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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back! I know you’ve been enjoying your time in Raven Row, but it’s time to return to Woodburn Hall, where we can get to know Ash’s mysterious half-brother, Trent, and his adorable little sister, Maggie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally.

      Trent rested his forehead against the cool wooden door and took a moment to breathe. After reading her three different stories, Maggie was finally asleep. He’d been so busy out on the estate lately, she was feeling neglected and had become prone to temper tantrums. But he was only her brother, and hardly capable of raising her. Unfortunately, he was also all she had.

      He did love her, though. And she believed in him. Idolized him, even. But sometimes it felt like this was all more than he could handle. Overseeing an estate that wasn’t his. Raising a child that wasn’t his.

      He shook his head and chastised himself. This was a good life. One he hadn’t earned. It was more than he deserved, and he should be grateful for it.

      He sighed as he trotted down the wide staircase and walked into the blue drawing room. At least this one actually was blue, both the sofas and curtains. In the yellow drawing room, there was not a hint of yellow to be found. But this wasn’t his house, so he didn’t question these things. Not out loud, anyway.

      “Good evening, Benson.”

      Benson already had their backgammon board set up and poured them each a glass of brandy before joining Trent at the table for their nightly game.

      “Thank you.” Trent took a sip and sighed heavily, easing back against the chair. A muscle in his leg twitched as if it didn’t know how to relax.

      “I doubt Lord Ashdown would have any objection to you hiring some help.”

      Trent sighed again. “Warwick managed the job without extra help. Apparently, he even had enough time to facilitate a fraudulent marriage scheme on the side.”

      “He did have extra help. He had you. And I know it isn’t my place to comment, but he quite clearly wasn’t doing a very good job of taking care of the estate. Hence, you have so much extra work right now. Not to mention, he wasn’t also raising a child.”

      “Ash has already given me far too much, Benson. Not many earls would even acknowledge their bastard brother, so how can I possibly complain as I sit here in his palatial house, drinking his exquisite brandy, while playing backgammon with someone he’s paying to simply keep me company? On top of all that, a nanny to take care of my sister while I’m otherwise engaged. All he asks in return is that I manage his estate.”

      “He is very generous. That is most assuredly true, and it is also why I believe he would not want you to work yourself into an early grave.”

      “I appreciate your concern, and I am grateful for your companionship, regardless of the reason you’re here. But enough talk. I believe it’s my turn to go first tonight.” Trent rolled the dice and moved two of his pieces down the board.

      When the butler entered the room a half hour later, they were nearing the end of their drinks and their game, Benson in the homestretch.

      “A telegram for you, sir.” He approached the table with said telegram resting on a silver salver. Trent barely managed to stop himself from rolling his eyes. He struggled with the deference they all showed him. But the staff here saw him as Lord Ashdown’s brother and treated him accordingly. To fault them for it would be disrespectful. And once again, he should be grateful for it.

      “Thank you, Moulton.” He took the folded paper, and the man bowed before leaving the room.

      The note was from Ash. He set it aside to read later, and when he looked back at the board, one of his pieces was sitting on the bar.

      “Did you cheat while I wasn’t watching?”

      Benson shrugged. “I suppose you’ll never know.”

      Trent chuckled. What would living in this house have been like without him? Quiet and lonely, no doubt. Ash had probably understood that and therefore provided. Just as he did with everything else.

      Trent looked back at the telegram. It wasn’t uncommon to receive messages from Ash, but they usually came in the middle of the day, and something about this one niggled at him.

      “Perhaps I should go have a look at this.” He picked up the telegram. “Based on where we’re at, I think we can safely declare you the winner tonight.”

      Benson lifted his glass before tipping it back. “Make sure you get some rest tonight. Maggie needs you more than this estate does.”

      He patted Benson’s shoulder. “Thank you. I truly appreciate your friendship.”

      He gave a subtle nod. “Goodnight, sir.”

      Trent groaned. “Not you, too. I just called you a friend.”

      Benson smiled. “Apologies. Old habits, I suppose. Goodnight, Trent.”

      He settled himself behind his desk and read the missive. He was being summoned. That was a first. A weight dropped into his stomach, sending ripples through the brandy he'd drunk. The request sounded innocuous enough, but there were no details. What if Ash had actually run out of patience with his ineptitude and he was about to lose his position at Woodburn Hall?
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        * * *

      

      She could do this. She had to do this.

      Samantha stood with the other Lady Ravens, waiting for the club to open. Every night, men queued outside the doors of The Raven’s Den anticipating its entertainments, and as of tonight, she was part of those entertainments.

      She wore a black feathered gown and mask, like the others. She’d practiced and knew all of the choreography. But tonight was her first time performing in front of men, and fear made her entire body tremble.

      As the doors opened, she waved and blew kisses along with the others, even as her heart lodged itself in her throat. She forced her lips up in a smile and followed along as they danced their way to the side of the gaming floor.

      She could do this. She was safe here. The men weren’t allowed to touch her. The words played like a mantra in her head.

      She just wanted to make Simon proud. Not that this was something a brother should be proud of; his sister dancing in a gaming hell with her wares on display. But what other choice did she have? And after everything else, he’d likely only ever be ashamed of her, anyway. She was soiled goods of the highest magnitude.

      She looked up at the balcony. It wasn’t visible from the gaming floor, but it was there. And as the head of security, he often observed from it. Was he watching her, even now?

      She continued to move with the others, forcing herself to focus on the task. She leaned in tandem with the ladies, their fans sweeping up in an arc. She could do this. She was safe here. The men weren’t allowed to touch her.

      But then she noticed a man watching her intently, and everything else ceased to exist. Cool air whispered over her decolletage, reminding her how exposed she was. His eyes were locked on her and a hunger filled them as his gaze swept over her body. A hunger she recognized, and it sent a chill up her spine.

      No. She shook her head.

      She felt the color drain from her face, and her resolve fled. The knowledge of what that man’s thoughts probably were sent panic racing through her as a barrage of images from her past flashed in her mind. Images of men with that same look, forcing her to do unspeakable things.

      Overwhelmed by a sudden urge to flee, she scurried along the wall to the back of the club and through the curtain. Thank God, the security man didn’t stop her. Dropping her fan, she raced down the hall and surged through the back door of the club. The man standing guard outside was so startled by her sudden appearance, he didn’t stop her either, so she sprinted into the dark alleyway.

      Not surprisingly, someone was soon behind her, calling her name. Mercifully, it was one of the owners and not her brother. She couldn’t face Simon.

      Michael came around to stand before her and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You’re safe, Samantha. No one here will hurt you.”

      Something about him made her feel like she really was safe. He had always been so kind to her. Even now. He didn’t shout at her or grab her and haul her back inside. He simply stood with her, promising his protection.

      With a sudden need to show her gratitude, she dropped to her knees and reached for the buttons on his trousers.

      He stilled her hand and crouched. “We don’t do that here, Samantha. Not only is it not expected, but it’s not allowed.”

      Heat rushed up her neck, filling her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Michael. I didn’t mean to break the rules. Please don’t send me back. I won’t do that again.”

      “Send you back to Auburn Ridge, you mean?”

      She swallowed, remembering her constant fear of being punished while she was in that place. But even the asylum was easier than what she'd endured before it.

      Gently, he took her hands and looked into her eyes. “You’re never going back there, Samantha. I promise you that. Now, let’s get you back inside, so you can change out of that dress and have a nice cup of tea to calm your nerves.”

      Did that mean she wasn’t going to be punished? He stood and urged her back to her feet.

      “How am I ever going to repay your kindness?” she asked quietly.

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her back toward the door. “That’s the thing about kindness. It doesn’t have to be repaid.”

      Once inside the hall, he opened the door that led to the stairs, but she stopped. “Is Simon up there?” She didn’t want to face her brother.

      “He is, but if you’ll promise to stay right here, I’ll go up and get him out of our way.”

      She nodded. “I promise.”

      Michael disappeared through the door, but he was only gone for a minute or two before he returned. He escorted her up the stairs and across to Raven House, stopping at the end of the hall that led to her room.

      “Go change into something more comfortable. I’ll wait right here, and we’ll have a cup of tea when you’re ready.”

      “Don’t you need to go back over to the club?”

      “It’s all taken care of. Right now, we just need to make sure you’re taken care of as well.”

      Her mind was all awhirl as she walked down the long corridor to her room. This place still didn’t make any sense to her. Why was Michael being so kind to her when she’d just abandoned her post, run away, and then proceeded to act inappropriately with him? Everyone here was always so kind to her, and she did nothing for any of them in return.

      All they’d asked of her was to dance and pose at The Raven’s Den, and she couldn’t even manage that. It was pathetic. She’d done things that were so much harder. Things that were painful and humiliating, so why was she suddenly so weak and afraid?

      After changing into her much more modest nightclothes, Michael was waiting for her, just as he’d said he would be. He poured them both a cup of tea and sat with her in the front sitting room. She stared down into her cup, unsure of what to say or do.

      “I’m sorry, Michael. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable or—” She sighed and finally looked up at him. “I don’t know any other way to express my gratitude.”

      “You’ve nothing to apologize for, Samantha.”

      “What did my brother say? Is he angry? Or ashamed?”

      “His only concern is your welfare. And that’s the case for all of us here.”

      Her brother always had been kind to her. Even when he’d taken her away from her husband, bruised and bleeding. Even when she’d cried and thrown things and begged him to spare Norman’s life. Even when she’d eventually tried to take her own. He’d never criticized her or condemned her. Only tried to make her happy and keep her safe. Just as they were all doing now.

      Why was it so much easier for her to feel deserving of the abuse than it was of the kindness?
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      Trent woke feeling grumpy and agitated. Worrying over Ash’s letter had kept him awake most of the night. But when he opened Maggie’s door, her smile chased away the darkness from his mood. She was the reason he worked so hard every day. She was also the reason he even had this position. Ash had been wrapped around her finger from the first moment he met her.

      “Happy birthday, Maggie!” Somehow her smile grew even more brilliant.

      “It’s my birthday!”

      He picked her up, like he did every morning, and carried her downstairs to the dining room.

      The servants all stood around the table, greeting her with a chorus of happy birthdays. She giggled and her eyes grew wide when she saw the beautifully decorated cake that sat in the center of the table. The cook here always spoiled her. They all did.

      “Do I get to have cake for breakfast?”

      “You sure do, Little Mouse.” Trent kissed her cheek and set her in her usual seat before sitting down beside her.

      “Why don’t you all join us?” he said, looking at Mrs. Archer. “There’s plenty of cake for everyone.”

      Slowly, they all seated themselves around the long table, leaving the chair at its head vacant. That was Ash’s seat and none of them would dare sit in it. Not even Trent. Not out of fear, but out of deference. They all held him in high esteem, even in his absence. Moulton and a footman quickly set the table for everyone, serving each of them a slice of cake before stationing themselves off to the side.

      “Sit down, Moulton,” Maggie said, furrowing her brow. “Have cake with us.”

      Trent gestured toward the empty chairs at the foot of the table. “It is her birthday.”

      “It’s my birthday!”

      Laughter broke out around the table and after cutting two more slices, the men joined them.

      Moulton smiled, something Trent had rarely seen the man do for anyone but Maggie. “Happy birthday, Miss Maggie.”

      She giggled and swung her feet as she stuffed a large bite of cake into her mouth. Trent gave thanks for this life he’d been gifted. When he was Maggie’s age, his mother had struggled to keep a roof over their heads and food in their bellies.

      Hopefully, Ash’s summons wasn’t going to bring an end to it all. He’d find out soon enough. They’d be leaving for the train station directly after breakfast.

      Trent tried to keep his thoughts occupied during their long journey south, pointing at things along the way for Maggie to identify. But eventually, she drifted off to sleep, and with each passing mile, the churning in his stomach grew more vigorous.

      When they walked through the door to Raven House late that afternoon, Maggie immediately spotted Ash and kicked her feet until Trent set her down. She sprinted across the main hall toward him.

      “Uncle Ash!”

      Ash threw his cane to Trent, so his hands were empty as she jumped into them. He groaned dramatically as he lifted her into the air. “You must have gotten bigger since the last time I saw you!”

      She giggled. “I did! It’s my birthday!”

      “It’s your birthday? How old are you?”

      She held up her hand, fingers spread wide.

      “Five? No wonder you’ve gotten so big!”

      She nodded animatedly, joy bubbling up in her laughter. Trent’s chest filled with gratitude. Ash was so good to her, and in turn, to him.

      “Well,” Ash said quietly. “Somebody might have told me it was your birthday, and I’m quite certain there will be a surprise waiting for you when you get home.”

      “A birthday present?”

      Ash gave her an indulgent smile. “A birthday present from your uncle Ash.”

      “What is it?”

      He chuckled. “It’s a surprise. You’ll find out when you get back home. Right now, your aunt Gwen has something for you in the sitting room.” He set her down and pointed to the doorway.

      “Aunt Gwen!” Maggie called as she ran. A chorus of feminine voices wished her a happy birthday as she entered the room.

      Ash held out his hand and Trent threw his cane back to him. “Come on in, it’s good to see you.”

      He followed Ash into his office. Ash closed the door but then he placed a hand on his shoulder, his gaze scouring Trent’s face.

      “Christ. You look like hell, Trent. When was the last time you had a good night’s sleep?” He shook his head. “Sit down.”

      They settled across the desk from one another.

      “Tell me what you need, Trent.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t need anything, Ash. You’ve already given me far too much. And speaking of which, what is this gift that will be waiting for Maggie?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      Trent shook his head. “It’s too much, Ash.”

      “You don’t even know what it is.”

      “I have an inkling. She did send you a painting, after all.”

      Ash shrugged. “I suppose you’ll see when you get home.”

      Trent sighed. “I do appreciate it all, Ash, but I feel as if my debt to you only continues to grow.”

      “Trent.” Ash waited until he made eye contact. “You are not now, nor will you ever be, in my debt. You are my brother.”

      Trent nodded, but it was still hard for that to be real to him.

      “Let me say that again, because I feel like you didn’t fully hear me. You. Are. My. Brother.”

      He closed his eyes. When he opened them, Ash was standing beside him with an arm out. He stood and they embraced.

      “Thank you, Ash.”

      “Thank you, Trent. You are the one who has quite clearly taken on far too much work for one person. You should have asked. I would have gotten you the help you need.”

      Trent was about to argue but Ash held up a hand. “Upfront and honest, remember? When you need help, you tell me.”

      Slowly, Trent nodded.

      “Do I need to ask Mr. Braithwaite to come back? Is there more training he can offer that might help you?”

      “No. I think he taught me everything I was capable of learning.”

      “Well, I haven’t seen a lot of money going out to pay laborers for the repairs you’ve been reporting.” He paused, closing his eyes with a sigh. “Tell me you haven’t been doing it all yourself.”

      Trent didn’t say anything. He had been doing it all himself. Regardless of what Ash said, Trent did owe him. More than he could ever work off.

      “That ends today.” Ash shook his head. “I hate to even ask for something else from you, but right now, I need your help. Let’s go over to the Den. There are others that need to be a part of this conversation, and this office is too small for that.”

      Trent had never been in The Raven’s Den when it was actually a gaming hell. When he’d visited for Ash’s wedding it had been completely transformed into a large reception hall.

      “Come on over tonight, after Maggie’s in bed, so you can see it in all its glory. It’s quite an experience.” Trent had never really seen this side of Ash’s life. He was more relaxed here than he’d been at Woodburn. More at home.

      “I can’t wait to see it.”

      “I don’t know if you’ve met these two yet. Michael is one of my partners, and Allister heads up our security.”

      “We have met, but Mr. Allister wasn’t working for you then.” Trent shook both of their hands. He still had no idea what he was here for. At least it didn’t appear he was about to be sacked.

      “Brandy?” Ash asked as he walked to the bar.

      “Yes, please.” Hopefully a drink would calm his nerves.

      They all settled around the table before Ash spoke again. “I know you’re curious about why I requested your presence here, so I’ll just get right to it. Allister’s sister, Samantha, is in our care. She’s been through an incredibly difficult few years and isn’t acclimating very well here. In truth, she needs more help than we can offer her. I’d like to send her up to Woodburn Hall.”

      “And what is it that makes you believe I’m qualified for that? Is she a child?”

      “No,” Allister said, shaking his head. “She’s definitely not a child.”

      “But I don’t know anything about women, Ash. I can’t— I can’t—” He downed half of his brandy, unable to complete whatever that sentence should be.

      “This is where Maggie comes in,” Ash explained. “She’s going to be our secret weapon. I think she might be just what Samantha needs.”

      His fear was instantly extinguished by his protectiveness. “I don’t like the sound of that, Ash.”

      Ash’s lips pressed into a thin line. “You don’t actually think I would do something that might put her in danger, do you?”

      Of course he wouldn’t. Ash would do anything to keep her safe. Trent shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Samantha isn’t dangerous,” Michael said. “She’s just scared and lost. She doesn’t know who she is or what she wants.”

      “My sister was a victim of that fraudulent marriage scheme.” Allister swirled his glass. “She endured five years of unimaginable abuse.”

      “But how can I possibly help her?”

      “Woodburn is somewhere she can just be,” Ash said. “She won’t have any expectations and can simply work through her grief however she needs to. And I know I can trust you to not take advantage of her vulnerability.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t.”

      “You do need to be warned, though.” Michael’s features were serious. “She sometimes tries to show gratitude in ways that are not appropriate.”

      “Cover your ears, Allister.”

      Allister sighed and shook his head. “Say what you need to say, Michael.”

      “Last night, before I even knew what was happening,”—Michael’s eyes flicked to Allister but he continued—“she was on her knees and had a button open on my trousers.”

      Trent’s stomach tightened. Even just the words made him uncomfortable. The last thing he needed to worry about was a woman. Especially a woman who might do something like that.

      Michael looked at Allister again. “I’m sorry you had to hear that, but he needs to know, so he can be prepared.”

      Be prepared? How was he supposed to be prepared for something like that? He was a virgin, for God’s sake.

      Allister shook his head. “You’ve nothing to apologize for. I’m lucky she’s here. Any other man would have taken full and immediate advantage of her.”

      Allister scrubbed a hand over the side of his face before looking at Trent. “I feel terrible asking you to take her on. She should be my responsibility, but every other attempt I’ve made has failed.” He swallowed a mouthful of his whisky. “There’s another thing you need to know before making your decision.” Guilt flowed from the man in an almost palpable wave. “She tried to take her own life… with my razor.”

      A picture of his mother’s lifeless body flashed in Trent’s mind. “I’ll take her.” He hadn’t been able to save her, but perhaps he could help Samantha.

      All three men looked at him.

      “I’ll take her,” he said again.

      Ash’s lips turned up slowly. “Good man.”
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        * * *

      

      After spending an hour on her knees beside her bed, Samantha got up and stretched. She never actually prayed, but she’d learned very quickly at Auburn Ridge that pretending to do so kept her safe from punishment. Now, she found emotional comfort in the position, but it still made her knees hurt.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and stared across the room. A constant feeling of dread had settled over her last night, and she’d taken to hiding in her room. Gwen had come in to make sure she was alright but hadn’t said a word about her fleeing from the gaming floor, or the incident with Michael.

      A knock startled her, but the door didn’t open, which meant it wasn’t one of the ladies. What if it was Ash? What would happen if he threw her out on the streets? Would Simon take her in again? Even after everything she’d done? Heart pounding, she walked across the room and opened the door.

      “Simon.” Her fear dissipated, but shame immediately took its place. Her brother must know about what she’d done, or at least tried to do, with Michael.

      “Don’t I get hugs anymore?”

      She threw herself into his warm embrace. “Thank you for being such a good brother, Simon.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that, but I’m the only brother you’ve got, so you’re stuck with me.” He squeezed her a little tighter before letting her go. “I need you to come over to the Den with me.”

      Samantha swallowed, her dread flooding back.

      Simon took her hand. “You’re safe, Samantha.”

      Why did everyone keep telling her that?

      And why was it so hard for her to believe them?

      The truth was, she wasn’t even sure what that meant. She nodded and walked with him down the hall. Why did it feel as if she were headed for the gallows?

      As they slipped through the curtain onto the gaming floor, Ash was in conversation with another man. A man who looked very like him.

      Samantha stepped behind Simon as if he could shield her from whatever was coming. But he wasn’t one of the owners. He only worked for them. How could he possibly protect her? He turned around and placed steady hands on her shoulders. “Everything is going to be alright.”

      She didn’t feel like it was. “Is he— are you, sending me away?”

      “I need you to trust me. I know that’s hard to do after Auburn Ridge, but I promise nothing like that will ever happen again. Nothing like Norman will ever happen again either. What I want is for you to be happy.”

      “But I—” What was she going to say? She couldn’t even remember what happiness felt like anymore. “What if I can’t be?”

      Sadness filled his eyes and he wrapped his arms around her. “You will be,” he whispered into her ear.

      She turned at the sound of running footsteps behind her. A young girl bounded past her, curls bouncing, and her eyes wide with excitement. “Uncle Ash!”

      Ash laughed with the girl as he lifted her into the air. “Did you have fun with your aunt Gwen?“

      She nodded animatedly. “She gave me a net for catching butterflies!”

      Suddenly, Ash didn’t look nearly as terrifying as he always had. His eyes sparkled with joy, and his smile was filled with adoration. He set the young girl back on the floor and bent down to talk to her. “There’s someone special I want you to meet.”

      Her eyes grew wide, and she nodded, taking his hand. He led the little girl straight to her. “Maggie, this is Samantha.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mantha!” She beamed up at her, a smile stretching across her face.

      Samantha crouched. For some reason, tears filled her eyes. Perhaps because she didn’t feel deserving of this beautiful girl’s light. What if the darkness that filled her was contagious? “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Maggie.”

      “It’s my birthday!”

      “Happy birthday!” As Maggie’s happiness washed over her, it seemed to summon a whisper of her own. Was that possible? Samantha brushed the tears away as they streamed down her cheeks.

      Maggie’s smile fell just a bit. “Sometimes I need a hug when I’m sad. Do you need a hug?”

      A sob burst from her as she nodded. Maggie reached for her. She wrapped her arms around the little girl, holding onto her like a lifeline. Emotions she’d been holding back for years surged through her. After a moment, she forced them back down and got her crying under control. Everyone undoubtedly thought she was being hysterical.

      “Thank you, Maggie. That was the best hug I’ve ever had.”

      Her smile was back. “Maybe tonight my brother will read you a story. That always helps me feel better.”

      Samantha nodded. Simon had read her stories when she was little, too. It was sometimes hard to believe that life was the same as this.

      As she stood, Ash gave her an encouraging smile. The other man walked up beside him and picked Maggie up.

      “Samantha, this is my brother Trent,” Ash said.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Trent.” He was younger than Ash, and neither as dark nor as intimidating. But he was still a man.

      Gwen put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Are you alright?” she whispered.

      Samantha nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause a scene.”

      “You didn’t cause a scene.”

      She looked at Ash. “Are you sending me away?”

      He tipped his head and thought for a moment before answering. “Yes. But not in the way you think. Not because you didn’t do a good enough job or because you have been somehow inadequate. I believe Woodburn Hall will be a better place for you to heal.”

      Maggie’s eyes lit. “She’s coming to stay with us?”

      Trent smiled at her. “If she wants to.”

      “You can help me catch butterflies!”

      She smiled at Maggie but looked back to Ash. “You’re giving me a choice?”

      Ash inclined his head. “Of course. And you’ll always be welcome back.”

      “What is Woodburn Hall?”

      “It’s my estate.”

      At least it wasn’t an asylum. “What would I do there?”

      “The only thing you’ll have to do,” Simon said beside her, “is try to find your happiness again.”

      She looked into each of their eyes. Simon, Trent, Ash, Gwen, who still held her hand, and even Maggie. She was surrounded by so much kindness, but could she really trust it?

      It didn’t matter. She knew where this was headed if she stayed, and she couldn’t do that to Simon again.

      “I’ll go.”
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      Maggie insisted on staying in Samantha’s room that night. Somehow, she’d always had an innate ability to know when someone needed her joy. Right now, that someone was Samantha.

      “Any trouble?” Ash asked as Trent came through the door to The Raven’s Den.

      “None. She was more than happy to spend tonight with Samantha.”

      “Good. I’ll have someone stationed outside their door tonight to make sure she doesn’t go wandering.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ash led him through a door to a dark room. One whole side was like a window where light and sound filtered in from below. The gaming floor was brightly lit, enhancing the vibrant colors, which perfectly offset all the black. The feathered gowns shimmered as the ladies moved, the dark fabric highlighting their decolletage. The shifting of the musicians’ bows, light glinting off crystal glasses, cards being shuffled, dice being thrown, men laughing and groaning. There was so much, it was hard to take it all in.

      Giles stood in the middle of the magical pandemonium, laughing with a tableful of patrons. Large men were posted at both the front and rear, and others were outside the doors, making sure everyone was safe.

      Pride filled his chest. His brother had created all of this. He looked over at Ash, who still seemed to delight in the experience. “You have quite a team.”

      Ash nodded. “I’m lucky to be surrounded by amazing people.”

      “It’s not luck, Ash. You’ve built all of this, and it’s incredible.”

      “I didn’t do it alone. I’ve had a lot of help. Just as I’m getting help now, from you.” Ash clapped him on the shoulder. “I appreciate all you do for me, you know. Without you, I couldn’t be here doing this.”

      Trent struggled with that. He thought of himself as a charity case. Someone Ash had taken on out of pity. He’d never viewed himself as part of Ash’s team, but was it possible Ash did?

      “I didn’t miss the change in you when Allister mentioned his sister tried to take her own life. Is that how your mother…?”

      Trent nodded and Ash shifted just slightly. He was good at hiding his emotions, but for Trent, it was like looking into a mirror. He could see everything. “None of the blame for that falls on you, Ash.”

      Allister walked into the room, a sad smile turning up his lips. “It’s going to be hard for me to send her away. I like being able to watch over her here. Regardless, I am truly grateful.”

      Trent shrugged. It felt awkward receiving praise from men like him and Ash, knowing all they’d accomplished. “I’ll try my best to provide her whatever she needs.”

      “Do you want to know details of what she’s been through?” Allister asked.

      “I don’t see why that would be necessary. What’s important now is her future. If she
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