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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Raven Row. I hope you enjoy your time here and decide to stay awhile. Be sure to spend an evening at The Raven’s Den so you may experience its many delights.
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      Robbed, stabbed, and now this.

      At first glance, the picture before him was perfect. A young woman lay on the bed, completely naked, her legs spread slightly as if inviting him in. Exactly what he had come to Maison Rouge for.

      But even though her fists gripped the sheets beside her, her eyes were clamped tightly shut, and every inch of her trembled from head to toe, none of it was from anticipation. She was terrified. A single tear appeared at the corner of her eye. She bit down hard on her bottom lip as if trying to will its existence away, but it simply trickled down into her chestnut hair.

      “For God’s sake, cover yourself.” He slammed his fist against the bedpost sending pain shooting up his arm to pool into one burning point at the wound in his shoulder. “Fuck!”

      She wore the makeup of a whore, rouge on her lips and cheeks that somehow only accentuated the wholesome beauty beneath, and a more than seductive peignoir, which she’d shed the second the door had clicked shut behind her.

      What was Madame Bustier thinking?

      He plunged his fingers into his hair. He needed relief. To drive himself to exhaustion with a woman who was willing and would enjoy some good bedsport. He sure as hell hadn’t come to force himself on some poor young woman who didn’t want him.

      He threw the door open and nearly trod on Madame Bustier.

      Madame Bustier? How ridiculous. It was probably the only French word she knew, so she’d made it her fake name, to go along with her fake accent. Now, here she was, peddling fake whores. It was too much.

      “I will never set foot in this… establishment again.” He marched toward the door.

      But a small voice found its way through the din and caught his attention.

      “What did I do?”

      His feet slowed, without him even giving them permission to do so. No, he wasn’t here for this. He wasn’t going to intervene.

      “You earned yourself the thrashing of a lifetime is what you did, you stupid girl!” The French accent had suddenly vanished. “Driving away one of my best payin’ customers.”

      Jesus, if that was true, he needed to stop giving his patronage to places like this.

      There was a crack of skin on skin, and he stopped in his tracks. His eyes slid closed. He couldn’t just leave her.

      “Fuck,” he muttered again.

      He turned to see the young girl stumbling backward through the doorway, her eyes wide like a doe’s. She clung to the peignoir she was wrapped in once again, looking frightened and confused, and for some reason, it caused a stinging in his heart. He pushed past Madame Bustier, ignoring her pleas for him to stay, grabbed the girl’s wrist, and pulled her along behind him, doing his best to ignore the searing pain in his shoulder.

      As they neared the front door, Madame Bustier’s pleas became shouts of outrage.

      “You can’t just take her from here. She belongs to me!”

      Patrick stopped and turned, his eyes boring into Madame Bustier’s. She cowered slightly. Good. She should be afraid. “She will not stay here with you and be beaten.” He fumbled in his jacket pocket as he spoke.

      She stuttered then, trying her best to put her French accent back into place as she had her smile. “I would not beat her, of course. It was only a bluff. Besides, what will she do? She has nowhere else to go.”

      Patrick knew a bluff when he saw one, and she had certainly not been bluffing. There was also no genuine concern behind her words, they were simply her next move in their verbal bout of fencing.

      He threw a handful of banknotes into the air and as they fluttered to the ground he leaned in close. “She is no longer your concern.” Then he strode through the front door, the young woman in tow.

      Not until they reached the bottom of the steps did he take a moment to think. She was wearing nothing but that damned peignoir. Pain shot through his shoulder again as he stripped off his coat and wrapped it around her, trying to cover as much of her as possible.

      “Come.” He steered her toward a waiting hansom cab. He helped her up and gave the driver his direction before climbing in beside her.

      “What are you going to do with me?” she asked softly as they rolled away from the brothel.

      “Quiet.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him. She had to be freezing.

      “Yes, sir.” She spoke the words barely above a whisper, and he felt like a bloody cad.

      He hadn’t meant to be harsh, but what else was he supposed to say? He knew what he should be doing with her. He should be delivering her to Raven House, where Ash would see she was taken care of, and she’d no longer be his problem. That was exactly why Raven House existed, to help women like her.

      But he didn’t want to deal with Ash’s judgment or disappointment tonight, so he’d given the driver his home address instead. He’d let her sleep there tonight and deliver her to Raven House in the morning.

      She shivered and he pulled her more tightly against him, wrapping his other arm around her and tucking her head under his chin.

      “It’ll be alright,” he whispered.

      To his surprise, she burrowed even more firmly against his chest. What had the poor woman been through?

      Hell, no doubt.

      She let out a sigh, and her body became limp in his arms. Poor thing must have been exhausted to fall asleep in the arms of a strange man.

      “It’ll be alright,” he whispered again. Perhaps reassuring himself more than her.

      A short time later, Patrick carried her into his flat. His valet stopped in his tracks, his eyes grew wide with shock and Patrick could see the endless questions brewing in his mind.

      Patrick shook his head and gestured toward the door to his chamber. Finch rushed to open it and then quickly pulled back the blankets so that Patrick could lay the unconscious woman in his bed. Carefully, he removed his coat from around her and covered her with the blanket. She stirred slightly, but only rubbed her nose and nestled further into the blankets before sliding right back into a deep sleep.

      She looked so peaceful, the fear gone from her face as she slept. He was tempted to tuck a stray strand of her hair behind her ear but didn’t want to risk waking her. Why did he feel so protective of her? He would gladly stand there and watch over her as she slept, but that was ridiculous. She was perfectly safe now. He tore his gaze away from her and followed Finch out of the room, closing the door softly behind them.

      Now what? Pain throbbed in his shoulder, so first, he would have a drink, and then he’d work on figuring out the rest.

      Halfway down the hall, Finch turned to face him, eyebrows raised and one side of his mouth turned up in a smirk. “You must be losing your touch. You don’t usually have to render them unconscious to get them into your bed.”

      Patrick looked heavenward while he gathered his patience. “Really, Finch, I know I’ve forbidden any bowing and scraping and my lording, but a little respect wouldn’t kill you.”

      “Yes, my lord.” He bowed deeply.

      Patrick pushed past him with an irritated sigh, continuing on to his study. “I hope you’ve filled my brandy decanter recently,” he called over his shoulder.

      Patrick downed the first glass and poured another before settling into the chair behind his desk. Finch hovered in the doorway. He was going to have to tell the man something. He would, undoubtedly, need his discretion and his help.

      Finch broke the silence first. “Would you like me to send for the doctor?”

      “No, Finch. I don't think there’s anything wrong with her. She’s just tired.”

      “Not for her, for you.” He nodded toward Patrick. “You’re bleeding.”

      Patrick looked down. Sure enough, a red stain was slowly blossoming at his shoulder. “Damn it, this is the first time I’ve worn this shirt!” He shook his head and rubbed his hands over his face. “No doctor. The last thing I need is one more person in this house tonight.”

      “At least allow me to change the dressing.” Only then did Patrick notice the man already held the supplies in his hands. Somehow Finch always knew what he would want, sometimes before Patrick even knew himself.

      He let out a long sigh. “Very well.”

      “And perhaps while I’m working on that, you can tell me about the girl?”

      Patrick chuckled and began undoing the buttons on his waistcoat. “I’ll tell you what I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Rosalyn didn’t want to open her eyes. Perhaps if she just kept them closed, she could pretend the events of the previous couple of days had been no more than a bad dream. If only that could be true. The lingering scent of spicy cologne confirmed she wasn’t in her own bed. She recognized the smell, though. Her nostrils had been filled with it as she drifted to sleep in the arms of a strange man in a hired cab as they rolled away from the brothel she’d been sold to.

      Her mind screamed for her to open her eyes and see where she was, but she squeezed them shut even more tightly. She wasn’t ready to know. Her heart beat rapidly inside her chest. Why couldn’t she just be at home in her own bed? It wasn’t perfect, but at least there, she knew what to expect. At least there, she had her mother. She didn’t want this life, whatever this life was.

      She breathed in deeply through her nose and let it out gradually, giving a silent prayer that there was no one else in the bed with her, and then slowly allowed her eyes to slide open. Thank God. She was alone.

      The room was fairly large and decidedly masculine, with its deep emerald hues and heavy fabrics. His room, whoever ‘he’ was. She didn’t even know his name. In the corner next to the bed stood a large mahogany armoire and on the other side, a writing desk that, along with stationary and writing implements, held a bottle of some amber liquid and a couple of glasses. The most luxurious piece of furniture in the room, an oversized, brown leather armchair, sat before the fireplace, where only dying embers remained. Apparently, he had money. Perhaps she should have guessed that by the fact that he’d thrown an entire fistful of banknotes into the air, but these furnishings spoke to a level of wealth she hadn’t expected, even still.

      Looking beneath the blanket, she was still dressed in that horrible piece of lingerie Madame Bustier had forced her to wear. Luckily, a robe hung from the post at the foot of the bed and whether it was left for her or not, she put it on. The heavy, green, velvet robe wrapped nearly twice around her and reached the floor, but it was better than the wisp of fabric she wore beneath. In fact, it was absolutely luxurious with its soft warmth.

      Hushed male voices came from the other side of the door. Rosalyn quickly tied the sash, her heartbeat accelerating inside her chest. She swallowed a lump in her throat. The thick carpet was soft beneath her feet and muffled her steps as she crept across the room and pressed her ear to the cold wooden door, but she still couldn’t make out any of their words. Was it better to wait for someone to come into the room? Or should she face whoever it was head on?

      Taking a deep breath to steel herself, she opened the door a crack and peered down the corridor.
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      Two men stood, arguing quietly, both of them tugging on a tray of food. When the man facing her saw her appear, his face lit and he let go of the tray and hurried past the other man.

      “You must be Rosie!” He was surprisingly cheerful. “I’m Finch.” He gave her a little bow. No one had ever bowed to her in her life. What was she supposed to do? “I, well… I do pretty much everything around here. Not that you’d guess that from the lack of appreciation I get.” He gestured with his head toward the other man, who was now approaching with the tray.

      It was the man from the brothel. He loomed over Finch, his stern gaze sending a message that Finch reluctantly received. She had forgotten just how large he was.

      “We’ll continue this later, then.” With a little huff, Finch turned and retreated down the hall.

      Rosalyn backed into the room, allowing the man to enter. His broad shoulders nearly filled the doorway as he came through. He closed the door behind him, and only then did it occur to her that perhaps she should have armed herself.

      “Good morning,” he said with a brief smile. He placed the tray on the table beside the large armchair. Somehow, in the daylight, he didn’t feel quite so intimidating. Obviously, he was powerful, but the anger from last night seemed to have dissipated.

      “Please, have a seat.” He gestured toward the chair and moved out of her way. “You must be hungry.”

      She hadn’t realized until he said the words, but she was, in fact, ravenous. As she settled into the plush leather chair, he grabbed the wooden one from in front of the writing desk and situated himself across from her.

      “Finch may not be the best cook, but I’m quite certain he hasn’t poisoned your food.” There was warmth in his smile as he nodded toward the tray, and it confused her, but she began to eat anyway.

      Not the best cook was stating it kindly. The toast was charred, and the sausage was so tough, it more closely resembled shoe leather than food. In fact, everything on the tray was barely edible, and only that because she hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days. How was it that a man who lived in this place would be served such unsatisfactory food?

      “Finch is your cook?” she asked, dabbing the corners of her mouth with her napkin. She set the now empty plate aside and quickly took a large gulp of tea, trying to wash the abysmal taste from her mouth. To her amazement, the tea was incredible. She took another sip, just to be sure her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her. It was perfection.

      The man chuckled. “He does the task of preparing meals on occasion, but I’d hardly call him a cook.”

      Rosalyn couldn’t bring herself to argue with that statement. Instead, she said, “This tea is delicious.” She sipped at it again.

      “Yes, well, I may put up with terrible food, but I draw the line at improperly brewed tea. Serving me a pot of bitter swill just might get him thrown out on his ear.” He ended the statement with a wink, that for some reason, made her draw in a quick breath.

      She laughed nervously, not entirely sure whether he was joking or not. How did he make her feel so off balance?

      “So, Rosie.” Rosalyn cringed inwardly at the use of the name Madame Bustier had christened her with. Apparently, no man would want to bed a Rosalyn. It felt a bit churlish to correct him after all he’d done for her. Besides, perhaps Madame Bustier was right. He might not want her as Rosalyn.

      “I suppose I should start by introducing myself. My name is Patrick, and this is my home.”

      Rosalyn didn’t know what to say, or if she should say anything at all. She settled for a subtle nod and a smile that hopefully didn’t appear forced.

      “Well, now that you’re fed, I’m afraid we need to get to some even less pleasant business.”

      Rosalyn nodded. Her mouth had gone dry, and even if her brain was able to conjure some words, it was doubtful her lips would cooperate. They were in his bedroom for heaven’s sake, what had she expected? That he had brought her here just to feed her and have pleasant conversation? Her eyes flicked nervously to the huge bed.

      “No, not that kind of business.” He held up his hands in a reassuring gesture. Apparently, her thoughts had shown on her face. “I only meant that we need to talk about things, which may be of a personal nature, and if I’m to help you, you’ll need to be completely honest with me.”

      Well, talking sounded better than what she’d thought was about to happen, regardless of the topic. “Very well.” Her voice cracked slightly.

      He closed his eyes, and as he shook his head, the sunlight that shone from the window danced through his hair, transforming it from just plain brown, into a kaleidoscope of reds and golds, and for some reason she itched to run her fingers through it. A deep chuckle reverberated within his chest. “I’m not making it sound any better, am I?”

      She fidgeted nervously with the fabric sleeves of his robe, still not sure if she was supposed to say something or not.

      “I’ll get straight to it, then.” He took a deep breath and folded his arms across his chest. “Firstly, I hope I was correct in my assumption that you had no wish to remain at Maison Rouge.”

      “I…” She paused. Heat crept up her neck and into her cheeks at the memory of their first encounter. Before now, she hadn’t had time to feel anything other than terrified. But now, sitting across from him, wrapped in his robe, shame filled her stomach like a lead weight. It roiled, threatening to cast up the food she’d just eaten. Of course she hadn’t wanted to be there, but the answer wasn’t that simple.

      “A simple yes or no will do.” His voice offered encouragement rather than impatience and she raised her gaze to meet his.

      “No. I had no wish to be there.”

      “You see? We’ll get through this. Next question.” He smiled briefly. “Do you have any family who will take you in?”

      Rosalyn shook her head. Tears began to fill her eyes. She’d like to think her mother would take her in, if not for the wretched man she was married to, but perhaps even she was too appalled by Rosalyn’s behavior. She looked down into her lap just as one tear crept over her bottom lid and slid down her cheek. His hand came to rest on her knee and even through the layers of fabric she could feel the warmth of him on her skin. It sent an unfamiliar fluttering sensation to her stomach. Startled, she looked up at his face, once more. His eyes, the color of light caramel encircled by a deep bronze ring, were filled with such kindness. She could lose herself in those eyes. But why?

      “I can’t pretend to know what you’re going through, but I can see it’s extremely difficult.” He sat back in his chair again, but his eyes never left hers. “I promise to do my best to keep you safe, but in order to do that, I need to know more about you and this situation.”

      Who was this man, with his smiles, winks, and comforting touches? And where was the intimidating beast from last night? Rosalyn nodded. She wiped her tears, took a deep, steadying breath, and straightened her spine. This man had rescued her from what would surely have been hell, and had since been so kind to her, the least she could do was answer a few questions without all these added theatrics.

      “How long have you been at Maison Rouge?”

      At least she had a straightforward answer for that. “Two days.”

      That seemed to surprise him. His eyebrows lifted and he nodded as he studied her. “So you really were the new girl.”

      Rosalyn nodded. “I suppose you could say that.” She sipped at her tea.

      “Was I to be your first, then?” Rosalyn barely avoided spewing tea everywhere, but in her haste to swallow, it went down the wrong way. She coughed and sputtered, the cup rattling against its saucer in her lap.

      He jumped to his feet and moved the dishes to the side table. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She shook her head and coughed the last of the tea from her lungs. “I’m fine, thank you.” Finally able to catch her breath, that was almost true.

      “You don’t need to answer that. I apologize.” He sat on the edge of his chair this time, apparently afraid he might have to jump back out of it again at any moment.

      “Would you be comfortable giving me a brief account of how you ended up there?”

      Why not? He’d found her in a brothel. It wasn’t as if he believed her to be a virtuous young lady, after all. “It’s quite simple, really.” She shrugged. “My father… stepfather… found me in a compromising situation.”

      His brows sank into a vee and he tilted his head to the side. “That doesn’t really answer my question.”

      She sat up a little straighter and took a deep breath, but despite her determination not to shrink from the truth, she still couldn’t bring herself to look into his eyes as she spoke the words. Instead, she trained her eyes just over his left shoulder. “He wouldn’t have a trollop living under his roof, and since I’m obviously a whore, at heart, I might as well do the thing right." She shrugged. "He drove me to Maison Rouge, and after disappearing inside for a half hour or so, he returned and ordered me out of the carriage.”

      Patrick’s eyes narrowed and a muscle ticked on the side of his jaw. There was the man from last night. Anger suddenly radiated from every inch of him, and her heart began to pound in her chest once more. She swallowed nervously. Had he expected a different answer? Had she offended him? His fingers curled into fists, even as he closed his eyes, presumably trying to calm himself.

      “Your father?”

      “Stepfather,” she corrected.

      “Regardless,” he growled. “Call him what you will, he still holds the responsibility of a father.”

      “That man. Your stepfather. He took you to a brothel, and just left you, never to return?”

      Rosalyn simply nodded. The man had certainly never been anything resembling a father to her. Patrick dug his fingertips into his forehead, massaging the muscles before turning his head sharply to the side, sending a ripple crackling down his neck.

      “What about the man with whom you were caught? Do you wish to marry him?”

      Rosalyn felt the color drain from her face and she swayed.

      “I will take that to mean no.” He let out a long sigh. The silence that followed was awkward, made all the more so when she raised her cup to her lips to take another sip of tea, only to realize it was empty. He gave her a kind smile.

      “Allow me.” As he poured, there came a knock at the door. “Ah, that will be the dressmaker.”

      “The what?”

      “You can’t very well stay in my robe forever. I am going to want it back eventually.” He gave her another of his winks that made butterflies flutter in her stomach.

      What was wrong with her? She should be mortified to be sitting in a strange man’s bedroom wearing only his dressing gown, and instead, she sat smiling daftly. Until she remembered one big problem. “I have no money!” she blurted.

      At that he burst out laughing. “I didn’t figure you were hiding a reticule under that peignoir.”

      Rosalyn’s cheeks burned at the reminder of just how much of her he had seen.

      “Forgive me,” he said, cringing slightly. “That was not well done of me.” In all her life, she’d never had a man apologize to her, at least not that she could remember. What was this world she had ended up in? He walked across the room and opened the door. A woman with a tanned complexion and dark hair, immediately sailed through, followed by two girls aged somewhere around fifteen. Both of them had their arms draped with multiple gowns. Bringing up the rear was Finch, carrying what must have been a fairly heavy chest, from the look of exertion on his face. He set it down with a thud.

      “Careful with that, Finch. You don’t want to upset the tigress,” Patrick warned. The woman threw her head back and laughed.

      “As long as he finishes up that necklace I’ve been waiting for, I will forgive him.” She patted Finch's cheek which had turned bright red.

      “Enough with the flirting, you two,” Patrick interjected. “Ella, this is Rosie. Rosie, Ella.” He gestured between the two of them. “I’m sure Finch will be able to help you with anything you might require. Now if you’ll excuse me, I am going to leave you ladies to it while I get a bit of rest in my study.”

      Did that mean he hadn’t slept because Rosalyn had been in his bed? No wonder he needed to rest. Before guilt had a chance to really set in, however, her thoughts were interrupted by Ella’s voice.

      “Right, let’s get that robe off of you so I can see what I’m working with.”

      Rosalyn’s eyes flicked instantly across the room to Finch. Was this what life was going to be now? Undressing in front of strange men whenever she was told to? She looked to Ella for some kind of answer.

      Ella smiled and waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about Finch, love, he’s just one of us girls.”

      Rosalyn looked back at Finch. What was that supposed to mean? He was definitely not a girl.

      “Now, Ella,” Finch said with a nervous laugh. “The poor thing has had quite enough of a shock without you adding to it. Why don’t I go make you ladies some tea?”

      Before the door had even clicked shut, Ella reached in and untied the sash at Rosalyn’s waist. She pushed the heavy robe off her shoulders and didn’t even bat an eye at the embarrassing garment beneath before handing it off to one of her assistants, as well.

      Rosalyn fought the overwhelming urge to cover herself. This was the second time in two days she’d stood naked in front of a woman to be appraised. This time, however, she was met with a kind smile, unlike the derisive sneer Madame Bustier had worn.

      “Yes, we will definitely be able to fit you into something suitable today,” Ella said as she waved for one of her assistants. The girl hurried forward.

      “Let’s make you more comfortable, shall we, Miss?” The girl held up a chemise and Rosalyn gladly allowed her to slip it over her head.

      Being covered by the fabric definitely helped, but she was put even more at ease by the nonchalant way they went about their tasks. It was amazing how efficient the two girls were. They had her laced into a corset in half the time it would have taken her to do it herself.

      By the time Finch returned with tea, Rosalyn was wearing a dress made of cream-colored chiffon embroidered with roses, and a matching red velvet sash. It fit her surprisingly well. Ella insisted it was a hair too long, but it would get her by until some of the others could be altered to fit. It looked perfect to Rosalyn. Too perfect, in fact. She’d never owned a gown that wasn’t secondhand and mended multiple times, let alone one that wasn’t stained from kneeling down to tend the gardens or fireplaces.

      What did it mean that Patrick was having her fitted for fine gowns rather than servant’s apparel? What was he expecting of her? She didn’t like not knowing and wanted to track him down and beg for some kind of answers, but she couldn’t bother him now. The least she could do was let him get some undisturbed rest.
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      Patrick had always thought the plush armchair in his study to be quite comfortable. In the past, he’d only slept in it when he’d had a few too many drinks and couldn’t be bothered to stumble down the hall to his bed, so perhaps that made all the difference. He had managed to get a few hours of fitful, uncomfortable sleep, but now his head felt ready to burst. His neck protested loudly as he tried to straighten it, and the wound in his shoulder throbbed incessantly.

      “Finch!” he called, as he slowly pushed himself out of the chair.

      Finch entered barely a minute later. He merely raised a brow and shook his head at the sight Patrick presented.

      “I’ll prepare a bath,” he said before hurrying back out of the room.

      An hour later, he was clean, shaved, and dressed in a freshly pressed grey suit. Much better. On Thursdays, he met with his two partners at their club. Usually, he looked forward to their meetings, but today… what was he going to tell them about Rosie? Better yet, why was he not taking her to Raven House? She was exactly the kind of woman they took in to provide opportunities for a better life. But for some reason, he didn’t want to take her there. Not yet, at least.

      The sounds of female laughter still escaped from his room at the end of the hall, which gave him a perfect excuse for avoiding Rosie and sneaking out like a coward. Finch would make sure she was taken care of while he was gone.

      Fortunately, his feet knew the way to The Raven’s Den, because his mind was on other things. What could he possibly tell Ash and Michael about Rosie? Likely his cowardly behavior would continue, and he’d avoid the subject for now. Taking a deep breath, he let himself in through the back entrance. He made his way down the dimly lit corridor and through a curtain that opened into the main parlor. They had an office above, but they’d always preferred to hold their weekly meetings in the comfortable surroundings of the gaming floor.

      Patrick joined his two friends at their customary table. Ash was dressed in his usual black from head to toe, his raven-topped cane resting on the table in front of him, a glass of brandy beside it. For the people in his inner circle, Ash was benevolent, had a good sense of humor, and was fiercely loyal. If you were outside of that circle, you’d best not mistake his kindness for weakness. Ash had a ferocious sense of justice. He would, unquestionably, rain hellfire down on anyone who harmed even a single hair on the head of someone he cared about.

      Michael, on the other hand, was much more benign. He was jovial but reserved. He wasn’t ruled by his emotions the way Ash and Patrick both were, and he somehow had
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