.” She waved a hand toward the full-length mirror. “Take alook.”

Fleur glanced in the mirror and her breath caught in shock.

Under different circumstances she might have been convinced that she looked
presentable in the full black skirts and the lace trimmed chemise beneath. The silver
and black corset was something she wouldn't have chosen for herself but it
complimented her dark hair that was left to flow in loose waves about her shoulders.

But it was her face that broke any illusion that she was headed to a ball or some other
society event that would be appropriate.

She brought her hand up to touch her lips that had false color applied to them, the
same for her cheeks. Her eyes were rimmed with dark enhancements. She could feel
the butterflies return with a vengeance and for a moment, she prayed that there was a
miracle that would keep this evening from transpiring.

With a deep breath, she turned and waited for her brother’s reaction. There was a
pause and then the only thing he said was, “Y ou look... different.”

“She looks like a remarkabl e achievement for any lucky man,” Harriette interjected.
Flavian was still wearing his ssimple garments. There had been no excursion to
enhance his appearance. But there had been no need. He wasn’t about to lose al of

his respectability in one night.

“Might | have aword with my brother in private?’



Harriette glanced between the siblings and some of her joviality dlipped. She had
been enthusiastic about Fleur’s “come out,” but when she felt the somber atmosphere
that had taken over the room, she quietly excused herself.

When she was gone, Fleur crossed her arms and looked at her twin. “I never thought |
would be giving up this much when | promised our parents | would look after you.”

Rather than appear chagrined, Flavian frowned. “What do you want me to say, Fleur?
Shall | congratulate you for becoming a martyr on my behalf?” He walked to the
window, turning his back to her. “Do you think | enjoy being afailure in every aspect
of my life?’

As always, the anger left Fleur in the face of hisupset. “You aren’'t afailure?>—"

“Aren't 1?7’ He spun back around with his fists clenched. “| feel the condemnation in
your eyes every time | do something wrong. Like I’'m a child that must be chided. |
am four and twenty, the same as you, but you don’t treat me as an equal.”

She didn't care for his tone. It made her retaliate with an argument of her own.
“Perhaps | might do so if you would bother to stop al of the gambling and drinking
and carousing and do something productive with your time. Find a respectable
occupation?—"

“Like what? Toiling in a mine where | might not live to see daylight? Wishing | was
dead rather than buried in some horrid profession that will slowly snuff the very life
from me?’ He shook his head. “You might be stronger than me, willing to give up
your existence to survive but | would rather not.”

He started to head for the door but Fleur stopped him with a hand on his arm. His
entire stance was stiff but he hesitated. “I didn’t know you felt this strongly—" She
swallowed hard. “But sometimes we have to do the things we must to live to face a



new day.”

His dark eyes were sharp, cutting as his words when he said, “What if | don’t care to
see tomorrow?”

Her eyes instantly welled with tears. “Please don’'t say that. You can’t leave me
alone. | am doing all of thisfor us. For you .”

He jerked his arm away from her. “Then you are doing it for the wrong reasons.
Some people just aren’t worth redemption.”

He slammed the door on his departure.
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CHAPTER 4

D rake stood at the edge of the eager gathering at the exclusive gentleman’s club and
did what he did best.

Waited.

He told himself he wasn't just as anxious about seeing the transformation of Miss
Davies for this evening's auction but he had to assume that Harriette had spared no
expense on her project courtesan. Miss Davies success could reflect poorly, or give
Harriette the recognition she had been seeking after her shocking memoirs were
published where she pointed fingers at certain prominent men of the ton . Her threats
had not reflected well on Harriette and she likely hoped this night would put her back
on the pedestal she'd been struggling to find purchase.

Drake didn’t care about that. His focus was on his quarry and how much this little
extravagance would cost him. Whatever the amount, it would be worth every pound
because it would prove that, for all her efforts, Miss Davies couldn’t be rid of him
that easily.

He' d nearly met his fate at the hands of a woman. He vowed he would never suffer
the same again.

The double doors that led to a private antechamber opened and Harriette Wilson
strode into the assemblage as if she was still on top of the world. She held her head
high and her faded brown hair was piled on her head in an elegant chignon, curls
falling seductively to frame her face and slender neck. She wore a deep red gown



threaded with gold and there was a small tiara perched upon her head, as if reminding
everyone she was still in charge of theillicit romantic circle.

However, it was the lady in stark black and white that moved gracefully behind
Harriette that Drake focused on. He had recalled her beauty before but it was nothing
compared to the vixen that walked a short distance away. She had yet to spot him in
the crowd. In truth, she did her best to not allow her green eyes to glance about her.
Instead, she kept her attention on the woman’'s back who led her into the hungry
lion’s den.

“| bet sheisawildcat in the sheets,” Drake heard one man remark with a smirk.

“l wonder about her breasts. Do they taste as tempting as they look? Another
chuckle from a second man.

“1’m curious how much this treasure is going to cost me. And how long she intends to
play the coy innocent when | tie her up.”

Drake curled his fist, eager to plant it in the last man’'s face. He slowly relaxed his
grip and wondered why their ignorant banter should bother him at all. It wasn't as
though he had any sort of devotion to the lady where he might have to defend her
honor. The truth was, he was there for the same thing these other men were, except he
just didn’t voice his opinions so openly.

As Harriette led Miss Davies to a raised dais at the edge of the room that was
generally reserved for musicians, she presented her protégé with an elegant wave of
her hand. “ Good evening, gentleman. | do thank you for coming to this grand affair.”

There was a round of masculine applause throughout the assemblage and a few
shouts. Drake did nothing but observe the proceedings.



“This enchanting woman has decided to grace us all with her presence by giving you
the opportunity to relieve her of the burden of her innocence.”

Another round of raucous laughter embedded with whistling.

He glanced at Miss Davies to see what she thought of all the praise but her expression
never changed. She neither smiled nor looked abhorrent. She was just... there.

Or numb.

“We will take nothing less than the highest bid this evening, as that is what this
curious kitten deserves,” Harriette announced. “Who will start the bidding?’

“Fifty pounds!”

As laughter erupted from the crowd, Harriette admonished, “Shame on you! What
sort of gift do you think you are purchasing? You are not breaking in a filly, but
taking a woman’ s virginity. Y ou shall be the first man to teach this beautiful woman
the carnal arts. Let’stry abit harder for a better price.”

“One hundred pounds!”

She shook her head again. “Better, but still not where we should be. Do | hear two
hundred?’

“Two hundred!”
Drake watched as the bidding finally got serious. While there was still laughter each

time Harriette addressed the crowd, he could tell that the auction was starting to
become serious.



The bets were starting to become larger and more determined, some starting to bid
against one another. Still, he did nothing. It wasn't yet the right moment.

After thirty minutes and the bids had finaly started to slack dightly, Harriette
attempted to get more blunt. When it was apparent that none was forthcoming, most
looking at each other to see who would take the prize.

“Is twelve hundred pounds the final bid?’ Harriette cgoled.

A murmured grumbling went throughout the room, as most of the opponents gave up
their hand and removed themselves from the auction. But there was one man, the first
one Drake had suffered his nonsense that spoke up clearly, “ Two thousand pounds.”

Drake saw some of the blood recede from Miss Davies face when her gaze lit on the
older man with the cruel smile. He could imagine what sort of night he had in mind
for her. It was certainly not going to be pleasant.

“A very nice donation,” Harriette cooed. “ Shall that be al? Once, twice?’

“Five thousand pounds.”

As the crowd parted to reveal Drake to the two women on stage, he saw more than a
pale face from Miss Davies. He recognized true fear.

* % %

Run . Fleur's every ingtinct was telling her to get as far away as possible from this
man. Mr. Porter. She had escaped him once in Greenwich—or so she'd believed. But
here he stood, prepared to demand more than six hundred pounds. Now, he could
very well be the one to take her virtue.



She swallowed, although her throat was as dry as dust. She leaned toward Harriette
and whispered in her ear. “That isthe man | told you about, the one my brother owes
agambling debt.”

“Is that so?’ Harriette lifted a delicate brow and dlid her glance to the man in
question. “In that case, you should prepare yourself to do alot of groveling because
he has just won your maidenhead.”

Fleur was about to protest when the lady raised her arm and shouted, “ Sold to the
highest bidder!”

A round of weak applause went about the crowd as the disgruntled contestants moved
on without anything to show for their efforts. Mr. Porter, however, remained exactly
where he was, as if expecting her to come to him.

It was the worst humiliation that Fleur might have suffered. But she supposed she
deserved it for trying to deceive him. Clenching her hands at her sides, she stepped
down from the dais and strode toward her fate. She shivered when she met those hard
silver eyes again. She feared that he would not be a kind man and she worried that
she was about to experience the worst night of her life,

For amoment, he didn’t speak, just looked at her with that piercing gaze. She noticed
that he still wore the same worn cap, but his clothes were just as fashionably tailored
as they had been in Greenwich when they’d first met.

She hated that he was making her stand there like afool but she refused to be the one
to break the silence. He had spent the money to have her. She might have to offer him

her body but that didn’t mean she had to offer him anything else.

“Miss Davies.”



His smooth voice dlid over her skin just as it had before. It was like a snake that
coiled around her neck intending to choke her but altered course at the last moment
and crawled down her spine instead. “Mr. Porter,” she returned evenly.

His lips twitched, as if he were trying to smile but had forgotten the act along the
way.

“Shall we depart?’ she suggested. She wanted to get this over with as soon as
possible.

“Not without the requisite payment first,” Harriette said as she glided up behind her.
She held out her hand expectantly to Mr. Porter.

He reached into his vest and withdrew a bundle of pound notes that caused Fleur to
stare in shock. She had entertained the idea that he didn’t have the proper funds to
abscond with her but it appeared she was quite wrong. He counted out the correct
sum and handed the money over to Harriette.

“Thank you,” she purred. “Thiswill cover the costs incurred with interest.”

Fleur looked sharply at the woman. “You don't mean to keep all of it? How shall
Flavian and | survive?’

She trailed a finger lightly down Fleur’s cheek. “Don’t worry about your brother. He
is welcome to stay with me however long he wishes to do so, as long as he
remembers he is beholden to my charity.” Fleur didn’'t have to interpret what that
statement meant. As Harriette flicked a glance at Mr. Porter she added, “It seems to
me you are doing well with your new benefactor, so we have al gained what we
wanted.”

She turned to leave and Fleur said in one last desperate attempt, “I thought you were



my friend.”

The courtesan tilted her head to the side and offered her an empathetic smile. “Of
course, we are friends. But | am a business woman first and you have just offered me
the chance to live comfortably for some time.”

Fleur couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe.

She didn’'t understand how she could have been so na?ve to believe that a woman
who didn’t think twice about calling out all her illicit lovers would treat her any
different. She thought she might have called to her sympathies as a woman in similar
dire circumstances not knowing that she would be betrayed in such a harsh manner.

Tearswelled in her eyes but she couldn’t let them fall. She wouldn’t show this man at
her side any more weakness to use against her. She had failed by allowing him to see
as much as he had.

“Let’s get out of here.”

For once, Fleur was in agreement with him. She didn't want to be around these
prying eyes any longer. She wanted to sit in silence and allow the heavy weight of
this night to wash over her. Just as she had given away her body to survive, her
brother would be forced to do the same or find himself cast into the street by
Harriette. This was a gamble she had embarked on and lost miserably. For both of
them.

I’m sorry, Flavian. She sent up a prayer that she hoped he might be able to hear
because God only knew when they would see each other again. She supposed it
depended on whether or not Mr. Porter had any sort of heart left in that cold
cavernous chest.



After hailling down a hackney, because a personal carriage had never appealed to him,
Drake assisted Miss Davies inside. He instructed the driver where to go and it wasn’t
the address in Chelsea. Something told him she would only be terribly distracted by
Harriette and her brother if they returned there. As distressed as she was, he didn’t
want to add to her upset.

Ironically enough, he'd set out on this quest with the intent to make her pay for
escaping. He wanted retribution and he had decided that seducing her was the
sweetest revenge. But now that she was there, sitting across from him with a forlorn
look on her face, some of his satisfaction dimmed. Not only that, but it wasn't the
most romantic of circumstances. He would have preferred that she tossed her head
defiantly and hurled obscenities at his head. That he could work with. He enjoyed
spirited women and while he had no doubt that Miss Davies was the same, this
marked sadness was not something he was comfortable entertaining.

He withdrew a cheroot from its silver holder. “Mind if | smoke?”

She glanced at him and for an instant, he could see a flash of mockery in those green
depths. “Y ou’ re asking my permission?’

He shrugged and lit the tip. “Not really. | wasjust attempting to be considerate.”

“Redly?’ She crossed her arms. “No doubt that is a novel experience for you.”

Ah, so the kitten was wanting to sharpen her claws . He exhaled slowly. “Not redlly. |
can be perfectly honorable.” He smiled tightly. “Or not. That choice will be up to

youl.

“Or what?’ she challenged. “I’m prepared for you to force yourself on me. Is that not



enough?’

Drake could feel himself bristle at that. “I may be a worthless bastard but | have
never resorted to rape to get what | want.”

Some of the tension eased from her shoulders. “I’m glad to hear it.”

He snorted. “I1 know you mean to look upon me in the worst possible manner but if
you would retract your claws for a brief time, you might find that | can be a generous
lover.”

“1 am well aware of your type of generosity ,” she snapped. “Harriette has it al in her
purse.”

He tilted his head to the side. She certainly had more pluck than he had imagined. He
had caught a glimpse of it in Greenwich during their brief encounter but now he
could see that she wasn't the type of flower to wilt under adversity. To put his theory
to the test he asked, “Tell me, Miss Davies, can you fence?’

She blinked, appearing confused by the abrupt question, but then she looked
uncomfortable. She couldn’t quite look him directly in the eyes. “Why do you ask?
Does it matter for what shall transpire tonight?’

He wanted to chuckle but another snort was all he could manage. “Not in the manner
in which you might refer. However, | have an... issue that could require your

assistance.”

She blinked again, obvioudly puzzled by his choice of words. “You purchased my
favors not for the bedchamber but for physical use?’

“Oh, make no mistake,” he said through another thin cloud of smoke. “When we



make it to a bed it will be physical. But first, there is something | need to take care
of.”

She glanced down at her dress. “1 hope that you have something else for me to wear.
If you intend to take me somewhere unsavory, then | might be noticed.”

“1 have your shroud.”

Some of the blood faded away from her face again. “What?’

“Theitem you had secured in the trunk at the stables at Greenwich.” He threw the last
of his cheroot on the floor of the carriage and ground it out beneath his bootheel.

“How did you?—"

He leaned back, allowing himself to be further enveloped by the nighttime shadows
around him. “You will soon understand that | learn all that | wish to know. | found
you, didn’'t |7

“Yes,” she whispered, and he could tell that she was finaly starting to put all the
pieces together. “I know you're doing this because of what | did. But you have to
believe that | intended to follow through with this fa?ade tonight in order to give you
the money you were owed by my brother. | would have come back to Greenwich.”

“Isthat so?’ he murmured. “While | would like to believe you, Miss Davies, you will
have to forgive my reticence. But you should be relieved to know that | have forgiven
your brother’s debt to me. Yours, however, may take a bit longer to clear.”
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CHAPTER S

T he chills had stopped traveling through Fleur’s body around Mr. Porter. Instead, it
was replaced with a breathless awareness that choked her as effectively as if he had
his hands around her neck and was squeezing the very life out of her. She had the
feeling she was his indentured servant until the end of time. When she was young,
she had entertained dreams of a dashing hero sweeping her into his arms and carrying
her to his castle. Not once did the visage of a dark villain leading her into the bowels
of the underground pop into her mind. But that was exactly what was happening now.

She wondered if this was what hell was like. While Mr. Porter might not be a demon
in the Biblical sense, he was a man who would go to any lengths to get what he
wanted. At the moment, he appeared to want her.

Rather than allow his presence to completely cause a downward spiral, she tried to
focus on his features, to find something redeeming.

He was particularly handsome with his pronounced cheekbones and the defined
jawline with the dark stubble that always seemed present. She recalled the first time
she'd seen him and that was one of the first things she'd noticed, other than those
piercing silver eyes. She had hoped that there might be a spark of warmth or empathy
inside but as yet she had found nothing but a calculated calm.

If she was helping him to fight... whatever it was he wanted her to use her fencing
skillsfor, at least it would be better than being subjected to that same cold glare when
she was naked and vulnerable in front of him. She was surprised he might trust her
with a sword not to “accidentally” use it on him. But perhaps he was that confident in



his awareness that he could fend off an impending attack.

The conversation grew stilted from that point on and Fleur was thankful for the
reprieve. She wasn’t sure what to say to this man. Oddly enough, he appeared the
same. Or perhaps he just preferred the silence as well.

The hackney finally stopped, depositing them in a street that Fleur had hoped to never
occupy. A dirty unkempt dog walked by as she disembarked. Two men dressed in
shabby clothes were speaking across the street. At first glance it appeared that they
ignored the two occupants that stepped to the ground but when one of the men turned
his head and looked directly at her with a wink, she knew better than to trust her
surroundings.

“Where are we?’ she whispered to her companion as she sidled closer to him.
Something told her that he was safer to be around than anyone else that might come
crawling out of their drunken holes.

“Whitechapel.” Nothing but a clipped reply and no further explanation.

“Why are we here?’ she prodded. “And how long do we intend to remain?”’

He let them inside a ramshackle building that looked as though it had seen better
days. Inside was one of the smallest rooms she had ever beheld. If she thought the
cottage she had shared with her brother in Greenwich was small, this was miniscule

in comparison. “Why?’ He finally answered her question. “Don’t you like it here?’

She glared at him. If that was his attempt at a joke it wasn't very humorous. “Not
particularly.”

“A pity as that is where | have your shroud.” He walked over to a chair where the
item had been tossed haphazardly. He picked it up and returned to hand it to her. “I



would change out of that lovely gown before someone assumes that you are a
whore.”

She snatched the garment and held it close to her like a shield. “We both know | am
nothing of the sort, so | would kindly ask you to keep your opinions to yourself.” She
glanced around the solitary room. “Where am | supposed to change?’

He walked over and sat down in the chair. Lighting up another cheroot, he waved a
hand where she stood. “That works for me.”

Fleur wanted to tell him to make sure he kept his head turned as she started to remove
her clothing but he didn’t seem to pay her any attention. He continued to puff on his
cheroot and stare out the single window that had enough grime on it that he surely
couldn’t see asingle thing beyond it.

Taking a deep breath, Fleur started to unlace her corset. It tied in the back and was a
bit difficult to maneuver at first but she would rather die than ask for Mr. Porter’s
assistance. As she finally got the laces to cooperate with her fumbling fingers, she
glanced about and tried to picture herself staying there overlong. Surely if the man
had five thousand pounds to impart without batting an eyelash, then he had to have
better lodgings elsewhere. While she didn’'t expect Mayfair, it would be nice to be
somewhere that she didn’t have to worry about rats running rampant around her feet.
She had yet to see any of the foul creatures but she wasn’'t about to discount their
existence.

When she reached the end of her corset, she took it off with a relieved sigh. Next
were her skirts. She stepped out of the many layers until she stood in her chemise,
stockings, and dlippers. She would have loved to have a pair of boots right about now,
especialy if Mr. Porter intended for them to traipse about such a disreputable area.
But she supposed she had to utilize what she had.



She jumped when a pair of men’s black boots slammed into the floor behind her. She
spun around, the shroud still clutched to her chest, as she faced Mr. Porter. She didn’t
know how long he' d been standing there observing her struggles and neither did she
careto find out.

She recognized her shoes and said, “Y ou thought of everything, didn’t you?’

“l never go anywhere unprepared.”

With that, he turned his back to her, so she quickly donned the shroud and the shoes.
Once she was finished, she announced, “I’m done. Now what?’

He headed for the door. After he opened it, he said, “Follow me.”

* % %

Drake wanted to tell her that this was nothing more than atest to see how far he could
push her to do his bidding but the truth was he did have something that needed taken
care of this night. He generally preferred to work alone but considering Miss Davies
was skillful with a sword and it wouldn’'t be amiss if he had someone to watch his
back with this particular gang, then her presence was rather perfectly timed.

He'd first heard about the issues arising that afternoon. One of his contacts had sent
him an encrypted message that told him of the turmoil that was about to take place at
an illicit boxing match. Amos Jones had requested his help and Drake had been more
than willing to provide it. There weren't many people who Drake owed any sort of
loyalty—except one man. Amos had saved him when he'd been left for dead.
Because of that, he had aways been available when Amos had called on him. He
doubted that Jones was his true last name but one he’ d adopted over the years just as
Drake had done.



They had met in the workhouse, both young men who were angry at the world and set
on turning it upside down. They had certainly done that, amassing their fortunes from
those that didn’t deserve to live above ground and finding a way to steal ther
inheritances that hadn’t truly been earned but wasted. Truly, Drake had considered it
an honor to relieve such men of the burden of coin and they generally took care of the
downward spiral on their own.

He'd never killed for sport, only when necessary, when his own life was in jeopardy.
Some of the more notable gentlemen weren’t so understanding when it came to being
destitute. With Amos's assistance, they had found a way to cover up their good
misdeeds.

However, Drake had vowed that he was done with the conspiracy and intrigue. He
had enough money that he didn’t have to take any job that didn't interest him. He
could be more selectivein hisclients.

And where he spent his vast wealth.

Drake glanced at the shrouded figure beside him. He had asked her to wear the
covering, not just for his protection, but for her own. London was riddled with gangs
and men willing to dlit Drake' sthroat for little more than a shilling. It was true he had
Amos and other men he could depend on if needed but not everyone in the West End
was a friend. It was best that her beauty was concealed. Some would be more than
happy to relieve Drake of his newfound courtesan.

And they wouldn’t be as considerate of their prize.

Drake was glad that Fleur remained silent as he led them on foot a few blocks, down
alleys where human and animal vermin alike were just starting to come to life for the
night. He could hear her dlight breathing beside him and he wondered if she was
shocked at the gruesome sights around them, or horrified by the living conditions of



so many. Men were relieving themselves against the brick and limestone buildings
while harlots wearing loose fitting garments were luring their prey into darker
alleyways where they would decide if the coupling was worth it, or if they should just
dit their partner’ s throat right then and there. Children were not spared thislife. Some
wore shoes, others were barefoot, but innocent they were not. Pickpockets ran
rampant through the streets.

Drake should have spared her the unpleasant scene around them but not only was
time of the essence, there was no use coddling her from a life he was well suited. If
they were to be together for an undetermined length of time, it was best she knew
what sort of man she had unwittingly tied herself to in that gentleman’s club. He was
arealist. He wasn't the sort to offer flowery prose or long-stemmed roses.

Thiswas hislife. Thisiswhat he had called home for so many years.

Shedidn’'t say aword.

But he knew she would. It was inevitable.

When they reached the establishment Amos had directed him to in the message, he
finaly stopped and turned to her. “Stay by me and don’t say or do anything without
my signal.”

“What isthat?’

He set his mouth in atight line. “Y ou will know it.”

She gave an obedient nod beneath the shroud and he walked toward the entrance.

Before he was let inside, a man stopped him with a hand on his chest. “An’ jus
where do ye think ye're goin’ ?’



Fleur' s heart was beating so loud that she was surprised no one heard it. Her pulse
was a steady beat in her ears and she feared that instead of her virtue this evening, she
would belosing her life or, at the very least, alimb.

She had never been much for prayer but she sent one up now, just in case.

As her new benefactor faced off with the man at the door, it amazed her how calm
and composed he could be while she was trying to keep from shaking in her boots.
She would be thankful when they could leave this place and she hadn’t yet stepped a
foot inside.

“1 have an appointment,” Mr. Porter said in a velvety, even tone. Fleur had to admit
that he had a voice that was both seductive and menacing. It was strange, and yet,
Inviting at the same time.

“Do ye now?’ The man laughed and Fleur didn’t miss the bulging muscles around his
upper arms and neck. Nor the jagged scar that ran down the side of his face that he set
even closer to his opponent. “I’m afraid it’s gonna cost ye.”

“1’m running a bit short this evening.”

The man laughed richly and then his gaze flicked to her and he straightened slightly.
“Who'stha’ ye got wit' ye?’

“No one of consequence. As to that payment—" The second it took for the man’s
attention to slide to her, Mr. Porter had slid a dagger from inside his boot and held it
against the man’ s throat. Fleur thought for sure that the man could have overpowered
Mr. Porter since he amost doubled him in size but the stark terror in his gaze
expressed his surprise. “We're going in now.” He released the man with agentle slide



of the blade down the scar on the side of his face. It was enough to draw a dlight
trickle of blood but no further harm than that. “Y ou have a good night.”

The man collapsed against the side of the building, his eyes bulged out and his face a
pasty white.

Once they were out of earshot, Fleur asked, “How did you know it would be so easy
to convince him to stand down?’

He looked at her in a tolerant manner. “Once you have played this game long enough
it starts to become familiar.” He grasped her hand and pulled her behind him and
Fleur realized that the man she was with was not as dangerous as the others she
would soon meet. She was glad that Mr. Porter was her escort if she had to become a
patron of such a place.

The surroundings were similar to any other pub that Fleur had frequented around
England with one marked difference. She walked over dried blood stains on the floor.
The kind that had seeped into the wood and would never come clean again. Drink
flowed heavily and the raucous carousing was almost deafening. From gaming to
whores, it was the sort of den of iniquity that put the gentleman’s club she’d been
subjected to shame. That had been a place to practice money and power.

Thiswas a place to practice all the rest.
Fleur noticed that Drake kept his baker boy cap down low, aimost over his brow. She
wondered if he was trying to conceal his identity and why that might be. No doubt

he’' d had trouble here in the past asit didn’t seem to encourage newcomers.

That point was proven a moment later when someone grabbed her arm a bit roughly.
“Whot’swit’ th’ disguise?’



“They are with me.” It was all Mr. Porter offered for an explanation as he clamped
his hand around the offender’s wrist. She had a moment of panic thinking that they
might start a brawl in front of her but the man must have decided she wasn’'t worth
the effort and released her.

Again, Mr. Porter grasped her hand as he led her toward the rear of the establishment.
She thought they might be leaving but then he pushed back a wall to reveal a set of
stairs that led down to another section of the pub that was even louder than above.
She swallowed down her rising fear as the shouts and screams reached her ears and
caused them to ring.

When they reached the ground floor, Fleur realized what all the excitement was
about. There was a pit set up in the middle of the commotion and two men faced off
with nothing on but a pair of ragged trousers. Sweat dripped from the hair that was
plastered to their head and mixed with the rivulets of blood that ran down their bare
chests.

Both men’s bare knuckles were mangled as well as their faces. It was obvious they
had engaged in a battle. And as one of them drew back and made contact, Fleur had
to look away but she couldn’t escape the sickening crunch that followed.

“Why are we here?’ She spoke urgently to Mr. Porter but he either didn’t hear her or
he ignored her as he continued to glance about the crowd, as if looking for someone.

He finally led her to a corner of the room that was deserted. At least, as much as it
could be with a high stakes boxing match taking place. A dark-skinned man
approached them and Fleur’s eyes widened behind her shroud. He was muscular and
wearing a patch over one eye, his persona just as intimidating as the rest of him. But
it was the single eye that was revealed that caused her to become speechless. It was
bright blue.



“Drake.” He clapped Mr. Porter on the shoulder in a friendly fashion, for which she
was grateful. However, it was the name he uttered that caught her attention. Was that
Mr. Porter’s given name?

Drake . She sounded it out in her mind and tried to decide if it suited him.

“Amos.”

She tilted her head dlightly to the side, attempting to picture the other man in the
same fashion.

They bent their heads together and spoke too quietly for her to hear so Fleur decided
that she would inspect the rest of the room.

Finally, their conversation appeared to conclude. At the same time, a great roar of
applause and equal amount of upset, came from the direction of the pit and the fight

that had recently concluded.

To her surprise, Mr. Porter handed her his dagger. “In case things don’t go the way
they should.”

After that, he began to remove his jacket and shirt and she realized what he was about
to do. Before he could remove the fine lawn shirt, she grasped his arm. “Please tell
meyou aren’t going in that... that...”

“Pit?’ hefinished for her since she seemed incapable of uttering the word. “1 am.”

“Why?’

“1 have my reasons.”



She exhaled sharply. “That you want to limp out of here? |’ m not sure | approve.”

He snorted. “You don’t have a choice. Y ou are beholden to me. It’s not the other way
around.”

“But what if—"

He reached out and grasped her chin through the shroud. Even through the concealing
fabric, she was able to see clearly and his eyes were like twin daggers shining out of
his face. “If that occurs, Amos will lead you to safety. From there you can return to
your brother. But | can assure you that won't be necessary. This is not my first fight
in the pit.”

Fleur released her grip out of shock more than anything else. “Y ou have?’

Instead of replying, he removed his shirt and handed it to Amos.

That’ s when she saw the scars.
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CHAPTER 6

D rake had never apologized for the life he'd lived. It had been harsh but it had not
been without the benefits of learning how the world truly worked. It wasn't some
fairy tale unlessit involved titled peers. Even then, it was damned hard. There was so
much expectation put on those that lived in their gilded palaces to carry on the line
while keeping the coffers full. Many noblemen he knew were inclined to drink and
gamble to sustain the pressure they were put under to be perfect. Although Drake
didn’t have to suffer begetting an heir in aloveless marriage.

He fought for one reason alone.
To survive.

There were many times he'd lost himself in the bottom of a bottle, trying to forget his
circumstances.

As he looked at the sympathy on Miss Davies face, he hated the map of hardship on
his body and decided that once this match was over, he could deal with a strong
Scotch. The raised disfigurements on his arms and torso told the sorrowful tale of a
man who had escaped death from a sharp blade too many times to count.

Oddly enough, his face had escaped too much trauma. His nose had only been broken
once and had healed rather evenly. His hands, however, bore the violence that he'd

endured over the years.

After stripping down to nothing but his trousers, he handed the discarded articles to



Amos and then he headed for the pit without another glance back at Miss Davies. He
didn’t want to see her pitying expression when she saw his back. The crisscrossed
scars were always good to remind him of his true place in thisworld, of what he was.
A killer, acriminal.

A fighter.

He didn’t have to push his way through the crowd. They patted him on the back as he
passed with encouraging shouts. It wasn’t hisfirst time here and no doubt, it wouldn’t
be the last. He was destined for this sort of existence even though he tried to live
better. His past was difficult to ignore when it kept showing up on his doorstep with
such pristine determination.

He jumped down into the pit and moved his neck in acircle, attempting to rid himself
of the tension that was starting to tighten his muscles. He had never blinked about
entering into a bareknuckle match before but knowing that Miss Davies was looking
on made the tendons in his shoulders and back tense with awareness. He had hoped to
be spending his evening exerting himself in a different manner but he supposed it was
all for agood cause. Amos's son, Devon, was a young man with a hot temper but not
guite enough stamina to back up his actions. He could be tough when the situation
warranted it but in the case of fighting Bear, there were very few men who
succeeded.

Drake had won a match against him but not without a couple of broken ribs and a
finger to show for it. As he faced the dark-skinned man now, he had to wonder if he
would be so lucky this time. Nevertheless, he wouldn’t back down from any fight,
even if it might kill him. Some had lost their lives in the pit and the only recompense
they received was a disgruntled crowd who had placed their bets on the poor
sod—and lost.

Standing tall and proud, Bear gave a broad smile when he saw who would be



standing in the place of Devon. Drake answered with a forma bow. “We meet
again.”

“Indeed,” Drake returned smoothly, and then he ran toward the man.

In this battle there was no defining bell when the match was to commence. Thiswas a
game without rules and the violence was al too real.

As Drake ran his right shoulder into Bear's torso at full speed, the only thing he
managed to do was cause the giant of a man to stumble. He was easily a head taller
than Drake and filled out enough for two men. And when the first blow came at his
ribcage, he was prepared for the strike. The breath instantly escaped his lungs. As he
tried to regain his full capacity for breathing, he countered with a stiff uppercut that
sent Bear’ s head backward. He added another left cuff to the side of hisface.

Bear just smiled wider, blood staining his teeth as he came back at Drake with a
devastating blow to his solar plexus—if it had made contact. Drake was familiar with
his fighting style so he quickly dropped down, kicking out his leg against the other
man’s thigh as he did so. The grunt of pain was not enough to stop Bear as he lunged
for Drake. He put his huge arm around Drake’ s neck and began to squeeze.

Spots danced before his eyes but rather than give in to lack of oxygen, he alowed his
body to go completely limp, temporarily taking his attacker off guard. It was enough
for him to loosen his grip while Drake dlid to freedom. Jumping up, he kicked off of
the edge of the pit and with a roundhouse, his shin made contact with the side of
Bear’stemple.

Again, the man staggered, but he didn’t fall. It wasn’t going to be easy to fell a tree
like Bear but as Drake allowed his smile to widen, he offered the man a wink as he
threw out an elbow to his throat as the true battle began.



She couldn’t watch. The noise inside the room was so loud that Fleur could hardly
maintain her own thoughts. Or rather, the horror that was taking place.

It wasn't as though she particularly cared for Mr. Porter—Drake—but neither did she
want to see anyone hurt. And faced off with such a burly man there was surely no
way that he could win a match. It was like David facing off with Goliath. And unless
Mr. Porter had a slingshot, then the odds were decidedly not in hisfavor.

It didn’'t help that Amos was looking on as if he hadn’t just sent Mr. Porter to his
demise and would sleep soundly knowing that he had his death on his conscience.
Frustrated with it all, she moved toward him. “Aren’t you going to do something
about this?’

He ignored her completely. He didn’t even glance over at her to acknowledge that she
had been speaking.

With a huff, Fleur started to pace. She held the dagger in her grip and wondered who
she might hit over the head with this to cause this insanity to cease. She despised
violence of any sort and this was the worst kind—fighting for the pure sport of it.

Another roar erupted from the crowd and she felt sick to her stomach imaging what
might be taking place in that miserable pit. No doubt it wasn’t going well to the man
she had come there with. The question was, dare she try to go ahead and make her
escape now? But at the same moment the thought entered her mind, she had no idea
where she might go. She had no family to turn to other than her brother and he was
more or less being held hostage by Harriette.

Anger boiled up within her at the memory of the courtesan’s betrayal. She had
believed her to be a true confidante if not a friend and to be treated in such a manner



made her wonder if she could trust anyone—especially Mr. Porter.

Fleur supposed she should be thankful that she wasn't lying with the scoundrel.
Instead, he was being pummeled to death in an illegal fighting pit beneath an illicit
pub in the darkest part of the West End of London. She shook her head, wondering
how she managed to get herself in such a situation.

And then she remembered. She hadn’t done anything.

Flavian was the reason she was standing here in a concealing shroud, for fear that if
anyone actually saw her, she would have to worry about more than Mr. Porter’s lewd
advances.,

Strangely enough, although he had every right to her body since he'd paid a veritable
fortune for it, Mr. Porter had been nothing but considerate thus far.

She cringed when she heard the sound of more cheers.

Y es, quite the gentleman...

She rolled her eyes and told herself that if Amos wasn't going to stop this nonsense,
then she would be forced to do so.

She stomped toward the pit intending to throw the dagger at something or someone
when she halted midstride. A break in the crowd showed the larger man lying on the
ground while his sweat glistening opponent, with blood running down his chest, had
his hand lifted into the air by a congratulatory onlooker.

Fleur would have been furiousif not for the calm expression on Mr. Porter’ s face. He
didn’t look as though he'd just won a losing beattle. Instead, he looked rather
uninterested in all the well wishes as he climbed out of the pit and headed toward



Amos to retrieve his things.

As the larger man was lifted and carried away by no less than four sturdy men, Fleur
watched with a mixture of horror—and fascination. She couldn’t believe that he had
been felled by a man like Mr. Porter. However, when she recalled the scars that had
covered Mr. Porter’ s torso, she realized that he hadn’t won every fight and he did so
now because he had learned to win the hard way.

A hand touched her shoulder and she jerked back to the present. Her escort was
standing before her with his shirt and shoes back on, although he held hisjacket in his
hand. “ Timeto go.”

She nodded her head, not about to argue.

He took her hand as they made their way back up the steps to the first floor of the pub
and if possible, it was rowdier than before. Men that she wouldn’t want to see in the
bright light of day were gambling, drinking as if the ale was made of water, while
half-dressed whores graced many of their laps.

She closed her eyes momentarily, trying to blot out the scene from her mind.
Although she liked to believe that she had lived a difficult life until that point, she
realized that it was nothing more than what the man at her side had witnessed. She
was shocked by the improper manner of these people when the pub in Greenwich had
held better morals.

Fleur could feel her head starting to spin and as Mr. Porter led her out the back door
of the pub, she wrenched her hand from his grasp and pulled the concealing shroud
from her face. Leaning against the brick wall in the dismal aleyway, the dagger still
clutched in her other hand, Fleur wretched. She would have felt bad if it wasn’t for
the other refuse that was present there as well.



After the worst had passed, she took great heaving gulps of air in an effort to calm
herself. She didn’t know she was shaking until she tried to wipe her mouth and her
hand trembled.

A blurry, masculine hand came into view as the dagger was gently removed from her
grasp. She was grateful that he didn't say anything, just allowed her the time to
recover.

Fleur wanted nothing more but to tumble into bed somewhere, to sit in the silence of
the darkness and forget that this day had ever taken place. She straightened and said
firmly, “I’m ready.”

Rather than speak, Mr. Porter grasped her hand. She found she was grateful for the
warmth and the support as he led her along until they saw a passing hackney. He
quickly waved it down and they climbed inside.

Fleur didn't ask questions as to why they weren’t returning to his residence on foot,
but neither did she care. She just wanted to go to sleep and then wake up and pretend
that what had happened today was nothing more than a bad dream. She wanted to
wake up, safe and sound, in her little cottage in Greenwich. She wanted to go back to
the orphanage and teach Latin. And she wanted to see her brother. She had never
missed him as much as she did in that moment. Since they were twins, she had
always felt a strong attachment to him. She knew the feeling was mutual. At least,
most of the time.

She had carried them through too many storms to count, and yet, she was afraid that
she wouldn’t be able to make it through this one. Already she was starting to fedl as
though she was drowning. She wished she’'d never dared to come to London to rely
on awoman’s help she hardly knew. Her memoirs should have been enough for Fleur
to know that no one was spared from Harriette’ s determination. While she might not
have given her areason to retaliate against her, she had given Harriette the meansin



which to regain some of her luxurious life back.

For years, Fleur had been strong, taking the whole world onto her shoulders so that
she might be able to fulfill her promise to her parents. Now she wondered if she
hadn't made a mistake by trying to safeguard Flavian. She certainly hadn’'t done
herself any favors.

Fleur jumped in surprise when a handkerchief was handed to her. She blinked. Until
then, she hadn’t realized a single tear had slid down her cheek. She hastily wiped it
away and lifted her chin in defiance, refusing the offering. “Thank you, but I’'m fine.”
She was upset with herself that she’d given in to a brief moment of vulnerability. No
doubt Mr. Porter believed her to have a weak constitution, that she was unnerved by
the fight. She hadn’t liked it, certainly, but it was her life that had suddenly erupted in
shambles that bothered her more than anything else.

He didn’t seem concerned one way or another, just took the handkerchief and tucked
it back into his jacket pocket. He had yet to put the garment back on and while they
were sitting there, Fleur found her attention drawn to him. She hadn’t allowed herself
to appreciate his strong physique earlier but now she recalled that his arms and torso
were quite defined. After such afight, he didn’'t appear to have any lasting effects. He
wasn't groaning in pain or breathing heavily. He was just calm and sitting there as
though he didn’t have a care in the world. But that is what concerned her the most.

This man not only knew the meaning of danger. He laid down next to it every night.
It was his constant companion. “How do you do it?’

Those silver eyes dlid to her. “What?’
Fleur hadn’t really meant to speak aloud but now that the words hung in the air, she

couldn't resist knowing the answer. “How do you live each day with such
nonchalance when it is obvious that you have lived a harsh reality? Doesn't it bother



you?’

He hesitated, as if considering his reply, and then said evenly, “There is no point in
bemoaning what is lost. The past is where it shall always be and nothing | can do will
ever change that. | prefer to look ahead to the future instead of dwelling in a dark
place that won’t become any brighter.”

She pondered hiswords for atime. “That is very insightful.”

He glanced out the window at the darkness beyond. His expression showed nothing
of his innermost thoughts, although his jaw clenched visibly, proving that he wasn’t
completely without emotion. “1 have had many years to ponder about my existence
and my purpose for being here.”

“Does there have to be areason?’ she asked, curious as to his answer.

His gaze shifted back to her and she shivered. Again, it wasn't entirely to do with
apprehension. “It seems pointless to endure all of thisfor nothing.”

He was cynical but Fleur wasn't surprised. If she had grown up with the hardships he
had faced, there was no doubt she would be the same. “I don't agree that it's for
nothing. | believeit’ s for the people we meet and the lives we touch along the way.”

“Oh?’ he snorted. “ And you think | shall touch your life in some magical way?’

She paused and then shook her head. “Perhaps | am the one who is meant to help

you.

It was one of the few times that Drake was speechless—on purpose. Generally, he



didn’t have much to say and preferred the silence to mindless chatter.

But with one statement, Miss Davies had struck a chord in him that he’ d thought dead
and buried long ago—hope, faith in humanity. Both were qualities that he had never
witnessed often. Then again, the places and people he'd normally frequented had no
reason to cling to either. They considered it a success if they reached the morning
without being six feet underground. There were many days when Drake was grateful
for the same until he remembered death would probably be a blessing to such a
miserable existence.

As he looked at the woman across from him, he wondered if she was right. There had
been something that had drawn Drake to her from the first moment they met, and it
wasn’'t about the coin her wastrel brother owed him. He'd seen a fire in her green
eyes that he hadn’t observed in along time. Most of the people he met had a glazed
look due to excessive drink or large amounts of opium. If not, then it was the look of
destitution, the truth that there was nothing left in the world to live for any longer.

Every time Drake was faced with the identical empty glances, he knew he was
starting to fall into the same sort of numb acceptance, that although he had finally
obtained his wealth over the years, it was just coin. He had believed it would make
him content, to feel his vindication against those who had wronged him but he’ d been
wrong. He might have all he'd ever wanted at long last, but it was a vapid victory.
There was no outpouring of joy. Instead, there was the outpouring of drink as he
consumed bottle after bottle of spirits, hoping to quiet the voices in his head that were
always present, reminding him of hisfailings.

Miss Davies had changed al that. Finally, the voices had become silent and in their
place was an enchanting feminine lilt and eyes that still held the true wealth he had

been missing.

As he looked at her, he knew he would have spent everything he’d had just to have



her sit across from him, if only for one night. It was fascinating just feeling...
something again, other than the dreadful void of emptiness that promised nothing.

He noticed her glance out the window at the passing scenery, the gas lamps of the
West End starting to come into view. “Where are we going?’ she asked.

“1 thought you might like to spend the night somewhere a bit more pleasant.”

She frowned at him. “Are you taking me back to Harriette?’

“She wouldn’'t have you should you decide to request it,” he returned matter-of-fact.
“1t's my other residence.”

“Y ou have more than one?’

He reached into his vest and pulled out a cheroot, taking a moment to light it before
answering. As he blew out a slight puff of smoke, he said, “| have severa in London,
aswell as afew othersin the countryside.”

She looked him up and down curiougly. “| see.”

He smiled slowly. “I’'m sure you do. And no doubt you are right about whatever
conclusion you have arrived at in that pretty head of yours.”

She shifted her gaze away and he redlized that he hated confirming her fears and
casting himself in such a poor light but it was best that she learn what sort of man she
had unwittingly tied herself to for however long their association might last. If it was
up to Drake, he wasn't willing to let her go anytime soon, not until this infatuation
had waned.

As the carriage stopped in front of his townhouse in Chelsea, he waited for



recognition to strike and he could see the moment it did. Some of the blood receded
from her face, “Isn’t this the same street that?—"

“Indeed.” It was al he would offer by way of confirmation before he opened the door
and led her inside. He shut the door behind them and lit a lantern near the entrance on
the solitary table in the foyer.

She glanced around the cavernous expanse. “Y ou aren’t much of a decorator.”

“No.” Again, he didn’'t choose to elaborate as he led the way to the stairs and up to
the second floor. “But | can promise you will sleep in comfort.”

He walked down the hall, his footsteps echoing all around them. Drake had never
thought of the sound being eerie before but he wondered if it bothered his guest. He
looked at her but she seemed to be taking note of her surroundings with an innocent
curiosity.

He reached the master chamber and opened the door. Inside was a bed, wardrobe and
washstand. A copper tub set in one corner near the fireplace. It was the most furniture
he had in one place.

As he walked over to start a fire, she remained standing. Then again, other than the
imposing four poster dominating the middle of the room there wasn't anywhere else
to sit. No doubt she did find that rather disconcerting.

“Have you never dept in here before?’

He hesitated in his task. He turned his head to the side but didn’t fully turn to face
her. “What makes you say that?’

“The bed is made rather... perfectly.” There was a pause and he imagined that she



was running her hand slowly along the counterpane. It was not an unwelcome image.
“1 don’t see you as the sort who makes their bed every morning, especially when, as
you say, you have so many other places to stay.”

He returned his attention to the coal and wood in the grate. “I employ a housekeeper
to come and check on things once aweek. She is responsible for the upkeep. But you
are correct. In truth, | have never dlept in that bed. When you are used to a crude cot
in aworkhouse you find such luxuries are unnecessary.”

“Then why haveit at all?’

“Because | can.” He straightened and turned back to her. The fire was blossoming
with life, the logs crackling now and then with purpose. He glanced at her shroud and
then walked over and withdrew a white lawn shirt out of the wardrobe. He handed it

to her. “So you can sleep in something clean.”

“Thank you.” She held the shirt to her chest as if it was a shield. “But what about
you? Don’t you want to change?’

“I will after | bathe.”

She looked at the tub in the corner and back to him.

He was aready heading out the door. “I have spare clothes and a washtub in the
servant’s quarters aswell.”

She blinked. “Y ou are prepared for every eventuality, aren’t you?’
He took one step toward her. He wanted to inhale the fresh scent of her, so that he

might dream of something sweet and pure this night. “I leave nothing to chance, Miss
Davies” He alowed his focus to travel slowly down and back up her form.



“Especially auctions.”
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CHAPTER 7

F leur jumped up when the door shut behind Mr. Porter. She wasn’t certain what
might happen this evening but neither did she have the courage to ask him what to
expect before he left. All she knew was that she was tired of wearing this horrid
shroud.

She ripped it off of her and tossed it into a corner, hoping it might rot. She donned the
shirt that he'd lain out for her. Although it was a bit shorter than she would have
liked, the hem coming to her knees, and the material too thin, leaving little to the
Imagination, she supposed that she ought to get used to showing off her body in such
away if she was, indeed, to become a courtesan.

However, considering she was still avirgin, she wasn’t quite at the seduction phase of
her new title just yet. She was still uncomfortable being naked in front of anything
but a washtub, and although she had tried to discover self-pleasure, the effect was
sadly lacking.

She walked over to the window and hugged herself. Although she couldn't see
anything but the back mews of the house, she imagined that she could see Harriette's
residence. She wondered what her brother thought of her ill treatment, but then,
Flavian probably didn’'t know what had happened. He might believe that his twin was
perfectly content, not knowing that she'd been party to an illicit fight that evening,
and that the man she might soon share a bed with was nothing but an enigma, a
mystery she might never fully solve.

His house was empty of anything that might resemble something personal, but surely



there was a clue to how he truly was—if he could be someone that she might trust.

Fleur opened a few drawers, but found nothing. Then again, this didn't seem like
anywhere he spent much of histime.

She walked over to the door and opened it cautiously. He hadn’t told her that she
couldn't explore, so she took that as permission to familiarize herself with her
surroundings. Although it was late, there was certainly no way that she would be able
to sleep when her mind was whirling.

She grabbed the candle he'd left. Apparently, he knew his way well enough that he
hadn’'t needed it to find his way downstairs. Or else he had the keen sight of a wild
animal.

Taking a deep breath, Fleur decided she would keep her curiosity on the upper floors.
She didn’t want to risk running into Mr. Porter and having to explain what she was
doing, that she was hoping to find enough evidence to prove that he wasn't some sort
of murderer.

With those intense, silver eyes, she could almost believe it might be true.

She certainly couldn’t rest easy with that image flashing in her mind.

Fleur tried the door of the room opposite hers. It opened easily but unfortunately,
there wasn't a single thing inside. Not a candlestick or bedwarmer to speak of. The
ramshackle rooms that she’'d been in earlier that evening had been rather sparse too.
She wondered if this was how all of his residences appeared—empty, devoid of any
sort of permanence.

She wanted to be terrified at the idea, but instead, she found herself overwhelmed by
sadness. Mr. Porter must live a very lonely life if he didn’'t care about staying in one



place long enough to try to set down some roots.

The rest of the doorsin the hallway revealed the same thing.

Nothing.

Except for one.

It was the last door at the end of the opposite hallway. Fleur anticipated it to be like
the rest, and for the most part, it was just as cavernous as the others, but it was also
the only room on that particular wing. For a moment, she paused as she surveyed the
grand architecture. Hand painted walls and gilt edging rose up to a plaster ceiling
with decorative medallions that held large and intimidating gold chandeliers. A row
of windows took up one entire wall and Fleur knew this must have been a ballroom at
one time. She could almost picture a scene where the swirled marble floor was filled
with colorful swirling dresses and tailored suits from a decade gone by.

She reached out and trailed a hand down some of the trim, closing her eyes as she
tried to go back in time and recreate the wonder that this house must have known at
onetime. Now, it just seemed neglected, sorrowful.

Or rather, it would have if it wasn't filled with severa canvas paintings strewn along
one wall. Some were partially covered with sheets as various brushes and palettes
were tossed in a corner. With a thin layer of dust over everything, it was as if the
owner didn't care if they returned to the partially finished landscapes or not. Some
were just sketches of various parks and buildings about L ondon, but others were from
various cliffs. With the ocean spread out in the distance and waves crashing upon the
rocks with the tide, Fleur knew these could be highly sought after works if they were
compl eted.

She walked among the pieces for a time and then turned her attention to the single



canvas on the easel. This was the only thing that looked as though it might have been
disturbed in recent weeks because it was free of dust and there were vivid colors
peeking out from the corner of the covering.

Fleur reached out a hand and pulled the sheet away.

What she saw caused her to gasp.

It wasn't a landscape. It wasn't even a portrait. It was much more scandalous than
that.

It was the image of a naked woman in the throes of passion. Her head was bent
backward, saving the viewer from her identity. The man she was with had his hand
on her breast and his backside was fully revealed. It was obvious that this was a
painting about making love and Fleur found herself intrigued.

Her fingers trailed the curves of the artist’s brush strokes, the defined muscles of the
man’s arms, and her breathing deepened when she imagined his hands moving over
her body, sighing as the same brush that had drawn this illicit act gently trailed over
her skin, coloring her body as red as the background of the art.

Fleur closed her eyes, thinking about how it would feel if she was the lady in the
portrait. Her eyes opened and she felt a strange stab of jealousy. She suddenly had a
strong desire to know who this woman was, if she was a courtesan, or perhaps
someone important in Mr. Porter’s life. He had surely painted this. Either that, or he
had been generous and allowed someone to interfere on his solitude. Not likely.

Unless she was the artist behind all these works.

Fleur shook her head and quickly covered the offending portrait. It abruptly disturbed
her, although she couldn’t readily say why it had done so.



She certainly had no clam on Mr. Porter. In truth, she was conflicted on whether or
not she should be his lover—or if she should try to flee this desolate dungeon of a
house that he inhabited. He was like some dark creature of the night, forever cursed
to walk through endless empty rooms and never know what it was like for his heart to
be touched by love.

Fleur left the room and quickly made her way back to the chamber to either await the
master’'s return—or to pace the expanse the rest of the night. Either way, she
wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink until the sun started to rise and she knew that she
would be safe from the shadows of doubt that surrounded her, warning her that she
might have very well subjected herself to something far worse than the demons of
hell.

Downstairs, Drake leaned his head back against the edge of the copper tub that he'd
filled with severa trips back and forth from the cistern, and thought of the lady he'd
left in his chamber. It had never seemed like his before, but with her in it, he suddenly
wanted to lay claim to it. And Miss Davies.

He blew out a puff of smoke from his cheroot and tapped the ashes onto the floor
beside him. He could always count on his housekeeper to clean up his messes, and
other than ashes trailed al throughout the house, there wasn’t much else for her to do.
He couldn’t even remember her name. He only employed her because she looked as
though she could use the employment he could provide, and she seemed to be able to
retain her gossip. It was a quality that many servants did not have, but considering his
past, was quite necessary.

As his thoughts wandered back to Miss Davies, he wondered if she was aready
asleep or if it was going to be as long a night for her as it would be for him. He had
never been comfortable in the dark. Perhaps it was residua trauma from his



childhood causing him to be afraid of cramped, dismal spaces, having roamed the
streets in all manner of weather and situations. He had always preferred pouring rain
so long as it was daytime to anything that caused his vision to falter. Without the
ability to see, he didn’'t know who might be walking up behind him whether it be
human, or one of the numerous rats that liked to roam the city.

He had practiced trying to acclimate himself to dim lighting. He seldom used
anything more than a candle when he was alone, something that could easily be
extinguished if he felt the hairs starting to stand up on the back of his neck. That
instinct had saved his life more than once.

In the end, it was a woman who had nearly cost him everything.

After that, he’d vowed to himself that he would never put himself in the same
situation again. Yet, ironically enough, he was allowing one to sleep under the same
roof. But that didn’t mean he trusted Miss Davies. He was starting to feel a touch of
respect for her determination and steadfast demeanor at the pub but those qualities
did not always create an ally. If she acted as Amos and saved his life, he would be
more inclined to trust her. Until then, he trusted no one. Amos was given specia
consideration but Drake still kept his distance if he felt the situation warranted it.

Grinding his cheroot out on the floor, Drake decided he’ d wasted enough time in the
bath. He stood up, the rivulets of water flowing down his body, he dried off and
wondered what Miss Davies would think if she could see more than just his arms and
torso. His entire body was proof that he had lived a life that most would not care to
duplicate. He had seen the horror on her face but at least it wasn't disgust. He wasn'’t
sure it would be that easy to seduce her if she couldn’t stand the sight of him.

However, while scars covered his body, he had aways made an attempt at getting
enough physical activity that his form more than made up for any faults.



He tucked the linen about his waist and started to head back upstairs. He did have a
change of clothes, as he'd told Miss Davies, but he wondered what her reaction might
beif he appeared with nearly nothing on instead.

He reached the bedchamber and saw the slight glow of light coming from the other
side. He considered giving a light knock of warning before he entered but then that
would ruin the surprise.

He boldly entered the room and glanced toward the bed, expecting her to be there.
When it was empty, he glanced about the room and saw her silhouette standing by the
window. She had opened the pane slightly and he saw her hair blowing gently on the
breeze.

Upon his entrance, she turned to him and her hand crept toward her throat. She didn’t
say anything or demand that he leave. She just observed as he moved about the room.

He headed for the dresser and removed a pair of smallclothes. He held them up and
then ripped the linen off of his hips, letting it fall to the ground. He stood there for a
moment, his naked glory piercing the silence, and then he donned the garment.
“Areyou hot?’

He saw her mouth fall open and then she seemed to come to her senses when a dight
breeze from the open window appeared to wake her from her sudden trance. “Er... |
was just needing some fresh air.”

He walked toward her and moved the window up a bit more. “Why stop there?’

Drake was glad to see that, although she tried not to make it obvious that she was
inspecting him, her gaze kept dipping downward. “Are you going to bed?’



He saw her cheeks turn pink as soon as the words were out of her mouth. He almost
smiled. But not quite. “Isthat an invitation?” he murmured.

She lifted her chin. “It iswhat you paid for, isn’'t it? To make me your whore?’

He frowned. “I don’t care for it to be noted in those terms. If | wanted a whore, |
wouldn’t have to spend five thousand quid to obtain one.” He took her chin in his
grasp so she was forced to ook at him. “What | purchased was you . | didn't like the
idea that you would be sold to some man who wouldn’t appreciate your worth.”

“How can you judge my worth?’ she questioned. “You hardly know me. And
considering that | ran away from you in Greenwich | assumed what you really wanted
was revenge, to punish me for my actions.”

“Revenge is not something | pay for.” He released her and leaned back against the
wall next to the window. “And neither will | pay for the chance to take you to bed.
Y ou will come willingly, or not at all.”

At least he has some honor , Fleur thought. She couldn’t readily say that about all the
men that had been at that dreadful auction. They were quite lewd with their remarks
and considering the choices she’d had, she supposed that Mr. Porter wasn't turning
out to be as bad as she’'d originally feared. While she wouldn't go so far asto say she
felt comfortable with him, she could admit that she didn’t worry he would hurt her.
She was grateful that he promised he wouldn’t force her into his bed but she had no
doubt he would try to convince her with his actionsif not flowery prose.

As she inspected him, she realized that his scars didn’t look quite so frightful in the
dim moonlight. And his dark hair was rather appealing. “I haven't seen you without a
hat until now,” she noted.



“1 generally wear one al thetime.”

“Are you that dedicated to fashion?’ she attempted to tease.

“No.” he said somberly. “The hat serves a purpose with the razor blades sewn into the
brim.”

“Oh. | see.” She thought about it further and added, “Does that really stop an attack
from happening?’

His eyes glittered with unconcealed menace. “It does when you blind them with a
quick slash across the eyes.”

Fleur put a hand to her stomach. She wondered if she might be sick. “That's
dreadful.”

Those silver eyes glittered. “ So is facing someone who wants you dead.”

She tried to swallow the bile threatening to rise in her throat. “1 suppose if you have
no other choice...” She moved away from the window, mainly to put some distance
between them. She felt like she couldn’t properly breathe around him. “Whatever
happened to talking out problems?’

“That doesn’t work for everyone. The people | know prefer to act first.”

She hugged herself, vividly recalling the sick crunch of bone against bone in that pit.
“Yes, so | gathered this evening.”

“That was sport, not atrue attack.”

She turned to him in frustration. “But why engage in something that violent at all?



We are supposed to live in a proper society where rules are meant not to be broken
and gentlemen tip their hats to ladies and?—"

He interrupted with a snort. “You are living in a fantasy world. Those things don’t
exist.”

“They do,” she returned emphatically. “I have witnessed it myself?—"

He moved closer to her. “That may be but what you don’t see is what happens after
the door closes. Men usher their mistresses in the back door while their wives are
enjoying their own peccadillos across town. The glorious world that you have painted
for yourself is nothing but a fa?ade for the licentious truths.”

Fleur lowered her head. She hated to hear him spew such venom but at the same time,
she knew he spoke with candor. Mr. Porter wasn't the type of man to be anything less
than honest because there was nothing for him to lose if he did so. He didn’t have to
lie. There was no profit init. He' d already won her hand—and her body.

Taking a deep breath, Fleur decided that the time had come for this evening to reach
its conclusion. She reached up and dlid part of the white lawn shirt off of her
shoulder. But when she reached for the other side to do the same, to allow the
garment to slide to the floor and bare her fully to his gaze. He put a hand on her
shoulder to pause her movements.

“Look at me, Fleur.”

It was the first time he' d used her given name.

Slowly, she lifted her gaze until it met his. She nearly gasped at the intensity she saw
in hisraw expression. Dare she believe that it was amost... empathetic?



But as soon as she thought she glimpsed an instant of human emotion, it was quickly
snuffed out. The blackguard had returned. “Another night. | am quite exhausted this
evening.”

She doubted that was the truth but she wasn’t about to question his motives, whatever
they were. Then again, as she allowed her focus to travel over his broad, muscled
chest, she wondered if perhaps he was suffering from the beating he’'d received
earlier. No doubt his opponent was doing much worse.

He removed his hand and she put the shirt sleeves back in place. “Of course.
Whatever you wish, Mr. Porter. You arein charge of this affair.”

He smirked, part of his mouth lifting the dlightest degree. “If that were true,” he
murmured.

He headed for the door and she was confused. She knew that there were no other beds
to be had. “Where are you going? There’ s nowhere else to sleep.”

He paused and turned back to face her. “1 can seeit didn’t take you long to intrude on
my personal space.”

She crossed her arms, refusing to be cowed. “You did bring me here. Surely you
didn’t actually believe that | wouldn’t be curious about the man I'm with?”

He leaned against the door, crossing one bare ankle over the other as he lifted his
arms and set them on either side of the frame. The imposing figure he made caused
her head to spin in a disturbing—and aluring—way. “What do you wish to know? |
have nothing to hide.”

She swallowed, realizing this was the moment she had waited for, a glimpse into his
mysterious past. Instead, what fell out of her mouth wasn’'t the words she had



intended to say. “Who is the couple in the painting?’

He stilled and he visibly tensed. “Y ou’ ve been in my studio.”

It wasn't a question but more of an accusation, as if she'd done something
unforgivable. “I was,” she admitted. “You are a very gifted artiss—" Rather than
accept the compliment with a smile or nod, his face turned grim. “But there is so
much unfinished. | am sure if you completed them all and took them to a gallery?>—"

“I will never allow it.”

She blinked at the pure animosity that came out of hislips. “Why not?’

He straightened, his hands falling to his sides, his feet braced apart on the floor.
“Because of the woman you saw in the painting.” She wondered if he might elaborate
or leave with that cryptic explanation. Clenching his jaw, Fleur was surprised when
he added, “ She was my lover. At onetime | imagined foolishly that | was in love with
her. The only piece I've ever finished was the one that reminds me of her, of the
betrayal | suffered at her hands and how she left me to die. She was the first person to
encourage me to continue painting. These days | would rather pick up a dagger than a
paintbrush ever again.”

Although Fleur didn’t want to feel empathy for him, she couldn’t resist taking a step
toward him. “It doesn’'t have to be a bad memory. | would be happy to?—"

11 NO.H

With that, he turned and left the room, slamming the door behind him with an air of
finality that reverberated around the expanse.
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CHAPTER 8

F leur dlept little that night and something told her that Mr. Porter did not as well. He
certainly hadn’'t seemed pleased when he'd left her bedchamber. She decided to
apologize to him this morning for pushing too far. She understood that, while he
might have looked upon painting as a caming pastime at one point, now it was
nothing but a sordid recollection. Considering that he had treated her quite fairly until
this point made her guilt rise to the surface. She was not an unkind person by nature
and she had been unsettled all night worrying about their confrontation.

She rose and performed her morning ablutions and then combed her fingers through
her hair the best that she could. Unfortunately, she remembered that a brush was not
al that she was missing. The few things she'd taken to Harriette' s townhouse were
still there. She had nothing but the shirt Mr. Porter had loaned her to sleep in and the
shroud she hoped never to lay eyes on again.

With little other choice, Fleur padded over to the door and headed down the stairs. In
the early morning light of day, she still thought the structure seemed cold and barren,
as iIf accusing her of her wrongdoings with each step that she took. She paused
halfway down and clutched the banister for support. Taking a deep breath, she
continued her descent.

She checked a few of the rooms on the lower level and didn’'t see any signs of Mr.
Porter. It was asif he' d effectively disappeared.

Finally, she spied a door at the back of the house. The door was shut but when she
dared to open it, she found her benefactor bent over a ledger and scribbling away.



There was little else in the study but the desk and his chair, empty and devoid of
many furnishings or personal touches like everywhere else.

He stopped writing when she entered and glanced up. He had donned his cap once
more. She aso noted that he was fully dressed.

“Where did you sleep last night?” That hadn’t been the first thing she'd intended to
say but it was the prominent thought in her mind.

He set down his pen near the inkwell and shut the ledger. Folding his hands on the
top, he asked, “Why? Did you miss me?’

She didn’t miss the sardonic tone. Rather than engage, she asked, “Is there any of
your... houses that you have made your own?”’

“They are all mine.”

She waved a hand. “Never mind.” She looked down at her attire. “Is there anything
else for me to wear?’

He frowned dlightly. “Are you intending to go somewhere?’

She blinked, curious as to why he might pose that question. “Am | to be a prisoner
here then?’

“1 didn’t realize that we were entertaining. Or going to the opera.”

Again, there was that mocking tone. She didn't like it.

Last night, she’d believed she might have actually had a civil conversation with him.
She hoped that it might last, that they might have the chance to know each other



better, not this barely concealed animosity when she didn’t know what she' d done to
provoke him.

She crossed her arms. “I wasn't asking for that. But perhaps some common decency
wouldn’t be amiss. Or something to read? Something to just do . | am used to being
busy. | was ateacher in Greenwich.”

He snorted. “Y ou wish for me to turn this house into a schoolroom?”

“No.” She clenched her fists at her sides. “That’s not what I’m saying. | merely don'’t
want to stare at the wall all day.”

“Then shut your eyes.”

She gasped at the snide comment. Again, she was growing frustrated with her new
situation. “I don't understand what you want from me. You paid quite handsomely
but | don’t see where there is any benefit for either of us.”

He leaned back in the chair and folded his hands over his taut stomach. She despised
the fact she noticed his physical attributes when she was furious with his cold
detachment. If he intended to remain like this, she would have rather gone home with
one of the other men. At least they would have used and discarded her, rather than
lead her around on a string where she had to wonder when he would finally pounce.

“Would you prefer that | had my wicked way with you?’

She put a hand to her forehead. “No! |— you're so infuriating! Please forget that |
mentioned anything.” She headed for the door, helpless to try to make him
understand any further. She would go back upstairs. Perhaps she could try painting.
She already knew that she wasn't adept at it but it would be better than wasting away
from boredom. It was bad enough that she didn’t know how Flavian was faring.



She was in the hallway before he called her name. Fleur didn’t want to acknowledge
him. She wanted to keep walking, preferably out the door and back to some
semblance of normalcy. But she was afraid that part of her life was gone forever.
After the auction, she was a doomed woman, teetering on the edge of respectability
with aman who didn’'t care for it at al.

She stopped but didn’'t turn to face him. She heard his footsteps approaching, slow
and steady. She gritted her teeth, because she knew that she was at his mercy. If he
told her to jump, she would have to do it. After last night, she was more or less his
property until he released her from his care.

He moved so close that she could feel the heat emanating from him, but he didn’t
touch her. It was more disconcerting than if he'd actually spun her around and kissed
her. “Would you be happy if | paraded you about high society in the best silks and
jewels that money could buy?’

She sighed. “No, that’s not what | want. | just want a... purpose for being here, or
else what was the point of demeaning myself in such a fashion, other than to please
you in seeing me humiliating myself like | did?’

“That didn’t please me.”
She amost shivered. She was angry at him, and yet, when the mocking tone was
absent and replaced with the sensual baritone of his velvety voice, she wasn't sure it

was any better for her peace of mind.

“You'll forgive me if | don't quite believe that.” Fleur didn’t want to be petty. But
she couldn’t resist abarb at his expense since he had tormented her this morning.

His hand gently touched her right shoulder. “I thought of nothing but you the moment
you walked in that club,” he murmured next to her ear. “I knew | would pay anything



to have you.”

Thistime she did shiver. “For revenge,” she guessed somewhat breathlessly.

His hand dlid slowly down her arm and around her midsection. “For something else.”
His hand trailed further downward until he reached the apex of her legs. She inhaled
sharply when he inserted a finger inside her. “I wanted you from the first moment |
saw you on that field.”

He toyed with her, moving his finger in and out, and then his thumb pressed against
the sensitive part of her that was throbbing with anticipation. Her toes curled beneath
her and she could tell her breathing had deepened. “You didn’t know... it was me.”
She gasped when he started a rhythmic movement with his fingers that had her lower
stomach burning with desire. She didn’t know it was possible to feel such wanton
urges for someone she didn’t even like.

“l knew it wasn't a man. The movements were too fluid. Too quick. That weapon
could only be wielded by a feminine hand.”

“It fooled everyone... else.” She bit her lip as her eyes closed. There was something
heavy swirling about inside of her, desperate to escape. She wanted to give in to the
urge, to release herself to the need but something was holding her back.

The rhythm increased and suddenly, Fleur was beyond conscious thought. She didn’t
want to talk anymore. She just wanted to... feel, to give in to the passions threatening
to envelop her.

The impact swept over her like a blissful wave. Her legs trembled as she fell back
against Mr. Porter, trusting him to carry her over the crest. Fleur had never
experienced anything so incredible. It was as if she was transformed from the woman
she was, unto the woman who stood in this cavernous foyer.



Afterward, like the tide going back out to sea, her body was languid, calm. Mr. Porter
removed his hand and, making sure that she could stand on her own, took a step back
away from her. She still didn’'t turn around but this time it was because she was
starting to understand what had happened. It was her initiation to the carnal arts, and
she had enjoyed it.

Shame washed over her, because surely, she should have been horrified by her
actions. This wasn’t someone that she loved, or who would ever be her husband. This
was just a man who had paid to make her his whore. An expensive one, but a
personal whore, nonetheless. It was what she had been expecting, and yet, now that
she had been introduced to the game, she wished the circumstances were altered. She
would have rather engaged in a mild flirtation until it expanded into something
further. Instead, there were no flowers or poetry. It was lust.

She didn’'t wait for him to speak. Instead, she darted to the second floor and returned
to the bedchamber. She closed the door and leaned against it with heaving breaths, as
if she'd run around all of Chelsea, instead of just up the stairs.

Drake frowned when Fleur left. He had wanted to take things slow, to let her come to
him, but she had looked so appealing in that shirt, he had wanted to rip it off of her
and sink himself into her welcoming heat. Instead, he settled for pleasuring her. What
he hadn’'t anticipated was her reaction. She fled as if he was the devil himself,
convincing her to condemn herself to the fires of hell. He might have been called a
demon by more than one person for his previous deeds years before but he was trying
to change al that. He was in a comfortable place where he could almost imagine
himself engaging in more than asingle night’ stryst.

While marriage was nowhere on the table, he had thought it would be nice to have a
mistress for a month or so. It was another reason he had singled out Miss Davies, to



see if it was a Situation that he could handle. He wasn't sure he could deal with
anyone staying under the same roof for very long, especialy when there were
uncomfortable secrets that he didn’t care to explain.

Like painting.

He was annoyed with himself that he hadn’t thought to clear out the mess of his past
before now. Of course, Fleur was a woman and a magnet for curiosity. It was in their
nature to find the darkest part of someone's history and question them about it.

Drake realized that he might have overreacted to her query the night before but he
was not used to trusting anyone. Ever. He had been betrayed by those closest to him.
There were things that Amos still didn’t know about him, and he preferred it that
way. Giving someone too much knowledge about one’s life, one's fears, opened one
up to being hurt. After what Elina had done to him, he vowed it was the last woman
who would make a cuckhold out of him. For ten years he had kept that promise. Until
he met Fleur, he hadn’t been in danger of breaking it.

Now he was in danger of much more.

He returned to his study but instead of going back to his desk, he walked over to the
window that looked out over the street. He could see the neat row of white-washed
houses across from him, people walking along in their fine clothes, and carriages
passing by. When he had purchased this house, he hadn’t ever once stopped to look at
the scene outside of his personal world. He was a man driven by survival while they
were all enjoying the day, visiting friends or family while allowing laughter and
happiness to shine upon the faces of men and women alike.

It had been years since Drake had ever been so carefree, if he had ever had such a
moment of pure bliss. The only thing that had come close was when he'd touched
Fleur and felt her pleasure radiate through him. He had gritted his teeth, desperate to



fight the urgeto fill her completely, to make her hisin truth.

But he had been truthful when he said she would have to come to him, or not at all.
Until then, he would have to content himself with knowing he had shown her
something sensual and wondrous in a world full of darkness and despair. She might
have sold her virtue but he wasn't going to take advantage of that gift.

Unfortunately, while he wanted to put his past behind him, it managed to find a way
to rear its ugly head at the most inconvenient of times. This morning he'd received a
note beneath his front door with a simple demand.

Meet tonight at the Serpentine Bridge at eleven o’clock if you don’'t want to find
yourself without your latest prize.

Drake had received several threats over his lifetime. Most of them were empty,
because the demands had found nothing to use against him.

Until now.

He had read the single line with a sensation of ice traveling through his veins. He
didn’t want to alow them the power to draw him out into the open where he might
engage in an ambush, but what other choice did he have? He had no doubt that some
of his enemies wouldn’t hesitate to use Miss Davies against him.

He supposed he could flee the city, take Miss Davies somewhere out of London, but
he had never been the type to run from anyone. He was known for his stern character
and he didn't plan on changing that anytime soon. It kept most of the men who
wished him ill at arm’s length, but apparently, some were foolish enough to attempt
to raise hisire anyway. Drake also didn’t think that she would leave her brother until
she knew he could take care of himself.



That left the only option available to him. Meet this intruder into his affairs and dare
to engage in another battle.

At this point, he feared that was the only constant in hislife he would ever have.

But hedidn’'t haveto do it alone.

He'd penned a quick missive to Amos to ensure that, should something happen to
him, Miss Davies would be taken to safety immediately. And at least he would have
someone to stand by him if things became messy.

Fleur didn’t leave the sanctity of the chamber until her stomach started to remind her
that she needed to find some sort of sustenance to sustain her in this makeshift prison
where she had been confined. She could hardly call it anything else when she wasn't
allowed to leave the house properly dressed.

She prayed there was something to eat in the larder or she might find herself leaving
regardless of her appearance—or Mr. Porter’s approval.

Her stomach abruptly flipped as she thought of him. The interlude they had shared
continued to replay over and over in her mind. The feelings he' d created within her
had been nothing short of incredible, and yet, she had never imagined her body could
be capable of such wondrous sensations. It was like nothing she’'d ever experienced
before. But it was the man himself that confused her. He was dangerous, and yet,
virile and seductive in a mysterious way.

Forcing her thoughts back to the present, she dared to rummage about in the dresser
for something other than a shirt, Fleur was relieved to see that there were some spare
clothes there as well. With a satisfied smile, she donned a pair of trousers and a new



shirt. Both of which were too large, but she secured it all with a belt about her waist.
It wasn't exactly a corset and a gown, but it was more than what she had been
wearing. And it wouldn’t be the first time she had worn trousers.

Pulling her hair back into a braid, she felt ready to tackle the rest of the day.

Heading down the back stairs, she found her way to the kitchen on the lowest level.
She set her hands on her hips and surveyed the area around her. She spied a few pots
and pans. It wasn’'t much but it would be enough. Once she knew what ingredients
she had to work with, she might be able to salvage this day after all.

The larder was rather slim in the way of food but she was able to find some buitter,
eggs and a few dry ingredients. She could survive on eggs and scones. Thank
goodness she knew how to cook, otherwise she would be forced to rely on Mr.
Porter’s charity. After their conversation this morning, she was glad to have found
something to do, even if it was by her own will.

There was no apron to be found, so she shrugged and told herself she would have to
be careful. She found a strip of linen to use to hold the warm handle of the pans as
she moved them about on the iron racks in the brick oven, and as she made a place to
roll out the scones on the counter, she realized it was the most convenient kitchen that
she had ever worked in before and she was thankful for it.

She hummed a slight tune as she went about her task. Flour soon coated her hands as
astrand of her hair fell into her line of vision. She tried to use her arm to appease the
irritant but gave up and used her hand, swiping at her forehead.

As she worked to make a dough, her mind returned to Mr. Porter. She had always
believed that men were the only ones who benefited from any sort of coupling, but
after what had happened between them, now she knew that to be a terrible falsehood.
Although she shouldn’t want a repeat of what had happened earlier, she yearned for



the chance to see if her body might react the same way toward him again. Ironic,
considering she hadn’t wanted to embark on this courtesan experience to begin with,
having been forced into it by the debt her brother owed to Mr. Porter, but now that
she had gained a taste for what it might entail, she decided it might not be as bad as
she had initially imagined.

The fire in the hearth was starting to heat the interior of the kitchen. Fleur swiped at
her forehead as the dight wisps of hair around her face started to wilt from
perspiration. But it didn’'t deter her from her task. She was grateful that she would
soon have afantastic meal to sustain her.

“What the hell are you doing?’

Fleur started as the irate voice of the master of this house came down upon her,
causing her to upset a plate of fresh scones that she had just removed from the oven.
They scattered across the floor, rolling in different directions. “Oh, no!” Forgetting
for amoment that Mr. Porter was demanding an answer, she started to scramble about
on her hands and knees trying to salvage what little she could. Her hand accidentally
touched the fiery metal and she jerked back with a gasp.

A pair of black boots entered her line of vision and she glanced up to see Mr. Porter’s
thunderous face. He reached down and grasped her arm, forcing her palm upward so
that he could see the damage caused by the burn. Fleur found it necessary to reassure
him that she was fine but she was irritated that the meal she'd carefully prepared was
promptly ruined.

Without a word, but a continual frown on his face, he dragged her forward until he
could plunge her hand in a bucket of cold water. She hissed at the initial contact

against her angry red skin but it started to improve as the water |apped at her wound.

After a time, she started to become aware of the man standing close to her, and the



memory of their interlude swept into her consciousness. “I think it’s fine now,” she
said and slowly removed her arm from his grip.

Rather than appear appeased, he looked at her with a darker scowl than before. “What
were you thinking?’

She set her jaw, irritated at his tone. “1 was hungry, so | thought to make myself
something to eat. | have baked before.”

He blinked, as if confused, and then he took a step back as he scrubbed a hand down
his face. “Blast. | didn’'t consider—" He stopped and attempted to speak again. “I'm
not used to having guests.”

Some of her anger dissipated. “ Thisis anew situation for both of us,” she noted.

That silver stare was intent when he said, “Leave this mess. I'll have a cook here by
thisevening.”

Fleur’s mouth fell open. “I can’t ask someone to clean up after me!”

“Then I'll add to the housekeeper’s duties as well.”

She shook her head. “I don't need servants. I’'ve lived my entire life without them.
I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

His eyes narrowed dlightly. “That may be, but as long as you are under my roof, |
have the final word and | say you are not to cook for yourself anymore.”

“Regardlessif | enjoy it?’ she asked primly.

He hesitated, and then moved forward. Reaching up a hand, he used his thumb to



wipe away a coating of white on her cheek. He held it up for her to see. “You mean
you enjoy coating my entire house with your efforts?’

She gritted her teeth. “You don't have to be so condescending,” she snapped,
throwing down the linen on the counter, causing a flurry of white to fly up into the
arr. “It's demeaning enough that you won't allow me to dress properly, and now |
must lay back and accept the efforts of others when | am more than capable. What am
| supposed to do hereif you won’t?—?"

She quickly dropped the rest of that sentence, but not quickly enough. His voice
dropped an octave when he prompted, “If | won't...what.”

It wasn't phrased as a question and suddenly, Fleur was feeling very out of sorts. “It
doesn’'t matter.” She waved a hand and attempted to brush past him, but he stopped
her with an arm out to the side.

Standing next to each other, shoulder to shoulder, his face so close to hers that as she
turned to face him, it wouldn’t have taken much effort for them to come together for
akiss. “I won't ask again,” he warned softly.

Knowing she was trapped, Fleur took a deep breath and forged ahead. With the
memory of her body’s response to him flashing in the forefront of her mind, she said
boldly, “I was in that auction to be a courtesan, and thus far, I’ ve failed in that task.”
She saw his nostrils flare slightly. “Y ou wish to be ruined?’

“No. I wish to know my purpose for being here other than your prisoner.”

“You're not my prisoner.”

“Am | not?’ she countered, and then added a heavy sigh, she said, “I wish | knew



why | wasreally hereif it wasn't your purpose to punish me.”

His eyes flashed with something primal, something dangerous, before it was quickly
banked. She held her breath, wondering if he would say something, or act on the
desire that was pulsing behind his calm demeanor, but instead he stepped away from
her. “I will see that some gowns are procured for you.”

With that statement, he turned on his heel and | eft.
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CHAPTER 9

A s Drake stood near the bridge overlooking the boundary between the Serpentine
and the Long Water, he was alert for any movement or shadow that might be lurking
around. He wasn’'t taking any chances on this meeting, because he had yet to learn
who he was supposed to encounter. The note he'd received had not been signed and
could have come from anyone at that auction. Not only that, but word traveled fast in
London considering the size of the city. It wouldn’t have taken long for anyone to
learn that he had gained a paramour at an exclusive gentleman’s club.

The question that remained was — what did this person want?

Drake was careful not to glance behind him where Amos remained out of site, as well
as the other two men who had accompanied him. A third man had remained at the
townhouse to watch over things while Fleur was blessedly oblivious to this evening's
activities. He didn’t need to worry about her safety when he couldn’t guarantee his
own.

Boldly walking to the middle of the bridge at precisely eleven o’ clock, he waited for
something to happen. His senses told him that he wouldn’t have to wait long. He had
been playing this game long enough to know when someone intended to follow
through on their threats. While he waited, he took a cheroot out of his coat pocket and
lit it.

He' d exhaled the first plume of white smoke when a feminine purr announced, “Mr.
Porter. How good to see you again.”



“Miss Wilson,” he returned curtly as he reluctantly turned around. “I was under the
impression that | didn’t have much choice.”

To look at the former courtesan, one could see how she might have been aluring at
one time with her dark upswept hair, but there was aso a certain hard glint in her
dark eyes that told of her experiences and not all of them had been kind. He would
have felt pity for her if she wasn't so calculating. “I lured you here this evening
because | started to consider the prospect of your... generosity toward Miss Davies,
and | wonder if that might be extended?’

Money. Of course, it was always about money. And this wasn't the first time that
someone had attempted to tempt Drake away from his sizeable coffers. However, it
was the first time that something he actually wanted to keep was on the line.

He exhaled a plume of smoke, allowing it to filter into the lady’s face. It wasn't
exactly the cut direct but it proved that he wasn’'t one to be moved by idle threats.
“1’m not sure | understand what you’re saying,” he drawled.

“Come now,” she cgjoled, waving away the cloud. “I know that you must have some
sort of fascination with Miss Davies or you wouldn’t have paid such a high price for
her. My question is, how much more would you be willing to pay to ensure her
safety?’ She paused. “Or that of her dear brother?” She blinked in a coguettish way.
“Y ou know how much he meansto her, don’t you?’

He grinned tightly. “How is Flavian doing these days?’

“Quite well.” She nodded. “I am doing my best to turn him into an exceptional lover,
but | fear we have along way to go. He is so immature.” She clucked her tongue and
moved closer to him. “Not like us, Mr. Porter. We have both experienced much of the
world. I’'m sure | am making myself clear enough now.”



He lifted a brow. “Indeed. However, | have heard that your grand following has
dwindled recently, most notably after the release of your memoirs.”

She nearly lost her composure. However, she managed to keep herself together when
she countered with, “Make no mistake. | am more than capable of gaining what |
want thanks to your kind consideration during the auction. If need be, | will useit all
to rip you to shredsto gain what | want.”

Drake narrowed his gaze, because he knew the woman finally spoke the truth. When
desperation entered the fray, it was proof there was nothing left to lose. For Miss
Wilson, she had reached that point, whereas Drake had suddenly found something he
didn’t want to give up just yet.

He ground out the cheroot beneath his heel. “Name your price.”

She smiled brilliantly. “I do enjoy a profitable discussion.” She appeared to think for
a moment but Drake knew it was all a ruse. He guaranteed that she had already
thought of a sum the moment the auction had ended. “Shall we say another five
thousand pounds?’

Drake didn’t bat an eyelash. He had the blunt to cover it. What he didn’t care for was
her eagerness to take it off of his hands when he’d done everything to gain his
wealth—by whatever means necessary.

Apparently, he wouldn’t be turning over anew leaf just yet.

“1 admit that you are bold.”

“1 can be much more,” she returned coyly, but Drake wasn't interested in anything
el se she might have to offer. He just wanted to be rid of her. For good.



“I'll pass,” he said flatly.

She frowned but didn’'t press the issue. Instead, she returned to the previous topic.
“Once | have the funds in my possession, | can promise that both Miss Davies and
her brother are free of any further obligation to me. | might even move to Paristo live
out the rest of my days.”

He snorted. “ Are you sure you wouldn't like to do that now?’

She lifted a brow. “I will send word when I’'m ready for the funds. Don’t disappoint
me, Mr. Porter. | can be a strong ally—or a worthy adversary. It's up to you which
one you choose.”

With her parting words hanging in the air, she spun around and headed into the
darkness.

Drake watched until she waslost to the night and then he lit another cheroot.

It appeared he would be making one more stop.

Fleur wasn't sure what woke her, but she sat up in bed with her heart pounding in her
chest. Struggling to catch her breath, she threw back the covers and stood.

Walking over to the window, she opened the pane and inhaled large gulps of the
dlight breeze that wafted inside the room. Although the days were still warm, the
nights were starting to become cooler with the dawning autumn. Fleur had aways
loved the slight temperatures that the waning summer had brought to England. As she
looked up at the dark sky, it showed the signs of moving storm clouds overhead. She
had to appreciate the fresh scent that a new rain would bring. It cleansed all of the



chimneys from their soot and the streets from the various refuse. It made everything
new again.

She wished it might do the same for her. If only she could turn back the hands of time
and keep her brother from going to that pub and exchanging hands with Mr. Porter
none of this nightmare would have ever occurred. She would be back in Greenwich
with Flavian and enjoying her students and happily oblivious to Harriette Wilson and
the anger she had sent toward her brother before they were parted.

She feared for what he might be subjected to under the roof of such a woman. Fleur
had been na?ve to believe she might have held a charitable nature. The sting of her
betrayal ill felt heavy on Fleur's chest. But she would forgive her all of her
transgressions if Harriette would only look after her brother to ensure he didn’t get
into trouble. Fleur knew she had allowed him too many freedoms but she was afraid
that he might leave her and then she wouldn’t have anyone. She would be truly alone.

His faults could be laid at her feet and she would admit to every single one of them.
They weren’'t in this mess because of her brother. They were here because of her . It
had been Fleur's decision to flee in the middle of the night and go to London to
escape Mr. Porter. It wasn't that she had been that terrified of what he might do, but
rather how he had made her feel. She wanted to fall down into the depths of hell with
him and that scared her more than words could say.

Fleur didn’t know how long she stood there and allowed the cool night air to envelop
her, but as she was starting to close the window and go back to bed to try to get some
sleep, she glanced down at the street and gasped. Standing and observing with the lit
tip of a cheroot as the only light to be had, other than the gas lamp flickering softly,
was the object of her fascination. Mr. Porter was looking up at her window, as if he
could see her silhouette from the other side of the curtain.

Acting on impulse, she quickly slammed the frame of the window down and rushed



back to the bed. She shivered, although she couldn’'t say if it was from fear—or
something else entirely.

Squeezing her eyes tightly shut, she ordered herself to go to sleep, but when she
heard the sound of footfalls outside of the chamber, she froze. Would he continue on,
or would he dare to come in? If he had noticed her, he would know that she was
awake.

Her heart pounded in her ears as she waited for his next move.

The seconds ticked with endless torture until finally, he moved away from the door.
She released a breath, but was it from relief or disappointment? It would almost be
better if he would take her to his bed rather than endure this torment of wondering if

or when he might decide to collect on his payment.

Unfortunately, she would never know the answers to those questions.

Light rain was pelting her window the next time Fleur opened her eyes. Her room
held a soft glow, but it wasn't due to the sun that was enveloped by the clouds she'd
witnessed the night before. Instead, there was a cheery fire in the grate.

And that wasn't all.

A silver dining service sat on top of the dressing table.

That caused Fleur to sit up.

Climbing out of bed, she padded over to the offering and lifted the lid to see an
enticing array of delights awaiting her. Eggs, ham, fruit, scones—there was enough to



tempt every pallet and she eagerly dovein. There was a pot of tea, still warm, and she
poured herself arestorative cup. She sighed in delight and wondered if Mr. Porter had
followed through on his promise of a cook.

She glanced toward the wardrobe and wondered if perhaps...

Fleur walked over to the large piece of furniture and opened it to reveal 7—

There was nothing inside.

Her heart sank slightly but at least she had something to keep her stomach from
growling.

A light knock at the door caused Fleur to spin around. She waited for Mr. Porter to
stride inside with his usual commanding air, but when there was nothing but another
light knock, she called out to enter.

Fleur was surprised when a young girl dressed as a maid stood over the threshold and
bobbed a light curtsy. “Good morning, miss. | thought you would like to know that

the modiste is here to take your measurements.”

It took a moment for Fleur’s brain to catch up to what was happening. She closed her
mouth, knowing it had fallen open and said, “Pardon me, but—who are you?”’

The girl giggled. “Beg your pardon, miss. My name is Erin. | am here to serve as
your maid.”

“l see...” Fleur cleared her throat. “Is there anyone else here?’

“Oh, yes!” The girl’s face broke out into awide grin. “There is Mrs. Bright, the cook
and Mrs. Honeywell, the housekeeper. Not to mention the excitement from the new



furnishings and?>—"

That was when Fleur’'s ears picked up the commotion going on beyond the door.
“New furnishings?’ She knew she was sounding as though she had escaped from
Bedlam, but Fleur couldn’t fathom that Mr. Porter would allow all of these people
intruding on his personal solitude, traipsing in and out of a house that he had not
dared to turn into any semblance of a home. However, al of that seemed to be
changing today.

And she could feel her cheeks warm, because she knew she was the reason for it all.
She hugged herself. “Is Mr. Porter in?”’

Erin bobbed her head. “He' s in his study.”

With an acknowledging incline of her head, Fleur started to head for the door, but
before she could make her escape, Erin said, “1 was told that you were to stay in your

chamber until the modiste arrived and you could be properly attired,” Erin noted.

Fleur had to wonder exactly what the maid knew. Crossing her arms, Fleur asked,
“Do you know the... situation between Mr. Porter and myself?’

“l don't ask questions, miss,” the maid said promptly. “I am the sole of prudence
should anyone ask it of me. | have never been prone to gossip. | actually abhor it.”

“And the rest of the staff?’ Fleur prompted. “Are they the same?’
“Indeed. The master was very clear when he came to the agency personaly this

morning. He needed immediate help and would pay well if discretion and punctuality
were strong virtues.”



“l see.” Fleur was astonished that Mr. Porter had managed to put together a modest,
but functioning staff in a matter of hours but she supposed money spoke volumes.

Their conversation was cut short by the arrival of a buxom woman wearing the finest
fashion and a look that promised no nonsense. She breezed into the room with two
other women on her heels and made a complete circle around Fleur, muttering to
herself as she did so. “You will be a diamond when | am finished with you,” she
clucked firmly.

Fleur was about to tell her that she didn't want to be anything more than simply
dressed but the woman was already barking out orders to her assistants and so she fell
silent and allowed herself to be poked and prodded for the next two hours.

Once the modiste was finished, she handed a gown to the maid. “Your master was
quite accurate of his description of hislady. This should fit her like anew glove.” She
turned to face Fleur. “My ladies will work all day and night just for you. Your
fabul ous wardrobe will be ready for you first thing tomorrow.”

“That’ s not necessary. I’m more than happy to wait?—"
“No,” the modiste waved a hand. “Mr. Porter was most insistent that you were
properly dressed with the finest items from my shop. And he has paid me handsomely

to seeit done.”

She was out the door in the same whirlwind manner in which she' d entered. It was
enough to make Fleur’s head spin.

“Would you like to get dressed?’ Erin held up the ivory dress with an expectant 100k,
asif Fleur couldn’t wait to get outfitted in the satin garment.

Instead, Fleur was eager to speak to Mr. Porter. When she had asked for gowns, she



hadn’t intended for him to engage in the expensive services of a persona modiste to
do it.

Unless thiswas hisway of starting their affair.

She swallowed nervously, not sure if she was prepared to follow through with her
commitment but knowing she had no choice if she wanted to remain in his good
graces. In that regard, she would willingly oblige, because something told her it
wasn't wise to be on Mr. Porter’ s bad side.

Fleur was patient as Erin styled her hair into a becoming chignon and assisted her
into her new gown and undergarments that had also been provided. By the time she
was laced into the corset and donned the petticoats and silk stockings, Fleur donned
her old boots. It made her feel ridiculous to have such finery intertwined with her
worn, scuffed shoes, but it was enough of a contrast that it gave her the courage to
head downstairs to confront Mr. Porter in his study.

The door was open, so she walked inside. He had his cap on and was bent over a
ledger, scribbling on the page. He seemed intent on his task but when he heard her
enter, he glanced up and looked her up and down. “We shall outfit you in shoes and
visit the millinery once the rest of your gowns arrive.” He promptly went back to his
ledger, asif she were dismissed.

Stalking to the desk, she set both of her palms on top. “When | asked to be outfitted
properly, | didn't mean to empty London of al their material. A few simple dresses

were perfectly fine so | didn’t have to keep wearing that shirt.”

His gaze flicked up at her, the silver piercing as always. “You find fault with your
new wardrobe?’

She sighed. “1 don’t want to seem ungrateful but surely you can see it is too much. |



am not a member of the ton, and | find it unnecessary to dress in such high fashion.
I’m not even part of the demimonde .” She straightened. “At this point, I’'m not a
courtesan. | am just acommon Englishwoman.”

He was silent for a moment, and then he returned his pen to the inkwell. Leaning
back in his chair, he set his arms on either side. To the casual onlooker, he appeared
perfectly at ease, but Fleur could feel the tension coiled up inside of him because it
was always present—Iike a snake preparing to strike. “Y ou are anything but common,
Miss Davies, and perhaps it was my choice to attire you thus because it pleases me to
see you outfitted like a duchess.”

“But why? | am nothing to you but a prize you won, the sister of the man who owes
you alarge debt.”

His nostrils flared dlightly. “If you believe that, Miss Davies, you aren’t as perceptive
as| originaly believed.”

Drake wasn’t in the habit of telling anyone how he felt, but surely, she could see that
she was more than just a means to an end, more than an object of desire, but
something else he couldn’t dare understand. All he knew was that he wanted to keep
her safe, and after his second meeting last night, those wheels had already been set
into motion. Amos's son, Devon, would soon be part of his household, not just to
keep an eye on Miss Davies when Drake wasn't around but to ensure that the rest of
his staff were innocent of any foul deeds.

It was strange to have so many people under hisroof. For years he' d always preferred
his privacy and solitude. However, he no longer had his own comfort to oversee.
Until he parted ways with Miss Davies, he had to make some adjustments. He might
not have foreseen them at the time he had attended that auction, but then, he had



attended because of this absurd fascination he had with her.

“What is the purpose of thisfinery if I’m to be confined inside this house?’

His attention returned to the matter at hand. He got to his feet and rounded the desk.
He was impressed that she stood her ground and didn’t shy away from him like so
many others did. Not only did his reputation proceed him but he had intimidation
down to an art. He'd spent years perfecting the persona that he portrayed to the
world. There were times he wasn't sure he could ever be the man he once was again.

He decided it was better that way. Mr. Porter was feared and respected. Both were
qualities that had served him well in thislife.

“1 have been thinking that we might attend some gatherings together.”

Her green eyes narrowed dlightly and she tilted her black head slightly. She made
such a charming picture that he nearly acted on his lustful impulses and dragged her
into his arms for a passionate kiss. “What sort of gatherings? If it is another boxing
match, I’m quite content to remain here.”

“Not quite,” he smirked. “I was thinking more along the lines of the opera. And
perhaps Vauxhall.”

She blinked. “Y ou make it sound as though we are embarking on a courtship.”
He mirrored her pose by tilting his head. “I hadn’t considered it in those terms but
consider it however you prefer. Y ou wanted a chance to experience something other

than the same four walls. I’m giving you that opportunity.”

She shook her head in obvious bewilderment. “I don’t understand why you would go
to so much trouble when you have aready won my body.”



Reaching out a hand, he grasped her chin lightly with his thumb and forefinger. “It
isn't just your body | intend to own. But your very soul.”

He saw her swallow. “You sound asif you are the devil preparing to drag me to hell.”

“1 have been called as much,” he murmured, his head dipping toward her lips. “But |
can assure you that you would find nothing but paradise in my arms.”

He held her gaze captive, his innermost thoughts temporarily revealed. For an endless
span of time they didn’t speak, just looked into each other’s eyes, trying to ascertain
what it was they wanted from this arrangement. Considering the awareness that
swirled around them, it was obvious that they were both in agreement when it came
to desire. Drake had no doubt that they would have a satisfying sexual relationship,
but once he took that step, what then? He had dared to alow another woman the
power over him and he' d nearly perished because of it. Although something told him
that Miss Davies was different than her predecessor, he wasn't going to rush into
anything blindly, where he would be betrayed again.

One mistake was quite enough.

He didn’'t wish to make another.
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CHAPTER 10

| nanticipation of his kiss, Fleur's lids fluttered closed and she held her breath. She
didn’t know why she was so desperate for this embrace. Perhaps it was because of the
dark promises that he offered her. Or that she was just as desperate for an aly in this
sordid world. She wanted someone that she could trust, that she could dare to love.

But was that something she could even hope to gain from Mr. Porter?
Was it something she actually wanted from him?

He moved away and her frustration rose to the forefront. It caused her to lash out at
him. “Y ou offer paradise, and yet, you only tempt me with the prospect, dangling it in
front of me but never following through.”

His eyes flashed molten silver as he stepped back, so close that she could feel the heat
emanating from his body and the tempest in his stare. “Do you really want to traverse
this path, Miss Davies? Once you do, there is no turning back. Y our virtue cannot be
replaced and scandal is sure to follow.”

Fleur's eyes filled with moisture until his face turned blurry. Angry at herself, she
was the one to spin away from him. Hugging herself, she spat, “What does it matter
any longer? What good is virtue if you don’t have anyone special to share it with? It's
not as if | had any suitors tearing down my door. | gave up everything—for Flavian,
and now he can’'t even rescue me.” She ended on a harsh sob, her heart breaking as
she allowed herself to face the truth. If her brother was as honorable as she had tried
to imagine he could be, he would have found some way for them to survive instead of



allowing her to take al of their burdens on her shoulders. Her brother was the one
person upon whom she believed she could always rely, but after years of sacrifice and
letting time pass her by, he couldn’t be bothered to leave Harriette' s side.

She wanted to believe that Harriette was some sort of monster who had trapped him
in her townhouse, but Fleur knew that wasn't true. There was no dungeon in that
townhouse, no evil spell that had been cast upon him. She worried for him, but she
wondered if he was sparing a single thought for her. When she'd left for the auction,
she had waited for him to forbid her to go, to promise that they would find some other
way, but he had allowed it all, while he brooded about his shortcomings.

She remembered the last words he' d spoken to her, that some people weren't worth
redemption. It had cut her to the quick then, and it did the same now. She didn’t know
how she’'d allowed herself to fail him . She realized that he'd spoken the truth when
he had called her amartyr for taking the fall for both of them.

Fleur put a fist to her chest, wondering if her very heart was breaking in haf. The
amount of guilt that she was carrying around inside of her was almost unbearable. It
was bad enough that she blamed herself for Flavian's faults, but after she had
understood who had won the auction, she realized that she hadn’t been despairing of
becoming a courtesan at all. She might have railed against it at first, mainly for her
virtue's sake, but from the first moment she’d met Mr. Porter in Greenwich, she had
been intrigued. Her brother might believe that she had willingly given up everything
when they had parted on sour terms, but Flavian didn't know that she was
willing—almost eager —to enact her new role with Mr. Porter. It felt like the worst
sort of betrayal and she had no one to blame—but herself.

She suddenly felt as though the walls were closing in all around her. She couldn’t
take afull breath and her hands were starting to shake. “1 need to get out of here,” she
whispered, and rushed for the door. Escape was within her grasp, and if she hoped to
tell Flavian she was sorry for everything, she had to make an attempt to reach him.



She ran past the surprised housekeeper and threw open the front door. She flew down
the steps and headed for Harriette Wilson's house. Everything disappeared in a blur
as she focused on her goal. She swiped at her face, the tears that were still flowing
and making it difficult to see.

Other than when her parents had died, had Fleur given in to the impulse to cry. There
were many times she came close to losing her composure, wondering how she was
going to make it, but Flavian had always managed to keep her strong and steady.
Without his calm assurance, and her sole purpose for working so hard, what did she
have left?

She gathered her skirts and sprinted up the stone steps of the courtesan’s residence,
the place she had come to for refuge only a few days before, and pounded her fist on
the door, ignoring the brass knocker completely.

Her summons was answered in short order, the butler looking as though she had gone
mad. Perhaps she had. She certainly didn’t fedl in control of anything anymore and it
was a helpless feeling. “1 need to speak with my brother,” she urged.

He lifted his chin anotch. “1 am afraid he’ s out at the moment.”

He started to shut the door but she wedged her foot inside. “Then | will wait.” She
shoved her way inside and ignored the shocked look from the servant which proved
that he was lying. Rushing around the lower rooms, she called out his name.
“Favian!”

Everywhere she looked was empty, so she headed for the second floor. The butler
was saying something behind her, but his words didn’'t register as she started to

Inspect every room.

Her heart lodged in her throat, fearing that he was truly gone.



But then she tried one last door.

She skittered to a halt when she spied her brother in a compromising position—with
Harriette.

Hearing the commotion behind her, Fleur started to back away, but it was too late.
Her presence had been noted. Without bothering to cover her nakedness, Harriette's
chest was in full view as she offered a look of surprise. It was soon replaced with a
gy smile. “Why, Miss Davies. We weren't expecting company.”

“Fleur?’ Her twin had seemed to come to his senses. He blinked at her. “What are
you doing here?’

Her mouth opened but no sound emerged. What could she say? That she had
expected something different from him? That perhaps he might have actually been
concerned for her welfare, rather than enjoying himself as Miss Wilson's current
paramour? He certainly wasn't being mistreated or suffering in the least.

She met his gaze and expected guilt or— something , but nothing passed over his
features save aflash of annoyance.

“Goodbye, Flavian.”

It killed her to do it, to leave him behind, knowing that he was going to make the
same mistakes, but she could no longer help him. He would have to stand on his own
and face the consequences of his actions. She was done fighting his battles. She had
her own life to contend with.

With a sense of defeat, Fleur returned to the first floor. She started for the door and
when she glanced up, she saw the irritated glare from the butler. But more than that,
Mr. Porter was standing in the frame, his cap hanging low over his forehead. He



didn’t move, but seemed content waiting for her to approach him.

“1 had to see—" Fleur’s voice broke and she swallowed hard. “I needed to know—to
say—" Heaven help her, she couldn’t seem to string a coherent sentence together.
Gathering her strength, she clenched her fists and lifted her chin dlightly. “Take me
home.”

Without aword, Mr. Porter turned and together, they headed for his townhouse.

* % %

When they returned, Drake led Miss Davies to her room. There he ensured that the
cook made something that would help her dleegp. She had been through an emotional
strain and she needed proper rest. She had endured a lot in the past few days, and he
certainly hadn’t helped to ease her transition. In one night, she had lost everything
and he should have been a bit more sensitive to that. Sometimes, he forgot that not
everyone was as jaded as he was, able to withstand the turmoil that life continued to
toss in his direction. The last thing he wanted was to wipe that beautiful smile off of
her face. There were times he wondered if she was the last bit of hope in his
miserable existence.

As she obediently drank the tincture that the cook had brought, Drake struggled to
keep his hands to himself. He wanted to brush the slight strands of hair away from
her forehead. Kiss her on the cheek and murmur that everything was going to be all
right. But it wasn’t something he could promise, so he refrained. He didn’t act on the
other temptations either, because he couldn’t allow himself to get too close. There
were too many things he still didn’t know about her and he had learned to be guarded.
His heart seldom made an appearance except to keep the blood pumping through the
rest of his body. He wondered, at times, if that blasted organ had turned black and
cold as he didn’t feel much of anything anymore.



Except when he looked upon her face.

Fleur .

He clenched his jaw as he sat on the edge of the bed. He would make sure she was
properly settled before he left. He owed her that much.

It didn’t take long before the drink started to take effect, as her eyes began to grow
heavy. “How are you?’ he asked softly, although he couldn’t quite rid his words of
the gruff undertone that he had adopted over the years.

“Better.” She sighed heavily. She put a hand to her forehead. “I’m sorry for such a...
terrible outburst. | assure you that | never act that way. | am generally much more...

composed. | don’t know what came over me.”

Grief. Loss. Despair. Drake knew them all because he had suffered from the same.
Instead, he said, “ There is nothing to apologize for.”

Her focus locked on him. “But surely you must think I'm mad.”

He offered a slight curve of hislips. “We all go mad sometimes.”

“Have you?’

All my life. “On occasion.”

“How do you... recover?’

| hope you can answer that question. “I get up every day and go to bed every night.”

Feeling more vulnerable than he would like, he got up and waked over to the
window. Glancing outside at the brilliant day, he adjusted his attention back to her.



“But | don't lament what is already past. Yesterday is gone. Tomorrow is not
promised. All we have isthis moment.”

“That’s very poetic,” she murmured, and he could hear the weary tone in her voice.

If there was one thing Drake had never called himsalf, it was a poet. But he supposed
there was a certain melancholy prose to his answer. He prayed that didn't mean he
was getting soft. He would never surviveif so.

He cleared his throat and walked over to the door. “Get some rest. We will speak
again when you wake.”

She mumbled something incoherent and he could tell the herbs were starting to take
effect.

Unsettled, Drake returned to his study, intent on finishing his accounts, but the
moment he walked over the threshold, he was struck with a sense of panic the likes
he hadn’t suffered for many years. When he was young, abandoned on the streets of
London, these attacks had occurred with more frequency, but as he'd matured and
learned the hardshipsin life, it had molded him into the man he was today.

He decided that watching Fleur struggle with her own trias today, it had sparked
something within him that he thought had long been buried. At least, he had tried to
smother that part of his past with all of his transgressions. He had done terrible, likely
unforgiveable things, to get where he was now and although he should be apologetic
for most of them, he found that portion of his conscience had withered away. But the
avenues of his brain that were still connected to that scared child were apparently still
evident.

He walked over to the cabinet that housed his brandy and withdrew the decanter. He
didn’t like to drink often because it dulled his wits and he generally needed them at a



moment’ s notice. But not tonight. Not now. He wouldn’t allow any interruptions.

Removing the stopper, he took several long gulps. It was nearly empty by the time his
hands had finally ceased shaking and his senses were gratefully dulled once more.

Drake took off his cap and threw it on top of the desk as he sank into the chair and
momentarily closed his eyes. He was relieved that Fleur couldn’t see him in such a
state of dishabille. He never wanted anyone to see the boy that was scared of his own
shadow.

He wanted that boy to stay dead.

He was better off for it.

* % %

Slowly, Fleur opened her eyes as consciousness began to return. For a moment, she
was disoriented, uncertain where she was, but as memory came flooding back, she
wanted to hide beneath the covers of her bed and never show her face again. It was
cowardly of her to consider such actions but she would rather disappear forever than
face the stern regard of Mr. Porter again.

Drake.

She didn’'t allow herself to think of him in such intimate terms, because it was best if
there was a divide between them. They could share mutual pleasure without going
any further. Not only did she know he would want it that way but it would be safer
for her if she did the same. He offered her nothing but heartbreak if her emotions ever
became involved. She wasn't sure she could ever extend the offer of something as
simple as friendship. That would mean caring and she doubted the sentiment would
be reciprocated.



And yet...

He had taken care of her in a dire time of need, when the pressure had become too
much to bear and she'd crumbled beneath the weight of it al. It was temporary
insanity, a momentary weakness. It wouldn’t happen again.

It couldn’t.

Fleur sat up in bed. She was glad to see that she was still fully dressed in the ivory
gown. It had lost some of its luster when she'd first donned it but an attack of hysteria
would upset most anyone.

Shoring up her courage, she went downstairs to brave the lion in his den.

He wasn't in the study.

Curious, she glanced in afew other rooms but Drake was nowhere to be found.

She was starting to head for the downstairs kitchen when she spied a footman
walking toward her. Except it wasn't an ordinary man. This one had dark skin and a
patch over part of his face, leaving one perfectly blue eye to glance out at the world.
Drake' s cohort was just as lean and muscled as she recalled, and his focus was direct
and knowing as well.

“Amos, isit not?’ she greeted with an uncertain smile as he paused in front of her.

He flashed a white smile. “Y ou have a good memory, Miss Davies.”

Thinking that he would surely know where Drake had gone, she asked, “Have you
seen Mr. Porter? | was hoping to speak with him.”



He sent a thumb in the direction of the dining room. “He was just finishing his
lunch.”

She mumbled her thanks and scurried past him. As she walked inside the dining
room, she was surprised to find a mahogany table and six chairs taking up the middle
of the room. There was little else to recommend the space, but it was an improvement
to the empty space before. It was the first thing to catch her attention.

“Thisis new,” she noted as she trailed a hand along the shiny wood.

“Yes.

She looked up at the curt reply to find Drake standing by the mantel. She didn’t know
If it was possible, or perhaps she was still feeling the effects of the tincture she had
drunk, but he looked more intimidating than usual. That intent gaze nearly took her
breath. “1 saw Amos,” she said, for lack of her brain trying to remember what she had
sought him out for.

“He' shereto fill in asafootman.”

This surprised her. “1 didn’t realize he adopted so many roles to his personality.”
Some of histight demeanor softened slightly. “Heisdoing it as afavor to me.”
“Why?’

He tilted his head to the side. “Did you sleep well?’

It was obvious he had evaded the question. It concerned her but she didn’t want to

press the issue and put him in afoul mood. “As good as can be expected.” She took a
restorative breath. “ About earlier?—"



He waved a dismissive hand and pushed away from the mantel. “There' sno need. It's
forgotten.” He glanced at the table. “Order whatever you want to eat. The cook is
under instruction to treat you as she would myself.”

He started for the door.

“You're not staying?’

He hesitated, saying over his shoulder. “1 will return later on this evening to escort
you to the opera. Unless you have changed your mind?’

“No. That sounds... lovely.” And it wasn't just because she was getting to do
something exciting, but because she would be with him.

He nodded his head and left as Fleur sat down to dine alone.

“Youdidn't tell her?’

Drake glared at Amos. “It’ s best if she doesn’t know. It would only upset her more.”

They were on their way to make further arrangements in case they had to put their
alternate plan into motion. He hoped it didn’t come to that, but he didn’t put anything
past Miss Wilson and her desire to live as she’d always intended. She was already
using Flavian as her pawn but it didn’t appear that Fleur’ s brother minded in the least.

He clenched his jaw, angry that the man didn’t have the spine it took to stand up for
what was right. He surely knew how his sister had been treated, and yet, he remained
at the courtesan’ s bedside like an obedient dog.



“You don't believe it will upset her if she finds out you were privy to the lady’s
schemes?’

“But I'm not,” Drake pointed out firmly. “I am merely making preparations to
remove Flavian before she can squeeze any more funds from me.”

“And you believe that doesn’'t count as concealing the truth.” The other man snorted,
his blue eye revealed narrowing dlightly. “All this time | thought you were keen on
women but you don't know much if you believe your paramour will take this
information lightly. You need to tell her before she finds out by some other means
and you return to being the cruel villain who separated her from her blood.”

Drake didn’t reply. He knew that Amos spoke logically but Drake didn’'t need Fleur
getting involved in something any more dangerous than necessary. If she should
uncover Harriette's motives, she might try to rescue Flavian on her own. God only
knew what would happen should that come to pass. One of the things he admired
about Fleur was her determination and her courage but Miss Wilson was not like a
disgruntled patron Fleur might have encountered at Greenwich. She knew nothing of
the tactics that desperate women in Harriette's situation would do to secure their
position within society, a position that had previously been stripped away.

Silence continued to remain supreme as Drake and Amos made their way to the East
End of London. These were the streets that they were familiar with. They knew every
stench filled aleyway, every dark and dirty lodging house, shop, and pub, as well as
everything in between that most everyone else tried to ignore. Whitechapel was the
breeding ground for crime, where a man could find himself at the mercy of a
pickpocket and the barrel of a pistol in the same night. It was filled with the lowest of
humanity, those that had fallen on hard times and had nothing left to lose.

People like Drake had once been. He didn’t have to look into the hollow, sunken eyes
of the boys in their torn rags as they sept against the side of a roughhewn building.



He had been there many times. He could still remember the feel of the dagger handle
in his grasp as he jerked awake with the slightest noise, wondering if he was about to
breathe hislast.

He despised coming back here but he knew these were the men he could count on.
With a few coins, he could buy loyalty for a brief time. However, once the job was
complete, he might find himself mugged and left for dead. It was the way of the
world he knew. But he could aso rub elbows with a duke and duchess in the midst of
aballroom if the occasion warranted it. He'd made sureto learniit all.

He led the way into the Crown and Sceptre that had already awakened for the
evening. Drink was flowing freely, the loud guffaws from men already well into their
cups seated around the center of the bar.

Drake ignored it all as he headed for the door at the rear of the pub. There was a man
pissing out the back door but Drake paid him no heed. He was there to speak to
someone in particular. Although he wasn’'t a man he could trust as well as Amos, he
was a man who spoke and caused others to listen.

He rapped sharply on the wood four times in quick succession. There was a pause and
then the wood flew open and Drake met the stone-faced expression of the gang
leader’s right hand. He had light hair that was plastered to his head, a gap-toothed
grin and eyes that could pierce any soul. “Porter,” he said with a snarl. It wasn't a
polite greeting that he might have received in a ballroom but the closest he would get
to approval to speak to the man in charge.

Drake started to move forward, but when Amos would have done the same, his way
was blocked. “Your kind aren’'t allowed.”

That was a dlight that Drake had never stood for. He put his face directly in the other
man’s sight and said in alow growl, “Amosiswith me.” He waited for an altercation,



but a bored voice spoke up from the back.

“Stop being an ass, Reynolds. Let them both through.”

Reynolds stepped back with a snort that promised trouble but he did as he was
instructed. As Drake and Amos moved further into the room, they encountered the
man they sought. The clean shaven, well dressed, dark-haired gentleman looked as if
he would be better suited in the middle of a Parliament hearing rather than behind the
scarred desk that held more secrets of Whitechapel than Drake wanted to learn.
Although he probably already knew most of them, Avalon had been chosen as the
keeper of every misdeed that went on in Whitechapel. It was rumored that he had a
list of offenders and their respected grievances, as well as the proof to back it all up,
which iswhy he was more feared than the Runners who dared to patrol these streets.

Adopting a casua pose, Avalon clasped his hands together and regarded Drake as
cordially as if they were about to have tea. “I heard you were going to be coming by
to seeme.”

“Did you?' Drake drawled, although he wasn’t surprised. The man had an uncanny
ability to know information before it was ever suggested. It was another asset that
made him so revered in the underground.

“Y ou know an audience with me will cost you dear, as well as any assistance | might
deign to give, since | prefer to be a neutral party in al matters, although | am
somewhat empathetic to your plight.” He lifted a brow. “I heard your lady was quite
comely. | would be keen to keep hold of such a prize myself. Perhaps you might
introduce us?’

Drake wanted nothing less but he knew in order to gain this man’s assistance, as well
as the men he had at his disposal at the snap of afinger, he had to play nice. “We will
be at the opera tonight.”



His smile grew to showcase even white teeth. “Then | shall anticipate the curtain
rising.”
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CHAPTER 11

F leur should have been thrilled by the parade of fashionable dresses that were
brought through the bedchamber and crowded into the massive wardrobe. There were
surely more gowns than she could ever hope to wear but she thanked the modiste on
Mr. Porter’s behalf and stared at the array of color on display.

She couldn’t help but wonder what she was going to be trading to earn such a vast
array of clothes, but then she remembered that it no longer mattered. Her brother was
surely lost to her, engaging in such frivolous activities with the woman who had quite
literally sold Fleur’s virtue for her own gain.

Fleur tried to be thankful that her brother wasn't forced to live on the streets or worse.
At least he had a place to sleep and he didn’t seem to be hurting. Instead, he appeared
to be flourishing without giving her a second thought.

Renewed anger flowed through her veins as she brought back all of the sacrifices and
daring exploits she'd done on his behalf. She believed that he might have felt the
same obligations but apparently that wasn't the case. Perhaps he was right and he was
without redemption. Of course, she would never believe it was so. She had never
given up the hope that anyone could recover their dark soul—even Drake.

She closed her eyes and recounted the kisses they had shared, and the earth shattering
feeling he'd wrought out of her in the middle of the foyer. Never in her life had she
wanted to toss away her virtue as much as she did now. It wasn't likely that she
would ever make a proper match, especially as each passing day would draw her
reputation closer to ruin. After a public display like the opera, it would likely be the



last attempt she might have had to recover some part of her innocence but it was
fading away into oblivion and she suddenly wasn’t inclined to mind.

So many times she imagined Drake’'s hands on her body, gently caressing her skin.
She wanted him to kiss her, to let her heart pound with anticipation that more would
follow. She wanted to feel his hot skin against her palms, to stand in front of him,
fully naked, and let him look hisfill. She wanted to see the fiery hunger in his gaze as
he swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed where they were finally joined
together as one.

Fleur’s breath expelled on a shudder. As she walked over to the wardrobe, she closed
her eyes and allowed her fingers to move among the soft silk and muslin until her
breath caught. She opened her eyes and knew that was the dress she would wear that
evening.

Removing it, she held up the gown next to her. It was a deep, rich silver that caught
the light from the candles and shimmered with a brilliant hue. It was the perfect
complement to her black hair and green eyes and the exact shade of his gaze. If there
was anything that would surely capture Drake's attention, it would be this dress. By
this evening, she planned for him to be dipping it off of her shoulders and laving a
path down her spine with his tongue.

She rang for Erin to help her dress, eager for the night to begin.

By the time she had donned the gown and her hair was pinned into an elegant style,
the housekeeper arrived to let her know that Drake had returned and was waiting for
her downstairs.

With a steadying breath, Fleur left the chamber and began her descent.

From the moment she came into view, Drake’ s focus was riveted on her. His attention



never once wavered until the point she stood directly in front of him. She waited for
him to say something but instead, he inclined his head and turned to open the door for
her. She should have been grateful for the chivalrous maneuver when she knew he
wasn't inclined toward such behavior. However, she was disheartened when she
didn’t receive a single compliment. But it wasn’t as though they were courting. He
didn’t have to woo her, did he? He had already paid for the convenience of her time;
had bought the gown she now wore.

Nevertheless, she had her pride and as the hackney stopped at Drury Lane, she
stepped to the ground with the footman’ s assistance and smiled in her most charming
and warm manner. She was rewarded with a surprised blink from the young man’s
direction and a dlight coloring on his cheeks that she found adorable more than
seductive.

Before she could climb the steps, Drake grasped her elbow and bent down to whisper
in her ear with that smooth, velvety timbre. “What are you playing at?’

Her heart started to pound, but not with fear. She rather wished it was, because then
she wouldn’t be so drawn to him. “Isit wrong to be kind?’ she countered innocently.

He saw through her ploy. “If you have something to say to me, perhaps you should do
so rather than lead on a man who would be unable to protect you.”

With that, he released her and started forward. Annoyed at his high-handed behavior,
Fleur decided that if he wanted to act that way, she would show him how coquettish
she could truly be.

Fleur thought they would be headed for the main auditorium but to her surprise, they
went toward one of the personal boxes directly in the center that faced the stage.
“You have quite an impressive repertoire at your disposal, Mr. Porter,” she
murmured. “First your many houses about the city and now the best viewing box to



be had at the most revered theatre in London.”

He paused before the curtain that led into the interior. “Alas, | cannot lay claim to this
particular box. Mine is further down the row. We shal be joining a fellow
acquaintance who is eager to meet you.”

Disappointment immediately shot down her spine. Fleur had been hoping it might be
just the two of them for this evening's entertainment. “When were you going to tell
me?’

“l just did,” he returned curtly as he parted the curtain and held it open for her.

She glared at him as she passed but when her attention was soon diverted by a
handsome devil-may-care of a gentleman with black hair and equally dark eyesrising
from his seat to greet them, she decided that she could use this opportunity to her
advantage.

The stranger’s eyes flickered to Mr. Porter before lighting on her. “Y ou must be the
Miss Davies I’ve heard so much about.” Fleur smiled broadly and extended her hand.
“The pleasure is mine, domine carissime .”

Recognition immediately lit his gaze as he bent over and kissed her gloved knuckles.
“Latin,” he murmured. “ She is beautiful and intelligent. | may not allow her to return
to you.”

Fleur’s stomach fluttered when he spoke, because although he directed his statement
to Drake, he never stopped looking at her. It didn’t take her long to ascertain that he

was an incomparable charmer.

He was perfect.



“That doesn’t seem very sporting. You know my name but | have yet to learn yours.”

He clucked his tongue in a manner of chastisement at Drake, and then the stranger
waved a hand toward the front of the box—directly next to where he had been sitting,
leaving Mr. Porter to take a seat on the other side of their host and away from Fleur.

She smiled broadly, because she couldn't have planned things more perfectly. If
Drake cared for her at all, tonight would force him to prove his devotion. She was
tired of waiting for him to come to her. She still wanted to fulfill some sort of
purpose—and forget everything she had failed to succeed for her and Flavian.

“You can cal me Avalon,” he noted after they had settled. A quick glance at Drake
proved that he didn’t care for this situation at all, but other than the muscle that flexed
in hisjaw, he kept his attention forward and all but ignored their interaction.
“Avalon... Isthat afamily name?’ she asked softly.

Avalon lifted abrow. “Y ou might say it’s something of a pen name.”

“How mysterious,” she purred. She reached out and laid her palm gently on his chest.
“1 imagine your closet is riddled with skeletons.”

He chuckled as he put his hand over hers. “You have no idea.” He slowly removed
her hand but rather than cast her aside, he kept it within his grasp, as if he was laying
claim to her, just as he’ d promised.

Still, Drake didn’t appear to notice.
Fleur withheld a sigh. She was starting to despair that they would ever fulfill their

personal commitment, especially if he didn’t care that another man was flirting with
her. Unlike the harmless footman that he had acted willing to toss under the carriage



wheels because of her kindness.

Tossing her head as the opera began to start, Fleur told herself that she wasn’'t going
to worry about Mr. Porter and his moodiness any longer. She had a handsome man
beside her that hung on her every word and that was enough to ease the banishment
shefelt in her heart.

If Drake grasped the edge of the seat any tighter, he was sure it would snap in his
bare hand. He hadn’t liked the innuendo in Avalon’s eyes from the moment Fleur had
walked into that box, but if he wanted the protection of the underground that he
would provide, he had to play by the rules. Jealousy was not one of them. Although
Drake had no doubt that they would be evenly matched in a physical atercation, he
didn’t care to have the thunder from his gang raining down upon him should things
turn sour. He was trying to turn over a new leaf by straying away from trouble, not
actively engaging init.

Especially when it came to Fleur.

He knew what she was doing. It had been obvious from the moment she'd offered
that poor footman more than a crumb of her acknowledgment. The reason, he could
only surmise, but he knew it had something to do with his lax demeanor toward her.
She was confused and the last thing he wanted to do was add to her despondent spirit.
She had lost enough. He was trying to give her control over something in her life but
it appeared her virtue was not something she cared to protect. The way she was acting
so boldly toward Avalon told him that she was eager to toss it away on the first man
who showered her with any sort of regard.

WEell, Avaon could just piss off. There was an unspoken rule in the underground,
honor among thieves. And that was one didn’'t go after another’s woman. That was



the sort of property that remained on neutral ground. Unless Avalon didn’t wish to be
the leader of the Blue Boys any longer, then he had best remember that Miss Davies
had arrived on Drake' s arm and not his.

Drake ground his teeth together. He wished he had a way to obtain something from
Avalon’'s past to use as a threat against him but the man was effortless at keeping all
aspects of his life carefully hidden. He was obviously a master of disguise to have
evaded detection after more than three years. From the moment he’ d erupted onto the
scene in the underground he'd been a force to be reckoned with. He had gained the
grudging respect of the most hardened criminals, even Amos, who was one of the
most difficult men when it came to trusting others.

Other than himself.

As the first half of the Opera droned on in Italian, Drake tried to adopt a bored
countenance but his attention was completely tuned to the couple chattering
animatedly at his side. He wanted to yank Fleur up from that seat and send her home
and directly to her chamber—where he intended to join her. However, he had no
choice but to see this little play unfold. Oddly enough, most of the drama was in this
box and not on the stage.

When the lights were lit and intermission was upon them, Drake could only pray that
the second half was not filled with the same torture that the first half had been. He
started to get up but Avalon waved him back down as a figure appeared at the rear of
the box. “Miss Davies has expressed her interest in the ladies retiring room and |
have summoned Reynolds to escort her.”

Drake narrowed his focus slightly on Avalon, not sure if he was comfortable with
Fleur going anywhere without him. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he said slowly.

Avalon leaned toward him. “I give you my word that she will be back unharmed, at



our side, momentarily.”

With a curt nod, Drake gave in, but his eyes burned a hole in Reynolds. He had never
cared for the man and knowing that Fleur was going to be alone with him made him
more than slightly uncomfortable.

Once they had departed, Avalon turned to him. “Shall we smoke?’ He withdrew two
cheroots from his vest and handed one to him.

Drake was eager to light the tip. He needed something to calm him down so he didn’t
make a drastic error in judgment. He wondered if it might be too late for that. “What
are you doing, Avalon?’

He released a plume of white smoke. “I call it entertaining a beautiful woman.”

“You know the rules.”

“I am aware, yes.” Avaon regarded him shrewdly. “As do you. If you want my
assistance, you will alow the evening to progress as it is. | find Miss Davies very

engaging.”

“1 will not deny her appeal, which iswhy | spent five thousand quid to obtain her.”

Avalon smiled at the warning Drake couldn’t hold back. He had never allowed his
emotions to get the better of him before. He didn’'t understand why a woman, when
there had been plenty before Fleur, that was causing him to act out now. “I never
thought | would see the day that Mr. Drake Porter was besotted with any female. Be
careful that you aren’'t felled by her many charms.”

Drake smiled tightly. “I know my mind. | let nothing—and no one —stand in the way
of what | want.”



Avalon leaned forward and mumbled. “I shall remember you said that.”

He glanced toward the entrance to the box and Drake dlid his focus in that direction.
When he saw Fleur, he hoped she hadn’t been standing there long, but by the stunned
look on her face and the utter betraya in her eyes, he could tell she had overheard
what he’d said.

Bloody hell.

* % %

It was enough of a cold dose of reality to cool her earlier ardor. Fleur found that the
second half of the opera wasn't nearly as entertaining as the first half. Although
Avalon did his best to engage her in light flattery, she could think of nothing but
Drake' s harsh words. It was apparent that he still looked at her as nothing more than a
prize to be won when she had foolishly believed that they had started to become
more. Perhaps as much as friends. But he had clearly drawn the line in the sand and
she was content to stay on her side from this point on. Instead of trying to do her best
to compensate him for the money he had spent, feeling somewhat guilty because of
her actions and her brother’ s debt, she was now going to concentrate all her efforts to
drag Flavian out of Harriette's den of iniquity and go somewhere they never had to
see Mr. Porter or that courtesan ever again. Things could go back to being the way
they were, hopefully without the gambling and drinking. She could only pray that her
twin had learned hislesson in all of this.

If she could just turn back the hands of time and never leave Greenwich...

But it was na?ve to want something that was already tainted.

Swallowing over the harsh lump of regret in her throat, Fleur was grateful when the
lights overheard signaled the end of the performance. Sadly, her thoughts had drifted



and she’ d missed most of the second part.

Avalon turned to her with a fond farewell. “My dear, it was lovely to meet you.
Donec iterum convenient. ” He kissed her gloved hand once more, lingering longer
than the first time.

Shetilted her head to the side and said coquettishly, “ Shall we meet again?’

His dark eyes flashed with promise. “I shall make sure of it.”

As he released her, a shiver of apprehension traveled down her spine. However, her
unease didn’t last long as Drake put his hand at the small of her back and steered her

out of the box.

As they headed outside to hail a hackney, he nearly growled in her ear, “What do you
think you're doing, making illicit plans with someone like that?’

She glared at him and moved out of his grasp. She despised how cold she felt without
his warmth but she wasn’'t about to allow this slight to go unheeded. “I was being
friendly.”

“Oh, yes. | could seethat. All. Night. Long .”

Fleur rolled her eyes. “If | didn't know better, | would believe you were jealous,
speaking to me in such a crass manner. Perhaps you should emulate Mr. Avalon a bit

more closaly.”

He abruptly spun on her. She came to a halt and bent backward to keep from running
into him. “Should 1? Y ou have no idea what sort of man heis.”

Shetried to adopt a bored demeanor. “Much like you, | should imagine.”



“He's worse,” he snapped. “He's the leader of the Blue Boys, one of the most
notorious gangs in the London underground.”

She blinked. “Blue Boys? That doesn’t sound very threatening.”

“Perhaps not, but trust me when | will say if he gave the order to dlit your throat you
would be bleeding on the street right now.”

Feeling as though his point had been made, Drake turned and started to stalk away.
Fleur had to pick up her skirts and rush to keep up with him. She despised his
moodiness. It had her spinning in circles. “Then why did you encourage us to stay
with him this evening?’

“He might be agood ally to have if>—"

The way he ground off his statement would not be borne. “If what?’ she prodded.

He took off his hat and shoved a hand through his dark hair. He looked over his
shoulder, piercing her with those silver eyes. “If things do go the way they should
with us.”

She frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?’ After a pregnant pause, she asked
slowly, “Do you think | could be in danger by associating with you?’

“1 have made alot of enemiesin my lifetime. It’s not unwelcome to require additional
protection.”

As she absorbed this, he managed to hail a hackney. It stopped before them and he
held out his hand to assist her inside. She went numbly. It wasn't until the carriage set
into motion that she recovered her voice. “Does the same apply to Flavian? Or just
me?”’



He looked directly at her. “I wouldn’'t concern yourself about your brother.”

“How can | not?’ she countered. “We are blood.”

“And yet, whereis he?’

Fleur looked toward the window as tears stung her eyes. It was the one thing that she
couldn't seem to get out of her mind, and although she wanted to be happy for
Flavian for being happy, she couldn’t resist the fact that she felt horribly betrayed.

She looked down at her hands as she blinked the tears away. “Y ou'’ re right. He should
have tried harder to help our circumstances, or preferably, not allow himself to get
caught up in his old vices again.” She lifted her gaze to him. “But never has he made
me feel as worthless as you did tonight when you said no one ever stood in the way of
something you wanted.”

“It’ sthe truth. Would you rather | lie?’

“No.” She struggled to keep in her disappointment. It aimost strangled her with the
strain of holding it back. “But neither do | want to be just a pawn in someone'slife. If
you never intended to care about me any further than what | could do for you, why go
to that auction? Why bother spending so much on something you didn’t want?’

His focus remained steady. “|I have been asking myself that very question,” he
returned softly, and something told Fleur it was the truth.

She leaned her head back against the squabs. “It appears we are both stuck in a
situation of our own making then. The question now is, how do we resolve it?’
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F leur was weary when they returned to Chelsea Street. She told herself not to look
toward Miss Wilson's townhouse but she found her gaze drifting that way regardless
of her intentions to remain strong against the pull. She saw several lights shining in
the windows and wondered what Flavian was doing in that moment. He had never
been the type to read, and unless he was doing something to occupy his time, his
boredom could be relentless.

She could withstand the misery she was currently feeling, the utter loneliness, if she
thought he was truly happy. She wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of having Harriette in
their lives but she would endure it if she knew that Flavian’'s heart truly was content.

As she walked up the steps to Drake’ s residence, it was as if her feet were encased in
lead. She wanted nothing more than to take to her bed and sleep for a week.

Perhaps it would be best if she didn’t wake up at all.

As her dipper touched the base of the staircase, a strong, warm hand touched her
shoulder. “You should know that things are becoming more...complicated with you

here.

She fought the urge to close her eyes and lean back into his embrace. As angry as she
was with him for being so cold and calculated all the time, she missed that connection
to someone. She had always had her brother to lean on when it mattered, when the
world became too much to bear.



She nodded her head in response, not sure what el se she was supposed to do.

However, when she started to move forward, the pressure increased, holding her in
place. “Fleur...”

She held her breath for countless seconds, the time passing slowly. But when it was
obvious he wasn't going to say anything further, she allowed her shoulders to sag.
“Good night, Drake.”

Thistime, he let her go.

When she reached her bedchamber, she was surprised to see Erin sitting in a chair
and working on some embroidery. When Fleur entered, the maid quickly rose to her
feet. “Miss Davies. | thought you might need some help undressing.”

Rather than argue or claim that she just wanted to be alone, she found the assistance
was actually quite welcome. “Thank you.”

Once the gown and undergarments had been discarded and Fleur donned a new silk
nightdress, the maid departed. Fleur slipped beneath the covers, eager to close her
eyes and lose herself to dreamland.

Unfortunately, as much as she tried to relax enough to do so, she found it quite
hopeless. The fire had burned down in the grate but she wasn’t cold. In truth, it was
asif her body waslit on fire.

She got up and began to pace the room. Perhaps she could tire herself enough for
sleep to claim her. But it was apparent that was not going to work either. She was too

restless, too aware of the man sleeping under the same roof for her to get any rest.

Sinking down in the single chair that Erin had vacated earlier, Fleur laid her head



back against the edge of the chair and stared at the celling. It was plain and white
with very little to recommend it, and yet, she found it somewhat comforting. There
was something about the simple design that reminded her of the house she had grown
up in with Flavian and their parentsin Oxfordshire.

Her heart ached, yearning to return to those days of carefree abandon. She had
thought times were hard as a child but they had been absent of the cares she suffered
as an adult.

She released a heavy sigh just as the door opened and a man was silhouetted in the
frame.

Drake.

He glanced about the room until he spied her. “Are you well? | could hear
movement...”

His voice trailed off as if he were uncertain of his welcome. Odd, since he never
seemed to have a care for that before. “I’'m fine. | just couldn’t sleep.”

“I would offer you a book to read but I'm afraid the library is rather ill stocked at the
moment. | can see to it that some novels are procured?—"

She waved a hand and he fell silent. “Don’t worry yourself on my behalf.” She got up
and moved toward the bed. “I am starting to get a little sleepy now,” she lied. “I'm
sorry to have disturbed you.”

He reached out and grabbed her wrist. “Fleur.”

All he had to say was her name before she spun around and found herself in his arms.
Their lips instantly fused together, drawn into a passionate kiss, as Drake held her



close enough that she could feel his heart pounding in rhythm to her own.

She moaned as her breasts were crushed against his chest, finding the pressure
completely enticing. She had never been this close to a man before and she was
finding it quite enthralling.

Fleur was glad that he had dispensed with most of hisfinery, leaving just his shirt and
trousers on. She removed the hem from his trousers and allowed her hands to slide up
the side of his ribcage as she broke away long enough to slip it over his head and toss
the garment away. She looked at his muscular chest with its pattern of scars, the vivid
memory of his lifeline marked forever upon his body. She ached for his pain, but
more than that, she ached for him.

She brought his head back down to hers and they resumed their tumultuous embrace.
His hands roamed upward until they cupped her breasts through the thin material of
the gown. Her breathing hitched as he found her nipples and toyed with them until
they were taut peaks. She moaned, pressing further into him. It wasn’'t enough.

She wanted more.

“Take meto bed, Drake. Make love to me.”

He instantly stilled; his breathing harsh as he tore himself away from her. His eyes
were like molten silver as they lit on her. “This isn't about love,” he growled. “You

have to know that before we go any further. Thisis for mutual satisfaction.”

Fleur swallowed hard. “I’'m sorry. | suppose it was a... poor choice of words.” She
shook her head. “We don’t have to continue?—"

He came back, putting his hands on either side of her cheeks. Forcing her to look at



him, he said, “Please don’t tell me to stop now. | just wanted to be clear.” He closed
his eyes asif he werein physical pain. “To be honest, I’'m not sure | have enough of a
heart |eft to love. It barely keeps me alive anymore.”

Her own heart going out to him she covered his hands with hers. “I don’'t accept
anything more than tonight. Tomorrow is never promised to us. But | cannot send you
away, because it would be alie.”

His eyes were intense in their probing, and when he met her lips this time, it was
gentle and absolutely... perfect. She knew she was making the right choice by giving
herself to him. She would never have any regrets about this night.

Drake could tell the moment Fleur fully opened herself to him. It was humbling, to
say the least. For a man who had lived most of his life causing others to bow to his
mercy, she was the one who held him in her grasp. He could never allow her to know
the power that she held over him because it would be his demise. He'd made that
mistake once and discovered that the women he believed cared about him was using
him for what he could provide. He had taken his revenge, although not before it had
nearly broken him first.

He was confident that Fleur truly cared about him, but there would always be that
small doubt that remained. But he could offer her one thing. As an innocent, she
deserved everything he could offer her to make the experience, if not wondrous, then
it could at least be bearable.

Gathering her nightdress in his grasp, he lifted it until he could whip it off and over
her head. She was clothed in nothing more than the moon’s soft glow and he was
nearly brought to his knees by her astounding beauty. From the peaks of her full
breasts to the triangle of hair a the apex of her smooth thighs, she was perfection in



itself. He almost hated to taint such a breathtaking display of trust and innocence but
he vowed that if there was one thing he could do to atone for his sins, it was to take
care of her to the best of his ability. Tonight, and as long as he was honored enough
to have her at hisside.

He dipped his head and made a trail with his tongue along her neck and down the
curve of her shoulder, and along the length of her collarbone. She raised her hands
and threaded them through his hair. He continued to move down further, until he
caught one of her breasts in his mouth. Sucking and lightly biting each hardened tip,
he massaged both mounds of flesh. Her breathing hitched and he could fedl the steady
beat of her heart.

He continued downward along her stomach and around her navel until he was on his
kneesin front of her. He paused to glance upward. “Move your legs apart.”

She looked at him quizzically. “Why?’

His fingers dug into her hips, holding her close to him. He could smell the musky
scent of her desire and it was driving him mad. He couldn’t wait to taste her and bring
her to the heights of bliss. “Just do it.”

He sighed when she finally obeyed. He kept eye contact until his tongue darted out
and he slid it up the center of her core. Her green eyesrolled back in her head and the
smooth column of her throat was revealed. After that, he was dedicated to his task.
He licked and teased her until the point her legs were trembling and she was pleading
and calling out his name.

Drake knew that she was close to her release, so he stood and lifted her into his arms.
Carrying her to the bed, he laid her down on top and then returned to give her the
pleasure she was desperate to obtain.



It didn’'t take long before her body tensed and she arched off of the bed, her fists
clutching the counterpane on either side of her. Drake watched her breasts quiver as
wave after wave of the orgasm swept over her.

When she started to settle, he stood and removed his trousers. Kicking them to the
side, he positioned himself at her entrance. While she was still dazed, he slowly
began to press inside of her. He was amost overcome by her wet heat. She was
gripping him so tightly that he had to grind his teeth together so he didn't spill
himself too early. Without a sheath, he would have to pull out of her. It would be
misery to do so, but he concentrated on the glory of this moment.

When he reached the barrier of her maidenhead, he leaned down and bit the tip of her
nipple, causing two areas of sensation that he hoped might lessen the first. As he
breeched her core and dlid al the way to the hilt, he saw her eyes widened dlightly,
her mouth opening on a slight exhale.

“Breathe,” he said softly.

She nodded and eventually her body began to ease following the intrusion. When he
could tell she had relaxed, he started to move. His hips pumped slow and steady at
first, but as her breathing started to become harsh once again, her nails clawing at his
back, he increased his pace until beads of sweat started to form on his brow.

It was the sweetest torture he had ever endured.
As her body started to convulse a second time, Drake watched her face glow with a
carnal awareness. She bit her lip and when her eyes opened to reveal a dark, emerald

green, it was enough to send him tumbling over the edge.

With a hoarse shout, he withdrew from her just as the first hot jets of his ejaculation
pattered the inside of her silky thighs.



His arms no longer willing to support his weight, he collapsed beside her. It didn’t
take long for his breathing to return to a normal pace, although he knew it would take
much longer for his body to recover from such an experience. He had bedded many
women over his lifetime but this was the first time it had seemed... different
somehow. Asif some part of him understood that this woman was special.

He turned his head to look at her and he was concerned when she continued to stare
at the celling. Rolling to his side, Drake reached out to touch her chin. “How are you

feeling?’

She looked at him and adopted a considering expression. “ Strange. | never knew what
lying with a man would be like.”

His body tensed. “ And now that you have?’

The corners of her mouth lifted. “I didn’t think it would be quite so... appealing.”
“Appealing?’ For the first time in months, perhaps years, Drake found himself
smiling. He had heard many things about his sexual prowess from various lovers but
he'd never been told he was appealing before. It seemed so proper and virginal that
he had to appreciate the sentiment more than anything that preceded it. “1 suppose |

will take that as a compliment.”

She hit his arm playfully and his grin grew. “Y ou should.” She rolled onto her side
and put her hands beneath her cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered.

He lifted abrow. “For what?’

She shook her head. “No reason redlly. | just felt like saying it.”

He leaned forward and kissed her. It seemed like such a natural thing to do that he



couldn’t resist. “ Then you' re welcome.”

Fleur wasn't surprised when Drake left her to own devises a short time later. He
likely thought she might want her privacy. She was grateful for his consideration
because with all of her slight twinges and changes that her body had just undergone,
she was feeling not just awkward but unsure of herself. She supposed she was truly a
courtesan now but strangely enough; she didn't really feel like a fallen woman.
Instead, she felt protected, and dare she imagine, cared for as well?

She didn't know if Drake would ever make any sort of sentimental declaration. He
wasn't that type of man, and knowing that at the beginning helped her to understand
this connection for what it was—Ilust. There was a strong attraction between them and
as long as they shared that, it was enough for her. At least it kept most of the
loneliness she had been feeling inside at bay.

When a tub was filled with steaming water the next morning, ordered especially by
the master of the house, as well as a breakfast tray filled full with tempting delights,
Fleur had a smile on her face as she headed downstairs later that morning in an
apricot day dress. She had told the maid she wanted to leave her dark hair flowing
down around her shoulders, hoping that it might tempt Drake into interlude that
afternoon. She was feeling a bit sore from their previous exploits but she was also
eager to repeat the performance.

However, when she checked the study to find it empty, she was disheartened. She
quickly located the housekeeper and inquired about Mr. Porter. “He stepped out not
thirty minutes past,” she said.

Some of her spirits fell. She hadn’t expected Drake to laze in bed with her all day but
she thought it would have been courteous if he'd told her he was going out. “Did he



say when he would return?’

“No, he did not. But | can say he wasn't alone. He left with the footman.”

A chill of foreboding snaked up Fleur’s spine, although she couldn’t really say why.
She murmured something that must have sounded enough like a dismissal, as the
other man departed.

Standing in the midst of the still empty foyer, Fleur set her hands on her hips and
wondered what she might do now. Drake had aready banned her from the kitchen
and there was a housekeeper that took care of cleaning the small bits of furniture that
Drake had provided.

It was then she decided to find out where he spent his nights. She knew he didn’t
leave the townhouse but she had never asked him where he slept. She burned with
curiosity so she decided to investigate.

Passing by the rooms that she knew were still empty of any sort of furnishings, she
found her steps had taken her back to the art studio.

When she walked inside, she noticed that there had been some changes.

Gone was the array of unfinished paintings that had lined the wall and the covered
painting on the easel was conspicuously absent as well. She wondered where they had
all been stored, because she knew he hadn’'t had time to complete them all. And
something told her he hadn’t destroyed them either. Although it had been a part of his
past that he might not care to revisit, there was surely some sort of tie to something
that had been such alarge part of his personality. She imagined it would be difficult
to brush it off completely.

Fleur took one more glance about the room and then she spied something curious on



the opposite wall. If she hadn’'t been looking that closely she would have easily
missed the difference in wallpaper, the sight bit that was more worn than the rest.

Curious, she walked over and ran her hand down the section as a furrow crossed her
brow. Something told her there was a secret beyond here. As enigmatic as Drake was,
It certainly made sense that he would protect himself by any means necessary. Having
multiple lodging houses throughout London was one way he was able to do that. But
what about if he was interrupted in the middle of the night?

Thinking this had to hide some sort of secret compartment, she pressed the edge of
the trim and found it solid. Pushing and pulling around the area proved the same. It
appeared that nothing was out of the ordinary.

But then her focus dlid to the light fixture a short distance away. She didn’t know
why it would make a difference that it was askew but she immediately walked over
and adjusted it.

Her heart stopped when there was a definite click.

Her gaze swiveling back to the wall, she gasped when it was dlightly gar. Pulled
forward like a moth to a flame, she reached out a trembling hand, wondering what
might lay on the other side.

It was heavy, taking all of her strength to move it back. What lay before her was
nothing but a dark passage. She worried her lower lip. It wasn’'t as though she had a
lantern at her disposal, but neither did she want to miss this rare opportunity when
Drake was gone and she was left to her own devises. Surely it wouldn’'t go that far
and she could feel her way forward until light appeared again.

She dared to step forward, fully concealed behind the false wall. Taking a single step
forward, her foot stepped on a stone. With the sound of a catch, the wall behind her



swung shut, trapping her inside where no one could hear her scream in the darkness.

By the time Drake returned to the townhouse with Amos it was well into mid-
afternoon. He hadn’t known the severity of the situation the messenger had passed
along, or how long the errand to the other side of the city might take, but he knew he
should have sent word to Fleur. He hadn’t meant to be gone so long. She was likely
worried by now—or furious.

He scrubbed a hand down his face and attempted to prepare himself for her wrath.
Most women didn’t take too kindly to being loved and then thoroughly deserted. It
might not have been so devastating should Fleur be one of his former paramours who
knew the interlude was temporary, but it was different with her. They both knew this
relationship held more meaning, but neither were willing to put a firm name to the
attraction.

He hadn’t intended to leave before dawn that morning, but when Amos had found
him and told him what news he'd received, Drake had no choice but to investigate.
Supposedly one of his residences had caught fire and while Drake had received
threats like this many times before with nothing to back up the claim other than the
opportunity to try to catch him out in the open, this time the information had proved
true.

Before the hackney had made it, the sky had turned a dangerous shade of orange to
rival that of the early dawn. Dark clouds had plumed into the air, mixing with the rest
of the chimney smoke of London, and as they finally reached their destination, they
saw several men trying uselessly to combat the angry flames.

Drake and Amos had immediately gone into action to offer their assistance. A blaze
this large could easily affect more than just one residence. Severa houses were in



threat of turning to rubble if it couldn’t be contained. Old wood and close confines
were arecipe for disaster in the East End.

Tirelessly they worked, packing buckets drawn from the water pumps scattered about
the area. It wasn't enough to combat the scorching inferno, and soon Drake's house
was reduced to ash, as well as the lodging houses on either side of it. People were
standing about staring at the ruinous scene with a mixture of horror and desolation.
Drake couldn’'t alow these families to be displaced, so he offered the address of
another residence and decided it would be put to better use by someone who needed it
more than he did. It wasn't as though he didn’'t have more to utilize at a moment’s
notice.

After the worst had died down, Drake collapsed to the ground, hislungs heaving with
the combination of his efforts and the dangerous vapor he'd just inhaled. Sweat
poured down his face and mixed with the stains from the fire. He swiped a hand
across his forehead to keep the worst out of his eyes and looked at Amos. “ Something
tells me this wasn't the work of Miss Wilson. If she wanted me dead, she knows
where | live. The same goes for Avalon.”

Amos narrowed hisvisible blue eye. “It could have been intended as awarning.”

“Possibly,” Drake returned with a mumble. “But | don’t think so. You know | don’t
believe in coincidence or fate. This was a murder attempt. But from a new foe or one
of the many friends I’ ve gained over the past | have yet to ascertain.”

Amos snorted. “It would be easier to make a list of who doesn’t want to see you six
feet underground.”

Drake echoed his statement with a curt nod. “I need to find out the cause. That will
help to narrow things down a bit.” Having recovered his equilibrium, he got back to
his feet. “It will be a good idea to check in on the rest of my residences to see if they



have been compromised and add additional security to Chelsea. Right now, it’'s the
safest place because of its proximity. The powers of London won't take too kindly to
some of their notable residents being in jeopardy. It turns out | won’'t have to bring on
extra protection because it will be provided once rumor gets around.” He absently
rubbed his jawline. “I have other uses for Avalon should he decide he's still on my

side.

“And if not?” Amos prompted.

Drake's gaze was hard. “1 have never tolerated betrayal in any form from anyone. He
IS no exception.”

Amos got up and for the first time there was concern in his focus. “Are you sure it’s
wise to test the loyalty of the Blue Boys?’

“I won't be testing anything but hisword,” Drake countered.

After that, other than the house he' d dedicated to the lost family in the street, the rest
of Drake's residences around the city seemed secure enough. However, Amos
promised that he would send someone around each day to see if that might change so
this disaster wouldn’t happen again.

Standing in the middle of the foyer in Chelsea, the housekeeper rounded a corner and
stopped short when she spied them. “Oh, my.” Immediately she set to work ordering
that respective baths were to be prepared. Drake would be grateful for the chance to
clean up but first he needed to ensure that Fleur was well.

When he asked about her, Mrs. Honeywell replied, “I haven't seen her since this
morning, but she hasn’t left the house to my knowledge.”

An instant charge of warning shot up Drake's spine, but he told himself not to arrive



at any conclusions until he' d had a chance to ask the rest of the staff.

Erin, her maid, was the next to be questioned. The dlight frown bothered him further.
“She didn’t touch her lunch but then, | don’t recall seeing her since this morning
either.”

Drake’ s mind was racing by this point, but he managed to keep his composure intact.
The exhaustion that had swamped him earlier vanished as he rushed from room to
room looking for any sign of her. It wasn't until he reached the studio that he could
feel the fine hairs rising on the back of his neck.

“What isit?” Amos asked at his side.

“I’'m not sure...” Drake moved to the wall and looked closely at the fixture there. It
had changed since the last time he’d been in the room. “ Devil take it ,” he grumbled
under his breath as he opened the door to the secret passage. There was nothing on
the other side, but he knew where it led. Turning to Amos, he instructed, “ The blasted
woman istoo intuitive for her own good. Stay here in case she finds away to return.”

With that, he disappeared on the other side.
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CHAPTER 13

S he couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. It didn’t matter if her eyes were open
or closed, it was the same sensation. It was both disorienting and terrifying, but
without knowing how to get back into the room behind her, Fleur knew she had no
other choice but to move forward and hope it led to more light.

Putting her hand against the wall, she did it along, moving her feet sowly and
cautioudly lest she encounter any steps along the way and tumble to her death. It was
not a pleasant image, to be certain. At nearly the same time that image was fresh in
her mind, she hit a step. Thankfully, it led upward, so she started the ascent.

Fleur kept telling herself that this would bring her closer to solving the mystery
surrounding Mr. Drake Porter. She wondered if he would ever truly open himself up
to her, so she was going to have to find a way to understand him on her own.

Perhaps the answers she sought could be found at the end of this labyrinth.

Inching her way along, Fleur concentrated on steadying her breathing and not giving
into the panic that was hovering just below the surface. Right foot, left foot .
Eventually the stairs ended and she was back on level footing once more.

Time ticked by with endless precision as she waited for the end of this maze to
appear. Finally, her foot hit something and she sighed with relief. Moving her arms
out in front of her, her paims felt wood. She prayed it was another door. Feeling
downward, she felt a knob and turned it. If it was locked, she wasn't sure what she
might do. Who knew how long it would take anyone to find her?



Thankfully, luck was on her side as it opened. A blessed window shone magnificent
light into the room and she could have cried with relief. She rushed to it and looked
outside, finding that she retained a similar view from her bedchamber. It appeared she
was still in the house but in some sort of attic. Now that she considered it, she found
it odd that she had never seen an attic opening in this house, but obviously Drake had
the space altered to suit him, complete with a secret room in which to hide.

Knowing that if she needed to escape, she could climb out onto the roof, Fleur turned
and began to inspect her surroundings.

She turned to see a cot along one wall, beneath a single painting of a man in the midst
of a dense forest. Fleur walked over and lightly touched some of the professional
brush strokes. She wondered if Drake had fashioned this piece but then she saw it was
signed from awell-known artist. She was surprised that he might have such a piecein
his collection and yet, chose to display it in such dismal surroundings.

Turning from the image, she walked over to the crude desk sitting in the midst of a
scattering of newsprint clippings. Wooden shelves were filled with ancient leather-
bound tomes that looked as old as England itself. She bent down to read some of the
titles and was surprised to find most of them had to do with law. But there were other
items dedicated to agriculture, nautical expertise, science and philosophy. There were
also books dedicated to the study of Latin, French, and Italian. There was a wealth of
knowledge in this room, most of which she had only glimpsed in a museum. And yet,
Drake had this treasure trove completely at his disposal.

She moved toward the desk and began to inspect the clippings. There was a tallow
candle that had burned hafway, wax overflowing onto the handle and spilling onto
the desk. A pair of wire rimmed spectacles and a magnifying glass were also present
among the chaos. She picked up the latter and began to rummage through the various
articles that had been removed for whatever importance he had deemed necessary.



She read about men losing everything to gambling debts and living the rest of their
lives in debtor’s prison. In every article that she read, they shocked her to her core,
because something told her this was a personal accounting of Drake's conquests
through the years, including the ruination of a prominent baron, Lord Devonshire.

Suddenly, a horrible thought struck her and she began to riffle through the newer
articles that hadn’t been tinged with age. She wasn't sure what she was looking for,
but something told her she would know it when she saw it.

And there it was.

Her hand shook, her eyes widening in shock as she spied an article about Mr. Porter
himself. It was clipped from a scandal sheet, showcasing a ghost of the underground
that had been deemed, ‘ The Devil,” for his dark dealings among the outer fringes of
the city. He was feared by many with some going so far as to claim his actions were
nothing more than historical folklore, that a simple commoner couldn’t possibly have
that sort of drastic reach.

With numb fingers, she alowed the paper to flutter back to the desk. She had
believed that there might have been some redeeming qualities to the man she had
shared her bed with the night before, but she had to doubt that conviction after what
she'd just read. There was no denying the offenses he had done in his lifetime. To
imagine that he had gone to such lengths to gain the success he had now was almost
too much for her to comprehend. He had to be ‘The Devil’ in order to commit these
offenses so effortlessly, so coldly.

She heard the scuff of a boot and she glanced up to see Drake's silhouette framed in
the doorway. She gasped in alarm and moved backward until she hit the bookshelf.

For many tense minutes she waited for him to speak.

He said nothing, did nothing. His expression showed nothing.



Finally, the damning evidence of his misdeeds caused her to speak. “Isthistrue?’ she
whispered in horror. She pointed at the desk. It wasn’t as though he could deny any of
it. The truth was therein literal black and white.

11 Y%."

A part of her respected the fact he could admit to such heinous activities without
restraint, and yet, a part of her trust crumbled right then. She didn’t know what she'd
been expecting, perhaps for him to deny it all, or try to find a way to explain the
nightmare that was printed there. But it was obvious he wasn’t going to do either.
Nevertheless, she had to try to find away to make some sort of sense out of it al. “Is
this some sort of... trophy room for your exploits?’ She shook her head in disgust.
“A place you can go to bask in all the chaos you’ ve inflicted on so many others?’

The condemning accusation hung in the air for a long time, so long that she didn’t
know if he would even answer. “1 had my reasons.”

It was a cryptic answer, but she supposed it didn't matter if he went into a grand
detailed explanation or not. The damage was done. These people were dead or

spending the rest of their livesin misery. Because of him.

A sickening thought abruptly occurred to her and she put a hand to her stomach to
guell the sudden nausea. “Is thiswhat you'’ d intended to do to my brother? To me 7

His gaze was as hard as steel. “No.”

“Really?’ she demanded. “Because these articles would suggest differently.” She
lifted her chin defiantly. “They call you ‘ The Devil.””

His expression didn’t alter. “I was that man at one time. | didn’t care about anyone
but myself and what | could gain,” he returned flatly.



“What's different now? What's changed?’ she snapped. Her chest ached to the point
she wondered if her heart was breaking. She had told herself that she hadn’t started to
develop feelings for this man, but apparently her heart didn’t understand that refusal.

Rather than answer her query directly, he moved to the painting. Standing in front of
it, he spoke quietly in that velvety voice. “Do you know why | bought this particular
painting?’

She didn’t reply. She wasn't sure she could, her throat was so tight.

“For the first time in my life | could connect to something. The man in that dense
forest.”

He exhaled heavily and Fleur closed her eyes. She didn’t want to hear this. She didn’t
want to alow herself to feel empathy for someone who would eventually hurt her,
that would cause her demise as he had so many countless others. A leopard seldom
changed his spots and she had no doubt he would have treated her brother just as
shabbily if she hadn’t intervened and taken his place. The single reason she wasn't
expunged from his life now was for reasons of his own that she couldn’t begin to
deduce. She'd believed it was merely revenge, and looking at the articles scattered
about the desk, she could easily think that was the sole reason.

And yet...

The gentle way he had made love to her the night before also told her that perhaps
there might be a small bit of redemption left inside of him, that his heart wasn't
completely as black as coal. Unfortunately, that was the part that drew her to him.

He turned to her and she told herself to stand strong against the magnetism that called
to her, that made her yearn to go to hisside. “For years, | was that lost soul, searching
for some sort of light in the darkness. | had wealth and respect, everything | had



demanded for myself, but it wasn't enough. | wanted more, but | didn’t know what
that was. All 1 knew was that | didn’t think there could be anything innocent and pure
left in my miserable existence, and then—" He took a step closer to her. And another.
And another, until he stood directly in front of her. “I saw you.”

She told herself not to fall, not to drown in those silver pools as she had the night
before, but it was difficult to stand against such a virile man. In an attempt to
withstand the pull, she snorted. “In Greenwich? I’ m sure you were instantly smitten.”

He shook his head as he touched the side of her face, and she leaned into the
embrace, like a soul that was already lost and eager to complete the damnation. “In
that club. You looked so lost, but also... brave and determined. | couldn’t take my
eyes off of you.” She shivered as he traced a finger down the side of her neck, but it
wasn't due to revulsion. “I can’t change who | was,” he uttered, as he leaned closer,
until thelir lips were mere inches apart. “But | know | don’t want to stay on that path. |
want to be different.”

She told herself not to be pulled deeper into his web but she couldn’t resist hissiren’s
call. It was deafening.

With a groan, she threw her arms around his neck and pressed herself against him as
their mouths fused together. She wanted to resist the attraction, but the passion
wouldn’'t be denied. It was too strong, like a tidal wave of awareness that pulsed
through her, telling her that she was aive. With every beat of her heart, she was
drawn into the carnal world of desire. Her thighs burst into flames, her core pulsing
with raw need.

Fleur had always thought of herself as a good person, doing her best to survive by
honorable means, but perhaps she had a dark streak within her. It was surely the
reason she was drawn to someone like Drake, a man who had sold his own soul
severa times over for personal gain. Or perhaps she wanted him because he was a



fallen angel begging for aredemption, for a second chance. Forgiveness had been her
largest failing when it came to Flavian. She supposed nothing had changed with
Drake.

As he loved her, the anticipation rising within her was almost frightening in its
intensity. Surely it had to be something devious and evil to allow her body to feel
such strong sensations. And to alow the next words to tumble out of her mouth with
such bold abandon. “Touch me, Drake.”

He didn’t hesitate or question her motives; he simply lifted her skirts and swiped his
finger along her core. Splinters of white-hot light erupted throughout her body and
she tensed, knowing the bittersweet pinnacle was already so close within her grasp.
“More,” she panted. “Don’t stop.”

He readily obliged and without kisses or gentle prose, he took her to the heights of
pleasure. Fleur's eyes fluttered closed as she clutched his broad shoulders. Tremors
wracked her body, and before she had enough time to recover her senses, she reached
out and kissed him passionately. “Make me yours, Drake. Now. ”

She didn’t have to ask twice.

He spun her around and as she clutched the bookcase, he impaled her from behind.
She moaned when he filled her completely and without restraint. He answered with a
low groan as he thrust in and out of her as if possessed. And perhaps he was, but it
wasn’'t some demonic force that propelled him.

As the ecstasy began to build higher, he lightly bit the curve of her bare shoulder. As
he expelled everything that he had within her, Fleur found her second release.

She sobbed his name as her fingernails dug into the wood. Her head spun from the
force of thelir tryst and it took a moment before she understood that he was pulling out



of her.

As her focus began to clear from the lust filled haze, she could feel her skirtsfall back
into place. Now that their passions had cooled, Fleur wasn't sure what to say or do. It
wasn't like last night when he had taken her virginity. Today was a new day filled
with dark secrets and an eager, sexua coupling. It had nothing to do with tenderness
or caring. This pairing had been heavy and demanding.

Raw.

Once Fleur had gathered her emotions enough to turn around, she acted as though
they hadn’t shared anything untoward as she nodded toward the cot. “Is this where
you sleep every night?’

He sighed, as if he didn’t want to have this conversation. “When | make it up here,”
he said evenly. “Generdly, | stay in the chair in my study.”

“That can’'t be comfortable,” she noted primly.

“Trust me when | say | have not aways had luxurious accommodations in my
lifetime. The cot, or the chair, are better than many places I’ ve tried to rest.” His eyes
darkened. “Do you have an alternate suggestion?’

“Surely we can manage to stay in the same chamber, considering it was yours to
begin with. Now that | have fulfilled my courtesan duties that you paid for so
handsomely, | see no reason to keep you out.”

She swallowed hard over the lump of guilt in her throat. She had spoken harshly to
Flavian before and had regretted it. No doubt it would be the same with Drake. She
had wanted this—had practically demanded for him to turn her into a courtesan.



Last night she hadn’t felt like a fallen woman, just a changed one. Today, she
understood there was no going back. She was effectively ruined. But not just her
virtue.

Shewas ruined for all other men.

Drake despised uncomfortable silences, and after that little quip Fleur had made, the
tension had returned with a vengeance. Determined to steer the conversation away
from what had just happened, he gathered the lantern he'd left outside the door and
led them back through the dark passage to the studio. “How did you find that room?”’

“1 noticed the dight difference in the wallpaper coloring and then the crooked light
fixture.” She shrugged as he shut the wall. “I1t wasn't difficult to figure out after that.”

“Hmm.” He silently admitted that he was impressed, but then he wondered if it was
that easy for Fleur to learn his secrets, how easy would it be for someone else to do
the same?

“Where were you all day?’

He had been anticipating the question earlier. Now it seemed even more dismal since
she'd found his secret room that was no longer so secret. “I received word this
morning that one of my lodging houses had been sent up in flames. When Amos and |
went to investigate the claim, we discovered it was atotal |0ss.”

He wasn't surprised when she looked horrified. But that didn’t mean he approved.

In truth, he hated it. He didn’t want empathy. Or pity. He had never felt comfortable
with people feeling sorry for him. She should understand, after seeing that room, that



he didn’t deserve it. If there had been any time that he was worthy of such regard, it
had long since passed when he' d started handing out his own brand of judgment.

“You think it was done on purpose.” He sent her a glance that must have been
speaking, because she added, “Y ou could be in danger!”

Again, there was that keen perceptiveness. “I’m not sure yet, but until 1 know for
certain, | would ask that you don’t leave the house without proper protection, either
me or Amos.”

She nodded her assent. “Do you have any ideawho it might be?’

He looked at her hard. “You saw those articles. | have more enemies than friends.
There are severa possibilities, but it will take some time to sift through who would
go to such lengths to see my end.”

“I"d like to help. It does concern me, after all.”

He couldn’t dispute the truth. He would rather she wasn't involved at al, but he had
brought her into his circle which made her avictim just as much as he was.

Heinclined his head. “Amos and | are going to compile alist. After that, it's a matter
of elimination.”

She winced. “I hope you don’'t mean literally.”

He believed she was serious but the dlight lift of her mouth told him she was teasing.
He was grateful for the brief reprieve. Thus, he offered an olive branch in return.

“Are you hungry?’



Her eyeslit up. “Famished.”

As they started to head downstairs, she asked, “Where did you take all of your
paintings? | noticed they were al missing.”

“I had Amos gather them up and take them to another house.” He paused.
“Coincidentaly, it was the same one that burned this afternoon.”

“I"m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was apart of my life | would soon forget.”

There was a brief silence, and then she noted, “Perhaps that is what happened today.
The person responsible for the fire might have thought you were staying there which
iIswhy it was targeted.”

His mouth kicked up at the corner. “Y ou’'re amost too intelligent for your own good,
Miss Davies.”

She offered a coy expression that would have hit him directly in the heart if he wasn't
so sure that particular organ was dusty from so many years of neglect. It was odd to
feel any sort of emotion other than anger or frustration and he wasn't sure if he would
even know joy if it struck him directly.

“l shall take that as a compliment,” she preened, and then threaded her arm through
his. With afaux pout, she moaned, “Does this mean no more outings? | have al those
new clothes and no chance to wear them.”

Drake snorted. “| have never been one to hide from anyone, no matter what their end
result may be. | will be more wary of my surroundings as your escort, but | will not
be waylaid. | thought you might like to see Vauxhall this evening. | understand it’s



going to be quite a show.”

Her green eyes instantly lit up and Drake felt as if he had accomplished some great
feat. He vowed he would do whatever it took to keep that blazing look in her gaze. “I
have long wanted to visit the pleasure gardens.”

His focus warmed on her and he bent down dlightly to whisper in her ear, “Asto the
pleasure part of the gardens, | am more than happy to supply that portion of the
entertainment.”
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CHAPTER 14

T hat evening, walking next to Drake in his formal attire, his Baker’s boy hat ever
present so that there was no doubt who he truly was, Fleur lifted her chin with pride.
She had chosen a deep violet gown to wear, complete with a fur lined pelisse.
Although it wasn't that cool during the day, the nights were starting to bring a slight
chill with the autumn. Knowing that Drake would share her bed from that night on,
she decided that she would remain quite warm.

It was odd, that a few hours earlier, she wasn’t sure what sort of man she had sold
herself to at that auction. Although the stories she' d read were horrible and she knew
that Mr. Porter was responsible for the demise of so many, she couldn’t seem to feel
as though he was the same man at her side. Drake seemed far removed from such a
calculating criminal, even if she knew he was still that dangerous man who had
stopped at nothing to gain what he wanted. The fact he seemed to want her was
somewhat... flattering.

It made no sense, of course, nor this heated attraction that she felt toward him, but
perhaps she was hoping that he was sincere, that he did intend to alter his life. She
wanted to cheer him on if that were true, not chastise him for the misdeeds of his
past.

She could certainly atone for some things herself. Masquerading as her brother during
afencing duel certainly came to mind. She could have ruined herself long before now

if anyone had discovered the true identity behind that dark shroud.

But something had led her here—to Drake. Her mother had always said things



happen for a reason. Perhaps that reason was she was meant to rescue Drake from
himself.

Unfortunately, memories of how she'd failed her brother so terribly flooded her
thoughts. She had demanded they leave Greenwich and thus, put them both in an
untenable situation that they might never recover. She yearned to know how Flavian
was faring but she hadn’t the courage to go to that house again. She couldn’t bear to
see the smug expression on Harriette' s face and know that dreadful woman had taken
everything away from Fleur in one night.

For now, she would content herself by being with Drake and finding the peace she'd
long been searching for. She hoped that her brother was able to do the same. As much
as she loved Flavian, he was a man grown and he had to make his own choices. She
could no longer take care of his mistakes. He would have to find a way to take care of
them on his own.

Nevertheless, her heart ached thinking of their separation. It was the longest they had
been apart since their parents had died. But she forced herself to focus on the evening
before her, and the night ahead.

She was thankful that Drake was a considerate lover. He never found his pleasure
until he was confident she had found hers. While their affair might never lead to
anything more permanent, most of the society unions she knew of lacked true
adoration. The majority of those happy family portraits were fabricated for one
reason or another.

With Drake, she could be honest, because he wasn't trying to be someone else. He
admitted to some of the darkest parts of his history. There was nothing for her to fear,
because athough he had done some terrible things, something told her that he
wouldn’t hurt her. At least, not physically.



Asfar as her heart...

But no, she wasn't going to think about that now. She was here to enjoy herself and
that is what she would do.

She thought about the hungry, promising look in Drake's eyes when she had come
down the stairs that evening in that silver gown which hugged all of her curves. With
its plunging neckline and the diamonds combs placed in her dark updo, he hadn’t
been able to take his eyes off of her. When she’d joined him in the foyer, his nostrils
had flared when he said, “Y ou shall be the envy of the moonlight this evening.”

It was the highest compliment she had ever received. And by Drake's side, she could
amost feel as though she was as beautiful as he' d claimed her to be.

Thus far, he hadn’t allowed her to walk on her own, keeping her firmly at his side so
everyone present knew that she was spoken for.

Fleur’s heart was skipping with joy at the possessiveness of his actions, because it
told her that he cared. If he didn’t, he would have gotten lost in the crowd and left her
to fend for herself.

With a permanent curve to her lips, Fleur realized it had been along time since she
had felt so... free. She had always been burdened with trying to survive and keep
Flavian out of trouble that she had lost herself somewhere along the way. It was nice
to finally be able to take some time for her own enjoyment.

As soon as the thought crossed her mind, Fleur noticed a familiar face in one of the
private booths near the heart of the entertainment. Her steps faltered and Drake

looked at her. “Do you want to ignore them?”’

Fleur exnaled slowly. Did she want to approach her brother and Harriette in the midst



of such apublic place?“| don’t want to make a scene.”

“You won't. And | won't allow her to do so.” His focus was as direct as it usually
was. “If you wish to speak to your brother, | will make it happen.”

Fleur twisted her hands in front of her. Although she had told herself to leave Flavian
to his own devices, she couldn’t, in all good conscience, walk by without a single
word. It would hurt too much for her to give him the cut direct. He was her flesh and
blood and the trials they had faced together meant something to her, even if they
didn’t mean much to him.

“Yes. | would like that.”

Drake inclined his head and they made their way across the lawn.

Drake knew it had taken alot of courage for Fleur to agree to meet with the man who
had betrayed her in the worst sort of way. He didn’t know if the scoundrel actually
understood everything that Fleur had gone through since they had parted. The initial
melancholy was followed by the shock and anger of his actions with the woman who
had traded her as effortlessly as a sack of grain.

He was surprised that she wasn't bitter to the point she never wanted to see either of
them again, but that was another part of Fleur’s kind nature that had called to him.
While there wasn't an actual angel halo around her head, tonight he could almost
believe it. There was still compassion and love in those green eyes, something he had
long ignored, nor cared about. But because he didn’'t want to see her as jaded as he
was, he was willing to do whatever it took to keep that beautiful smile on her face.

Miss Wilson saw them approaching before Flavian had glanced up. He appeared a bit



rumpled in his finery, slumped in his chair with a glass dangling from his grasp.
Drake clenched his jaw at the sight of the drink in his hand. The idiot had learned
nothing. He was making the same mistakes now as he had in Greenwich, allowing his
vices to consume him. Drake had known men like him, and sadly, they never changed
until it wastoo late.

“Mr. Porter,” the famed courtesan preened as they stopped before her. “I didn’t
expect to see you out this evening.” She flicked a glance at Fleur. “And Miss Davies.
How... atered you look.” She returned her focus to Drake. “| see that the current
situation suits you both. I'm quite relieved.”

It was all Drake could do to retain his composure. Luckily, Flavian seemed to notice
them out of his drunken stupor. He stared at his sister as if he didn’'t recognize her
and then he quickly stumbled to his feet. “Fleur.”

“Flavian.”

Drake wasn't sure how to interpret the tone of Fleur’s voice, but he imagined it was a
mixture of disappointment and resignation. “Would you mind giving us a few
moments alone?’ she whispered to him.

He said nothing, just reached out and grasped Harriette's elbow and steered her
toward the back of the tent. “Let’s allow the siblings a chance to catch up,” he
uttered.

Miss Wilson laughed gaily. “Of course. | shall certainly not pass up an opportunity to
entertain you, Mr. Porter.”

Once they were out of earshot, Drake released her as if she was venomous snake and
the truth wasn't that far removed. “What are you doing with Flavian Davies?’



She shrugged her narrow shoulders and tossed her brunette head. Pinning him with a
flirtatious expression out of her green eyes, she returned smoothly, “He's actualy a
rather competent lover. Heislearning quickly and eager to please.”

Drake clenched hisfists. “Y ou can find a suitable cock anywhere. He has nothing else
to offer you. Y ou know he has no funds at his disposal.”

She gave a mock gasp. “Don’t be so crude. | know you have a reputation to uphold,
but truly, it doesn’t become you.”

Drake ignored her. “Release the young pup and let him roam free where he might
have a chance at repairing the life you are trying to destroy for your own amusement.
Wasn't it enough that you separated Fleur from her flesh and blood?’

Her eyes narrowed dlightly. “My, my. Who would have thought the Devil would ever
care about anyone’s circumstances other than his own. You are either besotted with
the chit, or you are becoming soft. If the former, | shall have to rethink the additional
funds | requested for Miss Davies. It appears she might be worth more.” She smiled
in a cunning manner, and again, Drake saw a dlithering snake coiling to strike. “If the
latter, | should warn you that would be quite drastic for your future happiness.”

Drake took an intimidating step forward. “I am well aware of the coin you are trying
to lighten from my coffers. We have already had this discussion. Is that why you are
keeping Flavian comfortable at your side?”’

She lifted a delicate brow but said nothing. It was all the confirmation he needed.

However, something else was niggling at his brain now. “You mentioned that my
future happiness might be at stake. |s there something you aren’t telling me?”’

Harriette gave an exaggerated sigh. “Don’'t be so tiresome, Mr. Porter. | merely



wanted to offer a cautionary. | heard about the fire. It would be drastic should it
consume you. | do wish for your continued safety.”

He snorted. “| assume your silence comes with an additional sum?”’

She smiled broadly. “I have always admired you, Mr. Porter. We can come to an
agreement if you would but put your faith in mein return.” She reached out and drew
a finger down the center of his chest. “Say the word and | will release Flavian in
return for you. | have heard about your prowess in the bedchamber and am eager to
seeif the rumors are true.”

He reached out and camly took her hand and removed it from him. “Y ou would do
well to remember that | can also be a formidable foe, Miss Wilson. It is not wise to
test my patience.”

Once Drake and Miss Wilson had left, Fleur waited for her brother to speak, if he was
even capable of it. She shook her head. “I can see you are getting on well with
Harriette.” She looked at the empty bottle by his feet and the nearly empty tumbler in
his grasp. “Or rather, you are continuing to get on well with your brandy. | had hoped
things might change, that you might change?—"

As tears started to sting her eyes, Fleur turned to leave. She didn’t know where she
would go without Drake, but neither could she stay there and continue to watch her
dear brother ruin himself further.

There was atug on her sleeve. “Fleur, wait!”

She didn’'t want to turn around, but the desperate whine in his tone caused her to
pause. Reluctantly, she faced him once more. The glazed sheen over his brown eyes



cut her to the quick. “I have found away to set usfree.”

“Have you?’ she whispered sadly.

He nodded almost emphatically. “There is a card game tomorrow evening?—"

She jerked her arm away. “If you recall, that is what got us in this mess in the first
place.”

He frowned, asif confused. “Y ou are the one who insisted we come to London!”

“l did.” She looked down at her hands. “To my everlasting regret. Look what has
happened to you. Y ou are in deeper now than you’ ve ever been. Y ou're going to end
up indebted to the wrong person, someone that will demand immediate satisfaction.”
She lifted her gaze once more. “1 won't be there to help you thistime.”

He gave aloud guffaws, causing a few of the passerby to glance in their direction. “I
don’t need you to fight my battles for my any longer, Fleur. | am capable of handling
myself.”

All that Fleur heard was | don’t need you. She swallowed over the bitternessrising in
her throat. At least she didn't want to cry any longer. She wanted to hit him in the
chest and demand that he see reason, but it was useless. “I’'m relieved to hear that,
Flavian. | wish you all the best.”

Again, she turned to go. “Are you happy, Fleur?’

She paused. It was the first time he'd ever asked her that question. Glancing back at
him, she said, “As happy as a courtesan can be, | suppose.” She wanted to tell him
that she enjoyed being with Drake, but Flavian would only see it as a conquest, that
he had done his part by standing aside and allowing the auction to take place. And



since there were no promises or confessions of anything other than carnal adoration,
she couldn’t very well say that she was wading in blissful contentment.

She saw his throat work as he swallowed. By the way his forehead was starting to
bead with perspiration, she knew that he was starting to crave his true mistress yet
again. His hands shook slightly as he said, “Is he good to you, at least?’

She couldn’t lie about that. “Yes. Heisvery kind.”

Flavian inclined his head sharply and returned his attention to the tumbler that was
still in his grasp. As he lifted it to his lips, Fleur walked away, determined not to see
the rest of her twin’'s downfall.

She put a hand to her stomach as she moved to the edge of the main entertainment.
She was still well within the public eye, but far enough removed that she could watch
everything from adistance.

She made it in enough time to bend over and wretch all over the neatly trimmed lawn.
Putting a hand to her mouth, she tried to breathe deeply, to calm herself after the
tumultuous reunion with her brother. She had told herself that he was well but
perhaps it was an intuition she had as his twin, she knew that things were not as they
had seemed when she’d stumbled upon him with Harriette. She was manipulating
Flavian's weaknesses, tearing him down just as she had enjoyed watching her
ruination.

It wasn't much different than what Mr. Porter had done to those poor, lost souls.

No. She couldn’t think like that, or she would not be able to make it through the rest
of the night at his side. Perhaps it would have been best should she passed Flavian by.
At least that way she could have remained in that solitary bubble of joy and pretend
that nothing was amiss. But she had to see the reality for what it was.



And it wasn't very pretty.

“Feeling better?’

Fleur spun at the sound of the soft, masculine voice. When she saw Drake she wanted
to rush into his arms, but they didn’t have that sort of understanding. Emotions could
not get involved. It would make things entirely too complicated and make a ruin of
her heart until it was no longer recognizable—until it resembled his.

“1 appreciate the chance to experience the magic of Vauxhall, but | would like to
retire now, if you don’t mind.”

He stepped closer to her. “I know you want nothing more than to run and hide, to
recover your defeat in private, but that isn’t what you need.”

“How do you know what | need?’ she countered.

He held out his hand. “Come with me.”

With an unsteady extension, Fleur gave him her palm.

His grasp was sure and steady, warm, as he led her toward the Dark Walks that
branched away from the majority of the assembled. There were lanterns flickering
among the paths, but cast very little light. The dliver of moon overhead offered

glightly more in a cloudless sky, twinkling with brilliant stars.

It would have been a perfectly romantic night, except that her chest was aching with
grief.

Through several twists and turns, Drake led her through the labyrinth, until he finally
stopped near the water’s edge. There, bobbing all alone, was a dinghy with two oars



on the sand—just large enough for two.

“It would be a shame to miss the fireworks display. | thought you deserved a front
row seat for your first viewing. It is best from the water.”

Fleur’s chest tightened, but this time, it was for a different reason. She reached out
and threaded her hand through his. It was probably more intimate than sharing his
bed. That was just a sexua act, but this showed how much she appreciated his
thoughtfulness. “Thank you.”

He clenched his jaw as if he was uncomfortable with the praise and assisted her into
the small boat. Once he’'d shoved the hull into the river, he climbed in opposite her
and took up the wooden paddies. She was impressed by the strength in his torso as he
easily sailed them through the smooth water. It was a still night with light wind, so
when he finally paused a short distance from a few other boats floating nearby, they
bobbed gently on the lapping waves.

After atime, the easy sway of the boat lulled her into a sense of security. Out here, so
far removed from the shore and the troubles that had dogged her heels there suddenly
seemed very far away.

“How long do we have to wait for them to begin?’ she asked. The purple hue of dusk
had long given way to the darkness. There were a few candles flickering from some
of the other boats, but their dinghy remained mysterious and subdued.

“They should be starting anytime.” Allowing the oars to drift, he held out a hand to
her. “Would you care to lean against me? It might be more comfortable.”

Fleur decided she would like that very much. Carefully moving so that she didn’t tip
the boat, she relaxed against his strong warm chest, her head lying in the crook of his
shoulder. It quickly swept away al of her earlier cares.



“You looked enchanting this evening.” His breath teased the fine hairs near her
temple and sent shivers down her spine and gooseflesh along her arms.

Suddenly, she didn’t care about anything but being with Drake.
Asif reading her thoughts, his right hand slipped beneath her bodice to cup her naked
breast. She gasped as he toyed with her taut nipple, rolling it between his fingers and

palming her flesh until her core was pulsing.

At the same time, the first sparks erupted overhead. She gasped again and the
pressure increased. She bit her lip and arched into his touch.

“You're so responsive,” he growled deeply. “Y ou drive me mad with desire for you.”

Fleur could say the same, but the combination of the light flashes overhead and the
passion flowing through her body, she was quite at aloss for words.

“Bend your legs and spread them for me. | want to feel you come.”

Obediently, she did as he asked, eager for his ministrations. Now she understood why
they had remained further away from the rest of the spectators. She wondered if he'd
also planned this seduction all along.

The moment he inserted a finger into her wet passage, Fleur’s eyes rolled back in her
head. She could still hear the loud booms and the applause in the distance, but all of
her senses were focused on Drake and the pleasure he was causing with her.

She clutched at his arms and moaned lightly.

“That’sit. Give yourself to me.”



Fleur could tell she was close to her peak. And as the display turned fervent
overhead, the sensations inside of her exploded when he flicked his finger along her
sensitive bud.

She cried out as her body tightened and then became awash with a glorious release
that made her cheeks flush and her legs tremble with the force of it.

As the fireworks ceased, Fleur floated back to reality. Her eyes fluttering open, she
felt like awoman who had been well and truly loved. She sat up and turned to look at

Drake. “Take me home.”

He bent forward and kissed her tenderly. “As my lady wishes.”
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CHAPTER 15

D rake awoke early the next morning, naked and hard, lying next to Fleur in bed and
eager to take her again. However, he wasn't such a licentious scoundrel that he
couldn’t let her gain some much needed sleep. The sun had just touched the horizon,
and while he knew there were things that required his attention, he was reluctant to
leave her side.

When they had returned from Vauxhall the night before, he'd carried her up the stairs
where they had quickly divested themselves of those hindering clothes and spent the
better part of the night and early morning intertwined in each other’s arms.

She was definitely shifting something inside of him, and while he should be grateful
that she was able to see the man behind the previous offenses he'd committed, he
wondered if his luck would someday run out. The idea that Fleur might be snatched
from him was not something he wanted to ponder. He had never contemplated such
fear before, and it concerned him that Harriette was right. Perhaps he was getting
soft.

It was not a comforting thought.

Forcing himself to leave Fleur, he donned the shirt and trousers he’'d discarded the
night before. He would change later, but right now he needed to confer with Amos to
see if his cohort had discovered anything of interest from his inquiries the previous

afternoon.

He was till tucking his shirt in his trousers when he walked in his study and spied



Amos kicked back in his chair, his booted feet crossed at the ankles on his desk.

With asnort, Drake said, “By all means, make yourself comfortable.”

“It was taking you quite some time to rise. | grew bored.” Dropping his boots to the
floor, Amos straightened but he didn’t move and allow Drake to sit in his place.

However, he wasn't interested in sitting right then. The brandy decanter on the
sideboard looked more appealing at the moment. He poured two fingers' worth in a
tumbler and downed it in one fiery swallow. He repeated it a second time, and by the
third he was starting to feel asif he could keep his focus from straying to Fleur.

Amos waited patiently for Drake to face him. Leaning against the mantel, he waited
for his makeshift footman to speak.

He withdrew a sheet from his vest and tossed it on the desk before him. “This should
give us astart.” He pointed afinger in the center of the paper. “ The names on thislist
are men that you have had previous atercations with that are currently in or near
London. While it is a possibility that someone else could hire a paid assailant, | feel
it's best to review these names before reaching that far.”

“Agreed.” Drake walked toward the desk and picked up the list. At a brief glance, he
counted more than thirty suspects. As he read through the names, he shook his head.
“1t’ s none of these.”

“How can you be so certain?’ Amos returned.

“Because while they may be in London, they aren’t free men. Most of these | assisted
into jail.” He walked over to the desk and gathered a key from a secret compartment
where he opened alocked drawer. There, he pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it
to Amos. “This is the list | compiled myself. | feel they would be more worthy



adversaries. Or if not, they have the ability to manipulate others to do their will.”

Amos copied Drake's perusal, and then his brows winged upward until they nearly
disappeared in hisdark hairline. “Avalon? | thought he was an ally?’

“l am not discounting him,” Drake said evenly. “I would hope he would have more
sense than to cross me but he was rather infatuated by Miss Davies when they met
and since he is starting to act as though he is untouchable, | wouldn’t put it past him
to betray me.”

Amos nodded. “I can’'t believe | didn’t consider the courtesan.”

“Sheisjust as devious as to back me into a corner. Sheis aready trying to do so but |
am not as worried about her. One snap of my fingers will have her behind an iron
door if | have my way.”

“It seems to me we shouldn’t ignore the threat of any woman, including scorned
ladies.”

“You will not find any of those,” Drake said emphatically. “I was very clear when |
started any affair that it would be brief and there were never any hard feelings at the
end. | made sure of it.”

“Fine.” Amos got to his feet and gathered his previous list. Tearing it into small
pieces, he walked toward Drake and tossed them into the fire. “1 will return tomorrow
morning with an update, assuming you will not need mein the interim?”’

“No. | plan on laying low today.”

“And spending time with your new interest?” Amos guessed with a wink from his
exposed eye.



Drake offered atight smile. “I’ve never been one to kiss and tell.”

Amos brushed past him and headed for the door.

Once he was gone, Drake walked to the window and looked out at the day. Whereas
the day had begun sunny and bright, the clouds were starting to roll in from the west.
No doubt there would be heavy rains descending on them later in the day. It seemed
like the perfect time to laze the day away with Fleur. But he would never call her a
courtesan. It seemed like such a crass word to call the woman who was slowly
reminding him that his heart was worth more than pumping blood through his body to
keep it alive.

Ignoring any further duties, he headed back up the stairs.

* % %

With a yawn, Fleur lifted her arms above her head—and hit something next to her.
She turned her head to see Drake staring at her. His eyes roamed over her face with
mirth and she rgjoiced at the sight. “Have you been here al thistime?’

“Hardly. | have never been someone who can sleep until the twelve o’ clock hour.”
“Noon? You cannot be serious!” Instantly, Fleur sat up with a shocked gasp and
stared at the rain pounding against the windowpanes. Although it caused the day to be
dark and gloomy, she had never been one to sleep so late.

“l am,” camethedry reply. “But then, | did keep you up rather late.”

Fleur flopped back against the pillows, only realizing that she was fully naked

beneath the covers. She clutched the counterpane to her chest and glared at him.
“You're turning me into quite the lazybones.”



He reached out and rubbed a hand on her bare shoulder. “I would not call the
positions we engaged in last night as being idle.”

Heat rushed to her cheeks at the memory, a combination of embarrassment and
enthusiasm. She didn’t know she could throw such caution to the wind and allow all
of her senses to become so engaged with another person. She had nearly forgotten
about the unfortunate interaction with her brother, lost as she was in Drake's strong
arms.

With the new day, those same reservations returned in full force to drown her with
melancholy. “I am concerned about Flavian. | feel he is going to do something
drastic.”

Drake frowned tightly. “What makes you say that?’

She sighed. “He mentioned a card game this evening and | am terrified he will find
himself in dire straits. | can only hope he can’t find the blunt to engage in the match.”

Drake's expression was grim when he said, “I’m sure Miss Wilson will give him the
amount necessary to play.”

Fleur blinked. “Why would she do that? Does she despise both of us so much?’ She
put a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. “I made the worst mistake of my life
by convincing him to leave Greenwich. | only did it because—" Her gaze popped
open and she looked at him.

“To escape me,” he finished. “I am aware, and | do not fault you for it. You were
only doing what you thought necessary to take care of your brother. | know that now
even if it does prick my pride to know that you were so desperate to escape me rather
than come to an alternate understanding.”



She reached out grasped his upper arm. “1 had no idea what sort of man you were. All
| knew isthat you terrified me.” Her eyes widened dlightly, as if she'd realized what
she’'d inferred. “ Of course, | no longer feel that way?—"

She could see the shutters behind Drake's eyes slam shut. “Then you would be
foolish to ignore your instincts.” He rolled out of the bed and walked over to the
window where the rain and wind were pelting the pane with relentless force. “Don’'t
you remember the attic room? My life is littered with misdeeds. If you think | won't
revert to drastic measures if the situation warrants it, then you would be wrong.” He
turned to face her and the resignation on his face tore at her heart.

“1 know who you were ,” she countered. “But | don’t feel you are the same person
you once were. People have the ability to change.”

“If they want to,” he stated. “I’m not sure I’m ready to give up all the power that Mr.
Porter has gained over the years. He was aforce to be reckoned with. Everyone knew
my reputation and it preceded me wherever | went in England. If these people
discover that | don’t possess the same threat, they can useit against me.” He shoved a
hand through his dark hair. “Burning that house is just the beginning of the trouble |
could be facing.”

“Then we speak to Bow Street. We can gain assistance from reputable gentlemen out
to securejustice.”

Drake snorted. “Do you know how many of those Runners are in the pockets of the
underground? They are eager to turn the other way when trouble starts to brew. Its
why the London gangs were established. They make their own rules, ensuring that
they are the ones who benefit. If there is a misstep, the traitor is dealt with
accordingly. | know because | used to be a part of their numbers. While | should
regret it, | can’'t say that | do. Being involved with criminals makes you understand
how they think.” He walked back over to her, but he didn’t sit down or gather her into



his arms. Instead, he looked down at her, as if to emphasize his position within the
lower echelon of society. “I have made use of the talents | have gathered over time,
and | cannot stop now, not until this threat against me has been vanquished. | will not
apologize for my actions beyond this point. Do you understand that?’

Fleur swallowed hard. She was worried about where this path might take him. She
feared he might revert to his misdeeds like her brother was threatening to do.
Whereas she could only hope that Flavian came to his senses before it was too late,
she knew that Drake was a stronger man. He had survived this long against all the
insurmountable odds.

He would survive this too.

She reached out a hand to him. Allowing the coverlet to drop away and expose her
breasts, she said, “| suggest that we make use of the time available to us.”

After spending most of the afternoon in a tangle of bedclothes, Drake left Fleur to
bathe in thelr chamber as he left to make use of the tub he' d retained in the kitchen.
However, rather than startle his cook, he had it moved to the studio.

Lying his head on the rim of the copper, he allowed the sting of the steaming water to
help secure his next course of action.

Following what Fleur had told him about the card game to be held, Drake had begun
to wonder if Flavian was being lured out into the open in order to get to Mr. Porter.
He could easily be used as bait. Or perhaps it was that Harriette intended to laugh at
the young pup when he was shoved back into misery yet again. The courtesan knew
that his sister wouldn't be there to protect him, so no doubt she was curious how he
might stand on his own. Drake, unfortunately, aready knew the answer to that.



Flavian was not as strong as his sister. He would collapse under the weight of his
actions. Because Fleur still cared about him, Drake felt honor bound to try and stop
the man from making a complete mess out of his life, where there was no longer any
turning back or chance at redemption.

Amos had disappeared until the morning, so Drake reached out to the only other
person he might trust, Devon.

Drake sent round a code that Amos son would be able to decode with efficiency.
They had devised their own means of communication some years ago. It had worked
then and it didn’t fail him now. A reply was sent by messenger a short time later that
gave him the information he required.

He scrubbed a hand down his face when he saw that the match would be held at the
Crown and Sceptre, the same pub that he'd fought in that illicit boxing match. He
wasn't eager to return there, as his presence would start to become noted, but he
realized he didn’t have a choice if he wished to drag Flavian out of there.

He ground his teeth together. The man would owe him dearly for this, supposing they
actually made it through the night unscathed.

Stepping out of the tub, Drake dried himself off and wondered what he might say to
Fleur. Now that they were sharing the same bed, she would wonder about his absence
iIf he wasn’t there. He certainly couldn’t reveal the truth because she would insist on
going with him. And considering the apprehension he would be under about her
safety; he couldn’t take the risk. It would be easier if he dlipped into the pub and back
out without drawing too much attention.

Unfortunately, for all his conniving in the past, he couldn’t seem to lie to her now.
Instead, he instructed a footman to head up with a note that he had to slip out for a
brief time to check on one of his other lodgings. He might not be able to tell a blatant



untruth to Fleur, but he had no trouble putting it on paper.

Determined not to spend too much time out, Drake hailed down a hackney to take
him near the pub. Instructing the driver to stop a few blocks away, Drake walked the
rest of the way. He kept his shoulders slumped and his cap pulled down low over his
brows. He wore clothes suited to his surroundings and moved as though he had never
left. Too much confidence would see aknife in the center of hisribs. He had the scars
to prove it. Thankfully, none of the wounds had been deep enough to drain the last of
his lifeblood.

Entering through the front door, Drake was glad to see most of the patrons were
aready well into their cups and flirtations with the serving wenches that Drake
slipped among the assemblage with little heed paid to his movements. He didn’t think
he had been recognized as yet, but he wasn’'t going to go out of his way to renew old
acguaintances either.

He headed toward the back of the pub where a crowd had gathered. It was a key
indication that large sport was about to take place. This place was notorious for
illegal boxing and gambling, where the stakes were generally much higher than
simple coin. These weren’'t the gentleman clubs that the aristocracy frequented where
the largest hindrance was a cloud of cigar smoke and the scent of brandy wafting on
theair.

Here, lives were traded with the expertise of nothing more than a sleight of hand.

He allowed his gaze to travel over the faces eager to jJump into the game when they
had the chance. Some were almost salivating with each turn of the cards. Drake had
never bothered to engage in these deadly matches. He preferred to engage when there
was blunt to be had, or perhaps a bit of sport. With Flavian, he had saw an ease to his
boredom by having abit of fun. At the time, Drake had found himself at a crossroads,
not sure where he wanted to go. He had considered the western coast, as he had



enjoyed some previous exploits near the sea, but instead, something had compelled
him to travel in the opposite direction, toward Greenwich.

Some days he wondered if he would have been better suited to follow his first
instinct.

But then he wouldn’'t have met Fleur and he wasn't sure he wanted to ponder that
regrettable circumstance for long.

Finding a sturdy, timber frame to lean against to observe the match, Drake was
relieved to see that Flavian was nowhere in sight. He hoped that meant the young pup
had decided to forgo this evening’'s entertainment and decided to stay home to nurse
the hangover he' d likely been suffering that morning.

Waiting for over an hour, he was almost convinced that Flavian wasn't going to
appear, but then the door opened and Avalon walked inside. But it was the man

striding beside him that caused Drake to mutter a curse.

Fleur’s brother.
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CHAPTER 16

F leur paced the bedchamber. Something was making her restless. It was as if a dark
premonition had taken hold that told her something bad was about to occur.

She wished that Drake would have told her where he was headed so that she could
ease her mind if he didn’t return by dawn. At least she would know where to begin
the search.

Instead, she was left to walk anxiously about the room and tell herself that her
Instincts were wrong, that she was being unreasonable.

Nevertheless, she couldn’'t dare try to sleep, so she lit a candle and headed
downstairs. If she couldn’'t sleep, then she would raid the larder and see if cook had
made any of those delicious sweet honey biscuits that she couldn’t seem to get
enough of. If Fleur wasn’t careful, she was going to find all those new gowns Drake
had bought for her start becoming alittle snug.

She stopped suddenly, wondering if that might be the only reason they wouldn’t fit.
She sucked in a breath as she put a hand to her abdomen. Drake had told her that he'd
always been careful when it came to sex, but thus far, things had been progressing as
nature intended. She knew she was playing with fire, daring to tempt fate in such a
fashion, but being with him felt so right that she hadn’t been thinking of tomorrow,
although she should probably start doing so. She didn’t think Drake was eager to start
a family any time soon. He hadn’'t gone so far as to mention a more permanent
situation between them, so that told her enough about their current relationship.



Walking into the kitchen, the light from the flame in her grasp flickered dlightly. She
shivered, the earlier sense of unease prickling over her skin once more. She set down
the candle on the counter and searched the larder. With a pleased smile, she found
what she was looking for and eagerly snatched one of the biscuits from the metal tray.

Finishing her first satisfied bite, she licked the crumbs from her lips.

She ate a second and a third before she shoved the tray back where it belonged. She
knew it was nerves that was causing her to react like this, but until Drake returned
and she could be assured that al was well, she would find little relief.

With little else to do but be consumed by her own concerns, Fleur headed for Drake's
study. She hoped it might offer some distraction before she forced herself to return to
their chamber.

Their chamber. It was unsettling how quickly she was starting to imagine them as a
couple, rather than a man and his mistress.

She hoped she might find a book to read to keep her mind off every bad scenario that
was crashing through her mind. She was worried that the individual responsible for
setting flame to his other residence might do the same—while Drake was there. The
note had been brief, but it had set fear inside her heart when she' d read his masculine
hand sweeping across the page. She realized that he had lived this long without her
guidance but perhaps it was time that changed. If nothing else, Fleur admitted that she
was starting to care for him. She didn’t want to see him injured—or worse. She could
have assisted him tonight if he’'d only confided in her. She appreciated that he wanted
to keep her safe, that the less she embroiled herself in his life the better off she was,
but she was finding it impossible to ignore the dangers that swarmed him constantly.

Sitting in a chair by the mantel, Fleur laid her head back against the cushions of the
chair and stared into the dying flames. They were little more than glowing coals and



she would have discounted them entirely if it wasn't for the dight flutter of a white
bit of paper.

Curious, she straightened and wondered why it had been tossed into the fire at all.
Unless, of course, it was something that no one else was meant to see.

She carefully reached into the ashes and pulled out the charred scrap. Most of it had
burned beyond recognition, but there was enough that she could tell it was a few
smudged names on alist. One in particular standing out more than the rest.

Lvian...

An icy chill crawled up her spine. Was Drake so distrusting of Flavian? And what
sort of list was this? Was it connected to the fire that had sent his house up in flames?
Granted, Flavian had more motivation to cause Drake harm than anyone else she
could think of at the moment, considering his hatred in spite of her, but Drake himself
had explained he had made several enemies through the years.

The only person she knew that Drake had ever hesitated around was Avalon. Was he
also considered a suspect?

Tossing the paper back into the fire, Fleur’s mind began to race. She was starting to
wonder if she could really trust Drake if he wanted to paint her brother as such a
villain. Perhaps instead of Avalon, Drake was the one she needed to fear. Sometimes
the most obvious choice was the correct one.

It was certainly something to ponder as she waited for Drake to return.

As the ormolu clock noted the two o’ clock hour, she curled her legs beneath her and
hugged herself and prayed she was wrong.



Where are you?

Not wanting to give away his identity just yet, Drake hung to the back of the
entertainment as Avaon and Flavian moved forward. The crowd of people parted for
them as if Avalon was Moses commanding the Red Sea. Drake wasn't surprised, for
if there was anyone that held a fiercer reputation than Drake, it was the king of the
Blue Boys.

“Do you have room for my good friend?” Avalon clapped Flavian on the back and
urged him forward. “He tells me he has what it takes to take home tonight’s
winnings.”

There were a few chuckles that resounded, and then a burly man with unruly red hair
kicked out a chair toward them. “By all means, | could learn a thing or two about the
game.”

Flavian sat down and Drake could almost see him salivating as the cards were dlid in
his direction. Next to him, Avalon set down a small coin purse that clanked with
awareness as he moved away from the table.

Drake moved forward swiftly. Now was the time for him to learn what Avalon’'s
deeper purpose was for Fleur’ s errant brother.

“| thought you were more inclined to play Hazard rather than Faro,” Drake murmured
dryly next to Avalon.

The dark-haired man smiled before he turned his head to peer at Drake. “1 do. But |
agreed to introduce young Mr. Davies to some of the more delightful clubs this fair
city hasto offer.”



“Is that so? Are you sure you weren't coerced by Miss Wilson for some other
reason?’

Avalon looked at him with the same crooked smile, but his dark eyes foretold that
Drake was wading in deeper waters. “Let’s have adrink, shall we?’

He led the way over to a table and two chairs at the edge of the room. While the rest
of the pub was rather crowded that evening, they were served with two pints of ale as
soon as they sat down. “Such service,” Avalon complimented the wench as she
offered ady wink and strode off. He took a drink, and then peered firmly at Drake. “I
have the feeling you are accusing me of something rather unsavory. | am not sure that

| approve.”

Drake shrugged. “Take it as you will, but you must be aware that Miss Daviesis very
protective of her brother. And it surely can’t be a secret that it is Flavian's penchant
for gambling that set them on the path to London in the first place. | know you are
well informed about anything of interest that takes place in the city.”

“That | am,” Avaon said evenly. “But in this regard, | did not know about Mr.
Davies weakness for the tables. | was merely trying to perform a good deed.”

Drake narrowed his eyes, not believing a word that the man uttered. “I find that
difficult to believe. | fed that there is some sort of understanding between you and
Miss Wilson you wish to keep silent.”

“If that were true, then surely you can’t expect me to confide in you.” He tilted his
head to the side. “Unless, of course, you are willing to make a trade. Mr. Davies for
your lovely Fleur.”

His hands clenching into fists beneath the table, Drake uttered a soft growl of
warning, “| fear the lady is not up for bargaining.”



“Pity.” Avalon sighed heavily. “I was rather hoping to deepen our acquaintance.
Instead, it could be that young Flavian is beholden to me.”

“So, it's come to this. An ultimatum.” Drake shook his head. He should have seen
this coming but he had imagined Avalon interested in more than Miss Davies.

“That is such a crass definition,” the other man murmured as he took a long draught
of his ale. “I prefer to think of it as more of a mutual understanding. | fear that
Harriette is already tiring of her latest plaything. It's the least | can do to see heisn’t
forced to beg on the streets.”

“1 can accommodate him at any number of places,” Drake countered.

Avalon tapped a finger on his chin thoughtfully. “And yet, | was under the impression
that you were two less than your previous holdings. How many does that |eave?”’

“More than enough,” Drake snapped.

A pair of dark brows lifted. “I didn’t mean to cause offense. It is all that everyone has
been discussing of late. They wonder if you are still the same Mr. Porter you've
always been, or if you have become... weak.”

It was all Drake could do not to pound the scarred wood of the table with both of his
fists. “I would dare any man to test my patience and they shall quickly find out which
istrue.” Deciding he’'d had enough baiting for one evening, he got up and drained the
nearly full glass of ae before he slammed the empty tankard down. He leaned toward
Avalon and said in a smooth, deep voice, “Fleur is mine. Flavian is not to be harmed.
And if any further holdings are damaged following our conversation, | shall
personally seeto it that there is another body being pulled out of the Thames.”

“Threatening murder? Really, Mr. Porter. That is rather unsporting of you.”



But it was the dlight flash of uncertainty in Avalon’s dark eyes that made Drake go in
for the lethal strike. “It is a promise. Whoever has been responsible for my latest run
of bad luck will soon be quite unfortunate as well.”

With that, Drake turned on his heel and |eft the pub.

Fleur jerked awake, immediately on the aert, but when she spied the silhouetted
figure walking into the study, she was comforted by the sight of Drake. The last dregs
of her restless slumber faded quickly as she jumped to her feet and confronted him as
he strode purposefully toward the sideboard.

“Where have you been all night?’ she demanded. “| have been worried sick!”

She heard the sound of liquid being splashed into a glass. “That brings me such
solace,” he sneered.

She blinked, confused by the cruel note of his tone. “What happened tonight? Why
areyou acting like this?’

He sammed down the tumbler and almost shouted, “Must you pummel me with
guestions the moment | arrive? You are not my wife, and | am not beholden to
explain anything to you.”

This time, a gasp escaped her. Clenching her fists, she returned brusquely, “Very
well. If that is how you feel then | shall not bother you any longer. However, | would
ensure your cot isin proper working order because you will not be sharing a bed with
me again!”

She stalked toward the door but it was Sslammed in her face before she could cross the



threshold. Drake's arm blocked her way and he exhaled heavily, as if he had run a
great distance rather than sprinted across the room. “Forgive me. | fear | am not
myself this evening.” His hand dlid down the frame. “Leave, if you wish. It is
probably for the best if you do so.”

As he moved away, Fleur hesitated. She ought to go but something compelled her to
stay. Perhaps it was the defeated manner in which he returned to the sideboard, his
stiff stance as he stood there, as if contemplating his entire life.

Fleur walked softly across the room and laid a hand on his arm. Giving him a gentle
squeeze, she whispered, “Talk to me. Tell me what happened that has upset you so.
Weas there another fire?’

He didn’t speak for several moments. However, Fleur was grateful that he was no
longer so cold, nor did he shrug her off. She hoped that meant he was considering
confiding in her.

“1 lied to you about where | was going tonight.”

At first, Fleur was taken aback. “Oh.”

He finally turned to face her directly. “I went to see if Flavian would actually make
his way to the gaming tables.”

She didn’'t want to ask. “Did he?’
“Yes”
She swallowed hard. “I see.” This time, she was the one who turned away. She had

been under the illusion that he might change his mind after their conversation at
Vauxhall. She should have known that nothing would change.



She sat back down in the chair she’'d vacated earlier. Clasping her hands together she
tried to keep her eyes from stinging.

“Drink this.”

She blinked back the moisture as she reached out and accepted the drink in Drake's
hand. “Thank you,” she murmured, and then tipped up the glass and downed it in one
burning swallow. Her breath caught and she coughed as the liquid blazed a path down
to her stomach. He returned with another and she drank it as well.

Slowly, the heat that swirled in her stomach started to flow out to her limbs and her
upset started to fade.

He must have noticed she had calmed dlightly, because he moved to the mantel.
Leaning against it, he looked at her with that intent silver stare. “ There’s more.”

She sighed. “There generaly is.”

“He was there with Avalon.”

This revelation caused her to frown. “What were they doing together? | imagined
Flavian would still have been hanging on Harriette.”

“1 am under the impression that her enthusiasm for him is starting to wane.”

“$0, she thrusts Flavian off on a criminal of the underground?’ Fleur burst out of her
chair and paced the room angrily. “1 could strangle that woman with my bare hands
for the punishment she has put us through. | believed that | was going to incur
sympathy from that woman. Instead, all | received was more misery.” She stopped
and put a hand to her forehead. “1 shall never forgive myself for this mess. Not only
have | ruined myself, but | have ruined Flavian aswell. | can’t believe | was so nave



to allow my trust to fully rest on her!”

Her breath started to come in deep, heaving gulps. The drink that had calmed her was
now swirling inside of her like a snake, infecting her with its poison.

Drake soon stood in front of her. “Y ou were doing what you thought was necessary.
Y ou had no way of knowing that sort of person you were dealing with. We have all
made that error at one point or another.”

She pinned him with a hard stare. “Have you?’

Drake's face was wiped of any emotion when he replied, “Her name was Elina
Waters.”

She stilled.

“1 fancied myself in love with her but when | was injured, | discovered how deep her
feelings for me went.” His voice contained more than a touch of bitterness. “I called
out to her, believing | was breathing my last, and she left me, bleeding, in the middle
of an alley and returned to her lover. If it wasn't for Amos, | wouldn’t be here today.”
His nostrils flared. “It is human nature to want to love but | learned the hard way
what that can do to you.”

“Which iswhy you won'’t open your heart to me.” Fleur hadn’t meant for those words
to escape, but now that they had, she couldn’t recant them.

His eyes glittered. “I can make no promises to you for they would undoubtedly be
broken. All | can do is say something is... different when you are near. But | can't

say whether or not | can allow that much trust again.”

She wanted to be hurt, to be angry and rail at him. Instead, she said softly, “I will not



ask for more than what you are willing to give me. Whatever that may be.”
He reached out and cupped her cheek with his hand. “I will not allow Flavian to be
drawn into the underground. | will do everything in my power to ensure that doesn’t

happen. But it might take some time.”

She nodded. “Fine. And while | understand it is difficult for you to trust anyone,
please don’t keep secrets from me. | can bear anything but blatant lies.”

He put his forehead against hers. “ Agreed.”

She pulled back and looked at him steadily. “1f something involves my brother again,
I’m going with you.”

He sighed heavily. “Fleur?—"

“1 won't accept no on this. He' s not just the last of my family. He is my twin . There
IS a connection there that can’t be denied. | knew something was wrong tonight. |
could fedl it. It iswhy | stayed here and waited for your return. If heisin true danger,
| want to be there. | am the only person who has ever been able to make him see

reason, even if I'vefailed in that regard lately.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose but he gave a curt incline of his head. “Very well.
But you will have to don the shroud. | won't have Avalon targeting you instead.”

She echoed his earlier sentiment. “Agreed.”

He withdrew and said, “Come. Let’s get to bed. I’m exhausted and no doubt you are
the same.”

Fleur wasn't sure about that. Her mind was still racing with what she' d been told. But



there was nothing further she could do tonight. More than likely the damage had
already been done.

Tomorrow would tell the tale of how deep Flavian had dug his own hole.

After Drake had divested himself of his clothes, he climbed into bed. Fleur kept on
her nightdress and proceeded to do the same.

“No.” Drake' svoice was firm. “I want to feel your skin against mine.”

She complied, withdrawing the garment from her and tossing it the edge of the bed.
Climbing in next to him, he held her close, her back to his front. She could feel the
pressure of his cock against her upper thigh, but she was thankful that he ignored the
urgency of his member. Neither of them seemed to be in the proper state of mind to
engage in such an intimate activity.

As Fleur's lids grew heavy, she realized that she hadn’t yet talked to Drake about
protection. She promised herself that would be the first topic of the morning.
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CHAPTER 17

F leur’s moan broke through Drake's reverie. He thought he had been dreaming but
he realized rather quickly that his consciousness had blurred the line between wake
and sleep. His hand was stroking her core and yet, he still had to shake off the last of
the cobwebs in his brain.

However, when his cock began to pulse with need, he knew that he couldn’'t stop
now. He wanted her too much. He needed her too much.

He moved his hips back and forth against her, mimicking the act of lovemaking as
she did the same against his hand. His other arm was beneath her, so he cupped her
breasts, toying with the hardened nipples as he kissed and sucked the delicate curve
where her neck met her shoulder. It seemed to be a particular favorite of hers.

The sharp gasp she emitted told him he’'d acted appropriately. As her heart began to
pound against his hand and a rush of moisture coated his other hand, she released a
low moan as her body shook with her release. He was relentless in his teasing of her,
wringing every last tremor from her body. As she lay limp and replete in his arms, he
dlid his cock into her. Holding her close, he thrust in and out, grunting with the force
of hisrhythm.

It didn’t take long before she was clutching his arm and crying out his name. “Drake,
please.”

Together, they found their mutual completion.



In the quiet aftermath, as their breathing slowly began to return to normal, Drake
sensed a change in Fleur. “What’ swrong?’

She dlowly turned in his arms until she was lying on her back. Ensuring that she
stayed wrapped up in his warm embrace, she looked at him in concern. “We haven't
been using any... preventative measures against... having achild.”

Drake stilled and then realized that he had been the fool. “Damn.” He fell back
against the pillows and stared at the ceiling overhead. “1 haven’'t been thinking...” He
shook his head and looked at her. “I will remedy that oversight today and procure
some sheaths.”

She worried her lower lip. “What if it’s already too late?’ she whispered.

He grew quiet. He had been so wrapped up in the chaos that generally surrounded
him that he hadn’'t stopped to consider the ramifications of his own actions. The
women he'd lain with before had usually used some form of remedies to prevent an
accidental pregnancy. He had pulled out before his seed was spilled as well but he
was so fazed by how good it felt to be inside of Fleur that he' d failed to do even that.
“When did you last have your courses?’

She hesitated and then said, “I can't say for sure. Three weeks ago, perhaps? |
daresay | lost track with the move to London and the subsequent events that
proceeded it.”

“Then we shall wait.”

“And if | do not bleed?’ she prodded.

He frowned at the ceiling. “I don’'t know. But there is no use putting the proverbial



cart before the horse. We will take things as they come. | have never looked for
tomorrow.”

She said nothing further but Drake could tell that she was till troubled. He leaned
over and kissed her lightly on the lips. “ Get some rest. I'm sorry for having disturbed

you.

She offered adlight smile. “I’'m not.”

His gaze swept her naked form. “Much more talk like that and we will be up rather
late, indeed.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck at the same time her legs went lax. “I don't
see any problem with that,” she murmured seductively.

Drake wasn’t sure if this woman was his salvation—or if she would end up being the
death of him. Either way, he was eagerly heading toward the light.

Later the following morning, Drake was in his study when Amos strode in. Until that
point, he'd been able to pretend as though things weren't as dire as he'd imagined.
The night he' d spent entangled in Fleur’s arms had been one of the most spectacular
of his entire life. He couldn’t actually recall a moment that had held such tenderness
and warmth, not even when he'd been with Elina. He could almost forget that the
harsh redlities he'd suffered since he was a lad had faded away, leaving nothing
behind but a pure, unadulterated... contentment.

However, the moment Amos entered the room he could tell his expression didn’t
bode well and any happiness that Drake might have tried to grasp dissipated in front
of him. “I heard you had an altercation with Avalon.”



Drake leaned back in his chair. Withdrawing a coin from his vest pocket he began to
thread it through his fingers. “1 wouldn’t necessarily call it an atercation but more of
an involved discussion.”

Amos didn’t find his assessment amusing in the least. “What the bloody hell were
you thinking to challenge him like that? He has a veritable army at his disposal. Are
you trying to paint atarget on your back?’

Drake slammed the coin down on the table with his pam. “ Things change!”

Never before had Drake raised his voice, not to Amos, not to his worst enemies. A
show of such strong emotion was a definite sign of weakness and would cause him to
lose the last of his reputation with the underground. If he were to best Avalon at his
own game, he had to remember to play his part just as well. It was true that Avalon
had the Blue Boys but Drake wasn't without his own resources. Amos had been a
formidable ally and to have their acquaintance blow up now would be disastrous.

The single blue eye narrowed in disapproval. “| expected more of you. | don’'t care to
drag you out of another alley because of the mistakes you made regarding another
woman.”

Drake glanced away. “Fleur is different.”

A derisive snort was hisreply. “They al are until the lights go out.” Amos stalked to
the desk causing Drake's focus to snap back to him. As the other man slammed his
own palms on the top of the wood, he growled, “You can’'t honestly sit there and tell
me that you are confident that should the decision arise where your courtesan has to
choose between you and Flavian, she won't choose her brother?”’

Drake stilled. If anyone else of his acquaintance dared to call him out like Amos, he
would have ensured they weren't able to speak again afterward. Unfortunately, for all



of his current assurances that Fleur cared for him, Amos was right. The entire reason
Fleur had ruined herself to begin with was to save her twin. If he actually hoped that
her affection for him would trump that of her flesh and blood, he was fooling himself.

Scrubbing a hand down his face, Drake leaned back in his chair. He had required
someone to wake him up from the daze he was starting to dip into with Fleur.
Thankfully, he wasn’t so far gone in his besotted state that he couldn’t allow logical
thinking to return.

“Do you have alist of possible females?’

Rather than act confused by the sudden change in topic, Amos straightened and
withdrew the paper from his vest. Drake removed a dlip of paper from his desk and as
they exchanged names, it didn’t take Drake long to discount most. He did, however,
keep Miss Wilson as alikely suspect for arson.

Amos took both lists and after tearing them up, he tossed them in the fire. “| suppose
we know who the guilty parties are. | can’'t say I’m surprised. They have been giving
you the most trouble of late.”

“Indeed,” Drake murmured. “It would seem that way, unless there is someone else
that we haven't yet considered.” He steepled his hands before him. He had one more
name but he wasn't giving it up just yet. But then, it might behoove him to tell Amos
so the individual could be watched carefully. “ There is young Flavian.”

Amos's brows winged upward. “1 was wondering when you were going to count him.
Of the three, he has the most reason to do you harm. Y ou absconded with his sister
and heis, no doubt, wishing to enact revenge.”

“If he might be sober long enough to do the job,” Drake added. “I do think his
movements should be monitored closaly.”



Amos inclined his head. “Consider it done.”

As purposeful steps began to approach the door, Fleur quickly fled back down the
hallway, ducking into the closest room and securing herself behind the door.

Once Amos strode past, she put a hand to her pounding heart. Unfortunately, it
wasn't racing due to her rapid flight, but rather the conversation that she had
overheard.

She had intended to approach Drake and let him know that their nightly worries had
been unfounded, as she had gotten her courses that morning. Relief had flowed
through her and she had eagerly gone down the stairs. Her hand was poised to knock
when she paused just in time. Drake's outburst had startled her, so instantly she
feared something must be wrong. Desperate to know if it had anything to do with
Flavian, she'd pressed her ear to the wood and strained to listen, half scared to
actually enter and discover her brother was dead—or worse.

What she’'d learned next caused ice to freeze in her veins. Following everything that
had transpired between her and Drake, he still didn’t want to trust her. It caused her
heart to break, but then, she couldn’t really fault Drake because if the decision arose
where she had to choose between her lover and her brother, she would be honor
bound, if nothing else, to save Flavian. That had hurt nearly as much as thinking
Drake believed her brother was responsible for the heinous crime of arson.

She shut her eyes tightly and tried to ignore the desire to hear Drake's voice, to be
held in the warmth of his arms. She was starting to find it entirely too comforting to
rely on him when she had known all along it was nothing but an illusion. She had
known from the beginning that he had a cold heart, that he was incapable of love,
although she thought she might be the one to change him. For someone as tender and



caring, to ensure her needs were met before his, she imagined that her patience and
understanding might have started thawing his icy demeanor. Instead, she was the fool
who had allowed herself to believe there could ever be more between them, that a
criminal like Drake Porter could be persuaded to accept someone— anyone —into his
life forever.

What disturbed her the most was that she had started to picture a life with him. As
absurd as that sounded, for it wasn’t as though they were completely infatuated with
one another, nor was there any true hope of a blissful future together, Fleur had
started to imagine what it might be like to have his child. She pictured a raven-haired
daughter with piercing silver eyes, or perhaps a boy that had his father’'s smooth
personality and his mother's green gaze that saw the world through a different
perspective.

It was the furthest thing from a poet’s romance or a childish fairy tale, and yet, Fleur
was starting to think it was perfect. For them. Not everyone's love story was the
same, and while she told herself she wasn't in love with Drake, neither could she
deny she could easily fall to his charms, because he had them in abundance. He just
chose not to share them with the rest of the world. She thrilled at the idea he saved
those coveted moments when they were alone. Then, and only then, could she catch a
glimpse of the man that Drake had once been, before society had jaded his positivity.

Taking a few deep restorative breaths, she had to come up with a way to get out of
this house. She needed some space from him, some time to sort out her thoughts, and
she decided that a brisk walk through the park would do much to help restore her
broken spirits.

Walking back out into the hallway, Fleur hadn’'t taken more than a handful of steps
before Drake called her name. She reluctantly turned to face him.

“1 was just coming to see you.”



He offered her a slight upturn of his lips, as if smiling was still something he found
difficult to do. At the moment, Fleur felt much the same.

“1 had considered doing the same, but | didn’t think you would grant my request.”

His gaze turned wary. “Which would be?’

“To take awalk in the park. I'm finding the walls a bit too close for comfort today.”

“l see.” He studied her expression, as if trying to ferret out the true reason for her
escape. She did her best to adopt a perfectly neutral repose. Finally, he gave a curt
nod. “Very well, | shall escort you?—"

“No, please.” She shook her head. “That’s not necessary. | think that would only be
courting danger should we be seen together. Two birds with one stone, if someone is
truly out to do you harm.” She prayed that her explanation was enough to throw him
off of the scent that something was amiss.

Thankfully, although he frowned darkly, he exhaled sharply. “Very well. | shall have
Amos escort you.”

Fleur wasn't thrilled at the prospect of his henchman following her about, knowing
that he also thought the worst of Flavian but since she knew she wasn’t going to get
out of there without an escort, she nodded her head. “ Of course.”

As he strode off, presumably to collect Amos, Fleur released a slow breath. She
walked to the foyer, and after donning her pelisse, she waited patiently.

A short time later, Amos appeared, his single blue eye regarding her steadily. She
said nothing but walked for the door where the housekeeper opened it from the other
side. Sometimes she forgot that there were other people about in the house. They



seldom made an appearance unless they were needed. She was sure that Drake had
ensured it remained that way. He enjoyed his privacy, and if she was honest with
herself, Fleur did too. She wished she was alone at the moment, as she didn’t feel any
sort of threat, but she knew that nothing short of a miracle would have convinced
Drake to let her leave on her own. She should have been grateful that he was
concerned for her safety.

Instead, it made her feel like she was some sort of prisoner that had to be watched
constantly. That sensation had faded after she had been with Drake for a while but
after today, she was starting to experience the same uncomfortable feeling.

Rather than hailing down a hackney, Fleur opted to walk the short distance to the
park. The air had finally turned brisk with the approaching autumn, and as her cheeks
and nose became cold, it helped to numb the rest of her body as well. It had been the
right idea to head out for thislittle excursion.

“1s there something you wanted to say to me?”’

Fleur glanced quizzically at her companion. He faced her with his eyepatch on the
opposite side. While there was only one eye peering at her, it seemed more
intimidating than if he'd had full sight. “What happened to your eye?’

She hadn’t meant to speak so boldly, because Amos didn’'t seem like the sort of man
to openly speak about his afflictions. However, he didn’t seem to take offense as he
returned matter-of-fact, “It was aknife fight.”

“How... dreadful.”

“Not for me.” That blue eye flashed. “I retained my life. He wasn't so fortunate.”

“Oh. ... see”



“Does it bother you to know that | have killed someone?’

Fleur considered that statement. “I suppose it should but something tells me you
aren’'t acruel man. You wouldn’'t have acted so rashly if it wasn't warranted.”

Some of the stiffness in his shoulders relaxed dightly. “Then you would be correct.
Believe me when | say the man | fought was not a great loss to anyone.”

She inclined her head but didn’t reply. She didn’t feel there was a need to do so.

They allowed silence to envelop them until they reached the park. As they walked
toward the toll gate, Amos noted, “ Thiswill soon be a distant memory for the park.”

Fleur glanced at him curioudly. “What do you mean?’

“The city has reguested a man by the name of Decimus Burton to construct an arch
honoring Wellington’ s effort during the war, as well as a grand new entrance.”

“Interesting,” Fleur murmured. “Although | saw nothing wrong with the current one.”

“Aye. But there are some who prefer the newest and most fashionable, and who want
to remind everyone that England is the greatest country in the world.”

She dlid her focus to him. “Y ou sound as though you don’'t agree.”

He shrugged. “For someone who has had to struggle under the tutelage of such a
revered nation, perhaps I’ m not the best person to ask when it comes to my opinion. |
know severa other people who would agree with my assessment, that for all the

wonderful things England stands for, it has a habit of neglecting its own people.”

Fleur had never thought about her own existence in those terms. “I would have to



disagree.” He looked at her steadily, so she explained, “I have not had an easy time of
it myself. After our parents died, | devoted my life to taking care of my brother. We
struggled but not once did | blame anyone for our dire straits. | knew | hadn’'t been
born to the upper ten thousand but it didn’t make me bitter or despise them because of
it. | have heard of many members of the peerage who are not content when they
should be able to buy their happiness. It shouldn’t matter whether you are poor or
rich. The fact remains that you have to discover the determination and find a way to
better your circumstances.”

He gave alight snort. “Is that what you' ve done by aligning with Drake?”’

She stopped abruptly and glared at him. “It doesn’t matter if Drake had anything at all
to his name. It matters how he treats me. He might have been insufferable at first but
he has been more than kind to me since.” She set her hands on her hips. “Since it
seems | must explain myself, | should set the account straight. | don’t ask for charity
or fancy baubles. I'm not his mistress. He bought my virtue in an auction. ” As a
couple of curious heads swiveled in their direction, Fleur lowered her frustrated tone.
“1 know you wish to perceive me as a villain, perhaps because Drake told me about
Elina, but rest assured, | am not intent on hurting him.”

She turned and started to proceed further into the park, however she could feel
Amos's presence behind her.

“1 can tell you care about him.”

Her stepsfaltered. “I do.”

Another dlight silence fell and then, “I can’t believe he told you about her.”

Fleur didn't know if he was actually speaking to her or muttering aloud but she
responded. “He did.”



“He doesn’t confide in anyone.”

“| gathered that,” she said dryly.

“Did he tell you about the paintings?’ he asked incredulously.

“Yes.” Her cheeks warmed. “He told me everything about his life before | met him if
that’ s what you' re wondering.”

There was another hesitation, and then he said softly, “You must mean a great deal to
him. He doesn’'t confide in anyone.”

Her chest ached. “1 hope s0.”

She felt ahand on her arm and she glanced at Amos. “1 know you will have to make a
tough decision soon. Don'’t regret your choice.”

Fleur froze, wondering if he had known she' d been listening at the door when he had
been discussing her brother with Drake. Gathering her conviction, she said firmly, “I
won’'t. Anything | decide will be for the good of everyone.”

Amos didn’'t seem to know what to think of that reply but he gave a curt nod and
released her.

As Fleur continued the rest of her walk, she was glad that she had been able to clear
the air with Amos. At least he would know where she stood if things turned sour.



Page 18

Source Creation Date: August 12, 2025, 7:22 am

CHAPTER 18

D rake caught himself drumming his fingers on his desk as he impatiently waited for
Fleur and Amos to return. He couldn’t seem to stop thinking of the odd way she had
been acting that morning. He considered that it had something to do with his lack of
sheaths during their lovemaking and he had aready rectified that oversight. He
couldn’t imagine that he had been so caught up in the moment with her that he'd
completely forgotten one important factor.

However, that wasn't the worst thing on his mind. Instead, he kept imaging her belly
becoming swollen with their child. He had always been abhorrent of begetting any
offspring before, but it didn't seem quite so distasteful anymore. Of course, they
would have to live somewhere other than London. He wasn't about to stay here
where he felt as though he had to look over his shoulder for ensuing trouble. He
wouldn’'t dare add that sort of misery to everything else that Fleur had endured thus
far. She had taken so much upon herself by worrying over her brother that it was time
someone looked out for her.

To distract himself, he’d made a quick trip to see Miss Wilson to check on Flavian,
but he wasn't surprised when he was turned away, with the claim that neither of them
were home. For thefirst time, he actually believed the butler.

Now, as he heard the front door open, Drake jumped out of his chair and strode out of
his study. Fleur was just removing her bonnet and pelisse in the foyer. She handed

them to Amos and offered him afriendly smile as he walked away.

She was patting her hair when she spied Drake and hesitated. The wary look in her



expression concerned him. He wondered if it had something to do with Amos. He
knew the man couldn’t always be the most accommodating. “Did you have a nice
wak?’ he asked.

“Quite,” she returned evenly.

How the hell was he supposed to interpret that?

As someone who had never bothered to dance around a subject that was bothering
him, he said, “I ordered some sheaths this morning, so you can set your mind at

ease.

She appeared to force a smile. “Wonderful .”

Rather than stay and continue their conversation, she started to move toward the
stairs. Thiswould not do at all. He recognized evasion when he saw it.

He blocked her escape. “| would know what’ s troubling you.” He didn’t phrase it as a
guestion and he made sure his focus told her that he wasn’t going anywhere until
they’d had a proper discussion.

“Nothing.”

Devil take it but he despised those one-word replies. “Very well.” He grasped her
elbow and steered her in the direction of his study.

“Drake! What?>—7?’
Her disapproval was evident but he ignored it as he propelled her into his private

sanctuary and shut them inside. Leaning against the door, he crossed his arms and
said, “ Speak.”



She gasped in indignation. “Y ou are being ridiculous!”

“No. I'm being sensible. You aren’t telling me the truth. | will release you once
you?—"

“I"'m not with child!” Her brusque announcement rang through the room with the
force of athundercloud. She released a heavy breath. “Now let me go.”

She started toward him but he didn’t budge. “ Are you sure?’

She offered a bark of humorless laughter. “Of course. It's not something that can go
unnoticed.”

Drake scrubbed a hand down his face. He hadn’t realized how much he was starting
to grow accustomed to the idea of expanding his bloodline until then. Although he
would have been shocked to learn she was going to have a baby, it made him fedl...
strange to know she wasn't. “I’'m sorry.”

She opened her mouth to release another retort but she snapped her mouth closed
when what he said sank in to her consciousness. She seemed just as surprised to hear
him offer an apology as he was that he'd uttered it. “Oh.”

“Indeed.” He lifted a brow. “It isn't something | say often. Just know that | mean it
now.” He pushed off of the door and moved toward his desk, but he veered at the last
minute and stared out the window. He waited for the door to open and close,
signaling her departure.

“Areyou... disappointed?’

He turned back to her. The look of uncertainty on her face struck something deep
within his chest. “Are you?’ he countered softly.



Her forehead furrowed. “I... don't know.” She shrugged. “I know it would be the
worst possible circumstances and yet?—"

Drake nodded. “| know.” He reached up and removed his cap. Tossing it to the desk,
he ran a hand through his hair. “It's an odd sensation to want something you never
thought you did.”

Her eyes brightened. “ Exactly my thoughts.”

He snorted as he walked over to the sideboard and splashed some brandy into a glass.
“Carefor one?’

“Actually, yes.”

He hid a smile when she walked over expectantly. Before he released the glass into
her care, he warned, “Take it slower this time. Let the burn slide down your throat
and warm you from the inside out.”

She nodded and obediently took a small sip. She inhaled sharply but didn't gasp in
alarm as she had previously. “I never considered myself as someone who liked to
imbibe but thisis rather good.”

“It's fine French stock,” he noted. “I managed to collect several cases during the

war.
She blinked at him. “Y ou were a smuggler 7’
This time he did offer a crooked smile. “Don’t look so stunned. You read about my

exploits. Smuggling was one of my many talents.” He allowed his gaze to lengthen
on her. “Y ou are familiar with the others.”



He loved the dlight tinge of pink that stained her cheeks. He didn’t know if it was due
to the brandy starting to take effect or her own awareness. Perhaps a combination of
both, but he found the reaction charming and quite appealing.

Glancing away, she finished the rest of her glass and handed it to him. “I should go
now,” she whispered.

He grasped her wrist lightly. “Why rush off?’

She closed her eyes asif pained. “We can't possibly?—"

“Akiss. Thatisal | ask for.”

She looked at him with those wide green eyes and he found himself lost in their
enchanting pull. “One kiss?’

“Onekiss.”

The glass was set aside and she moved toward him. He took her arms and placed
them around his neck. Allowing his hands to slowly slide up and down her sides, he
said, “Kissme.”

Shetilted her head quizzically. “Me kiss you?’

“Yes.

She pressed her lips together and raised on her tiptoes. As she slowly touched her lips
to his, he allowed her the chance to nibble and explore his mouth. When she stepped

closer to him, her breasts pressing against his chest, she started to expand the
embrace.



Drake had meant for this to be a chaste interlude but his body was starting to stir with
unrequited desire.

“Drake...” She moaned his name against his mouth and he pressed her closer to him.
It was going to take al of his self-control to end this madness before it got out of
hand.

He allowed the torment to continue until their breathing was mixing together in heavy
pants. Finally, he lightly set her back from him. “As much as | would like this to
continue, we must stop.”

With aregrettable sigh, Fleur nodded. “1 suppose you'reright.”

He placed a finger beneath her chin. Kissing the tip of her nose, he said, “ There will
be plenty of time for us to resume our activities when you are feeling up to it.”

She smiled and it was as if the entire room lit up because of it. “Letting me have all
the control. Where is the fearsome Mr. Porter?’

Drake allowed his jaw to clench. Her statement shouldn’t have bothered him, but it
did. It clawed its way through his brain and refused to abate. As much as it pained
him to admit that he was losing some of his drive to succeed in the harsh realities of
life, perhaps it was time that he reminded himself—and everyone in the East
End—who he was.

“That isavery good point.”

She looked at him with mirth still shining in her gaze. “What is?’

He straightened. “I need to remind everyone who Mr. Porter is. | fear he's been
missing of late. Rumors have aready started to abound and without him, | won’'t have



the proper enticement at my disposal.”

Any lingering amusement vanished from her face. “What does that mean?’

He looked at the floor to gather his thoughts and then said, “It means I’ m going to the
Crown and Sceptre tonight to confront Avalon about his real reasons behind that card
game. | fedl it was adistraction for something else.”

Determination lit up her green eyes. “1’m going with you.”

He was going to sound like a cad, especially since he'd relied on her assistance
before, but when it came to Avalon and his personal interest in the lady, he couldn’t
risk her safety any further. “No.”

“He's my brother!” she cried. “I told you that | wasn’t going to stand by. | have every
right?>—"

He gathered his jacket and shrugged it on. His glare was hard when he looked at her.
“Bethat asit may, my word isfinal.”

She appeared as though she wanted to argue the point further, but as she spun around
and quit the room, Drake exhaled heavily. He'd had a tough decision to make, but
then, at some point, everyone did. And he knew, in this instance, he’d made the right
one.

“1 would say I’'m surprised to see you, Porter,” came the low drawl behind the desk as
Avalon spun his chair around and faced Drake within the Crown and Sceptre pub.
“But, to be honest, | thought you might have approached me earlier today instead of
waiting until dusk.” He lifted a dark brow and rubbed the back of his hand along the



short dark stubble on his chin.

Drake crossed his arms and widened his stance. “1 thought | would give you time to
come up with aplausible excuse.”

Avalon snorted. “I don’t need one. | was performing a service for afriend.”

“If you are speaking for Miss Wilson, no doubt you have performed many services
for her.”

“Tsk, tsk, Porter. No need to be crass,” he admonished. “ Such lewd comments don't
endear you to my corner.”

Drake's gaze narrowed dlightly. “1 find | am no longer in need of your assistance. |
may have already discovered who wishes me harm.”

“Have you?’ The reply was silky smooth. “You know the villain who started the
fire?’

“Nearly,” Drake hedged, not wishing to give too much away. “It is only a matter of
time before | can securely point the finger of blame.”

Avalon inclined his head. “I do wish you the best of luck in that regard.” He tilted his
head to the side. “Now, about Flavian Davies. What is it that you wanted to know?’

“How much is he indebted to you?’

With agrin, Avalon retorted, “What makes you think he lost?’

“Because | have partnered him and | know how clumsy heisat cards.”



“Ah.” The other man’slips tightened. “Eight hundred quid.”

Drake closed his eyes to gain his fortitude and then he asked, “Where is he now?’

“Licking hiswounds with Harriette.”

Drake wondered if that were true considering they hadn’t yet returned home by that
afternoon. “And how long does he have to recoup his losses that you were kind
enough to allow?’

Avalon's dark eyes glinted with warning. “Again, Porter, you dance rather close to
that line that isn't meant to be crossed. | don't care to have suspicion and dark
accusations tossed at my door.”

“Then perhaps you should have acted with more decorum when you were well aware
that Flavian isn’t capable of containing his vices.”

“That isn't my concern,” Avaon said with a careless shrug. “He should have
refrained from the invitation if he wasn't able to accept defeat.” He rose from his
chair. “To answer your query, he has a sennight to get the funds to me or | will be
forced to call in his markers.” He stopped a few feet in front of Porter. “I will be glad
to wipe hisrecord clear, should you care to take on his debt for him.”

Drake could tell that he was being goaded. He didn’t like it but he had no choice but
to hear the choice he was being offered. For Fleur’s sake. “What are your terms?”’

Avalon's lips twitched. “Flavian shall have the freedom to leave London with his
name and reputation intact. In return, | would ask for his losses to be paid to me and
in return for my generosity in alowing you to assume his debts, you also relinquish
your lovely house guest to me.”



Drake clenched hisfists at hissides. “ Never .”

Some of Avalon’s cool demeanor faded. “I’'m sorry to hear that, Porter. | was hoping
we could come to an agreement but you will leave me with no choice but to insist
Flavian pays his debt to me by his own honor. You cannot offer assistance of any
kind if you wish for him to see the light of another day. And considering you may be
emptying your pockets of another fortune to Miss Wilson very soon; you may well
find yourself in dire straits after so long on top.” He returned to his chair. “1 will bid
you good evening if you need nothing further since | don’t take kindly to being duped
and my consideration thoroughly ignored.”

Drake wanted to say more, but he was content to let Avalon think he retained the
upper hand. It was best he kept silent. His actions would soon speak for themselves.

He walked out of the office and spied Reynolds standing there. With his light hair
plastered back from his forehead, he offered Drake a broad grin.

Drake ignored him and continued toward the back of the pub where he intended to
quit the establishment and head back to his townhouse. He was eager to see Fleur
again. He wasn't quite sure what he might say to her that would lead her believe that
al would be well when he wasn't entirely certain his plans would be enacted as they
were meant to be. He needed to consult with Amos to see where they stood.

He had just opened the door when he heard the scuffle of a boot behind him.

Drake ducked as he spun around, narrowly missing the baton that Reynolds held in
his hand. Instantly, his fighting instincts came to the forefront and Drake replied with
an uppercut to the man’s jaw as they stumbled out the door into the mews. He had
never particularly cared for Avalon's right hand, so he was eager to teach the
scoundrel a lesson. He might be calling the kettle black by referring him to the title
he'd always worn with pride but even Drake had his limits with what he would



tolerate.

Reynolds' head snapped back from the force of the blow but he shook it off and came
rushing at Drake. He was prepared for the head that came crashing toward his
abdomen. Drake answered as he brought his elbows down on Reynolds back. They
instantly fell to the ground in atangle of limbs, obscenities, and bloody knuckles.

As they each scrambled to their feet and began to circle one another, the mental
games began.

“I’m not surprised that Avalon sent you to deal with me,” Drake snarled. “But he sent
the wrong man if he thought you could defeat me.”

“Oh, | don’t intend to defeat you,” Reynolds snapped in return, as he spat out blood
onto the ground from a split lower lip. His left eye was aready starting to turn purple
from their brief scuffle. “I intend to destroy you and take pleasure in doing so.” He
withdrew a jagged knife from the back of his trousers and held it out before him.
Drake was unarmed but there was no rule book for gentlemanly warfare in the
underground. It was every man for himself.

Drake laughed richly as he easily dodged the first swipe of the knife. “You can try.
Many men have and all of them have failed.”

Another swipe was easily evaded. The third, Drake was anticipating.

As Reynolds lifted his arm in an arc and began to bring it down, Drake kicked
upward and sent the weapon sailing through the air.

The other man cursed vividly and with a howl of anger, came at Drake again.

Thistime, Drake fell to the ground, but it had nothing to do with Reynolds.



He sensed the danger behind him a moment before the glass bottle crashed over his
skull. Reynolds came to an abrupt halt as Drake’s vision wavered. He could feel his
knees growing weak but he told himself not to falter.

It was no use. The darkness closed in around the edges of his vision. His last image
was that of Fleur and how he'd failed to tell her how much she had changed him and
how much he wanted to keep her in hislife forever before he lost consciousness.
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CHAPTER 19
S omething was wrong.

Fleur didn’t know how she could sense it but when Drake hadn’t arrived home by
two in the morning, she decided she needed to gather some reinforcements.

Most of the servants returned to their respective lodgings for the evening since Drake
wasn't a conventional master. However, Amos was the exception since Drake wanted
someone to watch over her in his absence in case there was trouble.

Still dressed, Fleur headed down to the study to see if she might find Amos there.
Thankfully, he was kicked back in Drake's chair. He had his feet propped up and it
appeared as though he was sleeping but the moment her feet crossed the threshold, he

turned to her. She didn’t have to say anything before he was on his feet.

“Thank God. | thought | was the only one who didn’t have a good feeling about this
night.”

Her stomach clenched. “Do you think something has happened too?’
“Aye. It's not like Drake to spend any more time with Avalon than necessary.”

He started to move toward the door. She was directly on his heels. “What are we
going to do?’

“1’m going to check on things while you stay here?—"



“Absolutely not!” Fleur rushed in front of him and blocked his way, although the
massive man could have easily pushed her aside. She shoved a finger in his chest. “I
tried it Drake' s way and this is what happened. | will not stand by idle again. | know
how to wield a sword if needed and | still have the shroud to conceal my identity. I'm

going .”

He must have decided it was easier to give in than to deal with a hysterical woman, so
he said curtly, “Get dressed and meet me back here in five minutes.”

“Four,” she countered as she rushed up the stairs.

She threw open the chamber door and yanked open the drawer where the dreaded
shroud was. She had hoped to never don the miserable garment again but she would
do whatever it took to ensure Drake's safety and that of her brother. They were the
two most important men in her life and the thought she might lose either one of them
was not pleasant. While she was still uneasy about the conversation she’d heard
earlier that morning between Amos and Drake, she had to believe that they weren’t
unnecessarily targeting Flavian, that they would give him a chance to redeem himself.
Although he'd had several chances to do so, she'd aways believed that he would
come to his senses.

She made it back downstairs to the foyer at the same moment Amos appeared with
two pistols and a saber. The latter he handed to her. “Let’s see if we can't put your
skillsto the test.”

She nodded curtly. If there was one thing she knew how to use with precision, it was
a sword. She'd fought more than one duel under the guise of her brother and
survived. Surely that was a testament of her abilities.

Fleur followed Amos outside and rather than rely on public transport, they headed
toward the East End on foot. “I can’'t believe Drake did something so asinine. He



should have known he would be in danger.”

Amos gave arusty chuckle. “ Drake has always been a man who lived life on his own
terms. He likely didn’t think he would encounter any trouble from Avalon tonight. He
isusually better prepared for any situation.”

“Until tonight,” Fleur grumbled irritably. “If he's not dead | might just kill him
myself.”

She didn’t receive areply, but she wasn't surprised. She hadn’t really expected one.

They continued their trek through the dark aleyways of London that had caused a
shiver to trail up her spine the night she'd traversed these same dank streets with
Drake. Tonight, she ignored the refuse and staggering vermin that inhabited the East
End, her mind focused on getting to Drake and learning his fate. And hopefully, that
of her brother aswell.

She was thankful that it wasn’t the same pub they entered this night but it didn’t hold
much more favor as they made their way inside. The patrons barely spared Amos a
glance, athough they seemed a bit more curious about the covered figure that entered
with him. Some blatantly stared, while others tried to be a bit more covert in their
perusal.

Heading to the barkeep, Amos inquired after Avalon. He received a crisp reply that
the man was out for the evening.

Fleur could tell that the man was lying and it was evident that Amos believed the
same when he reached across the bar and gathered the man by his cravat. Tightening

it into anoose, he demanded in alow tone, “Let’ stry that answer again.”

As two men shoved their chairs back and started to approach the bar, Fleur swiftly



moved to protect Amos. Whipping up the saber as the first man approached, she
nearly nicked his neck. This caused him to rethink his strategy as he held up his
hands in surrender, although she could see his mind was calculating his odds should
he decide to press forward.

“What isall this?’

Immediately, the charged atmosphere in the pub was sucked out, the earlier
commotion inside making way for silence.

Behind her mask, Fleur could make out the visage of Avalon. She recalled the dark
hair and smug countenance quite well.

Amos released the barkeep and faced the leader of the Blue Boys, most of which
Fleur decided were standing and eager to come to Avalon’s aid. It made Fleur more
infuriated than before. If her brother and Drake could waltz into the lion’s den, it was
no wonder something dreadful might have befallen either of them. This was no place
to come aone. She was terrified being there with just Amos.

“I"m looking for Porter,” Amos announced firmly.

Avalon flicked a glance at him and then his attention fixated on her. * Such intrigue
you' ve brought to my front step.” Hisjaw hardened. “I don’'t care for mysteries.”

Fleur decided she’ d had enough. Whipping the hood from her head, she kept her firm
hold on her saber. “Is that better?’ she retorted.

The grin he offered was enough to tell her he approved. “Naturally. It would be a
shame to cover such a lovely face.” He waved a hand toward the back of the pub.
“Shall we speak in private?’



She glared at the men who had decided to back off. However, she didn't lower the
sword until she was a safe distance away from them.

She moved toward Avaon but when Amos would have followed her, Avalon held out
ahand. “Just the lady.”

Amos clenched hisfists.

“No harm will come to her.”

Fleur wasn't sure Amos was content to let her go without him, but something must
have passed between the two men. Honor among thieves perhaps. Either way, Amos
narrowed his eyes and said, “ Fifteen minutes.”

“That is plenty of time.”

Avalon waited for her and as Fleur cast one last look over her shoulder at Amos, she
disappeared into the true lion’ s den.

As he started to shut the door behind them, she said, “I would rather it stay open.”

He paused. Lifting a dlight brow, he smiled. “As you like.” He remained where he
was and looked at the sword in her grasp. “So long as you promise not to run me
through with that thing.”

“l won't, aslong as you don’t give me areason to do so.”

He chuckled. “I knew there was spirit about you when we first met. It is why |

approached Porter with a proposition this evening that he didn't care to accept.
Maybe you will be more amenable to theidea.”



Fleur stilled. “1f Drake was here, then where is he now?”

“In that regard, | fear | cannot answer.”

Somehow, she didn’'t think that was true. And since she was intrigued by his
supposed proposition, she decided to humor him for the moment. “Very well. She
sheathed the sword in her belt and crossed her arms in front of her. “What is your
grand idea?’

Hislips quirked, and then he became all seriousness. “I want you as my mistress.”

Fleur blinked. Drake had told her that Avalon had found her agreeable but she never
imagined he would dare take it so far. “| see.” She acted as though she were mulling
the prospect over in her mind. “1 fear | must decline your generous offer, sir, as| am
guite taken with Mr. Porter.”

He exhaled heavily. “That is quite regrettable. If you agreed, | was going to sweeten
the deal by forgiving your brother’s debt to me.”

Suddenly, the blood turned to ice in Fleur's veins. She straightened and took a step
toward him. “How much does he owe you?’

Avalon attempted to appear contrite, but Fleur could easily see through his guise.
“Twelve hundred pounds.”

She closed her eyes. It was a staggering sum. Double what he had lost to Drake. With
her gaze focused back on the man, she asked, “What if | was able to clear his debt?’

“You mean from Porter’s generosity?” He shook his head. “I fear his funds are about
to run short. After the deal he made with Harriette, his circumstances are bound to
falter.”



Fleur clenched her fists at her hands. She knew she was courting trouble by daring to
ask the question but she couldn’t stop herself if she’'d tried. “What are you talking
about?’

He blinked, as if surprised. Another ploy, she was sure of it. “You didn’t know they
had met in secret to discuss another five thousand quid for you?' A strange buzzing
began in Fleur's ears that threatened to eclipse the rest of the other man’s words. “I
didn’'t realize Porter kept such significant secrets from you.” He released a slow
breath. “I shouldn’t like to be the bearer of bad news, but | heard it from Miss Wilson
herself.”

“For what purpose?’ Fleur asked. “That sort of money doesn't get thrown about
without good reason.”

“Harriette wanted to ensure your safety, of course. She was regretful with how things
went on at the auction and begged Porter to release you from his hold. She knew that
his reputation would eventually sully him and she didn’t want you to get caught in his
snare. It was why she sent Flavian with me that night.” He hung his head.
“Unfortunately, after the game, he fled. No doubt he feared Porter’s retribution.
Everyone in the pub heard Porter threaten him.”

Fleur was finding it difficult to draw a full breath. “Are you saying that my brother
IS... missing?’

“I"'m afraid so. And now it appears that Porter is aswell.”
She shook her head. Drawing out the sword, she held it in front of her while Avalon’s
face blurred in her vision. “You're lying. Drake wouldn’t hurt my brother because he

knew it would hurt me.”

Avalon’'s face looked empathetic. She hated him for it. “You forget the sort of man



that Porter was, that he still is. You're blinded by your love for him while he's used
you most ill.” He held out his hand to her and cgjoled, “Hand me the weapon and |
will ensure that you don’'t have to endure this sort of misery anymore. You will be
well cared for under my protection.”

Fleur looked at his hand as if he were offering her a poisonous apple. The hand
holding the sword trembled, and she despised any show of weakness when she told
herself to remain strong and courageous. Something told her that if her brother and
Porter were missing it was due to this man.

Making a decision and trusting in her love for Drake, she took a step forward and
dliced the sword through the air, making a neat cut through Avalon’'s outstretched
palm. “I don’t need anyone’ s protection. | have my own.”

As he uttered a howl of pain, she turned and started to run back toward the main room
to find Amos.

She never made it.

* % %

Drake groaned. His skull was splitting and he had the sensation that he was floating.
Perhaps he was dead, but then, why the hell did his wrists ache?

When he opened his eyes, he realized that it wasn't a dream but a harsh redlity. His
arms were bound above his head by a coarse rope and he was dangling a short
distance from the floor. It caused him to swing lightly in the air.

He struggled to gain focus and it appeared that he was in a large building, that might
have once been a prominent warehouse, but was now devoid of most anything that
might have been useful. He looked up and could see the early rays of dawn drifting in



through the holes in the open roof. He supposed he could call for help but that usually
didn’t work. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the first time he'd been in this sort of bind,
quite literally, so he knew he just had to wait for the opportune moment to escape.

Hearing another groan, he glanced to his left as best as he could and spied Devon’'s
bloody face. It appeared that Amos's son was in dire straits as well. He intended to
find out what he' d done to gain such animosity, but for now, he had to concentrate on
getting them out of there.

He wastoo far away to kick to gain his attention but he did call out his name.

His limp head lifted dslightly and he peered at Drake through dlitted eyes. “Porter?’ he
rasped. “What are you... doing here?’

It was probably one of the most idiotic questions that Drake had ever heard. “Oh, you
know. Just hanging around.” When Devon blinked, as if not quite getting the joke, he

snapped irritably, “ It appears that we' ve been captured.”

“Oh.” Devon looked around, as if just now coming to his senses. “Indeed. | would
say so.”

Drake forced himself not to sigh. Instead, he said, “Do you have a knife or anything
on you?’

He appeared to consider the query. “I don’t think so.”

“That’ s fine, because | do. Asyou know, I’m not unfamiliar with these situations.”

“1 didn’t realize you’ ve been kidnapped before,” Devon drawled, sounding more like
his father every day.



Drake snorted. “Kidnapped sounds so infantile. | prefer to say | was seized or
something that sounds a bit more heroic.”

“1 see.”

Drake wasn't sure that he did, but neither did he care at the moment. Drake had gone
to hell and back more than once during this life. If they managed to get out of this
scrape without much more injury, he would consider it a victory and he would make
sure that Amos steered Devon in a different direction. It might take a bit of hard work
to persevere, having grown up in the underground as Drake had, but he was
convinced he could live a better life than his father. Drake wished someone had given
him that sort of advice when he’d been that age. Perhaps if they had, he wouldn’t
have lived with such bitterness and angst for so long.

And yet...

He wouldn’t have known how to dlip out of a knot that was meant to hold him firmly.

Drake was about to demonstrate his skills when a door opened and footsteps started
to draw closer. He whispered urgently to Devon, “Act as if you are still unconscious.”

Drake was grateful when Devon’'s head dropped back down to his chest and his eyes
closed. He mimicked the same reaction moments later just as he heard a snide,
masculine voice say, “Turns out Porter isn’'t that tough after all.”

“The great criminal of the underground subdued by an empty whisky bottle,” his
cohort chuckled.

Drake ran through the catalog of people in his mind but he couldn’t place these two
men. More than likely they were from the East End and were eager to gain some
blunt and notoriety for bringing down Drake Porter.



It was amost enough for him to laugh. He decided that would have to wait until he
was facing off with them firmly on the ground.

“1 guess our work hereis done,” the first man said with a bored sigh. “1 want another
ae.

As they shuffled back out the door, Drake waited until the door had shut fully behind
them and silence had resounded about them once again before he dared to crack open
an eye and ensure that they were alone again.

He didn’'t waste any time in wriggling his wrists back and forth to loosen the bonds. It
didn’t take long before they started to fall sack. When they did, he used the force of
his weight to kick downward and force the rope to stretch even further apart. The
moment he felt the bindings give way; he landed on the floor in a neat crouch.

He turned to Devon who was watching him with a crooked smile. Drake tilted his
head to the side and said, “Don’t move.” He reached into his boot and removed a
knife. Moving back a few paces, he took a running start and then flipped upward,
drawing out the blade at the exact moment he reached the rope holding Devon in
place. He fell to the ground, landing perfectly on his feet.

Returning his knife to where it had been, Devon finished untying his bonds and
tossed the ruined rope aside. At the same time, he glanced up and spied a shadow
moving along the farther end of the warehouse. “Someone's here. We have to move
quickly.”

They were too late.
A large explosion sent the warehouse up in flames. Drake and Devon both fell to the

ground as debris rained down all around them as the building starting to groan from
the sudden burst of heat and flame.



Once he'd recovered his faculties, Drake grabbed hold of Devon’'s arm and pulled
him toward the door. “Run!”

The damaged structure started to collapse in on itself as they burst outside. Drake was
glad that his earlier instincts were correct and they were near the Thames. As another
explosion sent heat searing into his back, they hurled themselvesinto theriver.
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CHAPTER 20

S puttering as they resurfaced a brief distance away, Drake looked at Devon. “Are
you hurt?’

It took a moment for the younger man to respond. “No. At least, | don’t think so.”

That was good enough for Drake. It would take a moment for the shock to fully wear
off. Drake was feeling some of the stunning effects from the explosion himself.

He glanced back at the wood that was steadily sending flames shooting high into the
sky. He could hear people shouting and chaos starting to ensue, and he decided it was
timeto go.

Turning to Devon, he said, “I have a house not far from here. But we need to swim
and keep a low profile. It will help us if there is a question of whether or not we
survived the blast.”

Devon nodded and together they made their way down the river. Thankfully, they
were going with the current, so they didn't have to exert as much energy. Drake
wanted to conserve the strength he had to pay another visit to Avalon.

He wondered about Fleur and how she must be pacing the floor of their chamber with
worry. He'd said he would return and he had yet to keep his promise. But so long as

his luck continued to hold out, he would.

As Drake gave the signal, Devon followed him toward the bank where they climbed



onto grassy knoll. Taking a moment to catch their breath, Drake led the way a short
distance to another lodging house. He didn’t have a key with him but he knew how to
pick alock.

Once they were inside, he walked toward the corner of the main living area where he
proceeded to pry up afew loose boards and withdraw two brown wrapped parcels. He
tossed one to Devon. “I don’'t know that it will be a perfect fit but at least they will be

dry.

As Devon inclined his head and moved into another part of the dwelling to change,
Drake made short work of his sodden clothes. He was grateful that he'd secured
provisions all over town in case he needed a quick fix. There was even needle and
thread and a bottle of scotch if he needed to make a hasty stitch. He didn’t think
Devon required anything of the sort. His abrasions looked rather shallow.

He waited for Devon to return. When he did, Drake lifted a brow. Although the
trousers fit snugly, they didn’t appear to be bursting at the seams. The same for the
shirt and jacket. The same couldn’t be said if he had just left the river with Amos. He
would have been standing there in useless rags.

Knowing time was of the upmost importance, Drake said, “Might you tell me what
you were doing in that warehouse?’

Devon scrubbed a hand down his face. “1 honestly have no idea. | was leaving the
Ten Bélls last night and | was ambushed from behind. The next thing | know | woke
up in that damned warehouse.”

Drake frowned. “Did you know who those men were today ?’

“No. Which makes it even more strange why they would target me.”



Taking a moment to consider this information, Drake returned slowly, “Unless they
weren't after you. It could be that they meant to get to Amos through you.”

“My father might have enemies, but | don’t see anyone going to these lengths to do it.
There is some money involved here, whereas that isin short supply in the East End.”

“Yes,” Drake murmured. “I do. | will have to discuss this with Amos when | return to
Chelsea. | would suggest that you join me and relay this same information to your
father.”

The younger man nodded.

Drake gathered the pistol and another knife that he tucked into his other boot, and
together they walked out the door.

As they did so, Drake spied a cloaked figure rushing along on the other side of the
street. He might not have given it much thought, except his instincts had been on high
alert for severa days, ever since the fire that had destroyed a former residence.

Seconds later, he was grateful he had listened to that inner voice of warning. “Get
down!” he shouted to Devon as they dove for cover, just as an iron ball was launched
at the house he'd just vacated. It shattered against the side of the building and
exploded into sharp fragments that hurled through the air, narrowly missing each of
them with the deadly blasts. The structure wasn't so fortunate. The thatched roof
caught fire from the sparks that had landed on top and started to burst into flame.

By the time Drake searched for the menacing figure, they were swallowed up by the
crowd that had started to gather around the chaos.

“Damnation,” Drake muttered under his breath as he helped Devon to his feet and
they took off down the street. Hailing down the first hackney they saw, they climbed



inside and Drake gave them the direction of the townhouse on Chelsea. As the sounds
of bells could be heard clanging from the water trucks rushing to extinguish the fire,
Drake leaned his head back against the squabs as they headed in the opposite
direction. “At least now | know how the original fire was started.” He stared at the
roof of the carriage with a frown. “It appears that the person who retains a grudge
against meisabloody grenadier.”

He searched his memory for anyone who might fit that description but came up with
nothing. He had never purposefully attacked soldiers because they were the lifeblood
of the country. Noblemen were another thing entirely. They were entitled men who
hadn’t learned the benefit of true sacrifice.

Nevertheless, there was a reason he was being targeted now and he had to know why
that was.

As the hackney stopped in front of the townhouse, he climbed out of the carriage.
Devon followed close behind, and after a thorough look around the street, Drake
walked inside.

* % %

Fleur froze at the sight of several men surrounding her with pistols drawn and pointed
directly at her.

“Are you quite sure you don’'t need my protection, Miss Davies?” Avalon’s smooth
voice glid down her spine as he walked into her line of vision. “Don’t be foolish. If
you want to save your brother, all you have to do is agree to be mine.” She opened
her mouth, but he shook his head. “Why me? | s that what you were going to say?’ He
grinned broadly but it wasn't the sort of smile that encouraged her or set her at ease.
It was the sort that warned her to stay away, that this man was dangerous. “Allow me
to answer that for you.”



He circled her as the guns around them were slowly lowered. “1 have something of a
grudge against Mr. Porter. Y ou see, he took something quite dear from me and | have
never forgotten the slight.” He stopped in front of her. “Did he tell you the sorrowful
tale of awoman named Elina Waters?’ She must have paled because he nodded. “ Ah.
| can see he did. I’'m sure he made it sound as though she was the worst person to
walk the earth, but the truth was, | was in love with her and he charmed her away
from me. | was crushed, heartbroken, but | decided all would be well so long as he
could make her happy. But that’s not what happened. He used her ill and when he
came to his senses, it was too late. She came to me for assistance, and | vowed that |
would do whatever was necessary to protect her. | ordered Porter’s demise but
decided | didn’t need a death on my conscience, so | changed it to a thorough
thrashing. Asyou can see, | kept my word and he survived.”

There was a question that had been burning through Fleur’s heart since Drake had
first mentioned his previous paramour. “What happened to her?’

Avalon’s mouth turned down at the corners. “I fear that her tale of woe isn't quite
finished. After she had what she wanted from me, she moved on to other protectors
who promised more and more, until finally, she came to me, disease ridden and
desperate for money.” Hislips twisted with disgust. “ She begged me to take her back,
but | refused. She left, and for years she was lost to the London underground, the
worst parts that most criminals won’'t dare to go. | felt a temporary twinge of guilt,
but it was soon extinguished when | learned that she had allowed herself to become
nothing but a common whore. She was intelligent. She had the ability to be anything
that she wanted, but she squandered it al on meaningless tups for pence in dingy

alleyways.”

Feeling a bit of her bravado returning, Fleur stated, “Y ou sound bitter toward her .
Why punish Drake?’

His dark eyes flashed, the only indication that he was disturbed. “Because he was the



one who took her from me in the beginning.”

“Now you want to do the same to him?”

He shrugged. “It seemsfair.”

“Does it?" Fleur countered. He tilted his head to the side, as if curious to her
reasoning. She took a deep breath and continued, “Two wrongs seldom make
something right. You can’t change the past, but you have the ability to redirect the
future. Instead of being at odds over something that happened years ago, help me find
my brother.”

His gaze shuttered. “What of Porter?”

“Something tells me he won't be gone for long.”

Avalon snorted. “You may be right about that.” He looked at her hard and her heart
pounded in her chest while she waited for him to speak.

“Bring Reynolds to me.” He tossed the command over his shoulder.

One of the men stepped forward and whispered something in Avalon’s ear. Fleur
watched as his expression turned dark. “1 see.” There was something quite menacing
in those two words. To her, he murmured, “Miss Davies, | am feeling charitable at
the moment, and you can thank your courage for that. You have a wisdom beyond
your years.” He turned and addressed another gentleman standing nearby. “ See that
Miss Daviesisreturned to Chelsea unharmed.” The man inclined his head.

Before they |eft, she asked, “What of Amos? What have you done with him?’

Avalon peered at her, some of his earlier demeanor returning. “I prefer to keep himin



my company for now.”

She wanted to argue for his release but she decided that she was being allowed to
wak out the door so she shouldn't press her luck until she had the proper
reinforcements. “I’ll return for him. And my brother as well.”

To her surprise, instead of seeming irate, the lines around Avalon’'s eyes crinkled
with a modicum of respect. “I wouldn’'t expect anything less from you.” He
straightened and then offered her a bow that would make anyone in the nobility
proud. “Until we meet again, Miss Davies.”

Fleur could fedl his dark eyes boring into her as she headed for the door. Although
Fleur was anxious about traveling alone with one of the Blue Boys seated across from
her, she realized that she was no longer afraid of Avalon nor the men who chose to
follow under his leadership. She had never redly felt threatened by him, that was all
from Drake, but now she understood why there was such tension between them.

To say that she needed to have a long talk with Drake was an understatement. They
had much to discuss, including the supposed deal he'd made with Harriette, but that
would all be later, after she had discovered what had happened to her brother. She
wished she'd paid a call on the courtesan as soon as she’'d heard about that dreadful
card game. She should have known that something terrible would befall him. They
were the same age but Flavian was still very na?ve in many ways.

As the hired hackney stopped in front of Drake's residence, she stepped to the
ground. The moment she did so, the door flew open and Drake came rushing down
the front steps. “Where the devil have you—" He stopped when he saw the man in
the carriage before it headed back down the street. His dark expression pinned her in
place. “You went to see Avalon.”

It wasn't a question so much as an accusation. “I did, because you hadn’t returned



and | had grown concerned. Amos accompanied me but he is currently being held
under Avalon’'s protection.” She turned on him in the midst of the early morning
street. “What | want to know is what happened to you ?’

He offered her a stern expression. “Why don’t we discuss thisinside?’

She headed up the steps and entered the main foyer to see Amos's son, Devon,
standing there. “Oh, dear.”

“Indeed,” Drake intoned. Addressing Devon, he said, “Make yourself comfortable in
the parlor. | need to speak with Fleur in private.”

Leading the way down the hall to his study, Drake attempted to steady the pounding
of his heart. It was all he could do not to drag Fleur into his arms and kiss her
senseless. When he' d arrived home and found her gone, he’d immediately felt sick to
his stomach. He had been about to head back out and tear London apart when he'd
overheard the arrival of the carriage. Relief had immediately flooded through him.
He' d lost so much already he wasn't sure he could stand to lose her too. He yearned
to show her how much she meant to him, but at the moment he required answers in
order to solve this mystery.

However, the moment he shut the door behind them, he found that the scent of her
feminine alure was too much to ignore. Pulling her to him, he set his hands on her
face and pressed his mouth to hers. Initially, there was a stiff set to her shoulders, but
it relaxed as he continued the onslaught. She gave a breathless moan that shot straight
to his groin. He wanted to lay her down and lose himself in her wet heat but he
reminded himself that there was still the problem of her missing brother.

“As much as | would like to see this moment until its glorious completion, we have



things to do.”

She blinked when he pulled away, asif just now remembering the same. “Avalon told
me about Elina. | daresay his version of events differs remarkably from yours.”

He stilled. He could tell she hadn’t meant to speak so boldly but now that they were
floating in the air between them, he knew he had to clear the air or that mutinous ook
on her face might never subside. “He never knew when to keep his mouth shut.”

“Isit true? Was he her lover first?”’

He shoved a hand through his hair and although he wanted a brandy to ease his mind
for this conversation, he refrained, knowing that he needed a clear head more than
anything else. “Yes.” When she had a horrified look on her face, he added, “You
know | wasn’'t a gentleman. But she told me she was finished with him.”

“Apparently, he didn’t know the same.” She looked as if she might be ill. She put a
hand to her stomach and he realized he' d never wanted to ater the past so much as he
did in that moment. But he couldn’t go back and change anything. It was done. The
best he could do was try to repair the present to have any sort of hope for afuture.

With Fleur.

The desire to have her by his side for the rest of his days abruptly struck him as
sharply as an arrow to the chest. He wouldn’t have been surprised to see the cherubic
Cupid floating overhead right then with a smug expression on the bastard’s face. It
was just what he deserved after years of discontent. He had never felt the sort of
burning emotion toward Elina that pulsed through his chest when Fleur was near.
Sadly, Elinahadn’t been the love of hislife as he’'d imagined. Her allure was because
she was aligned to the man he had deemed his enemy. It had taken him all these years
to discover the truth but only because what he felt for Fleur couldn’t be anything but



all-consuming passionate love.

“What about your agreement with Harriette? Why did you hide that from me?’

Drake'sjaw clenched. “How did you find out about that?”’

She gave a harsh snort. “My God, | am starting to wonder if | know you at all. | can’t
believe you would continue to be in league with that woman after what she did to
mel”

“It was to keep you safe!l” Drake had a moment’s panic when he thought Fleur was
starting to pull away from him. He moved forward and held on to her upper arms
with an urgency he had never allowed before. He had pushed aside any weakness
when he' d been a child, telling himself that he would never let that frightened side of
him ever resurface. But it did then. “1 despise her for that blasted auction but | can’t
say | regret the outcome. | would give up everything | haveto do it all again.”

The flat look in her gaze tore through his chest. “I’m not sure | would.” She pulled
away from him and walked afew paces away.

Drake's arms stayed suspended in midair until he slowly let them drop to his sides.
Her words stung but he couldn’'t say he faulted her for her honesty. No doubt she
would have rather found another way to resolve her brother’s debt. If it wasn't for
Drake, she would have never found herself in this predicament to begin with. He'd
never hated himself more than he did in that moment because he realized that, as his
heart had finally started to feel something other than bitterness, hers was turning in
the opposite direction. He had hoped they might be able to move forward, put this
nastiness behind them once her brother was found, but he decided he would release
her from his protection. The only way he could hope to earn her love was to set her
free.



Putting any further intimacy behind them, he moved behind his desk and sat down.
He withdrew a map of London and decided that the best thing to do was to pinpoint
any of the places that Flavian might have gone. Or been taken. If Reynolds had
decided to do away with Drake, he could have done the same for Fleur’s brother. The
key to it all was whoever wished Drake harm. It seemed that they were also
protecting Flavian.

“| discovered something today after | managed to free myself?—"

Her mouth fell open slightly. “Y ou were kidnapped?’

“ Seized ,” he corrected. “But since it’s nothing | haven't faced before; | was able to
escape. The odd thing is that we must have been followed, because when Devon and |
went to one of my other lodging houses to change, there was a cloaked figure across
the street when we left. He threw a firebomb at us that set the house ablaze. | believe
that my attempted murderer isagrenadier.”

“Dear God,” she breathed, her face turning white. “Y ou could have been killed.”
“Indeed.” He made sure his tone was even, without emotion. “It wouldn’t be the first
time someone has attempted to end my life” He cleared his throat and switched
topics. “Something tells me that the incident today, as well as your brother's

disappearance might be connected. Do you know of anyone else that Flavian might
trust other than you?’

She exhaled heavily. “I’'m not sure. | can’t think of anyone?—"

He frowned when she abruptly broke off the rest of her statement. “What isit?’

She shook her head. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”



“When you believe that, it isusually quite the opposite.”

She put a hand to her forehead, as if the possibility rushing through her mind couldn’t
have any merit. “If he could have managed to get there, he might have called upon
Daniel, the stablemaster at the Coach & Horsesin Greenwich.”

Drake admitted that he hadn’'t considered the possibility that Flavian might have
returned to the original scene of the incident that had started this domino effect of
events.

“I"'m afraid that’s not all.” As he returned his focus to Fleur, she had an expression of
dread on her face that didn’t bode well. “He is so good with horses because he was a
former grenadier in the war.”

His neck started to prickle with unease. “Do you recall hislast name?’

She nodded, appearing perplexed. “Reynolds.”
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CHAPTER 21
“B loody hell.”

Fleur’s blood ran cold because that curse was filled with so much meaning. “What is
it?’

“Avalon’sright hand is named Reynolds. He's the one that tied me up in that blasted
warehouse.” He shoved a hand through his hair. “It appears this intrigue goes deeper
than I'd originally thought.”

She found it difficult to follow hisline of reasoning. “I don’t understand.”

“You soon will. Wait here.” He left the room and she started pacing, stopping only
when he returned a few moments later. “I sent Devon on an errand. If there is anyone
who might be able to get us any quick answers about Avalon’s next in command, it
will be him. Until he returns, it would be agood ideato see if Harriette has returned.”

Without a second's hesitation, Fleur joined Drake as they headed down the street.
They made their way up the steps to the former courtesan’ s house on Chelsea and she
waited anxiously for the butler to answer their summons. His bored gaze flicked over
them as he said, “The mistressis out.”

When he would have shut the door in their face, Drake set his foot in the jamb and
pushed hisway inside. “That’ s fine. We are here for information and she doesn’t need
to be present for usto find it.”



The butler gasped in outrage. “I must protest this intrusion?—!"

“Protest all you want; it won’'t change anything,” Drake noted firmly.

“I"ll send for the watch!” the servant sputtered.

Thistime, Drake paused and set his face directly in front of his. “You will mind your
own business and look the other way. Mr. Porter didn’'t earn his reputation for no
reason, so for your sake, | would be careful how far you test my patience.”
Immediately the butler looked as though he' d seen a ghost. He actually made the sign
of the cross, proof of his apparent Catholic upbringing, before he turned and rushed

the opposite direction.

Although Fleur hadn’t been sure what to think about Drake's fearsome repute, she
was thankful for it right then.

“Where shall we begin?’ she asked.

He glanced at her. “Where all women keep their most prized possessions. In the
bedchamber.”

She nodded, but when they reached the lady’s hallowed apartments, she glanced at
Drake curioudly. “What am | looking for?’

He finally paused to look at her steadily. “ Anything tying her to Reynolds.”

Her mouth fell open. “Do you mean?—7?’

“Indeed,” he said amost bitterly. “There is a twisting tale starting to unfold and |
should know the truth.”



As he started to open drawers and go through them, Fleur’s mind began racing. For
no particular reason, the conversation he' d shared with Amos flew back into her mind
and she knew that, before she could go any further, she had to know some truth of her
own. “Do you still think Flavian is guilty of wrongdoing?’

Drake stilled in the midst of his task, and without turning to face her, he asked softly,
“Why do you ask?’

She swallowed hard over the lump threatening to choke her. “I overheard your
conversation with Amos about a list of names and how he needed to be watched.”
She blew out a heavy breath. “In light of recent circumstances, and your confirmation
that you believe the villain was a grenadier, please tell me you still don’t cast Flavian
in such abad light.”

Drake finally straightened and turned to her. “Honestly, I’m not sure what to believe.
| told you the idea was likely that it was a grenadier, but that doesn't make it so.
Since your brother is missing and | didn't gain a good look at the culprit, | can’t
answer that question yet.” He paused and she could feel the center of her stomach
drop to her toes. “But,” he added. “I hope that Devon can answer that for us, along
with whatever information we might find here.”

Fleur nodded. She supposed that was as close to an apology she might receive. And at
least he appeared to be speaking the truth. That meant more to her than any lies he
might have uttered to the contrary.

After that, silence took over the room as they continued to rummage around
Harriette's personal effects. Drake stood with his hands on his hips and glared as he
looked about the room. “I’m going downstairs. Perhaps she has a study she utilizes.”

When he left, Fleur was starting to feel the same frustration, mainly because she
didn’t know what sort of evidence she was supposed to be procuring.



Closing her eyes, she started to imagine where Harriette might put something close to
her heart. Her eyes popped open and she moved to the bed. While the trunk at the
foot of the bed had been exhausted, she bent down and searched beneath the frame.
When that proved fruitless, she ran her hand beneath the lady’ s pillow and the feather
mattress. She wondered if that would turn out to be nothing more than the same
worthless endeavor, but her fingers brushed the edge of something that felt
suspiciously like an envelope. Her heart started to race anew as she grabbed the paper
corner and dlid it out.

There, with simple, feminine handwriting, was Harriette's name scrawled across the
front. Fleur’s hands were shaking as she turned it over and removed the folded letter
inside. It had creases of wear, as if the precious item had been read over and over
again. There was a slight smudge of ink, asif atear had fallen upon the words where
the sadness would remain for all time.

The lines were faded, but she still had no trouble reading the poor entreaty.

Dearest Harriette,

| employ you to help me. | have lost everything although | cannot blame anyone but
my poor sense of judgment. | had two men who would do anything for me and | have
used them most ill. They have washed their hands of me and | have no one €else to
turn. Elijah has tortured me anew and | fear that his mind is tarnished. He was not the
same since he returned from the war and | thought I might find some semblance of
peace with him, but | fear | am not long for this world. | am riddled with disease and
melancholy and | yearn for easier days in which to pass on from thislife. | know | do
not deserve any sort of special consideration from you, dear cousin, but | beg of you
to ease my suffering. Send for the apothecary and request a bottle of arsenic. | shall
contrive the rest. It will be a blessing to leave this world behind. It has not been kind
to women of our ilk and | find | no longer care to remain. After the loss of two
children that might have carried me through these days of grief, | no longer have the



desire to continue. Please do not blame Elijah, as | truly believe he wants to live a
good life. Heisjust unable to do so without the proper guidance, the sort of which he
cannot gain from Avalon. | fear he will soon lose all sense of reality and fall prey to
his own mind. | have also written to his brother in Greenwich to see what might be
done to save him. | pray that he isn't struck down as | have been—as you may be
someday, cousin dear.

| will eagerly await your arrival. It is the last wish of my miserable existence and |
hope you will grant it.

Y ours Faithfully,

Elina

A tear dlid down Fleur’s face, but before it could fall upon the letter, she folded it and
set it back inside the envelope. Pressing it to her chest, she closed her eyes and
exhaled a shaky breath. She understood the plight of this poor woman because she
had nearly fallen down the same path should she not allowed her love for her brother
to keep her getting up each day and pressing forward. Unfortunately, for Drake' s ex-
lover, there was nothing more to be done for her fractured soul.

“Did you find what you were looking for?’

The snide, feminine comment had Fleur spinning around to meet the accusing glare
of Harriette. The woman’'s dark eyes were a menacing bore as they peered at the letter
held in Fleur's grasp. Wiping away the evidence of her empathetic grief, she asked
the one thing she was desperate to know. “Did you?—7"

“Yes.” Harriette confirmed firmly. “It seemed a charitable kindness to offer someone
who was dying of syphilis. It can be a painful and dreadful disease and just as |
wouldn’t wish to see an animal struggle with a broken leg, neither could | allow my



cousin to deal with the same fate when | could send her to the heavens myself.”

A thought occurred to her. “Y ou wrote that memoir to honor her memory.”

The courtesan’s mouth tightened. “I did it for all the women who trusted in the
faithless consideration of men. | wanted others to know that they didn’t have to have
the last word.”

“And what of my brother?’ Fleur countered. “| daresay he wasn’'t among men like
Elijah Reynolds.”

“Perhaps not right away, but it was apparent that his love of drink and vice would
soon steer him in the wrong direction. It is best other women are spared from the
disaster that he promises.”

The blood promptly fled from Fleur’ s face. “Y ou know where heis.”

“l do.”

That single word both relieved and terrified Fleur. Harriette said it with such cold
abandon that Fleur was worried now, more than ever, for her brother’ s fate. She took

astep forward. “Please, tell me.”

A derringer was whipped forward and pointed directly at Fleur’s heart. “1 would ask
you to remain where you are.”

Fleur froze but that didn't keep her from pleading for Flavian's life. “Please, just
release him into my care and | vow that we will leave London this very night. We

will trouble you no longer.”

The lady shook her head almost sadly. “I know that you love your brother, Miss



Davies. It would be difficult not to do so considering the strong bond that you share.
Twins are aremarkable gift for any mother but the fact still remains that he must face
the responsibility of his own actions. Y ou have allowed him too many freedoms.”

Fleur’s anger was starting to spark. “And what of the freedoms you offered when you
sent him along with Avalon to the gaming tables?’

She shrugged. “I gave him a choice. Choosing the wrong one further proves that he
must be punished for his actions.”

“He’' syoung. Don't you think we all make mistakes?’

The lady’s face twisted bitterly. “Some mistakes can never be undone. It causes a
demise the likes that Elina did not deserve.”

A sound at the door caused Fleur's focus to temporarily disengage from Harriette.
She saw Drake's head whip in the direction of the courtesan. After a temporary
shock, he noticed the weapon in her grasp and where it was pointed. He didn’t appear
to think as he lunged for the derringer.

Harriette was too stunned to do more than cry out as the momentum of Drake’s body
sent her to the floor, the gun skittering across the floor out of reach. He held his hands
at her throat and squeezed while she clawed at the hold he had on her. His eyes were
deadly, his jaw set with the same intent. “I should kill you for daring to threaten
Fleur.”

Fleur's mouth went slack. She had never witnessed this side of Drake and it
frightened her. She could fully believe that he could commit murder in that instant.
Finally, she snapped out of her shock and went forward. Putting a gentle hand on his
arms, she begged, “ Drake, don’t do this. She knows where Flavian is.”



It took a moment for her words to penetrate his brain but when they did, he blinked
and slowly released his grip. Harriette gasped and sputtered for air. Once she had
taken several bracing gulps, her focus shifted to her. “Thank you.” Closing her eyes,
she seemed to gather herself and then she offered a courtesy in return. “He is in
Greenwich with Elijah’s brother, Daniel.” She looked to Drake. “Daniel wasn't the
only grenadier who fought in the war. Elijah did as well. He has struggled with
adapting to the societal strictures ever since.” Her eyes welled with moisture. “I am
truly sorry for betraying you as | did but you have to understand | have been sadly
neglected over the yearsand | am afraid my friendship skills are sadly lacking.”

Fleur put a soft hand on the woman’s shoulder where Drake still kept her pinned.
There was a time she didn’t think she could ever forgive this woman her treachery
but with such humble words and the knowledge about her brother, she couldn’t
ignore such an entreaty. She took the letter and wrapped her hand around it. “Thank

you.

Once they left Harriette' s house, Drake decided that he needed some explanation. He
couldn’t seem to wrap his mind around Fleur’ s charitable nature.

He stopped abruptly in the middle of the sidewalk. Holding out a hand, he said, “I
need to understand what | just saw.”

She looked at him with those wide, green eyes and that innocent expression. “What
do you mean?’

He gave a harsh bark of laughter. “I am referring to you . After al of the hardships
you've endured with Flavian, myself, and Miss Wilson, you still find enough
goodness in your heart to treat that blasted woman with kindness after she'd just
pointed the barrel of agun at your heart.”



She looked at him curiously and then spread her arms wide. “I am uninjured, as you
can see. What is the point of lashing out at someone hoping to make amends. | don’t
intend to continue arelationship with Harriette but | will not deny her the forgiveness
she sought. That would be blatantly cruel.”

He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Do you not understand that | still want to go
back there and end her life for daring to threaten you in such a manner? Rage
continues to pour through me even now. Can you not see that | died a thousand
deaths at the prospect of you being taken from me?’ His voice had turned raspy, as he
attempted to keep the emotion swelling up inside of him from tearing him apart.
Instead, he moved to her and captured her face with his hands. “I would be destroyed
should something befall you.” He pressed his forehead against hers. “I have lived a
life that is unworthy of most forgiveness of my own. | have acted without conscious
thought, the only desire to find some benefit for myself. With you, the single thing |
want is for your happiness. Most days | feel as though | should have bowed out of
that auction in order for you to have discovered a peace that | can never possibly offer
you. There are too many demons in my past to offer such a sanctuary. And yet, | am
too selfish to let you go.”

She wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head against his chest. He could
feel the hardened shell inside start to slowly crack and break apart. “I’m not going
anywhere, Drake. My place is with you. Now and always, so long as you’ll have me.”

He released a shuddering breath and he wondered if he wasn’t going to break down in
the middle of Chelsea for everyone to observe. He suddenly realized that he didn’t
care what anyone thought of him. He had long been known as the tumultuous Mr.
Porter, a man others didn’t want to cross, but he cared not for anyone’s approval save
that of Fleur. As long as she held him in the circle of her arms, he was content. At
long last, he dared to open his heart again.

Stepping back, he took her hand and brought it to his lips. Kissing her knuckles, he



said the one thing sure to appease her. “Let’s get your brother.”

Keeping hold of her hand, he vowed that he wouldn’t let her out of his sight again.
Where he went, she would be there as well.

As they entered the townhouse and found Devon standing and waiting for them, he
confirmed what they’d just heard from Harriette. “He's being held at the stables in
Greenwich. Elijah isthere too.” As he started to continue, there was a loud knock on
the front door. “And one more thing?—"

The door burst open and Avalon stood there with severa men from the Blue Boys,
their identities noted by the fierce loyalty he saw in their eyes as they stood by their
master.

“—Avalonis here.”

Devon's statement faded into the air as Drake kept a firm hold about Fleur’s waist.
He tensed, ready to fight to the death if need be, but Avalon lifted his hands into the
air in supplication. “I come here in peace. At least, toward you. For Reynolds, |
cannot claim the same. He has betrayed me in the worst fashion by daring to threaten
our acquaintance and | do not take too kindly to such a slight from someone | was
supposed to be able to trust.”

Drake relaxed dlightly but he was still determined to remain on guard in case this was
nothing more than a Trojan horse attempt to gain his ear.

“1 know he absconded with you and | want to personally apologize for such aterrible
action against an ally.” His lips twisted ironically. “I know we have not aways seen
eye-to-eye on everything, but women have a tendency to scramble a man’s common
sense.”



He offered a brief nod of acknowledgement to Fleur.

Drake decided that since Avalon was being honest, he would do the same. “I didn’t
steal Elina away from you. She told me things were over between the two of you and
she was searching for another protector.”

Avalon jerked as if he'd been struck but then he appeared resolute. “I can't say I'm
surprised. She never seemed that steadfast when we were together. She was always
wanting more, searching for more.”

“And in the end, she had nothing.”

Drake and Avalon’ s focus turned to Fleur. She took a deep breath and said, “I found a
letter Elina had written to Harriette with an entreaty. They were cousins. She claimed
that she was with Elijah and that things were not going well. She was... unwell and
wanted Harriette to... attend to her.”

Both Drake and Avalon stood silent for a few moments, as if they were both
mourning a lost love, or a the very least, a woman that had been of temporary
importance to them.

“All thistime | believed Elijah was—" Avalon shook his head and moved forward to
Drake. Holding out his hand as an offering, he said, “I am man enough to admit when
| have done someone wrong. For the offenses | have laid at your door, alow me to
atone for those now.” He snapped his fingers and Amos appeared in the foyer. Devon
rushed to him, and father and son embraced, Fleur put a hand over her heart,
obviously touched by what she observed.

Drake dared to admit to himself that the reunion was rather emotional. As his
annoyance toward Avalon faded, he stared at the palm before him and found himself
reaching for it. Other than Amos, he supposed that Avalon was the only other man he



might actually be able to respect.

After abrief grasp, they parted.

Drake lifted abrow. “Does this mean you’ ve aso decided to be a hero for the day?’

With a snort, Avalon said, “I much prefer being the villain, don’'t you? Let’s retrieve
young Flavian and show his captors what men of action actually do.”

Drake' s grin spread over hisface. “I couldn’'t have said it better myself.”



Page 22

Source Creation Date: August 12, 2025, 7:22 am

CHAPTER 22

F leur had never been more thankful to be friends with so many cutthroat men as she
was in this moment. If someone would have told her a few weeks ago when she’'d
implored Miss Wilson for assistance that she would find herself in the midst of so
many menacing looking men and be glad for it, she would have believed them to be
mad.

Perhaps now she was the one who was fit for Bedlam, and yet, she didn’'t care as
Drake and Avalon bent over a map of Greenwich and devised a plan to free her
brother while Devon and the rest of the Blue Boys looked on. She felt confident that
they could easily usurp Elijah and Daniel, although a part of her heart was saddened
that they had to resort to such drastic measures.

However, when she mentioned that perhaps she might be granted an audience with
her former stable master and friend to speak some sense to him, Drake had firmly
forbidden it. “You don't know what sort of lies his brother has filled into his head
about me. About us . He could claim that you have been influenced by my radical
ideals and are not the same girl he once knew. No doubt Flavian will agree to
anything since he is in a precarious position at the moment. He might believe that he
had found sanctuary with Daniel, but no doubt he has learned otherwise once
Harriette spewed her poison to Elijah. Not only that, but we don’t know if Elijah has
managed to gain some sympathizers for his cause. We could be walking into atrap.”

Fleur was sitting on a settee in the front parlor, although the room was still rather
bereft of many other furnishings, and put her forehead in her palm. She was glad that
Avalon had departed with the others for the moment, giving her time to breathe and



collect her thoughts before their return that evening when they would head out for the
village that she had called home not so long ago. “1 can’'t believe how intertwined this
has all become. | am not sure | will ever be able to comprehend it all although | know
the truth asit has been proven to me.”

Drake bent down in front of her and took her chin in his thumb and forefinger. “I
won't et anything happen to your brother. Y ou know that, don’t you?”’

She swallowed hard over the lump in her throat. “I don’'t want to find myself in a
position where | must choose between you or Flavian, but | fear it shall be so.”

Those mesmerizing silver eyes were focused, intent on her face. “I don’t anticipate
that with all of the men on our side but should that come to pass, | want you to choose
your brother. Blood is thicker than water and you deserve to hold on to the last of the
family you have left.”

She could fedl atear quivering at the edge of her vision, turning his handsome visage
into ablur. “You are my family now too, Drake. | 2—"

He pressed a finger over her lips. “Do not finish that sentence. Upon all that is holy,
do not dare speak those words.”

“But why not?’ she whispered.

“Because that would mean you anticipate the worst. We must think positive, that
things will work out as they are meant to be.” Hisjaw clenched. “I have not lived this
long and withstood all that | have to be cut down now.” She saw him swallow and
then he said softly, “1 have found something worth living for and | don’t intend to let
it dip away.”

She wound her arms around his neck and while he wouldn’t allow her to speak her



feelings, the emotions that pulsed so firmly throughout her entire body, she showed
him what he meant to her by the kiss she bestowed on his mouth. She was rewarded
by the hand that slid up her back and lost itself in her chignon. Pins scattered but she
didn’t care. All she wanted was him—abeside her, on top of her, inside of her. She
didn’t feel complete without him.

Silent tears slid down her face but they were ignored as she pulled Drake to her. He
pressed her into the settee and she rejoiced at his weight. It made her feel safe,
comforted, and she couldn’t have asked for a more perfect moment.

When he dlid his hand down to tease her womanly bud, she kept her focus on him.
The pleasure started to grow and blossom, and when it washed over her, she arched
her neck and dlid her eyes closed. As soon as the tide passed, and he slipped his cock
into her wet heat, she shuddered at the wondrous joining. She wrapped her legs
around his hips as he thrust in and out of her with ruthless abandon. He' d never lost
himself like this before and she was awestruck by the uninhibited way he released all
that he had within her.

On a groan that she answered with a light moan, they found eternity in each other’s
arms,

Fleur held Drake close to her breast and alowed a single tear to slide down her
cheek. It wasn't of despair or sadness but the feeling that everything was just as it
should be. She finally felt as though Drake's heart had been unlocked for her and it
was a moment worth celebrating.

After all was calm, he lifted his head and kissed the tip of her nose. “You are
remarkable, Fleur.” He released a breath as if he was reluctant to leave her but he
moved away and set himself to rights as she swung her legs over the side of the settee
and shook her skirts back down. Other than her hair in disarray and the flush that was
likely still on her cheeks, it would have appeared that nothing untoward had occurred.



Drake certainly didn’'t look visibly changed but there was a marked difference in his
demeanor. It was as if the harsh lines of his past had finally diminished and he might
be able to smile a bit easier, certainly more genuine.

He reached out a hand to her and she took it without hesitation. “I know it will be
futile to ask you to remain here?—"

“You're correct.”

He smiled; a crooked sort that made her breath catch. “—So I’'m not even going to
try. | would, however, request that you wear the shroud one last time. It will ease my
mind thinking that your presence won’t be so easily noted.”

She frowned dlightly. “But Daniel knew our secrets.”

“That may be,” he concurred. “But | don’'t believe he will give you over so lightly.
Seeing you attired thus, it might bring back some of his loyalty to you both and make
him realize how irrational his brother is to punish Flavian for nothing more than the
crime of being a man and one woman'’s need for vengeance against the entire male
Species.”

She nodded her head. “Very well. Let’ sfinish this.”

When Avalon returned, he arrived with an unmarked carriage and several of his men
on horseback. Drake could see the other man’s dark gaze flicker over Fleur’s black
shroud, but since she had left off the hood, it must have satisfied him.

Drake lifted abrow at the fanfare. “1 thought we were trying to be circumspect?’



“ We will.” He waved a hand at the carriage. “You and Fleur shall ride with me in
style as proper travelers while my men shal arrive a short time later in various
degrees. We shall have the Coach and Horses surrounded before the Reynolds
brothers even know we' ve intercepted them.”

“I"'m glad you think it's going to be that easy.” Drake said dryly, once they had all
settled into Avalon’s carriage. “They will be expecting us sooner rather than later.
Don't underestimate a pair of miliary men and their counterparts.”

Avalon’'s smile wastight. “I underestimate no one. The same goes for you, Porter.”

Drake leaned back in his seat. “In that regard, | suppose you're not atotal 10ss.”

Rather than appearing offended, Avalon threw back his dark head and laughed richly.
“l can always count on you to put me in my place but | suppose that sometimes |
deserveit.”

“Asdo |,” Drake returned. He turned to look at the woman at his side. “Fleur does it
so well.”

She rolled her eyes at him and he could feel his lips twitching, and then to his
surprise, and apparently to that of the other occupants in the carriage, he started to
laugh. And it wasn't a dlight, rusty chuckle, but a complete, stomach rolling
amusement that almost brought tears to his eyes. He wasn't even sure why he was
acting like such a ninnyhammer except that, for the first time in his life, he was

truly... happy.

“Amazing,” Avalon breathed.

Drake turned to him curiously as some of his merriment subsided. “What iS?’



“l never thought | would live to see the day Mr. Drake Porter found true love.”
Immediately, a hush fell around the carriage. Avalon lifted a brow. “Tell me I’'m not
the only one who sees it’s so obvious?”’

Drake cleared his throat and glanced at Fleur who was doing everything in her power
to keep from looking directly at him. Combined with the rosy color that appeared on
her cheeks, he couldn’t decide if she was embarrassed—or he’'d interpreted her
devotion completely wrong earlier.

Turning his attention back to Avalon, he muttered, “Let’s just keep our focus on the
upcoming confrontation.”

Avalon held his hands up in supplication, although he gave a light snort that belied
his seriousness. As he turned to stare out the window and promptly fell into silence,
Drake started to wonder if the words Fleur had been about to say earlier had been a
declaration of love—or something else. Perhaps she was imploring him to release her,
to let her free to chase after her dreams where he wasn’t a part of them. No doubt he
still hadn’t fully earned her trust in him. He hoped that tonight’s escapades might
prove hisloyalty to her but perhaps he was mistaken on that score too.

He thought about what Amos had said, that it would come down to Fleur’s decision
between him and her brother, and he knew which one she would choose. He wanted
her to pick Flavian. The last thing he desired was any sort of discord between the
siblings. He'd nearly ruined everything by his desire to have a bit of fun the moment
he'd offered that card game in Greenwich, and now he was like a fool admitting his
folly as he attempted to atone for those sins.

But he would walk over hot coalsif it meant it might raise hisregard in Fleur's eyes.
He never wanted her to view him with disdain or horror, as she had the day he'd
found her in his secret room.



He hadn’t yet told her that he was intending to clear out the space, wanting to dispose
of everything that had been a part of his old life. He wanted no visible recollection,
although the memories would remain to haunt him, long after he'd passed on to the
next life. His transgressions were many but with Fleur, he could aimost believe that
he could be a good man, a better person. Someone he aspired to be. That one day,
their children might aspire to be.

He couldn’t dare to hope that Fleur might accept his hand but he'd thought many
times of how he might propose in the romantic fashion that she deserved even if he
wasn't sure where to begin. Surely, flowers and embellished prose didn’'t seem
enough. She needed a grand gesture. Perhaps if he climbed to the top of Westminster
Abbey and proclaimed his attentions to the entirety of London then he might feel as
though he' d done his best efforts to win her.

He exhaled slowly. Whatever he decided he knew it would be the toughest battle he'd
ever fought.

Had Drake found true love with her?

Fleur couldn't seem to stop replaying Avaon’'s accusation through her mind,
although Drake had seemed rather reluctant to speak out in defense or denial of the
claim. She wanted to believe that he loved her quite wholeheartedly, but now she was
given to wonder if she had been the only one who was in danger of engaging in the
foolish drivel of poets. She had nearly confessed her love for Drake just before he'd
stopped her. Had he known she was about to make a terrible mistake? Perhaps once
her brother was freed, he might ask her to leave. She knew that he didn’'t stay with
anyone for long, so perhaps their time together had run its course. But then, why was
she that surprised? Could a man such as Drake Porter truly change?



The silence in the carriage was deafening, so thick that Fleur nearly choked on it, but
she nearly convinced herself it was due to the upcoming chaos that would surely
ensue once they arrived in Greenwich. She yearned to see Flavian, to ensure that he
was safe and unharmed, but she also feared for the danger Drake would surely put
himself in to see it happen.

Her brother or the man she loved. She was terrified she would have to make that
choice. Not only was it terribly unfair, but it would surely be impossible. She
intended to do whatever she must to ensure that decision didn’t come to pass.

She closed her eyes to gain her equilibrium, and they soon arrived in the village just
across the Thames. They passed the familiar site of the orphanage where she had
taught Latin. It seemed like a lifetime ago since she' d strode through those doors, and
yet, she could still recall every minute detail asif it were some fantastical dream.

They continued on through the main thoroughfare until they finally drew to a halt at
the Coach and Horses. As the conveyance shuddered to a halt, Fleur clenched the
material of her dressin her fists. Her heart started to pound as the uncertainty of their
arrival had finaly struck her. She prayed that Daniel would see reason, but if it came
to choosing his brother over her, she doubted she would come out victorious.
Considering they had fought several battles together during the war, their bond was
nearly unbreakable.

They remained in the coach as it came to a halt. Drake and Avalon glanced through
the shadows and tried to ascertain any danger. As Fleur did the same, she saw that
there was nothing to cause immediate concern. However, for a pub that was generally
bustling with activity at this hour, it was particularly odd that it should be almost void
of patrons. The stable looked practically deserted.

The fine hairs on the back of her neck started to prickle with warning. “Something's
wrong,” she whispered to Drake, who gave an imperceptible nod.



He glanced toward Avalon, as if an unspoken agreement had passed between them,
and then he turned to her. “ Stay here.”

She clutched hisarm. “I don't like this?>—"

He lifted her chin lightly with his forefinger and spoke camly. “Everything will be
fine.”

“Are you sure about that?’ she whispered back.

He glanced at Avalon, who was watching the exchange with a look of boredom. “I
have him on my side. What could go wrong?’

Fleur closed her eyes. “Do you realy want me to answer that?’

He offered her a consolatory wink and then he got out of the carriage, Avalon
following close behind him.

Fleur sank back against the squabs of the carriage and blew out a breath. Once again,
she was forced to cool her heelslike a helpless female.

She glanced down at the shroud she was wearing and wondered why she was wearing
the ridiculous thing when she wasn’'t allowed to take part in the intrigue. She'd even
brought along her rapier, although she wasn't sure Drake knew about that last minute
addition. She decided it might come in handy if things turned sour. But then, she
didn’t imagine she would be stuck in the carriage waiting on pins and needles for
something to happen either.

Minutes ticked by like hours and Fleur felt the slide of perspiration down her spine.
She hated this. Her brother and the man she loved was out there while she was sitting
there like a proper lady.



She'd had enough.

Fleur decided that she was putting an end to this nonsense once and for all. Surely
Daniel could be reasoned with. She had always thought a lot of him. He had kept her
secrets, which meant he had been an ally at one time. He could be acting on his
brother’s behalf and not understand the entirety of the situation.

She thought of Flavian and how he must have been so desperate for help, to come to
the one place he thought he might find refuge, only to be disappointed yet again. It
angered her that he didn’t feel he could come to her, but after his gambling had put
them in this situation to begin with, no doubt his shame wouldn’t let him come back
to her for assistance.

She had just grabbed the carriage door handle when it was yanked out of her hand.
With a gasp, she relaxed slightly when she saw the stablemaster. “ Daniel.”

What she hadn’t been prepared for was the pistol that glinted in the moonlight as he
held it out for her to clearly see. “Miss Davies,” he said evenly. “Step out of the
carriage.”

Her hand trembled but she managed to climb down without incident. She hadn’t
bothered to cover her face, so she faced her nemesis with her bare countenance.
“Dani€l, please. Surely there is no need for violence.”

“l wish it were that easy, Miss Davies.”

He almost sounded regretful and she attempted to appeal to his rational side. “ There
must be away to talk about all this,” she entreated. “Whatever occurred to make you

act like this?—"

“It's too late for that,” he sighed. “Nothing can bring Elina back. The men



responsible for her death must be punished.”

Fleur was taken aback by this. She hadn’t imagined that Daniel would be so fiercely
protective of his brother’s paramour. However, if that were the case, then he should
know that Elijah was the one at fault. “Elina was sick. Her demise had nothing to do
with Avalon or Drake. | read a letter she had written to her cousin, Harriette. It
explained everything.”

Daniel’ s eyes flashed for a moment as if he were reconsidering his stance, but then he
straightened. “ She suffered greatly, but so have all of us at one time or anocther. |
thought if anyone might understand the bond between twins it would be you. Elijah
and Elina shared the same close relationship. But the war changed our brother just as
her mistakes changed her. But when she dared to ask for help, she was refused. That
Iswhat we cannot forgive.”

Fleur stilled. She thought Elina was a fallen woman. She had no idea she was this
man’s sibling , whereas the insatiable need for retribution was like a festering wound.
The need for vengeance was prominent and to assuage the brother’s guilt over her
death, they needed to find blame elsewhere. “1 was supposed to protect them as their
older brother,” he whispered harshly. “By the time | returned from the war, it was too
late. Elina had succumbed to her illness and Elijah suffered from the precarious state
of his mind. He should have never been allowed to fight on that field—" He appeared
to pause to collect himsdlf, the haunting recollections of the past overcoming his
words. “I can finally see that justice is served tonight.” He looked hard at her. “I
apologize for subjecting you to this turmoil, Miss Davies, but | had to keep Flavian
here in order to lure Mr. Porter and Avalon away from London and to my doorstep.
For years I’ ve been planning my revenge and | regret that | have you to thank for it.”
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CHAPTER 23

F leur was going to be sick. It didn’t matter if she had unwittingly acted in a manner
that might send Drake and Avalon to their demise. She couldn’'t allow Daniel to enact
his punishment upon two men who had done nothing wrong other than allow their
desires to lead them down the wrong path.

“Daniel, you must listen to me. Elina was not the innocent victim you might believe.
She used Avalon and Drake, pitting them against each other to cause strife. That is

why Avalon refused to help her. He was afraid she would cause more harm.”

Daniel shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. The trap has already been laid.” He
waved hisgun at her. “Let’sgo.”

She started to move, to hopefully stall for time until she could be assured the danger
had passed. “Where are we going?’ she asked.

“You'll see”

Fleur remained silent as they started to leave the main thoroughfare of the village. It
didn’t take long for her to understand where he was taking her.

The cottage looked just as it had the day she'd left it in such a rush for London. She
truly had come full circle.

Tears stung her eyes but they didn’t fall until Daniel led the way inside and she saw
Flavian. When she entered, he was pacing the room restlessly, but upon spying her,



he suddenly froze. She promptly alowed emotion to propel her forward and into his
arms. “Flav!”

He held her close and gave a shuddering breath. “Fleur.” He pulled back and tears
clouded her vision as she looked him over to make sure he was unharmed. “I’'m so
sorry for everything,” he said miserably. “I was a selfish fool. Can you ever find it in
your heart to forgive me?”’

She embraced him again. “Of course. | love you. You're my brother, the last family |
have left.”

This time when they parted, he took her hand. “Let’s get out of here. We can start
anew someplace else. | heard Whitby is quite nice and | have always thought about
being a fisherman.” When he would have pulled her toward the door, she dug in her
heels. “I can’t go with you. Not yet. Drake needs me.”

He frowned. “You don’'t have to worry about him any longer. If you come with me
you can be free of him.”

She glanced back at the stableman, who was standing by the door, arms crossed. He
appeared to be at his ease, but she had no doubt that should she make a misstep he
wouldn’t hesitate to bring forth his pistol again. “You don’t understand. | don’t want
to be free of him.”

Understanding finally dawned, reflecting in hisface. “Y ou love him.”

She nodded. “God help me, but | do.”

He spun away from her and shoved a hand through his hair. “ Thisis my fault. If | had
been the brother you' d deserved and not a coward?—"



“1t would have happened either way,” she noted. “He makes me happy.”

“He'sacad!” Flavian sputtered angrily. “He purchased you at that auction like some
damned horse!”

“He saved me from aworse fate,” she corrected firmly. “He might have been ruthless
in the past, but he's treated me with nothing but kindness and consideration. | won’t
leave him.”

Flavian blinked, but then he blew out a heavy breath. “You are my sister and | can’'t
allow you to fight any more battles on your own.”

Hiswillingness to turn the other cheek to Drake's past humbled her. “ Thank you.”

He grabbed her hand and headed for the door, but as Fleur suspected, Daniel moved
into their path. “I'm afraid | can’t let you leave this cottage just yet.”

Flavian stepped in front of Fleur. “I held a lot of respect for you when we first came
to Greenwich. Knowing your history as a grenadier, | thought you were brave and
courageous, but if you are going to try to keep them here as a couple of prisoners,
then that doesn’t make you any better than the worst sort of coward.”

Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “Call me what you will, but | have killed plenty of men on
the battlefield. Don’'t think | won't do the same with you.”

As he was facing off with Flavian, it was the distraction that Fleur needed to whip up
her sword and dlice the hand that held the weapon. With a cry of pain, Daniel dropped
the pistol. Asit clattered to the floor, Flavian snatched it and then brought the hilt of
the weapon down on Daniel’ stemple. He instantly crumpled to the floor.

“Dear God, did you?—"



“He'll live,” Flavian muttered. “But just have one helluva headache when he wakes
up.

Armed with their prospective weapons, they |eft the cottage.

* * %

“Do you think she stayed in the carriage?’ Avalon whispered to Drake as they kept
close to the wall of the pub and inched along the shadows, alert for danger.

“Not achance.”

Drake would have been surprised if she had actually done one thing he'd ever told
her, but other than obeying him in the bedchamber, she was sadly too stubborn to
listen to him otherwise.

His jaw clenched as he thought of what she might be doing in that moment. He
prayed it was nothing too bothersome that it might get her into trouble, but while his
chest clutched with fear at the idea of anything befalling her, he had to admit that she
had the fortitude to withstand most anything. She wasn’'t some simpering miss who
expected to be saved. She was quite capable of looking out for herself and he was
grateful for her intelligence in strained situations. It was one reason he' d taken her to
that fight the first night they were together in London. He wanted to see how she
might handle herself and he had been pleasantly surprised to find that she hadn’t
crumpled at the first sight of blood.

Lost to his thoughts, Drake made the worst mistake he could have done. He allowed
Inattention to distract him long enough to find himself in turmoil.

A brief scuffle behind him had Avalon lying on the ground and a pistol pointed at
Drake's head. Elijah’s lips curled in contempt as he faced off against him. “I don’t



know how you manage it, but you simply won't die.”

Elijah’s blond hair was plastered to his head, his eyes flat. He had always had an air
of insanity around him, but at that moment he looked completely mad. “Reynolds,”
Drake drawled.

The other man spat at him. “1 curse the day you were ever born for treating my sister
the way you did. You killed her as surely as if you had pulled the trigger on this gun
and ended her life.”

“I wasn't responsible for anything,” Drake said camly. “She made her choices.
Unfortunately, they were the wrong ones.”

Elijah’s hand gripped his pistol tighter. “Y ou’'re wrong!”

“I am sorry things ended the way they did,” Drake admitted. “But there was no one to
blame for Elina's demise but herself. Her disease affected her mind. No one could
have saved her from her fate.”

“Lies! It'syour fault she'sdead!” Elijah et out aroar of denial and took a step closer.
He cocked the hammer and narrowed his eyes.

L ooking up at the heaven full of twinkling stars, Drake exhaled slowly and thought of
Fleur. He had already been convicted of a crime he hadn’t committed, but his past
actions had condemned him. He shouldn’t be so calm as he faced the end of a barrel,
but he had never really cared if he lived or died. He had made so many mistakes that
he might never try to atone for them all. At least he could die knowing that Fleur was
safe. The thought of losing her was too much to bear. It was as if someone was
strangling him, slowly choking the air out of him whenever he imagined it. Death
would be ablessing for him if she didn’t live to see another sunrise.



“Drop it.”

He didn’'t have to turn his head to see who was addressing Reynolds. He would know
that angelic voice anywhere.

He saw the sword aimed at Elijah from where he stood, the ominous silver blade
prepared to run him through if he didn’t comply with her demands.

As the pistol wavered, Drake murmured, “1 would do as the lady says. She doesn't
seem like the type to take such awarning lightly.”

He could tell that Elijah was reconsidering his odds but just as he was about to make
the choice that would decide his fate, a pistol cocked behind Fleur. “1 hate that it has
come to this, but where | failed to protect my sister, | must protect our brother. Hand
me your sword. Slowly .”

The new danger caused Drake to turn his head to look at the stablemaster. Daniel’s
head was trickling blood where he'd been struck in the temple. He would have
chuckled had the situation not been so dire, considering the last time he'd seen this
man he had just struck him ablow similar to the one he had now.

And then his attention turned to Fleur and what he saw in her gaze caused his blood
to run cold. He shook his head dlightly, a warning that he hoped she might heed. If
she would give their reinforcements a bit more time to get into position...

113 NOW! ”
He uttered a curse as she shouted the order and Flavian sprang into action. He tackled

Danidl to the ground while she sliced her sword through the air. Elijah was taken off
guard, but he had enough wherewithal to fire the weapon.



Something struck Drake with a searing pain that sent him to his knees.

Fleur screamed and suddenly, all hell broke loose.

As Drake blinked in an attempt to regain his equilibrium, Avalon abruptly put
Reynolds in a headlock as the rest of the Blue Boys arrived with the local magistrate.
While Flavian had done rather well in subduing the stablemaster, he was soon
clapped in irons. The same went for Elijah once Avalon had released the chokehold
he'd put on him.

As their comrades surrounded the two men, Avalon winced when he touched the side
of his temple. “Bloody hell. And here | thought Drake and | would be the victors of
the day. Well done, Miss Davies.”

Drake noted that she didn’t seem to be paying any attention to the leader of the Blue
Boys because she had dropped to her knees beside him. “My God, you’ ve been shot!”

Her voice sounded so panicked that he couldn’t allow her to think he hadn’t faced
worse odds before. Then again, he hadn’t found anything worth living for until
recently and the idea that it had nearly been ripped from his grasp was enough to
cling to her almost desperately. “It’ s nothing but a graze.”

“1 don’t care. You need adoctor. Flavian! Go get some help!”
As she began to shout orders, he had to clench his jaw to keep her from blurring in
hisvision. “Listen to me!” he said gruffly. When she finally faced him again, he held

on to her chin and kept her steady as he made his grand declaration. “I love you.”

She laid a gentle hand on his arm and said, “Not to worry. You' |l be patched up in no
time.”



He was confused. “Did you not hear what | said?’ he demanded.

She looked at him in a consoling manner. “You aren’t thinking clearly. You've had a
shock. It will pass?—"

Using the rest of his strength, he bellowed, “Dammit, woman! | LOVE Y OU!”

Any commotion immediately halted as his announcement caught the assemblage
standing about. Even Avalon’s eyebrows rose to his hairline.

At long last, Fleur ceased hovering over him like a wounded animal. “What did you
say?’ she whispered.

Helaughed. “1 love you. | loveyou. | loveyou . If | must say it athousand times from
this point forward until the end of eternity then that is what | shall do becauseit isthe
truth.” He exhaled heavily, the pain in his arm turning into a dull sting. “I thought |
was in love once, but it is nothing compared to the crush of emotions that pull me
every which way when you are near. There are times | don’t know if | should throttle
you, like when | tell you to stay in the carriage, or hold on to you until you never
leave my sight again.” He shook his head. “For anyone that has ever known me, they
should understand that love is nothing | have ever taken lightly. | don't spesak it
without due cause and thought | was incapable of the emotion until recently. But
from the first moment | met you, something started to stir inside of me. All of those
years | worked for myself | never dreamt that | would wish it al into oblivion, that
you would come into my life and make me ashamed of the things | did. | always felt
as though | was owed anything | took because I’ d been given atough hand in life and
others had to understand the same misery. But not you. | didn’t care for revenge as |
had so many others before. | just wanted... you. That's what | want now and forever.
Just you. And me.”



Fleur’s throat had abruptly closed up on her and she couldn’t seem to find the words
that were clogging her windpipe. There were so many things she wanted to say at
once, like | love you, too , but the only thing she could manage was a dight gasp. She
hadn’'t expected such a declaration from Drake right then, in front of a crowd of
people, but neither did she care. The fact was he felt the same way about her as she
did for him and it was a moment worth rejoicing. For a man who had claimed he had
acold heart, it had certainly found away to envelop enough warmth to open to her.

She opened her mouth, finally finding her voice, but the doctor suddenly appeared.
She wanted to push him out of the way, to embrace Drake and kiss him until they
were both senseless, but instead, she moved out of the way so the doctor could see to
him. Standing by Flavian, she could see the question in Drake's eyes, but as Avalon
knelt by him, he reluctantly turned his focus to the other man.

“l can't believe you didn’t say anything.”

As Avalon moved away with the rest of the assemblage to take care of the Reynolds
brothers, she turned to her twin. “What?’

He gestured to Drake. “| wasn't the biggest fan of Porter, but after what he just said
in front of everyone without any sort of restraint, | have to admit that he seems
sincere. You told me you felt the same way about him, and yet, you didn't say a
single word in return.”

She swallowed hard over the lump that threatened to choke her. “I was gathering my
thoughts.”

“Are you sure you' re not having second thoughts about your feelings for him?’

For an instant, Fleur wondered if Flavian had spoken the truth but she quickly
discounted the notion. “No. | love him with all of my heart.”



As the doctor wound a bandage around Drake’ s arm and prepared to leave with afew
whispered instructions to his patient, Flavian offered her a speaking glance and then
parted ways with the physician.

Left alone in the courtyard together, Fleur looked at Drake who had risen to his feet.
He glanced at the bandage on hisarm. “I told you it was just a scratch.”

She promptly burst into tears and ran into his arms. “Oh, Drake, | was so scared | was
going to lose you! | was afraid that | would have to make the choice between you and
Flavian and | refused to let that happen. | love you both dearly, but in completely
different ways. He is my brother, while you are my heart.” She lifted her face to him
as the tears coursed down her cheeks. “You can’t know the terror that went through
me when | thought you’ d been struck down. | thought I’ d failed to protect you?—"

“Protect me?’ He grinned broadly. “ Sweetheart, the only thing | need from you is that
sweet derriére pressing against my cock every night.”

She stopped sobbing long enough to laugh at the glorious absurdity of his reply. “I
might consider that if only you don’t stop there.”

His voice dropped an octave. “What a naughty girl you are.”

“Indeed,” she said in the same sultry tone. “But only with you.” Any amusement
faded as she dlid a hand along his hairline. “I love you so much it hurts.”

“Then you're not alone.” His grip tightened slightly around her waist. “| can’t breathe
properly when you aren’'t near. Trust me when | say | never thought | would speak

those words to anyone.”

“That’ s what makes them even more special to me,” she whispered.



His eyes caught the light from the moon and shone with the same remarkable silver
hue. “Marry me.”

“Isthat a question or ademand?’ she teased.
“Both.”
“Then | wholeheartedly agree.”

With a scorching kiss, they made a promise for their future.
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EPILOGUE
T wo months later ...
“What do you want to do with this painting?’

Drake had refused to wait for the banns to be read and paid an exorbitant sum to be
granted a specia license to marry Fleur before she had the chance to change her
mind. After that, Drake had set about tying things up in London because it turned out
that Flavian's idea of living a quiet, quaint life in Whitby as a fisherman appealed
greatly to Drake. Once he'd found a cottage near the sea for his new bride and
Flavian had secured lodgings nearby, he'd set about leaving Mr. Porter to rest. He
sold all of his holdings in the city and told Avalon that if he wished to visit, he might
do so on holiday but they wouldn’t be coming back.

“Fleur has given me this opportunity to start over with a clean slate and that is what |
intend to do.”

“But never to see London again?’ Avaon countered with a lift of his dark brow. “I
don’t see you doing that.”

“Perhaps not in the past, but as I’m to be a father in afew months, | will be using my
expertise elsewhere.”

Avalon stared at him for a few moments and then he burst out in rich laughter. “By
Jove! Mr. Porter isto be afather. Wonders never cease.”



His words had echoed in Drake’' s mind long after he'd left. He didn’t know if Avalon
intended to keep his position with the Blue Boys. He could tell that he was doing
some thinking as they’d parted ways. While he might never see the king of the
underground again, Drake wished him well. He was glad that they had found away to
work things out and could part on good terms. It was one more bridge that he had
been able to repair with Fleur’s help.

The townhouse on Chelsea was the last project that they had tackled before leaving
the city for the coast. The secret room was the final chapter on the life Drake was
glad to put behind him. He'd effectively cleared out all of the memorabilia he'd
thought it necessary to keep and lit afire under it all. He'd never felt a sense of relief
as he had in watching the edges of those pages curl and turn black. It was as if he was
set free, cleansed by their demise.

The last thing to come down was the painting he’d long admired. It had reminded him
of a time in his life on another coast. In Burnham-On-Sea he'd been content for a
time but this landscape had always reminded him of where he’d come from. Now,
that no longer mattered. He wasn't going back, but moving forward.

“l think we can leave it with the British Museum. They will likely be overjoyed to
have this piece in their gallery.”

Fleur wound her arms around his neck. “1 was afraid you might suggest we put it in
the nursery.”

He lifted a brow and brought her closer to him. “Heaven help me if | have a son that
likes to pursue intrigue.”

She scrunched up her nose. “Who says it’s going to be a boy and that she won't do
the same?’

With another groan, he decided the best way to silence her was akiss.



