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Prologue
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March 1880

“You look ridiculous.”

Fourteen-year-old Morgan Strathmore froze, familiar rage rising within him at the sound of his stepfather’s voice. He slowly turned, the chilly breeze atop the castle’s battlements ruffling the mask and cape he wore.

The Earl of Winters stood a dozen feet away, an infuriating smirk on his handsome features. He shook his dark head as he took a few steps closer. “What in God’s name are you wearing?”

Morgan and his brothers, Lucien and Adrian, had been tormented and abused by Winters since their mother had married him two years ago. Recently, after the earl had given Lucien a particularly bad beating, they’d come up with a plan to fight back. They’d envisioned a masked avenger, whom they’d decided to name Prometheus. Lucien, who was the oldest, would don the mask and, with his height, they’d thought perhaps they could scare the earl into leaving them alone.

That had been the plan anyway. Morgan’s only role had been to make the costume. He’d always had an artistic streak, and he’d put all his time and energy into the endeavor. It had helped to have a plan, to imagine an end to their suffering. 

He’d come up here to test out the costume to ensure that one could run and jump in it, unhindered. He had been enjoying the way the heavy satin cape swirled around him in the wind, but now, he felt as ridiculous as Winters had claimed. He was far too slim and short to scare the man, and by allowing himself to get caught wearing it, he’d ruined their plans. 

Bitter tears stung his eyes as he longed for his real father, who had heroically died saving him and his twin, Adrian, when a fire had swept through their home when they were ten. Adrian had been badly burned, and Winters was especially cruel to him, which hurt Morgan even more than if he had been the one to bear the brunt of it.

Winters closed the distance between them and gripped his shoulder painfully. “I’m talking to you, boy. What are you doing up here?”

Morgan shook his head and tried to pull away, but the earl held him too tightly. 

“Is this what it’s come to? You’ve taken to wearing a mask to hide that ugly face of yours?” Winters laughed darkly. “It won’t work. No one will ever love you, looking as you do.”

Realizing that his stepfather had mistaken him for Adrian, Morgan’s fury grew. “How can you say such things? It isn’t Adrian’s fault he was burned. It’s hard enough for him! You don’t have to make it worse!”

Winters’ eyes widened, and he snatched off the mask. An evil grin twisted his lips. “Coming to the little monster’s defense, eh? I suppose that’s commendable. But he’s an embarrassment to me. You all are.”

Red filled Morgan’s vision and, before he could think better of it, he pulled his fist back and swung at his stepfather’s face with every ounce of strength in his body. Pain radiated up his arm as he connected with the earl’s jaw, but the satisfaction was short-lived as he realized the futility of what he’d done.

Luckily, Winters released him, pressing his hand to his face in shock. Morgan took the opportunity to whirl away and sprint toward the opposite end of the roof, toward the door that led back inside the tower.

For a few moments, he thought he was going to make it. He was within a yard of the door when Winters grabbed him from behind. He spun Morgan toward him and punched him in the stomach with a force that stole Morgan’s breath. While Morgan was still trying to regain some air in his lungs, the earl swung him over his shoulder, knocking him breathless again, and strode to the ramparts, standing precariously close to the edge. 

Morgan felt a fear unlike anything he’d ever known as he stared at the dizzying drop beneath him. He had no doubt that Winters would pitch him over. 

“I could throw you off,” the earl snarled. “Only your brothers would miss you.”

And my mother. But even as Morgan thought it, he wasn’t certain it was true. If his mother had truly loved him, loved any of them, she wouldn’t stand by and let this man hurt them. 

He closed his eyes, sudden calm coming over him. He could not remain passive. He had to fight. If he died tonight, he was taking this bastard with him. At least then, his brothers would be safe. 

Taking a deep breath, he thrust with all his might against Winters’ back, breaking the hold the man had on his legs. Morgan came off the earl’s shoulder with such momentum that when he landed face-first on the roof, his ribs seemed to snap, shooting incredible pain through his chest. Before he could scramble away, the cape around his shoulders yanked at his neck so hard that he thought his head would come off, pulling him across the roof until the parapets stopped him. He lifted his head to find that when he’d kicked away from the earl, the man must have lost his balance. He’d fallen off the edge, and the only thing keeping him from plunging to his death was his grip on Morgan’s cape.

“Pull me up,” Winters growled, trying to reach high enough to grab the ledge without releasing his hold on the cape, which was slowly choking the life out of Morgan. 

Morgan tried to imagine a scenario where he could actually do as the earl asked. How could he pull up the much-heavier earl with the cape choking him? Was there really a choice to make? He had to save himself. Gasping, Morgan fought to unfasten the heavy satin from his throat so he could breathe. It came loose suddenly, and the earl cried out hoarsely as he fell. 

The sound of his stepfather hitting the ground far below reverberated in Morgan’s ears as he lay struggling for air. The realization of what had just happened washed over him, leaving him stunned and terrified. He hoisted himself up and looked over, a strange sort of elation filling him when he saw that the man who had made his and his brothers’ lives hell for the past few years would not do it anymore.

The Earl of Winters was dead. 

Then an icy fear swept through him as he realized that he was the one who had killed him. 
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Chapter One
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April 1897

Fiona Bohannan stood frozen behind a heavy satin drapery, dust tickling her nose as her heart pounded furiously in her chest. Beneath the heavy cape she wore, a little girl trembled in her arms. At any moment, Fiona knew the girl could make a sound, alerting the monster who’d just entered the room of their presence. 

She peered through a small gap in the curtains as the middle-aged man looked around in befuddlement. He was searching for the child in Fiona’s arms, the girl whose virginity he’d paid for at an auction downstairs not half an hour ago. 

The girl couldn’t have been more than seven. 

Fiona had sneaked into the brothel with the intention of stealing the girl away, but they hadn’t yet made it out the window when the man had opened the door. She’d just managed to hide them both behind the curtain when he’d come barreling into the room.

“What the bloody hell...?” He strode closer, his bloodshot gaze on the open window, just feet away from where Fiona and the girl stood. 

He poked his head out the window, then gave a strangled roar. “The wee bitch has gotten away!” Spinning on his heels, he charged for the door, bellowing all the way about how he’d been robbed. 

Taking advantage of the distraction, Fiona shoved the girl out the window onto the ledge outside, following her out as silently as possible. They didn’t have much time. Now that the alarm had been given, a half-dozen toughs employed by the madam would be searching for them in a matter of moments. 

The girl whimpered, clinging to the side of the building, her eyes wild. 

“I know you’re scared,” Fiona whispered. “But if you do as I say, I’ll get you to a safe place. A place where no one can ever hurt you.”

Staring at the mask Fiona wore, the girl gave a jerky nod. “You’re Prometheus, isn’t you? I heard of you. Didn’t know you was a woman, though.”

“Well, tonight, I am. And we need to get moving.” Fiona inched her way along the ledge, heading for a place where she could easily jump less than three feet to the roof of the building next door. Once she’d gained the roof, she turned and reached out a hand.

The girl’s eyes were huge, but she put her hand in Fiona’s and made the leap as well.

Then they were running, dashing across the rooftops as though their lives depended on it, because they probably did. 

Fiona had known the dangers when she’d decided to take up the good work that her friend Adrian Strathmore had begun, but this was her first rescue, and she was absolutely terrified. She had no doubt about what would happen to her if she were caught. Many years ago, Adrian had rescued her in the way she was rescuing this girl, and she would never go back to that life. She’d rather die.

Shouts rang out behind them, and Fiona tightly gripped the girl’s hand, urging her toward a door that led from the roof down into a building full of rundown flats. She’d planned to use this as her escape route all along; she just hadn’t thought she’d be running when she got here. 

They made it through the door and then down four flights of stairs before spilling out onto the street. Fiona ripped off the mask and shoved it into her pocket, heading for the hired hack she’d paid to wait for her. She lifted the girl up onto the seat and jumped up beside her. 

“Go,” she cried to the hack driver. “We’re being chased.”

The man gave her a wide-eyed look but didn’t ask questions. 

As they pulled away at a brisk trot, Fiona sank back against the stiff seat and shared a triumphant smile with the girl. “We did it.”

The girl nodded, seeming a bit dazed.

“What’s your name?” Fiona asked gently.

“Molly,” she replied softly.

“Well, Molly, soon we’ll be at Brookhaven, and you’ll be safe.”

Brookhaven was the orphanage Adrian had founded years ago, specifically to care for children like Molly, girls and boys who’d been sold into prostitution. For years, Adrian had donned the mask of Prometheus and rescued children from places like the one she’d been at tonight. He’d brought them to Fiona, who ran the home and made sure the children were fed, cared for, and even educated. 

Unfortunately, Adrian had recently wed and started a family. He’d retired the mask of Prometheus when he’d found out that his wife, Vanessa, was expecting a baby. While Fiona couldn’t blame her old friend for stopping his dangerous activities, she’d been haunted by the idea of all the children who were still suffering.

A few weeks ago, it had suddenly occurred to her that although Adrian had stopped, there was no reason Prometheus had to. She’d made herself a mask and cape similar to Prometheus’s and had started prowling the streets at night, listening and watching, searching for children to rescue.

A surge of purpose pulsed through her. She’d worried that, as a woman, she wouldn’t be able to do this, but so far, she’d had extraordinary luck. 

Molly threw herself into Fiona’s arms, hugging her tightly. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you so much.”

Fiona hugged her back, absolutely certain that this was what she’d been meant to do.

* * *
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“I THOUGHT YOU’D PUT the mask away,” Morgan Strathmore said as soon as he was shown into the Earl of Hawkesmere’s sitting room where his two brothers were engaged in a game of chess.

His twin, Adrian, looked up at him in confusion. His face still bore a faint tracery of scars from the fire that had killed their father when they were children. “What are you talking about?”

Morgan poured himself a drink and then took a seat near them. “Prometheus was apparently spotted in the East End last night. Which one of you was it?” 

Lucien, his older brother, who was also the earl, glanced up from the board. “Well, it wasn’t me.” He turned back to Adrian. “I thought you were done with all that.”

Adrian shrugged. “It wasn’t me either.”

Morgan frowned at them both. “If it wasn’t either of you, then who the bloody hell was it?”

Lucien sat back and shook his head. “The mask and cape are upstairs. Whoever’s doing this must have had their own made.”

“For what purpose?” Adrian asked. 

Morgan sighed and rubbed his temple. “I don’t know. The person who told me about it didn’t know exactly what this faux-Prometheus was up to.”

“I don’t like it,” said Lucien. “Do you think that whoever he is has any idea that we’re involved?”

“Everyone who knows that we came up with Prometheus is in this room,” said Adrian. “There’s no way anyone else could know.”

For several years, Adrian had masqueraded as Prometheus, reimagining their childhood creation into a champion for those who were too small or weak to champion themselves. When he’d finally put the mask away, Lucien had briefly reprised the role to find out information about the child their mother and stepbrother had taken from him when he was young. Morgan was the only one of them who had never donned the mask himself. At least, not since the night Winters had died...

Shaking himself out of those dangerous thoughts, he returned his attention to his brothers. “You’re forgetting about your wives. They both know.”

Lucien glared at him. “Are you insinuating that Vanessa or Serenity would betray our confidence?”

Morgan sighed. “No, of course not. I just don’t know who else might know.”

“I don’t think anyone knows that we’re linked to Prometheus,” Adrian cut in. “Someone must have decided to adopt the persona for their own purposes.”

Lucien shook his head. “The last thing I want is for someone to draw attention to Prometheus. We’re lucky no one put two and two together when Adrian was burning down brothels from one end of the city to the other.”

“No one knew it was me,” Adrian said. “I was careful.”

“Winters knew,” Morgan reminded them both, referring to their stepbrother, who now bore his father’s title. The bastard had run all sorts of unsavory establishments, and Adrian had targeted him with a single-minded intensity that had ended in the death of Morgan’s wife, Anne. Winters had also kidnapped their little sister, Allison, and escaped to the Continent. Lucien had dispatched an inspector to find Allison and bring her back. Quinn O’Brien had done so, but he hadn’t managed to capture Winters. They hadn’t heard anything from their stepbrother since, but Morgan was certain they eventually would. 

“Do you think that he’s come back? Perhaps hired someone to play Prometheus in an attempt to draw us out?” Lucien asked, leaning forward with a look of quiet intensity.

“I don’t know,” Morgan said, “but I don’t like it. I think I’m going to put on the mask myself, go down to the East End, see if I can find out anything else.” The idea appealed to him greatly. Ever since Anne’s death, he’d been looking for a purpose. 

“I’ll do it,” Adrian asserted quickly. “You don’t know the sorts of places that you’re talking about. You’d stick out like a sore thumb.”

Morgan bristled at his brother’s tone. “If the both of you were able to pull it off, then I’m certain I can, too.”

They exchanged a look, which made him even angrier. He knew what they thought, that he was weaker than them, more sensitive, that he’d never had to go through the pain and suffering they had. He supposed that his behavior when Anne had died had only solidified their opinions of him. However, he was bloody sick and tired of them coddling him and treating him like he couldn’t handle things. 

How hard could it possibly be, after all?

Lucien sighed. “I don’t think this is a good idea. What if it truly is Winters, and the whole point of it is an attempt to draw us out? You could be walking right into a trap.”

“It could be the police. Perhaps they’ve put someone else on the case, someone who won’t be as willing to look the other way as Inspector O’Brien,” Adrian asserted, looking worried.

But all their warnings just made Morgan want to do it even more. Ever since Anne had died, he’d felt adrift, unable to concentrate, unable to move on with his life. He’d lain awake most nights, simply staring at the ceiling, trying to ignore the fact that Anne wasn’t beside him, trying to forget how many nights he’d left her alone.

“I’m not going to give you the costume.” Lucien sat back in his chair and took another drink as though that was the end of it. 

“Do you think that will stop me?” Morgan asked with a bitter laugh. He had, after all, been the one to design the cursed thing. His artistic streak was probably what made them think him less than a man. Winters had told him as much before he’d destroyed all of Morgan’s art supplies and paintings a few months before the incident on the castle roof. He hadn’t painted again for years after that.

Adrian shook his head. “I just don’t think anything good will come of it.”

“I need to do this,” Morgan said, imploring them to understand and wondering why it was suddenly so important to him. When he’d walked in here ten minutes ago, it had been the furthest thing from his mind. 

Perhaps it was the challenge. Perhaps it was the fact that they’d told him that he couldn’t. Perhaps he just needed something to fill the long, lonely hours of the night.

Adrian sighed. “Well, if you’re dead set on doing it, at least let me give you some pointers.”

Morgan gave his brother a quick smile, realizing as he did so how long it had been since he’d had a reason to smile. “Thank you. I’d appreciate it.”

Lucien still looked uncertain, but he didn’t argue, and for that, Morgan was grateful. 
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Chapter Two
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Fiona took off her eyeglasses and eased back in her chair, gingerly sticking her feet up on the only clear spot on her battered desk, which was covered with ledgers and receipts. Exhaustion pulled heavily behind her eyes, and she wanted nothing more than to make her way to her small bedroom in Brookhaven’s attic and sleep until she had to be up at the crack of dawn to help Cook make the children’s breakfast. 

Every minute of her day was filled with making sure that the orphanage ran smoothly, that each child got a little attention, and that the finances were in order. Long after the children had gone to bed, she remained here in her office, going over the books until she went cross-eyed. She worried so much that her wealthy benefactor, Adrian Strathmore, would stop funding the home. Therefore, she scrimped and saved, struggling to give the children the best life she could, while still managing to put away some money for a rainy day. 

Life had taught her that you couldn’t count on anybody but yourself.

For five precious minutes, she allowed herself to relax, feeling the tension in the back of her neck slowly drain away. But that was all she allowed herself. When the big grandfather clock out in the hallway struck midnight, she pushed herself to her feet, then went to the locked drawer in the corner. Opening it, she pulled out Prometheus’s mask and cloak. 

Three days had passed since her first successful rescue. Molly was adjusting well, and she still had four empty to beds to fill before the orphanage would be at full capacity. She knew she couldn’t save all the children, but as long as Brookhaven had empty beds, she was going to continue the work that Adrian had started. 

Besides, the prickle of danger had made her feel alive for the first time in longer than she could remember. She loved her work, but sometimes the long monotonous days drained the very heart and soul out of her. She cleaned, cooked, answered a thousand questions, bandaged small cuts and scrapes, and gave hugs and kisses, but she had no one to really talk to, no one to share her burdens with. At least not since Adrian had found Vanessa. 

Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them rapidly away, stunned. How long had it been since she’d cried? Years. She didn’t have time for emotion, but... she missed her friend. She’d been sincerely happy that he’d found someone, and she’d grown to love Vanessa like a sister, but they were busy with their own lives now, especially now that they had baby Anne. Although they occasionally stopped by to visit the children, and Adrian continued to put money in Brookhaven’s account, everything had changed. 

Squaring her shoulders, she shoved the mask and cape into a small carpetbag and made her way through the huge, quiet house. Slipping out the kitchen door, she headed across the garden to the street behind the house where she’d flag down a hack. 

She hadn’t made it a dozen yards when a shadow separated itself from the tree in front of her, and a man stepped into her path. Her heart leaped into her throat, only to subside at the sight of the mask and cape similar to the ones in her bag.

“Adrian,” she whispered. “You scared the life out of me.”

He took her hand and pulled her back toward the house, stepping into a pool of light that spilled out from the kitchen. Before she could say anything else, he pulled off the mask, revealing Adrian’s face, only without the tracery of scars that made her friend so distinctive.

“Mr. Strathmore,” she said in confusion, realizing this was Adrian’s twin, Morgan. Though she’d met him a few times and had taken care of his infant daughter after his wife’s death, she didn’t really know him at all and couldn’t imagine what he’d be doing here at this time of night.

Dressed as Prometheus, no less!

A sinking feeling took root in the pit of her stomach.

“Hello, Mrs. Bohannan,” he said quietly. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

She shook her head, an unease of a different kind growing within her. Adrian’s scars somehow made him approachable. Though he was handsome and of noble birth, he’d never made her feel beneath him in any way. This man, however, was so gorgeous with his inky-black hair, ice-blue eyes, and perfectly formed features that she always felt a little tongue-tied in his presence. 

Morgan sighed and ran a hand through his thick hair, mussing it a bit, which was, if anything, even more attractive. “Someone has been masquerading as Prometheus,” he said bluntly. “For the past two nights, I’ve been haunting the East End, hoping to catch the bastard in the act. But it finally occurred to me that if whoever he is truly knew anything about what my brothers and I have been doing, he might think to come here.”

Did he suspect her? Unable to read him at all, she tried to subdue her racing heart. The thought crossed her mind that she should simply come clean about her activities, but he seemed so angry. 

What right did he have to be angry? As far as she knew, he’d never donned the mask himself until the last two days. And he hadn’t used it to help people; he only intended to stop the person who was actually trying to make a difference in the world. 

She lifted her chin, determined not to make things easy for him. “I don’t know who the new Prometheus is. And I don’t care. All I know is that children are being brought to me again.”

His blue eyes widened in surprise. “You mean, someone is actually rescuing children and bringing them here to you?”

Damn it! She’d given him information that he didn’t have, and in doing so, she’d made herself even more of a suspect.

She crossed her arms stubbornly. “I really don’t feel comfortable talking about this with you outside in the middle of the night. If you’d like to come back tomorrow, we can discuss it then.”

A frown settled on his handsome face. “What are you doing out here this late anyway?”

“I don’t answer to you. I don’t even have to answer to Adrian.” She glared at him, daring him to dispute it. Though Adrian owned the orphanage and gave it monetary support, he had never interfered with the day-to-day operations. Even if he did, she wasn’t beholden to him after hours, and he’d be the first to tell his brother that. 

Morgan sighed and scrubbed his hand over his face. “You’re right. I just don’t like the idea of someone playing at being Prometheus. It’s not a game, and I don’t want either of my brothers to be harmed by this.”

“You’re the ones treating this as a game!” Anger suddenly erupted out of her, anger she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding onto until this very moment. “The three of you only care about those poor unfortunate children when it suits you! Whoever has donned the mask now knows that children are being raped and abused in the most heinous ways every single day. I’m happy that Adrian has found some happiness, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t still a need for Prometheus.”

“Mrs. Bohannan,” he murmured, reaching out and putting a placating hand on her shoulder, obviously shocked by her vehement response. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Do you think we don’t know that this ugliness still exists? But we can’t save everyone, and why is it incumbent on us to try?”

She shrugged his hand away. “I know that you can’t save everybody. But you can save one child at a time.” She blinked rapidly, refusing to give in to her threatening tears. “Do you think that Molly, the little girl Prometheus brought to me three nights ago, doesn’t deserve a chance at a normal life?”

“Molly?” Morgan’s eyes lit up. “Can I speak to her? Maybe she knows something that will help.”

“No!” she snapped, realizing that once again, she’d said too much. “As I pointed out, it’s the middle of the night. I am not going to let you wake up that poor child and interrogate her. She’s been through enough!”

“I didn’t mean right now,” he snapped back. “I can come back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow isn’t good either,” she told him, her heart thundering in her chest. Why had she mentioned the girl? She could already tell that this man was going to be like a dog with a bone until he got his way. And once he did, once Molly told him that Prometheus was a woman, it wouldn’t be hard for him to connect the dots. “I’m not letting any men near Molly until she’s settled in here. She needs to feel safe and comfortable after what she’s been through.”

He dropped his gaze, seeming to realize that they were talking about a real little girl who had suffered terribly. “Of course,” he muttered. “I’m not trying to antagonize you, Mrs. Bohannan. I just want to get to the bottom of this.”

“Even if I knew who Prometheus was, I wouldn’t tell you!” Giving him one last glare, she spun on her heels and headed back toward the house, her anger mounting at the fact that Morgan Strathmore had inadvertently stymied the night’s rescue mission.

* * *
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MORGAN’S FRUSTRATION grew as Fiona Bohannan walked away from him, her chin high and her shoulders squared. He’d forgotten what a fierce little thing she was. He’d also forgotten how very lovely she could be, all full of righteous indignation with her green eyes spitting fire and her auburn hair cascading around her slim shoulders. 

The very thought seemed disloyal to Anne, but once it had taken hold, he couldn’t shake it. During the time after Anne’s death, when Fiona had taken care of baby Felicity for him, he’d been so full of guilt and anguish that he hadn’t taken much note of the woman. He’d appreciated that she’d been there for his daughter when he’d been unable to do it himself, but he’d seen her as little more than hired help, someone his brothers had arranged to provide a service.

Somewhat chagrined, he faded back into the shadows, staring at the house pensively and noticing when a light came on so very high up that it had to be the attic. Did Fiona sleep in the part of the house that would swelter the most in the summer and freeze in the winter? No one would blame her if she took one of the better rooms for herself. Lord knew she did enough for the place. 

He stared down at Prometheus’s mask, which he still held in his hands, and brought it up into a pale sliver of moonlight. It seemed to mock him, the sightless eyes daring him to do something. 

Fiona’s words had struck him deeply. He didn’t blame Adrian for hanging up the mask and moving on with his life. However, Fiona was right. So many children still needed rescuing, and if the imposter was actually doing that, then how could he be so selfish as to only think how it might affect his family? 

Slipping the mask back on his face, he decided that perhaps instead of trying to unmask the new Prometheus, he should think of how best to give him a hand. 
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Chapter Three
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“Ma’am, there’s a gentleman here to see you.” 

Fiona looked up from her ledgers to find Bridget, one of the older girls, standing nervously in the doorway of her office. 

Bridget stepped closer, lowering her voice, her blue eyes wide with awe. “A real gentleman, ma’am. Mr. Morgan Strathmore.”

Suppressing a sigh, Fiona sat back in her chair and glanced at herself in the mirror across the room. She looked a mess, tired and disheveled. She pushed a few strands of auburn hair behind her ear, then realized what she was doing and stopped. It wasn’t as though a man like him would be attracted to her, not even if she was fresh from a bath and wearing her finest dress. And, in any event, why should she care what he thought of her? “Send him in.”

Bridget nodded and scurried away, and Fiona tried to control her racing heart. On some level, she’d known he’d call today. He wasn’t the sort of man to make false threats or promises. She wasn’t sure which of those their conversation last night had been, and perhaps that disconcerted her most of all. 

Moments later, Bridget returned, Morgan Strathmore in tow. If possible, he looked even more wildly attractive this afternoon than he had last night. He wore a pearl-gray morning suit with a sky-blue cravat, which made his startling azure eyes even more breathtaking. His black hair had been ruthlessly slicked back, but the look on his face was a bit wary and uncertain.

“Good afternoon,” he murmured, after Bridget had left. 

She gestured toward the chair that faced her desk, girding herself against the undeniable attraction she felt for him. “I’m not sure why you’ve come,” she said coldly. “I thought we’d said everything that needed to be said last night.”

He sat down, frowning. “I hoped that after you had a chance to think about it, you’d change your mind.”

She shook her head. “I think you’ll find that I very rarely change my mind.”

A sudden smile curved his lips, and she caught her breath as she realized this was the first time she’d ever seen him do so. “I find that a very admirable trait, Mrs. Bohannan.”

She blinked, suddenly off-balance and uncertain. “Do you?”

He sighed and nodded. “I’m sorry for the way I acted last night. I don’t know why I’ve become so angry and obsessed with the thought of finding out who is impersonating Prometheus.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, and she suddenly realized that he, too, looked tired. He probably hadn’t slept any more than she had last night. “I suppose I just needed to take an interest in something, anything other than my own grief.”

All of her ire fled at this reminder of what he’d suffered last year. He’d lost his wife, for goodness’ sake. She supposed she really couldn’t blame him for trying to get his mind off it. 

“I’m sorry for my behavior as well,” she managed stiffly. “I’m just trying to protect the children.”

He leaned forward, hand outstretched. “Truce?”

She stared at his hand suspiciously for half a second, then sighed and reached out and took it. He squeezed briefly, and a tingling feeling unlike anything she’d ever known raced up her arm. She snatched her hand back, stunned. Was this what desire felt like?

He cleared his throat, also seeming a bit stunned. “Well... I just wanted you to know that you gave me quite a lot to think about last night. I suppose I may have jumped to conclusions when I assumed that this new Prometheus meant my family harm. If he truly is doing this for altruistic reasons, I have no desire to stop him.”

“That makes me very glad.” Relief pulsed through her, but she still wasn’t completely sure she could trust him. In all her life, she’d only truly trusted Adrian, and she had to caution herself against trusting Morgan simply because he looked so much like her friend. 

He glanced around the office, and she suddenly realized that she’d left a small corner of Prometheus’s cape hanging out of the drawer she’d put it in. Her heart stopped for a moment, but his gaze passed on, and she told herself that a scrap of crimson fabric was not too incriminating in and of itself. She’d have to be more careful in the future though, now that he seemed to be making a habit of dropping by unannounced.

His gaze returned to her. “Adrian tells me you are the hardest worker he’s ever known, that this place could not exist without you.”

Heat crept up her cheeks, and she found she couldn’t hold his eyes. “I’m very passionate about what I do here. It’s my whole life.”

“Well, it so happens that I’m looking for something to feel passionately about as well.” He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Is there anything I could do to help you?”

“Of course,” she said immediately. “Brookhaven could always use more donations.” Though the Strathmores already provided nearly all of the funds she used to run the orphanage, most of that came from Adrian and his brothers. While Morgan did donate a small amount each month, she was sure he could afford more.

He waved a deprecating hand. “I’ll triple my monthly donation. But that isn’t what I meant. I’d like to actually volunteer here. Interact with these children in a meaningful way.”

She stared at him in surprise. “The children are always happy to have visitors. Adrian drops by often to read to the boys. But I’m sure that a man like you has better things to do with his time. And what about your own children?”

He winced a bit, and she wished she could call those words back. She’d been less than kind to him when Felicity was here. She’d judged Morgan harshly for allowing his brother to make arrangements for the little girl while he grieved, but she’d never been through what he had. Perhaps she should have been more understanding.

“I can bring my children with me, if it’s all right with you,” he said at last. “They will enjoy playing with the others.”

She sighed and nodded. “If you truly wish to help out, I’ll find something for you to do.”

He smiled that dazzling smile again, then got to his feet. “Excellent. I’ll see you soon then.”

She couldn’t help but smile back at him. “I look forward to it.”

***
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WHEN HE ARRIVED HOME, Morgan shut the door to the nursery and leaned against it, taking a moment to watch his children play. Little Felicity sat in the center of the soft pink rug, holding a rattle in her chubby hand as she laughed uproariously at her older sister Hannah, who was doing somersaults in a circle around her. His son, Samuel, was completely focused on his toy soldiers, waging an elaborate two-front campaign.

Peace filled him, washing away the sorrow and confusion that ruled his days. Despite everything that had gone wrong between him and Anne, they’d at least done this right. Their children were healthy, happy, and beautiful. They were his reason for living. 

Meggie, the Irish nanny, hurried over to greet him. He sighed, wishing she hadn’t seen him standing there. He’d wanted a few more moments to watch them unobserved. 

“Good evening,” Meggie said, her blue eyes sparkling. “Have you come to read to the children?” 

She undoubtedly needed a break from his little angels, whom he knew were not always as angelic as they currently appeared. 

He smiled and pushed away from the door. “Take the rest of the day off, Meggie. I’ll see that the children get to bed.”

“Thank you, sir!” she cried, looking as though she wanted to hug him. 

Chuckling, he shooed her away and then turned to his children, who were gathering around him expectantly, even Felicity, who held her tiny little arms up to him, looking so much like Anne that it broke his heart. Picking up the little blonde toddler, he smiled down at the older two. “Are you ready?” 

“Yes!” they both cried, dancing around with silly grins on their faces.

Feeling a bit like the Pied Piper, he led them all out of the nursery and toward the stairs to the attic. They traipsed up, ending in the vast echoing space that he’d turned into his studio. Placing Felicity in the little pen filled with toys and blankets he’d made to contain her in the center, he then helped the other two prepare their own small easels and don painting smocks.

The children loved to paint. Samuel, who was six, had a bit of artistic ability himself, while Hannah, who’d just turned four, simply loved getting her hands and clothes messy. She made grand sweeping swirls of color, which he absolutely adored. 

Once they were happily ensconced in their own work, he turned to his own easel, where he had been working on a portrait of Anne for weeks now. Somehow, he felt that if he could just get it right perhaps he could purge some of the guilt, grief, and regret he still felt at the very thought of her. 

It had been over a year now since he’d lost her, and he’d heard the whispers about how he needed to move on, how he was wallowing in his grief, making a spectacle of himself. People seemed to think that he should have shed all thoughts of his dead wife along with his mourning period. 

In all honesty, he wasn’t even certain he really missed her that much. They’d lived largely separate lives. She’d been all sweetness and light, and she’d never been able to understand the darkness inside of him. Their marriage had been typical of the society in which they lived, but he’d always wanted more. He’d foolishly thought her beauty was enough, that they’d somehow be able to build a life on the initial attraction he’d felt for her. 

But there had been no spark between them in the bedroom whatsoever. In fact, she’d made him feel that his need for her was wrong and unnatural. He’d soon grown tired of their perfunctory lovemaking sessions that had no purpose other than to provide children. Still, he’d promised to be faithful, and he’d done so, channeling all his desire and passion into his art. 

He glanced over toward the southeast corner of the room, where dozens of canvases were stacked haphazardly, all turned toward the wall. He’d painted as though possessed—vivid, disturbing images filled with death, fire, and blood. He’d escape to the attic after everyone had gone to bed, and Anne had begun to suspect he’d taken a mistress. He should have told her what he was really doing, but he’d been embarrassed. He’d known she’d never be able to grasp what drove him; it would only have worried her. She’d died thinking that he’d been unfaithful, and that haunted him.

But he’d never gotten over the way that Winters had mocked him for his art. The bastard had destroyed some of his best work, called him names, and told him he had no talent. He’d never trusted anyone else enough to share his art with them. Even his brothers had only seen a small fraction of it.

With a sigh, he turned away from the painting of Anne and positioned himself in front of a blank canvas instead. He experimented for several moments on his palette with reds and browns, until he realized he’d matched the color of Fiona Bohannan’s hair. With a frown, he stirred the brilliant auburn pigment around for a moment, then shrugged and turned toward the canvas...

“Daddy!” 

Morgan startled and stared down at Hannah, who was looking up at him, her big blue eyes filled with consternation. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

“The baby is crying, and me and Samuel are hungry!” she whined. She stared past him at the painting he’d been working on. “Who are you painting? It’s not Mama!”

He glanced back at the canvas, stunned to see how much of Fiona’s face he’d completed. How long had he been lost in his work? He glanced down at his pocket watch and saw that it had been at least two hours. No wonder they were hungry. They’d all missed dinner, and the baby certainly needed to be changed.

Chagrined, he hurried to pick Felicity up, wondering how he’d let himself become so engrossed in his work. He’d never gotten lost like that when he was painting Anne.
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Chapter Four
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Roger Croft, the Earl of Winters, stepped off the ship onto the dock in London, a smile stretching his lips as he glanced around at the hustle and bustle. It was good to be back on English soil. He’d been gone for over a year, and he’d hated every moment of it. 

It had taken months for his small army of lawyers to work through the terrible legal tangle that had been created when he’d ordered two of his stepbrothers’ wives kidnapped. The stupid oafs he’d hired had pushed Morgan’s wife, Anne, down the stairs into the cellar where they’d been held. The bitch had been pregnant, and she hadn’t survived the fall. A ton of money in the right pockets had rightly proven that Roger had not been to blame. His lawyers had argued that he’d had no knowledge of the kidnapping and therefore, couldn’t be held responsible for what the men who worked for him had done. They’d had their own agenda, probably planned to ransom the women for money. 

So now, after all this time away, he’d finally been able to return home. 

A small retinue of huge, hard-looking men approached him, and the largest one stuck out a beefy hand. “Good to meet you, sir. I’m Mr. Phelps. I’ll be providing the security you require.”

“Very good.” Roger nodded, well-pleased with the look of them. He knew that the moment his stepbrothers discovered he was back in England, they’d want nothing more than to finish the job they’d started. They would not rest until he was dead. 

Lucien, Adrian, and Morgan had ruined his life. They’d killed his father, forcing him to take on the role of earl far earlier than he was ready to do so, then Adrian had made it his mission in life to destroy Roger’s businesses by donning that stupid cape and mask and stealing his property and burning down his buildings. They’d deserved Anne’s death. He only wished that Vanessa had died as well. 

He’d heard that while he’d been gone, Lucien had married Serenity Pratt, the woman who’d borne his bastard child many years ago. His wonderful stepmama had been distraught over the thought of her oldest son, the heir, marrying so far beneath him. At her request, Roger had taken the baby and fostered him in one of his brothels, told Serenity the baby had died, and had made her believe that Lucien wanted nothing to do with her. She’d been working in his own house as a housekeeper when he’d left. 

He wasn’t certain how the two of them had come together again after all this time, and he seethed with anger that they’d somehow gotten their child back as well. He’d been convinced for quite some time that it had been that scarred monster Adrian who’d killed his father, but he’d recently changed his mind. It had to have been Lucien. Neither of the twins, at age fourteen, had been strong enough.

As Mr. Phelps directed some of the other men to ensure his baggage was unloaded and secured in the coach, Roger followed two of the other men to the vehicle to wait for them. As he settled comfortably in the seat, glad to be on solid land again, he sized up the men who were now at his disposal. 

He had big plans for his stepbrothers, and he did not doubt that these hired men would be instrumental in helping him carry them out. 

***
[image: image]


FIONA HAD JUST FINISHED helping Cook serve the children lunch when Bridget approached her in the dining room, looking nervous once again. “The gentleman, ma’am. Mr. Strathmore. He’s here again. In the parlor.”

With an inward curse, Fiona looked across the huge dining room, where Molly stood with a few girls close to her own age. “Can you take Molly upstairs to her room and keep her occupied until he leaves?” she asked Bridget urgently. “It’s very important that he doesn’t talk to her.”

To her credit, Bridget did not ask any questions. She’d been Adrian’s last rescue, and she’d been through hell before she’d arrived here, and her loyalty was absolute. Her eyes widened, and then she nodded abruptly. “Of course, ma’am. You can count on me.”

Fiona gave her a quick smile. “I never doubted it.” 

As soon as Bridget hurried Molly out of the room, Fiona strode toward the parlor. Wiping her sweaty hands on her skirts, she once again had the fleeting thought that she was probably a mess. She could feel sticky tendrils of her wild hair sticking to her forehead, the heat of the ovens having caused her to perspire in a very unladylike way. 

With a sigh, she shook her head, wondering why she cared what Morgan Strathmore thought of her. They were worlds apart. He likely didn’t think of her at all, and if he did, he’d certainly never mistake her for a lady. 

But when she entered the room and he turned his ice-blue gaze on her, that frisson of desire and awareness she’d felt the other night rose within her again. He was a wildly attractive man, and she supposed her feelings for him were quite normal. That didn’t mean she had to act on them. 

Blinking, she realized that he’d done as he’d said and brought his children along. In his arms, he held a child of a year or so who could only be Felicity, and she regarded Fiona with wide blue eyes, a cloud of blonde curls around her chubby baby face. Fiona hadn’t seen Felicity since she was an infant, but she’d fallen completely in love with her during those weeks after her mother’s death when Mr. Strathmore had been so consumed with grief he hadn’t been able to bear the sight of the little girl. 

Another little blonde girl of three or four clung to one of his legs, and a dark-haired little boy of five or six stood just to his right, looking around in mingled fear and excitement.

“You came,” Fiona said, a bit flummoxed. “I wasn’t certain you would.”

He gave her a reproving look, then gestured toward the older children. “I hope you don’t mind that I’ve brought Hannah and Samuel along. I thought they’d enjoy playing with the other children.”

“I don’t mind at all.” She gave the older children a wide smile, hoping to put them at ease. “We’ve just had lunch, and the rest of the children will be going outside to play in the garden for a while. Your children are welcome to join them.”

Hannah and Samuel’s eyes lit up, and Fiona called for one of the older girls, Nan, to take them outside and keep an eye on them. Then she turned back to Mr. Strathmore. “May I hold Miss Felicity for a moment?”

His arms tightened momentarily around the child, but then he relaxed and held Felicity out to her. Somewhat to her surprise, the little girl came willingly enough, looking up at her seriously, then reaching out a chubby hand to grab a handful of Fiona’s hair. 

“I think she likes your hair,” Morgan said, his voice a little rough. “You have lovely hair.”

“Thank you.” Self-conscious, she raised a hand to her crazy auburn curls then dropped it quickly. “She’s a beautiful child. Is she doing well?”

He nodded, then cleared his throat. “I never properly thanked you for all you did for me back then. I know I was... unbearable, so caught up in my own grief I didn’t think of anyone other than myself... and I’d like to apologize.” He shrugged awkwardly. “For not being a better father, for not coming for her sooner.”

Fiona’s heart broke a little for him, and guilt surged through her for every unkind thought she’d ever had about the situation. Who was she to judge? She’d never loved anyone the way he obviously had, never endured such a loss. “Oh, Mr. Strathmore, it’s quite all right. I enjoyed having Felicity here, truly. And we all grieve in different ways.”

“Well, it’s nice of you to say so, but I know how much you already have on your plate. And that’s why I’m here, I suppose. To try and give a little back.” He spread his hands wide as he glanced around. “I’m actually very good at mending things and making repairs. Is there anything you’d like me to take a look at?”

She bit her lip, noticing for the first time that the clothes he was wearing, though still finely made, were probably his version of work clothes. A pair of buff trousers and a simple dark brown shirt. She couldn’t imagine that someone like him, someone who’d been born with a silver spoon in his mouth, could truly do the sort of rough labor that she needed to be done, but she decided to put him to the test. 

“Come with me,” she said, leading the way through the house toward the kitchen door. “The back stoop is a bit rickety. I worry that this second step will cave in someday. Do you think you could do something about it?”

He stepped out, putting one foot on the step in question and stomping a few times. Then he nodded. “Do you have some tools and perhaps some more wood?”

She gestured toward the shed at the back of the property. “If we did, it would be in there.” They’d once had a handyman, but he’d loved his liquor more than his job and had never been that dependable so she’d had to sack him. She’d hired another housemaid instead, but now she wasn’t sure that had been a good idea. The house was not that old, but the dozens of young occupants had wreaked considerable wear and tear on the building that seemed to need constant repairs. 

Mr. Strathmore reached for Felicity. “She can stay here with me.”

“She’ll just be in your way,” Fiona said with a shake of her head. “We have a lovely nursery upstairs. I’ll take her up there with the other young ones, if you don’t mind.”

“That would be fine,” he agreed, and she found herself unaccountably pleased that he’d once again trusted her with his daughter. 

With one last longing look at his strong back as he walked toward the shed, she turned and went back into the house, cooing softly to little Felicity. There was no point in getting used to the idea of having him around. She was sure that after he’d spent an afternoon here, proving whatever it was he seemed to feel he needed to prove, he would leave, and she’d never see or hear from him again.

***
[image: image]


MORGAN COULDN’T REMEMBER the last time he’d had such an enjoyable afternoon. Not since Anne had died and probably not for a long time before that, if he was being honest. He easily fixed the back steps, then sought out his children to make sure they were doing all right. Hannah and Samuel were having the time of their lives playing with the other children in the large garden, squealing and laughing in delight, and Felicity was napping peacefully in the nursery.

Fiona had found him in the hallway and seemed surprised that he’d actually managed to fix the stairs. He’d seen the look in her eyes when he’d suggested it and knew she probably thought him quite useless. In her eyes, he was no doubt little more than a worthless playboy whose family name and wealth kept him from ever having had to learn how to take care of himself, let alone others. But he’d always enjoyed working with his hands, building things. It was simply a different form of art. 

His repair success seemed to ease some of her suspicion, and she obligingly gave him a whole list of things that needed repair. He’d completed half of them and had been working upstairs, securing the banister by some of the children’s rooms when he’d been struck with a marvelous idea. He’d done a little investigating, snooping around the children’s rooms a bit, his excitement growing as the idea took shape and form. 

His steps surprisingly jaunty, he returned to Fiona’s office, once again finding her poring diligently over her ledgers. 

“The children’s rooms are quite comfortable,” he said, causing her to jump a little and glare at him. 

“I do my best to make them so,” she said a bit irritably.

“Do you think perhaps that they could use some... color?” he suggested cautiously. 

“What do you mean?” she asked, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair. 

“I’d like to paint some murals,” he told her, getting more excited by the minute. “Perhaps scenes from some of their favorite books. Or I could do animals for the boys and flowers for the girls...” He trailed off in embarrassment at the look of astonishment on her face. “I’m sorry. I just thought it might bring them some happiness.”

Silence fell between them for a long moment, and he had no idea what she was thinking until those astonishing green eyes of hers suddenly welled with tears. She pushed out of her chair and crossed the distance between them, flinging her arms around him and hugging him tightly.

He stiffened for a moment, realizing how long it had been since anyone except his children had touched him. But she was so soft and warm, the faint scent of lavender emanating from her hair, that he found himself embracing her back, lowering his face to press it against her soft auburn curls and breathing in deeply.

“Thank you,” she said with a soft, breathy laugh, pulling away and staring up at him with mingled embarrassment and happiness. “I don’t know why I’m crying. It’s just been so long since I felt like anyone except me cared about these children in a real way. My staff is competent, but this is just a job for them. Not something they love. Doing something like that, making things beautiful for them, it would mean so much.”

He let her go reluctantly and forced a smile, feeling as though she was giving him more credit than he deserved. “I’d be happy to do it.” 

She gave him a charming, quizzical look. “I didn’t know you were an artist.”

For an instant, he thought to deny it. Since he was a child, and Winters had tormented him for it, he’d kept his art to himself. He wasn’t sure why he’d offered to do the murals, but it felt right. He wanted to create some beauty for these children, and for some reason, he knew he could trust this woman. She would never mock him for his creativity. In fact, she seemed as though she might even appreciate him for it. 

He simply shrugged one shoulder. “I love painting. Doing this for the children... It would make me very happy.” It was the truth. The thought of it gave him the first glimmer of happiness he’d felt in a very long time. 

As though she suddenly realized how close they still were, she backed away, going back to lean against her desk. “Well, that would be wonderful.”

He nodded, self-conscious as well. Feeling the need to put even more distance between them, he decided it was time to bring up the question he’d been wanting to ask all day. “When can I speak to the girl who was brought here by Prometheus?”

She flinched as though he’d slapped her. “Is that what this has all been about? Was this all just a stalling technique so you could interrogate a little girl who’s already been through too much?”

He frowned, wondering why she was so against him asking the girl a few questions. “I want to help out here. I want to paint for the children. But I also want to get to the bottom of who is pretending to be Prometheus. I don’t see why you’re so dead set against it.” He shook his head. “Unless you already know who it is. Are you trying to protect him?”

She gave an exasperated huff. “I don’t know who this new Prometheus is. I already told you that. But I support anyone who is trying to help children who are sold into prostitution. I don’t understand why you’re trying so hard to stop him.”

“I’m just trying to protect my family,” he snapped. “I would think that you could understand that.”

“I do. But I can’t tell you what I don’t know.” She sighed and scrubbed her hand over her face. “How about this? How about I question her for you? She trusts me, and I’m a woman. I think if she knows anything, she’ll be more likely to tell me than you.”

Although he’d rather do it himself, he couldn’t deny her logic, but he had a feeling she had an ulterior motive, that she didn’t want him to know the truth. Who was she trying to protect? “All right,” he said begrudgingly. “I’d appreciate that. Thank you.”

She nodded. “Well, I need to get back to my work. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

He shook his head, his earlier euphoria having faded. He didn’t like being at odds with her. He didn’t like it at all. “No. I think I’m done for the day. I’ll get some supplies and return tomorrow.”
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Chapter Five
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The next day, after all the children were sleeping, Fiona made her way to an empty bedroom on the third floor. They’d moved Christina and Bridget, the current occupants, downstairs for the night, so they wouldn’t have to breathe the paint fumes. 

Morgan and his children had been around all day, but she’d mostly managed to avoid them. When he’d paused in her office door to say he was leaving, she’d just smiled and said goodbye. 

Brookhaven’s children had been buzzing about the mural all evening long. It had dominated the conversation around the dinner table. The consensus seemed to be that Mr. Strathmore was the greatest artist who had ever lived, and that Christina and Bridget, beaming with delight, were the envy of all. 

Even though Fiona had been dying to see what he’d done, she’d managed to restrain herself all evening, going about her many duties and helping Marjorie and Judith, the nighttime staff, get the children down for the night. However, it was impossible to pretend she wasn’t aware that the most fascinating man she’d ever met had painted something enchanting in the girls’ room.

Pausing for a moment outside Christina and Bridget’s door, she took a deep breath, trying to prepare herself in case she was disappointed. 

She shouldn’t have worried. The entire room really had been magically transformed. 

She’d expected that the mural would be confined to one wall. Instead, he’d painted the entire room. The theme he’d chosen—probably after having consulted the girls, since she knew it was their favorite book—was Black Beauty. One wall portrayed Black Beauty as a colt, in the pasture with his mother, Duchess. The next showed him at Birtwick, with Merrylegs, Ginger, and Sir Oliver. Thankfully, he had chosen not to show any of the sadder periods of the horse’s life and instead, had stopped for the night halfway through another scene of Black Beauty happily retired in a field. 

The animals were crafted with stunning detail, so lifelike that they could have walked off the walls. The green fields and lush, bright-colored flowers made it seem like she stood in a beautiful garden instead of a small room in an orphanage.

“Oh, Morgan,” she breathed, turning in a slow circle. She hadn’t expected him to be this talented. In fact, she’d half-feared that he had no talent at all. 

But this... never in her wildest dreams had she imagined something so breathtaking. The girls would feel like princesses in this room, and they’d had too little beauty and artistry in their lives.

She didn’t even realize she was crying until the tears were already streaming down her cheeks. Twice in one week! She wasn’t even sure why she was so emotional, except for perhaps that she had just felt so alone for so long. And Morgan’s sudden interest in the orphanage, even if it was only fleeting, had made a little of that loneliness go away.

Brushing at the tears, she stumbled back and left the room, running lightly back down the stairs and into her office, where she’d already packed her bag for her night’s adventure. It had been nearly a week since she’d rescued Molly, and the clawing need to go back out, to find another child in need of saving, had been building to a fever pitch. 

Perhaps it was stupid to risk it, knowing that Morgan Strathmore could very well be out there waiting for Prometheus to make a move, but she felt the possibility of helping someone outweighed the risk, and she couldn’t bear to be alone with her rioting thoughts. 

Stealing out through the back door once again, she kept to the shadows, skirting the edge of the property and then hailing a hack once she’d reached a more populated street. As she gave an address in the East End, she leaned back against the seat, which smelled of smoke and sweat, wondering if she truly had the courage to keep doing this.

Every time she did, the memories of her past nearly overwhelmed her. If she were ever forced back into the life that Adrian had rescued her from, it would kill her. She would literally rather die.

Forcing those grim thoughts away, she focused on the copious research she’d done for weeks before she’d actually worked up the courage to take Molly. There was another auction tonight. Virgins, some of them mere children, would be auctioned off to the highest bidder. Somehow, she had to find a way to get into the building where it was being held and free as many of those girls as she could.

* * *
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MORGAN SAT DOWN IN the third row of seats that had been arranged in front of a makeshift stage. It had taken quite some finagling to earn himself an invitation to this scurrilous affair, but with Adrian’s knowledge of the horrid underground society that hosted such events, and the greasing of the right palms, he’d finally managed it.

One would never have known by looking that this room in a nondescript house on a quiet residential street was full of monsters. The two dozen or so men who were taking seats around him or helping themselves to drinks at the small bar in the corner appeared perfectly respectable. He recognized several members of the nobility.

But they were all here to bid upon the chance to take a young—very young—girl’s virginity. He’d been assured by the overzealous proprietor, Mr. James, that the youngest girl was only eight. The thought made bile rise in his throat, and shame at even being here had nearly overwhelmed him. But he’d had to see for himself. He had to know what Adrian and Fiona had been fighting against. And it had occurred to him that if the new Prometheus truly cared about the children and wasn’t masquerading for some entirely other reason, he might show himself tonight. 

Before long, Mr. James took the stage, glancing around the room with obvious delight. “I’m happy to see such a wonderful turnout for tonight’s auction. I’m sure you’re all happy to be among those with similar predilections and are well aware that what goes on here must never be discussed with anyone.” He gave a rough laugh that curdled Morgan’s blood. “Payment must be made in full as soon as the sale concludes. Let’s get started, shall we?”

A young woman, no more than fifteen or sixteen, was led out onto the stage in shackles. Her blonde hair had been coiffed elegantly, and she wore a scarlet negligee that barely covered her young body. Her green eyes darted from one man to another with pleading terror, and it was all Morgan could do to remain in his seat. He knew he’d accomplish nothing by protesting, but it was simply abhorrent to watch this girl be treated like an animal to be auctioned off to the highest bidder. 

He shifted uncomfortably as Mr. Jones extolled the girl’s attributes, then ripped the front of the negligee down to expose her breasts. The girl shrieked and tried to cover herself, only to be viciously struck, which caused an ugly ripple of laughter and jeering from the men who surrounded him.

It took all of his self-control not to react to the abuse of the girl, but he knew he had to bide his time. The mere thought of such a thing happening to Hannah or Felicity turned Morgan’s blood to ice. Although he’d understood in theory why his brother and Fiona had been so passionate about these children, it was something altogether different to actually witness it in person. Evil lurked in this room, sat right beside him, and yet, these men would walk out of here tonight, after committing atrocities, with no consequences whatsoever. For them, it was just a harmless night of fun.

The desire to stop it, to make them pay, rose within him as one girl after another was paraded out before them, each a bit younger than the one before. Each girl, in turn, drew a little more money, and he realized the younger the girl, the more she was worth. They were obviously counting down to the star of the show, the eight-year-old virgin. He choked with rage at the thought of her being referred to in that way. Every eight-year-old girl should be a virgin. The fact that any man would ever see a girl that young in a sexual way viscerally disturbed him. 

He sat stoically through it all, trying to hide his revulsion, blocking it out with ideas of what he could do to make sure it never happened again. It occurred to him that he could bid on the girl, purchase her services, and then spirit her away, but just as quickly realized that he was too well known. The goons who ran this place would come looking for him if he stole someone they considered their property. 

His thoughts were disrupted when he became aware of shouting and chaos from behind the stage. The men around him stirred as Mr. James stopped his spiel to turn and see what was happening. 

But Morgan already knew. 

Prometheus. 

He’d been absolutely right to think that Prometheus, fake or not, would try and stop this. And when it became clear from the loud conversation coming from behind the curtain that the youngest girl had disappeared from the room where she’d been held, he surged to his feet and quickly left the building, just in time to see a flash of crimson as a caped figure jumped into a hackney waiting at the far end of the block. 

Luckily, the vehicle turned at the next street and vanished just as more men erupted from the building behind him, determined to track down their prey. 

Don’t get caught. Please, don’t get caught.

Whirling around, he strode for his own carriage, which was parked down the block. If Prometheus had taken the girl, there was only one place he could be headed. He would find him at Brookhaven, and instead of demanding that he stop, Morgan was determined to find a way to help him in his mission.
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Chapter Six
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Fiona hurried Ginny, the child she’d just stolen from a horrible fate, into Brookhaven’s kitchen. The little girl had obviously been drugged with something. Her eyes were wide and glassy, and she didn’t seem aware of her surroundings. 

Heart still racing with fear and adrenalin, Fiona guided Ginny into a chair and then collapsed beside her. This time had been even more terrifying than the last. She’d managed to make her way into the building through a service door, then stole down the hallways until she’d found a housemaid who had told her where the young girl was being kept. She’d disguised her voice, trying to make it sound rough and manly, but she wasn’t sure the woman had been fooled. However, she’d still helped, which had been a small miracle. Fiona was all too aware of how badly things could have gone for her.

She’d made another mistake by keeping the cape and mask on when she’d run down the street toward the hack. The driver had seen her as Prometheus, but since she’d paid him to wait there for her, he’d also seen that she was a woman. He’d picked her up and returned her to Brookhaven, so if he was questioned, or if he chose to go to the authorities, she was caught. 

But once she’d spirited the girl through the window and almost immediately heard the alarm sounded behind them, she hadn’t been thinking of anything but escape. 

Her only hope was that the sight of the little girl and her hurried explanation of what had happened had touched him. She’d begged him to keep her secret, and he’d promised that he would, but she had no reason to trust him.

She had no reason to trust anyone.

Scrubbing her hand over her face, she tried to find the energy to get up and get Ginny settled. It was two in the morning, and she’d get little enough sleep as it was. 

Before she could move, however, someone tapped lightly on the kitchen door behind her. She jumped, her heart lurching in her throat. She whirled around, fully expecting all of Scotland Yard to be standing on the other side. 

“Mrs. Bohannan,” a familiar voice called instead. “Mrs. Bohannan, it’s me, Morgan Strathmore.”

Heart still racing, she glanced back at Ginny in consternation. There was no hiding her. Besides, Morgan already knew that Prometheus had been bringing children to her. All she could do was try to bluff her way through this.

Girding herself, she crossed the kitchen and then opened the door. Morgan was impeccably dressed, as though he’d been to the theater, and he strode quickly inside, his blue gaze scanning the kitchen and fixing on Ginny.

“Is Prometheus still here?” he asked without preamble.

She blinked, wondering how he knew, and realized he must have followed her here. She put one hand on the back of a chair to brace herself, then squared her shoulders. “No,” she whispered, her voice rough. She cleared her throat. “He feared someone was following him.”

“It was me,” Morgan admitted. He shook his head, then cursed softly under his breath. “I really wanted to speak to him.”

“Why?” Fiona asked, forcing herself to go to the stove and put the kettle on to boil. It didn’t appear that Morgan intended to leave anytime soon, and she needed something to keep her busy so he couldn’t see how shaken she was. “I wish you and your brothers would just leave him alone and let him do his work.”

“I was there tonight,” Morgan said, a strange note in his voice. “I wanted to understand why you and Adrian were so passionate about these children. I wanted to see...”

She looked at him over her shoulder and found that he was kneeling beside Ginny, tilting her head so he could stare into her eyes. The little girl didn’t react at all. 

“Those bastards drugged her, didn’t they?” he muttered, aghast. Then he sat back and met Fiona’s gaze. “It was terrible. They treated those girls like they were animals, and the things they planned to do to them...”

She shuddered and finished lighting the fire, then placed the kettle on the burner. “I know. I deal with the aftermath of those horrors every day.” And she’d experienced those horrors herself, though she’d never admit that to him.

Silence fell between them for a long moment and then he was right behind her, putting his strong hand on her shoulder and squeezing gently. “I’m so sorry for the way I behaved that first night,” he whispered softly in her ear. “I didn’t really know such ugliness existed. That children were sold like cattle...”

She stiffened at his touch, and her first reaction was to pull away. She’d not been touched by a man in so long and never with... tenderness. He meant to comfort her, and the strength and warmth he infused into her with his gentle contact was unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. She found herself melting back into him instead of pulling away, content for the moment to accept what he was offering as he cautiously wrapped his arms around her and then hugged her tightly.

For an untold time, they remained that way, but then the kettle whistled, jerking her out of her momentary weakness. She lurched away, face flaming with embarrassment. “I don’t need your pity.”

“It’s not pity,” he assured her, staring at Ginny with a troubled gaze. “What you said the last time I was here... you were right. I was only worried about how this false Prometheus affected my family. But now... having seen what I saw tonight, I would like to help him.”

She stared at him suspiciously, wishing she could trust him as she did his twin. “This isn’t something you can dabble in, Morgan. You can’t play at this just because you’re bored or searching for something.” She cut herself off from saying what she really wanted. Don’t make me count on you and then fail me. I couldn’t bear that.

“I know that.” His blue eyes were imploring. “I don’t mean to play at anything. If you knew me at all, you’d know that whenever I commit to something, I do it wholeheartedly.”

“That’s just it,” she said, busying herself with making three cups of steaming tea, hoping the scent and warmth would rouse Ginny to some degree. “I don’t know you at all. I certainly can’t trust you with my children.”

“Why not?” he asked softly. “I trusted you with mine.”

She scoffed and placed a cup of tea on the table in front of him. “By all accounts, you weren’t in your right mind then. It was Adrian who trusted me.”

“Doesn’t the fact that he’s my brother give you any faith in me?”

She shrugged and brought another cup of tea over to Ginny. Holding it to the girl’s mouth, she coaxed her to drink. At first, the little girl tried to shrug away, but once she’d had a few sips, she actually took the cup in her hands, staring at them over the rim, her large brown eyes haunted. 

“You’re safe now, Ginny,” Fiona told her, repeating what she’d told her over and over in the hack. “I’m going to take care of you. You’re going to be all right.”

Ginny darted a glance to Morgan, obviously terrified. Though Morgan had done nothing to deserve that look, Fiona was certain that the girl wouldn’t open up to her as long as he was here. 

“I’ll make him go away,” she whispered softly to the girl. “Just stay here and drink your tea, and I’ll be back in a minute. Then we’ll go upstairs, and I’ll show you to your nice comfy bed. Would you like that?”

Ginny nodded once, her eyes still wide with fear and confusion.

Fiona stood and gestured for Morgan to grab his tea and take it into the parlor. “Let me get Ginny settled, and then, if you still want to talk, we’ll talk. Is that all right with you?”

“Of course,” he murmured, obviously coming to the same conclusion about Ginny’s fear. “The last thing I want is to make things worse.”

She watched him leave the room, realizing that she did believe him about that, at least. She could tell he honestly wanted to help; she just feared he’d soon grow bored of his charity work and return to his comfortable existence in Mayfair or wherever he lived. She was sure it was a world away from the sort of ugliness she dealt with every day. 

Sighing, she turned her full attention on Ginny. “Right then, darling, let’s get you sorted, shall we?”

* * *
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MORGAN PACED BROOKHAVEN’S parlor, waiting impatiently for Fiona to return. He’d hated the fear in Ginny’s eyes when she looked at him, but as he thought about everything that had happened tonight, he couldn’t say that he blamed her in the least. 

His skin still crawled every time he thought about the auction, the eminently “respectable” men who’d surrounded him, all intent upon the rape of children. They’d easily accepted him into their midst, and that bothered him perhaps most of all. He wasn’t like them. He wanted nothing more than to destroy them.

Until tonight, he’d never understood why Adrian had risked his life prowling the seedy parts of the city as Prometheus. Though he’d denied it, both to himself and Adrian, Morgan had been so angry when Prometheus’s actions had led to Anne’s death. Perhaps that had been the thing that had kept him mired in his grief for so long. 

Now he understood why Adrian had risked so much. More than that, he wanted to be a part of it. He wanted to take up the crusade his brothers had begun. Perhaps he needed to, so that Anne’s death wouldn’t be in vain. Every child saved would make him feel a tiny bit less fractured.

Wracking his brain, he tried to figure out who could be masquerading as Prometheus. Who knew enough about Adrian’s actions to take the children here? Did Brookhaven and Fiona simply have a good reputation, and it was a coincidence? He would have to try and find the hack driver who’d dropped Prometheus and the child off here and see what he knew. Though he had no idea if they kept any sort of records of their fares, he’d recognized the company emblem on the side. It was a place to start, anyway.

The only other person he could think of, besides his brothers and their wives who had the slightest inkling of Adrian’s involvement, was Inspector Quinn O’Brien. Could he be behind all of this? It made some sense, he supposed. Given his job, O’Brien would like the anonymity, but he probably saw more ugliness on a daily basis than Morgan could even dream of, even after tonight. 

Making up his mind to have a conversation with the man, he forced himself to take a seat as he waited for Fiona’s return. She obviously knew the identity of the new Prometheus. It annoyed him that she’d so far refused to tell him, but he supposed that she had no reason to trust him. 

They barely knew each other, though he found himself wishing he could change that. She intrigued him, and he sensed that she might understand his darkness. He needed a friend like her. 

Finally, when he was just beginning to nod off with his head against the back of the sofa, Fiona entered the room, looking just as exhausted as he was. 

“Is she all right?” he asked quietly.

To his surprise, she sat right next to him on the sofa in front of the fireplace, where a merry fire still burned in the grate. 

“As well as can be expected,” she said quietly. “I’m sure it’s scary for her, being in a new place. She’s still not quite sure if she can trust me.”

“Give her a little time,” he encouraged. “I’m sure once she’s able to interact with the other children, she’ll see that they trust you, and she’ll find it easier to do so, too.”

She sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “I certainly hope so. At least we got to her in time. She hadn’t been raped. But I don’t know what happened to her parents. I don’t know what else she’s been through.”

He had the sudden urge to give her comfort, to somehow take some of the stress and tension away. He’d been a bit hesitant in the kitchen, but she’d accepted his touch much better than he’d expected.

“Mrs. Bohannan—”

“Please,” she interrupted with a laugh. “Call me Fiona. I’ve never actually been married, you know. I only use the ‘Mrs.’ because I feel like it makes me more of an authority figure to the children and gives me a hint of respectability when the wealthy benefactors come to call.”

“Fiona.” He brushed her hand away from her nape and gently placed his own fingertips upon her shoulders. “You seem to be carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. May I ease that burden for just a moment?”

She tensed, obviously wary, but she did not move away. “What do you mean?”

He flexed his hands, carefully kneading the tense muscles at her nape and shoulders. 

A soft moan escaped her, and the breathy sensual sound went straight to his groin, surprising him with its intensity. He had only the best of intentions, but it had been so long since he’d been intimate with a woman in any way, and his attraction toward this woman grew more powerful with each encounter. 

“That feels...” She gave a small, helpless laugh. “No one has ever touched me this way... with the only intention to comfort.”

Her words made him doubly guilty about the direction his thoughts were taking, and he ruthlessly willed them into submission, a skill he’d mastered over the many years of his marriage. He instead focused on comforting her, doing what he could to make her night a little better. All of the questions he’d had for her about the identity of Prometheus drifted away. He could ask her another time. For now, he just wanted to see her get some rest.

“I would never hurt you,” he whispered as his hands gently massaged her shoulders. “You do so much for these children, Fiona. I only want to give you a little comfort and care in return.”

She held his gaze, a multitude of emotions shifting in those bottomless green eyes, then she bit her lip and nodded. “Thank you, Morgan. I’m just so tired.” With a sigh, she leaned against him, letting her head rest against his shoulder. “It seems like I’m tired all the time. Tired to my very soul.”

He stared at the fragile shell of her ear, very aware of how vulnerable she’d made herself to him. “You do too much,” he chided softly. “You need more sleep.”

She shook her head. “Adrian says that all the time, but there’s just so much to do.”

“You don’t have to do it all yourself, though. You could delegate a few more things to Cook, or one of the maids or teachers.”

She gave a small, choking laugh. “I suppose I just don’t trust anyone enough to believe that they’ll do what is needed.”

“I hope someday you’ll find someone you can trust to help you.” He wished he could be that person for her. Brushing a few silky-soft strands of her hair away from the nape of her neck, he settled his hand against her bare skin, his pulse leaping once again. She made another soft sound as he began to move his thumb in slow circles, working the stiff muscles until she grew pliant and utterly relaxed. 

When she began to softly snore, he smiled and let his hand pause, resting it lightly between her shoulder blades. He knew he should get up, go home, and try and get what rest he could, but he felt utterly at peace for the first time in ages. The room was warm and the sofa very comfortable. And the last thing he wanted to do was to wake Fiona by trying to move away from her. 

His children were safe at home with their nanny, and there was no reason he shouldn’t simply stay exactly where he was. 

Grabbing a blanket off the back of the sofa, he tucked it carefully around Fiona, leaving one small corner for himself, and placed another throw pillow behind his head. 

With a contented sigh, he drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter Seven
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Fiona woke slowly, basking in a strange warmth and contentment. The distant sound of pots clanging in the kitchen told her it was time to get up, but she resisted, knowing that once she opened her eyes, she’d lose whatever peace the night before had brought.

“Fiona,” a deep male voice rumbled disturbingly close to her ear. “Wake up, darling.”

Darling?

Her eyes flew open, and she found that she still rested against Morgan’s shoulder, his arm wrapped loosely around her. He’d covered her with a blanket, and the cold hearth told her that hours had passed. 

“There’s someone in the kitchen, and I wasn’t certain if you’d want to be found in here with me,” he said quietly.

“You stayed all night?” she whispered, her voice rough.

He nodded. “I hope you don’t mind. I was too tired to even think about trying to make it home.”

She flushed, thinking of the way he’d touched her last night. She’d never been so relaxed in all her life, never felt so cherished and taken care of, which was ridiculous, because she knew he didn’t care for her at all.

He called me darling...

She shook her head at her own silliness and pushed away, putting some distance between them. “I don’t mind,” she assured him. “But thank you for waking me. You’re right. It wouldn’t look good if we were found together, even though nothing happened.”

But in her heart, she felt as though something had happened. Something so deeply meaningful that she wasn’t quite sure how to express it even to herself. 

He scrubbed a hand over his face, drawing attention to the beard stubble that had grown in during the night. That seemed incredibly intimate, more so than anything she’d ever experienced. Almost as though they were a married couple...

“Thank you,” she said awkwardly. “For everything you did last night. I was very badly in need of a friend.” The moment she said the word, she regretted it. How presumptuous of her, to call herself his friend. He was of the nobility, and she was nothing. 

“I was very badly in need of a friend as well,” he said, surprising her. Then he leaned forward and tenderly pressed his lips to her forehead. The warmth and tenderness of his kiss seared into her, making her realize with a sense of complete consternation that perhaps a man could be kind and gentle. For so long, she’d thought she would never find someone like him. In fact, she’d been so certain of it, she’d never even looked. 

Before she could react, he pulled away and got to his feet. “I should be going. I need to clean up, and I like to be there when my children wake up. But I’ll be back later, to continue working on the murals.”

“Yes,” she mumbled. “Thank you. I’ll see you soon then.”

“Goodbye, Fiona.” He smiled and left the room, leaving her with her fingertips pressed to her forehead as though she could hold the warmth of his kiss there forever. 

* * *
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“TELL ME EVERYTHING you know about Fiona Bohannan,” Morgan said without preamble, once he was shown into Adrian’s study later that morning.

His brother glanced up from the notebook he’d been scribbling in, a wary look in his eyes. “Why?”

Morgan collapsed into the chair in front of his brother’s desk, both exhausted and oddly exhilarated by the strange events of the night before. “Because I’ve been spending a lot of time with her, and I’m curious.”

Adrian frowned, obviously unconvinced. “Then why don’t you ask her? I don’t feel like her secrets are mine to tell.”

“So, she does have secrets,” Morgan said quietly. Perhaps he truly didn’t want to know everything that had happened to her, what had given her such passion for Brookhaven and the children. 

Adrian sighed. “As I said, they’re not mine to tell.”

Morgan held his brother’s knowing gaze for a few moments then looked away. “I’d like to think we’re becoming friends.”

“Friends?” his brother said doubtfully. “She’s been my friend for years, and I’ve never thought about her the way I’m pretty sure you do.”

“What do you know about it?” Morgan snapped, shocked as always by how clearly Adrian could read him. He forced himself to calm down. “I just want to help her with the orphanage. Coax her to tell me who the new Prometheus is.” But even as he said it, he knew it was a lie. He’d been thinking of her exactly the way Adrian had inferred, even though it seemed incredibly wrong to do so. 

“She’s very beautiful. Very sensual,” Adrian observed. “But she’s like no woman you’ve ever been interested in before. She’s far beneath you in station, and I’d really hate for you to think of her as someone you can take advantage of without consequences.”

Morgan glared at him. “I don’t deserve that. I’ve never been one to take advantage of women, and you know it.”

Adrian pushed back from his desk and gave Morgan his full attention. “I’m sorry. You’re right. That was uncalled for. I just feel incredibly protective over Fiona. She’s like a sister to me, more of a sister than Allison has ever been.”

Their half-sister Allison, whose father had been the Earl of Winters, was much younger than her three half-brothers. She was spoiled and petulant, and none of them had ever felt much of a connection with her. Last year, she’d been kidnapped by the current Earl of Winters and taken to the Continent as a hostage to keep them at bay. Luke’s search for her had led to him finding his first love and the child that had been stolen from them. Allison was home now, and she’d finally realized her half-brother Roger was not someone she should look up to, but her brothers’ affection for her had not grown.

But no matter how they felt about Allison, Morgan knew he could never think of Fiona in the sisterly manner that Adrian did.

“I just want to help her,” Morgan admitted. “I went to one of those horrible auctions last night. They were bidding on the virginity of an eight-year-old. The new Prometheus managed to make off with her and brought her to Fiona. She wouldn’t let me talk to the child, which I understand, and she refuses to give up the name of the impersonator.” He scrubbed his hand over his face, realizing how much things had changed for him. “But none of that matters. I never knew why you risked so much to help, but now, I do.”

Adrian gave him a sympathetic look. “Are you sure you want to go down this road? Once you see all the ugliness, it’s really hard to walk away. And I’ve finally realized that I can’t save them all. I have to focus on my own family.”

Morgan sighed. “I know. But I’ve been needing something to care about. Something to take my mind off Anne.”

“I just don’t want to see Fiona hurt,” Adrian reiterated. 

“I don’t either,” Morgan said forcefully. “Please believe that I’ll do everything I can to help her, to take some of the load of Brookhaven off you both.”

Adrian shook his head. “I won’t tell you about her past. To tell you the truth, I really don’t know much about what happened before we met. I didn’t ask. I just assumed if she ever wanted to talk about it, she would. However, I can tell you that Brookhaven couldn’t function without her. All I really do is write checks. She’s been in charge of budgeting, hiring, paying all the bills.” He waved a hand. “She’s done it all since she was little more than a child herself.”

“Can you at least tell me how you met her?” Morgan asked.

Adrian shook his head, a troubled look on his face. “No, I don’t think that I can. Not without giving too much away. If she’s truly your friend, then you’ll have to get her to tell you herself.”

Morgan frowned, realizing that the answer that made the most sense was that Adrian had rescued her, the way he’d rescued so many others. But he didn’t really want to believe that and decided to change tactics. “I’ve been very impressed by both her management skills and the way she interacts with the children. It’s even more impressive when you consider she was never trained in these things.”

A rare smile curved Adrian’s lips. “I’m glad you see that. And since you realize how important she is to the entire operation, I’m trusting you not to do anything to ruin it.”

“That’s the last thing I want.” He drummed his fingers on his chair arm, finally giving voice to the question that had been haunting him. “Can you at least tell me if she’s involved with anyone romantically? If so, could that be Prometheus? Is that why she’s protecting him?”

Adrian shook his head. “I can’t say for sure. I’ve never meddled in her personal life. But she spends so much time at Brookhaven, I can’t imagine that she’d have time for a romantic relationship.”

Morgan leaned back in his chair, knowing he’d gotten everything he was going to out of his brother, who was tight-lipped under the best of circumstances. The mere fact that Adrian was so protective of Fiona spoke very highly of her. He’d have to be content with that and hope that eventually, he’d get the answers he needed from Fiona herself. 

A short silence fell between them, but then, Adrian stood and crossed the room, staring out the window at the street below. “I have some other news,” he said at last.

Picking up on the tension in his twin’s shoulders, Morgan found himself leaning forward again. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“I’m not sure how accurate this information is, and I haven’t had a chance to talk to Lucien yet, but I still keep some informants, and this morning, the one at the docks told me he thinks he saw Roger arriving in town a week or so ago.”

“Roger?” Rage surged within Morgan as he pushed to his feet, crossing the room to join his brother at the window. “Do you think it’s true?”

“I don’t know,” Adrian said, his voice rough with anger. “I’ve dispatched men to some of his old haunts, but none of them have returned yet.”

“I can’t believe that bastard would even think about returning after everything he did,” Morgan said, trying to control the fury that just the mention of his stepbrother’s name still caused. “What do you think he’s up to?”

“I don’t know, but I’m sure it’s nothing good.” Adrian turned away from the window with a shrug. “My man may be wrong, but I think it would be wise to keep up your guard.”

Morgan nodded, his emotions still rioting within him. “I have a few leads to follow, but please, let me know what you find out.”

“I will,” Adrian promised. 

As Morgan turned to leave, Adrian caught his arm. “If he’s back, I’m going to kill him. I won’t let him get away with what he’s done to us.”

“I know,” Morgan said quietly, feeling no need to talk his brother out of such a course of action, not after all the bastard had done. “Thank you.”

* * *
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AFTER A LONG MORNING of dead ends and wrong turns, Morgan finally tracked down the driver of the hack that he believed had transported Prometheus and Ginny to Brookhaven. The driver had just finished his day and was having a pint in a small, ancient tavern, sitting all alone in the corner. As described, he was a portly man in his forties with a shock of dark hair and a bushy mustache.

“Are you Tucker?” Morgan asked, approaching him warily. He’d spent a fortune paying for the information that had brought him here, but he didn’t really trust that he’d been given the truth. Also, he knew his clothing and posh accent stuck out like a sore thumb in this establishment. 

The man frowned and took a deep swig of his gin. “Who’s asking?”

“My name’s Morgan Strathmore,” Morgan said. “Do you mind if I sit and have a pint with you?”

“Only if you’re buying,” the man replied grudgingly.

Morgan sat down in the cracked leather seat and gestured for the serving girl. He waited until she’d brought him a pint of the swill they served here and had given Tucker another before he tried to talk to the man.

“Did you pick up a fare in the East End last night and take him and a child to Brookhaven orphanage?” he finally asked.

The man swished his gin around in his cup, refusing to look at him. “I figured someone would come asking about that. It’s not every day I pick up the famous Prometheus.”

Morgan caught his breath, trying to cover his sudden excitement by taking another drink. “Can you tell me anything about him? Anything at all that might help me uncover his identity?”

The man sat back, playing with one corner of his magnificent mustache. “No, I don’t think I will.”

“So, you’re saying you do know something, but you just won’t tell me?” Morgan asked with a frown.

“I see a lot of ugliness in these streets,” Tucker replied. “It’s pretty rare I see someone actually trying to make a difference. And when I do, I don’t have no interest in stopping them.”

For a moment, Morgan considered bribing the man, but that suddenly didn’t seem fair. He’d done the right thing by holding Prometheus’s secrets, and he didn’t want him to have to choose between his morals and the promise of a little extra food on the table. 

With a sigh, he threw a pound note on the table and stood.

“What’s this for?” Tucker asked. 

“It’s for being a decent human being,” Morgan replied, realizing he’d have to find Prometheus some other way. 

* * *
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AFTER HIS MEETING WITH Tucker, Morgan made his way down to Scotland Yard, requesting a meeting with Inspector Quinn O’Brien. He waited in a drafty hallway for nearly half an hour before he was finally shown into a minuscule office cluttered with paperwork. 

O’Brien looked up from his desk, an irritated expression on his handsome face. “To what do I owe this honor?” he asked, his tone inferring he didn’t have time to speak to a society swell when he was hard at work. 

The inspector was young for his position, not yet thirty, Morgan guessed, with burnished golden hair and sharp green eyes. Lucien had put a lot of faith in him, sending him to the Continent after Allison, and the man had also helped to tidy things up after Adrian had killed Winters’ henchmen. Though Morgan was almost certain O’Brien had discovered Adrian was Prometheus, he’d never caused any trouble for him. Despite his profession, he obviously thought the work Adrian had been doing was needed.

Now that Morgan was here, however, he suddenly feared giving too much away in his quest to find answers. He’d been in such a hurry to follow up on the leads from last night that he’d rushed over here without really thinking too much about what he would say. He couldn’t simply ask what O’Brien knew about Prometheus.

Or could he?

Deciding to put his faith in O’Brien’s innate goodness, he decided to just be honest. “Have you heard that Prometheus is prowling the streets of the East End again?”

O’Brien’s gaze narrowed. “Why are you asking me? Wouldn’t you know better than I?”

“No,” Morgan answered truthfully. “In this case, neither my brothers nor I have any information about it whatsoever.”

O’Brien frowned and finally gave Morgan his full attention. “That’s odd.”

“I thought so as well,” Morgan replied. “But I just wanted you to know that if... you know anything about it, I’d be more than happy to lend a hand.”

Laughing, O’Brien shook his head. “Are you asking me if I’m donning a disguise and terrorizing London’s brothels? And if so, you’d like to... what? Be my assistant?”

Too late, Morgan realized how laughable it did sound. “I suppose you do enough in your current role. You don’t have to put on a mask. Unfortunately, my own life has been rather sheltered, and I’ve only recently realized how many children need help. I suppose I’m just looking for a way to make a difference.”

“Sometimes it feels like I’m just putting my finger in the dyke,” O’Brien said quietly, suddenly serious. “Atrocities happen every day, and I’m usually only there to clean up the aftermath. Of course, I’d like to do more. I never seriously pursued Prometheus’s identity for that exact reason.” He gave Morgan a meaningful look that left no doubt whatsoever that he knew Adrian had been Prometheus. 

“Sorry to have disturbed you,” Morgan said, knowing he’d already pushed his luck a little too far. “I’ll see myself out.”

“Thank you for the information,” O’Brien told him, getting up and shaking his hand. “If I hear anything I think might be pertinent, I’ll send word to you.”

Morgan nodded. He was halfway out the door when O’Brien cleared his throat, making him turn and look back.

“Did you and your brothers know that the Earl of Winters has returned to London?” O’Brien asked.

“Yes,” Morgan admitted cautiously. “We just found out.”

“I’d stay clear of him, if you can,” O’Brien advised. 

“He’d do well to stay clear of us.”
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Chapter Eight
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Fiona spent the morning attending to several pressing matters having to do with some of the food vendors. Mrs. Thompson, the cook, had been sending her odd looks all day, and Fiona greatly feared she’d peeked into the sitting room this morning and seen her in Morgan’s arms. 

She sighed and scrubbed a hand over her face as she climbed the stairs toward the room she’d assigned to Ginny. There was nothing she could do about it now. Mrs. Thompson was her employee, not the other way around, so she doubted the woman would actually say anything about it. Still, she hated to think she’d lost the woman’s esteem. She’d always done her best to keep her personal life, what little she had of one, strictly separated from Brookhaven. A woman with a past like hers could not afford the slightest hint of impropriety.

As she passed the room that Morgan had painted, she couldn’t resist ducking inside for a moment. Christina and Bridget were excitedly showing the beautiful murals to a few of the other girls, and the beaming smiles on their faces melted Fiona’s heart. These children had such little joy in their lives, and the fact that Morgan had seen their need for beauty and had fulfilled it made her appreciate him on a soul-deep level. She couldn’t wait to see what he created next. 

Her earlier malaise somewhat abated, she left the room and continued down the hall to find Ginny. Tapping lightly on the correct door, she entered the room to find the girl still sleeping. Fiona wasn’t surprised, since Ginny had been heavily sedated last night. 

With a sigh, she sank down on the edge of the mattress and brushed a lock of dark hair out of the girl’s eyes. She was little more than a baby, though her thin face hinted at too many missed meals. She’d hoped that perhaps the girl might tell her if she had a family to return to, but it was doubtful that she did. She’d probably been sold into prostitution by her own family, or she was one of the countless orphans who filled the streets of the East End. 

“Oh, Ginny,” she murmured. “What am I going to do with you?”

“She’s still not awake?” Morgan asked hoarsely from behind her. 

She spun around to find him standing in the doorway, a concerned frown on his handsome face. The memory of his hands on her shoulders, the sweet kiss he’d given her before he’d left, nearly overwhelmed her, but she stubbornly pushed such thoughts aside. Despite his kindness, he was still miles above her, and she must remember that. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked, suddenly suspicious. “Were you going to try and talk to her?”

He shook his head. “No. I told you I wouldn’t, and I meant it. I was just looking for you, and Mrs. Thompson told me I could find you here.”

The tension in her shoulders eased somewhat. “I’m sorry. I suppose I’m just still exhausted from last night.”

“It’s all right,” he assured her, and she noticed that his own eyes were hooded with exhaustion. “I’m barely remaining upright myself.” He gave her a wan smile, then gestured to the large wicker basket she hadn’t noticed he was carrying. “I brought the children a gift, but I wanted to clear it with you first.”

He crossed the room to her side and set the basket down on the bed next to her. As he did so, the basket... whined?

“What on earth?” she murmured, lifting the lid to see two small tan puppies wriggling around inside. 

“I was on my way here, and a boy was trying to sell a half-dozen puppies—”

“You paid for these mutts?” she interrupted incredulously. 

“He obviously needed the money,” he replied with a wan smile. “Anyway, I remembered how much happiness my own dog gave me when I was a child, and I thought it might make the children here happy to have a few dogs around. I understand that dogs involve a lot of work, and if you don’t want them, I’ll take them home with me...” He paused and tilted her face up to his. “Why are you crying?”

“Oh, Morgan,” she whispered, dashing helplessly at the tears streaming down her cheeks, furious with herself for yet another show of emotion. She’d managed to keep her feelings locked away for so long, she’d almost convinced herself she didn’t have any, and she didn’t know why they were all rising to the surface now. “It’s beautiful. You’re so beautiful.”

He ran his thumb beneath her eyes tenderly, catching some of her errant tears. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She shook her head. “I’m not upset. I’m happy. These are happy tears.”

He gave her a hesitant smile. “I don’t understand.”

“Lots of people want to help these children. They throw money at the problem, try to give their advice, but they don’t really understand what the children need. Yet somehow, you know exactly what to do.”

“The puppies are good, then?” he asked, his lovely eyes twinkling from her praise.

“The puppies are perfect.” Impulsively, she leaned forward and this time, she kissed him. 

She’d meant it to just be a fleeting press of her lips to his, a gentle thank you for his kindness, but it exploded into something far more visceral, a clashing of teeth and tongues that went straight to her core, an avalanche of desire that she hadn’t expected but discovered she’d needed with every fiber of her being. 

At last, they broke apart, gasping, and she realized he’d been just as stunned by the passion between them as she had. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, embarrassment setting her cheeks on fire. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“It’s all right,” he told her, but he backed away, unable to hold her gaze. “I’ll go get started on another room. I’ll let you give the puppies to the children.” 

Then he whirled and strode away, leaving her more confused than ever.

* * *
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MORGAN TOOK THE STAIRS to the third floor two at a time, not stopping until he got to the room shared by two of the older boys, who’d chosen Moby Dick for their mural. He shut the door and leaned against it, his heart still pounding in his chest from the passionate kiss he’d just shared with Fiona. 

The warning he’d received this morning from his brother echoed in his mind, and he banged his head hard against the door to try and clear it. Fiona had been hurt in the past. The last thing she needed was a man who was still grieving his dead wife. A man with three children and no real purpose. She deserved far better. She deserved someone who would marry her, someone who could love her... 

Morgan wasn’t certain he’d ever truly been in love. He didn’t know if he had the ability to love any woman the way his brothers loved their wives. He hadn’t loved Anne in that way. But what he felt for Fiona was so different that he couldn’t even put a name to it and perhaps that scared him most of all. 

He sighed and sat down at the small desk in the corner, pulling out his sketchpad, determined to focus on his work and not his feelings for Fiona. It proved more difficult than he’d hoped, but at last, he was able to turn his mind to ships and whales. After he had a few preliminary drawings, he got up and stretched, then went and got his paints from the carriage. His driver seemed bored, so he instructed him to do a few of the other items on Fiona’s repair list, and then he headed back upstairs. 

While he was trying to decide which of his ideas to go with, he looked up to find half a dozen curious faces peering in at him, his son Samuel among them. He managed a smile. “Can I help you, lads?”

One of the older ones, a handsome young man with a shock of shiny black hair, stepped into the room. “Is it true you’re gonna paint something in all the rooms?”

Morgan nodded, pushing the sketch forward across the boys’ desk where he’d been working. He’d envisioned a ship tossed at sea, the whale rising out of the waves behind it. “Do you think this is too scary? Whose room is this?”

The boy who’d stepped forward gave him an incredulous glance. “’Course it’s not too scary. I’m not a baby.” 

“This is your room, then?” Morgan asked.

The boy nodded. “Mine and Jim’s.” He gestured to another, smaller redheaded boy at the back of the crowd. “He is the one who picked Moby Dick.”

Morgan locked eyes with Jim. “That was a really good choice, Jim. It gave me a lot to work with.” He glanced back at the first boy. “And what’s your name?”

“I’m Alex, sir. And we’re so excited to see what you do. We’ve all seen the girls’ room.”

“I’m glad to do it,” Morgan assured them, a little uncomfortable with the praise. He’d hidden his artwork for so long it was strange to get this sort of feedback and approval. 

He met Samuel’s gaze, pleased to see that his son looked happier than he had since Anne’s death. Perhaps he had needed the company of other boys his age. He was old enough to go away to school, but Morgan hadn’t been able to bear the thought of sending him away after the boy had just lost his mother. “Have the rest of you given thought as to what you’d like in your own rooms?”

That induced a spirited discussion about their favorite books and arguments between roommates. As Morgan continued his sketches, he found that he, too, was happier than he’d been in quite some time.

“Does it have to be from a book?” one of the boys asked. “Couldn’t we do the Battle of Trafalgar or King Arthur’s knights?”

“You can do whatever you want,” Morgan assured them. “Just as long as I’m familiar enough with the work to be able to paint it.”

Another boy, a tow-headed blond, thrust a piece of paper at him. “Would somethin’ like this be all right?” 

Morgan found himself holding an exquisitely drawn pencil sketch of a fire-breathing dragon. “This is fantastic work, young man. Absolutely beautiful! What’s your name?”

“My name’s Henry.” The boy seemed to grow an extra inch under Morgan’s praise, and he thought sadly of how easy it would have been for his stepfather to encourage him instead of mock him. If only his real father had lived... 

“Well, Henry, if Mrs. Bohannan says it’s all right, would you like to be my assistant?”

The boy’s eyes widened with shock. “You couldn’t mean that, sir?”

“Of course, I do,” Morgan assured him. “Why don’t you go ask her?” He smiled at the rest of the boys, who looked a little crestfallen. “Why don’t the rest of you help me move the furniture?”

Glad to have been given a chore as well, the rest of them all set to work moving the furniture into the center of the room. 

With a bemused smile, Morgan opened a can of ocean-blue paint.

He’d just finished prepping the largest wall when he looked up to see Fiona standing in the doorway, staring at him with a look he couldn’t quite decipher. When he met her gaze, she ducked her head a bit bashfully. The memory of the kiss they’d shared overwhelmed him, and he could tell she was thinking about it, too. 

Blushing, she cleared her throat. “Henry said you asked him to help you. I just thought I’d check in and make sure they weren’t bothering you.” She lifted a hand and gestured to the boys, who were still industriously organizing everything into the center of the room. “But you seem to have them well in hand.”

He nodded, realizing that he’d actually been able to do several things right where this woman was concerned today. She was looking at him with delight and cautious optimism. Perhaps even the beginnings of trust? Whatever it was, he’d take it. Because he very much wanted to see that look in her eyes again. 

“You do so well with the children,” she said. “We are all so grateful to have you here.”

“There’s nowhere I’d rather be,” he told her, and he found that he meant it.

* * *
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LATER THAT NIGHT, MORGAN stood in the shadows of the hall, watching with an aching heart as Fiona mothered his children. He’d been caught up in his work and hadn’t realized that it was so late. 

Fiona had obviously put the rest of the children to bed, and now, she sat in the sitting room with Samuel, Hannah, and Felicity, reading them a book. Felicity was in her arms, the child’s blonde head resting against her cheek, her thumb in her mouth. Samuel and Hannah sat by Fiona’s feet, staring up at her as though she’d hung the moon.

He’d thought they were coping well lately with Anne’s death, but seeing them with Fiona made him realize how much they’d been needing a maternal feminine touch. 

Samuel, especially, stared at Fiona with such longing...

Little Felicity had never known her mother’s love, and Hannah had only been two when Anne died and hardly remembered her. But Samuel remembered Anne and missed her desperately. Morgan could never give his children back what they’d lost when Anne had been taken from them, but, for the first time, it suddenly occurred to them that they didn’t have to be motherless forever. He could marry again.

The mere thought seemed disloyal to Anne’s memory, but now that he’d had it, he couldn’t unthink it. In fact, he knew many people expected it of him. The children needed someone besides Meggie in their lives. They’d blossomed in the last few weeks they’d been coming to Brookhaven, and he had Fiona to thank for it. 

His gaze settled on Fiona’s fiery hair, and a surge of attraction and affection surged through him, stunning him with its ferocity. What was it about this woman that entranced him so deeply? And more to the point, what, if anything, should he do about it?

Feeling suddenly strangely voyeuristic, he cleared his throat and entered the room. They all looked up at him, his children’s faces lighting up. As Hannah and Samuel ran over to him and wrapped their arms about his legs, Fiona closed the book and set it aside. He could see the exhaustion in her lovely green eyes, and guilt overwhelmed him. 

“I’m so sorry,” he told her. “I lost track of time.”

She smiled wanly. “It’s quite all right. I didn’t mind spending some time with them. They are very sweet children.” She pressed a gentle kiss to Felicity’s forehead, then stood and handed her toward Morgan. 

Morgan took his daughter, grinning as she squealed happily. “Thank you, but I feel terrible for keeping you awake. Next time, come and get me.”

She shrugged. “I probably would have just stayed up half the night going over the books anyway. It was a welcome break for me.”

Their gazes caught and held for a long moment, but then she blushed prettily and looked away. Whatever this thing between them was, he was fairly certain she felt it, too. He wanted to kiss her so much in that moment that it physically hurt not to, but the children provided a buffer that he obviously desperately needed. 

“Well,” she murmured, breaking eye contact and stepping away from him. “I suppose I should let you go. Will I be seeing you in the morning?”

He nodded, his heart lighter than it had been in ages. “Of course. Sleep well.”

She blushed even deeper, then leaned down and hugged Hannah and Samuel. “Good night, my darlings. Thank you for keeping me company.”

“Good night, Mrs. Bohannan,” Hannah chirped. 

“Thank you for reading to us,” Samuel said, his manner more reserved, but the longing in his eyes still very evident. 

Ushering the children toward the door, Morgan glanced back at Fiona and caught a glimpse of unguarded longing in her eyes as well. He suddenly wondered if she wanted children of her own.

But then she turned away, and he knew this was not the time or place to ask those sorts of questions. The thoughts suddenly swirling in his mind, of a future where the five of them might be a family, were terrifying and new. He needed some time to think it all through before he did something incredibly foolish. 

With a sigh, he led his family out into the night, feeling like a terrible father for having kept them out so late. His coachman was nodding off inside the coach, and he realized that the man had also been there all day. As much as he loved what he was doing at Brookhaven, he promised himself to be more considerate of others from now on. He had to limit his time here to something quite a bit more reasonable. 

A few minutes later, the coach was moving through Kensington and headed toward Mayfair. Felicity had already nodded off in his arms, and Hannah had leaned her head against the padded wall, her eyes drifting shut. Only Samuel was still wide awake. 

“Did you have a good day?” Morgan asked his son.

Samuel nodded emphatically. “Yes, Papa. I like being there. It’s a happy place.”

“What do you think about Mrs. Bohannan?” Morgan asked, unable to resist. “It was very nice of her to read to you while I was working.”

“She’s nice,” Samuel said softly, dropping his gaze. “She reminds me of Mama.”

“Does she?” Morgan stared at his son pensively. He didn’t see many similarities between the women at all, but he supposed that they both exuded warmth and kindness, though Anne’s spirit had been gentle and Fiona’s was forged in steel. 

“I miss my mama,” Samuel said suddenly, his bottom lip trembling. 

Morgan patted the seat beside him, and when Samuel moved across the aisle, Morgan used his free arm to hug his son tightly. “I do, too,” he whispered into his hair. “I do, too.”
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Chapter Nine


[image: image]


Roger paced the opulent flat where he’d once kept his mistress, fuming at the fact that he couldn’t go back to his home in Mayfair. That would be the first place that his stepbrothers looked for him, and he had no doubt that they’d already heard he was back in London. 

He’d just completed a very disheartening visit with his solicitor, who’d been managing his holdings while he’d been gone. It hadn’t gone well. Between the devastation Adrian had wrought as Prometheus and his own lack of attention, his holdings had dwindled to an abysmal level. He was practically a pauper! 

His father had been the first to invest in brothels and gaming halls, and the profits had always kept the earldom quite nicely in the black. Now, he’d been informed that he had very little available cash, and nearly all of his illegal businesses had been shuttered. 

Thank god he still owned plenty of property. He’d simply have to open up a few more establishments and wait for the money to begin rolling in once again. Unfortunately, he needed a cash infusion to get him started. 

Luckily, he knew just the person to ask. Earlier, he’d sent an invitation to his stepmother, and he was hoping she’d choose to come. She’d always been very supportive of him. As much as he hated her sons, he loved her and his half-sister, Allison. 

He busied himself looking through the papers his solicitor had left for him, and a few hours passed. He was so involved in what he was doing that he almost didn’t hear his butler until he cleared his throat. 

“My Lord, the Countess of Winters has arrived.”

“Excellent,” Roger said, pushing away his papers and leaning back in his chair. “Send her in.”

A few moments later, his stepmother entered the room in a rustle of stiff skirts. He smiled instinctively, but his smile quickly fell when he saw the look on her lovely face. 

“How dare you!” she snarled, coming to stand before him, trembling with anger. “Do you think I still want anything to do with you after you stole Allison away like a thief in the night?”

For some reason, he’d thought that she’d understood why he’d taken Allison with him to France, but apparently, those bastards had gotten to her already, turning her against him. 

“I needed her with me,” he said coldly. “I didn’t harm her in any way.”

“She told me everything that happened,” she replied, just as coldly. “She was terrified. And if she’d come to any harm, I would have hunted you down and killed you myself.” She sniffed. “You know my sons will destroy you once they know you’ve returned.”

“I can handle them.” He shrugged, seeing his chances of her giving him the money he needed disappearing like smoke in the wind. “But I need some help. Do you think you could possibly give me a small loan?”

She laughed bitterly. “I no longer have any funds of my own. Lucien has cut me off completely. He found out about the child we took from him. He married that trashy little gamekeeper’s daughter and forced me out of my home. Can you imagine! He exiled me to a cottage in the country, but I managed to prevail upon a friend to let me stay with her here in London. I am selling off my jewels to maintain my lifestyle, and it’s all your fault!”

He cringed a bit to hear of her dire straits but didn’t feel that he was entirely to blame. She was the one who had approached him with her plan to get rid of Serenity Pratt. He’d been happy to help out, but she was the one who hadn’t been able to bear the thought of her precious oldest son and heir marrying someone so lowborn. 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he told her placatingly, but what really bothered him was not her reduced circumstances but the fact that she no longer had money to lend him. However, he also knew that her jewelry was worth a fortune. “But if you could find it in you to give me the proceeds of one of your more valuable pieces of jewelry, I’d be able to help you out once my fortunes have changed.”

Her angry gaze turned calculating. “If I did give you one of the jewels, do you promise me that you’ll make Lucien pay for what he’s done to me?”

Roger nodded emphatically. “That, my dear stepmother, is a promise I’d be happy to make.”

A few more plans were made, and then Roger escorted her toward the front door. To his surprise, he found that Allison was waiting in the foyer, looking lovely as ever in a cerulean gown that matched her lovely eyes. 

“Allison,” he said with a smile. “So good to see you.”

She drew herself up to her full five feet and gave him a look that would have incinerated a lesser man. “I wish I could say the same, Roger. I was shocked when Mother said she was coming to visit you. After what you’ve done, I didn’t expect to ever see you again.”

He frowned. “What have I done? I didn’t hurt you in any way during our trip to France. I fear you’ve given your mother the wrong impression.”

She lifted her chin, suddenly reminding him of Lucien. “You kept me trapped in a dingy hotel room for weeks! You abandoned me when Lucien’s detective arrived and forced me to return to London with a... commoner!”

“I gave you the choice to return home, and you took it!” he fired back.

“What about Anne?” she cried. “You killed her!”

He smirked and shook his head. “I did no such thing. As my lawyers will tell you, I had no knowledge of those men’s plans. It isn’t my fault they were in my employ.”

The countess gave him a furious look and ushered Allison toward the door, which his footman hurried to open. “I’ll be in touch.”

* * *
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IN THE FADING EVENING light, Fiona stood on the back stoop, watching Molly and Ginny play with the two puppies. She’d decided to introduce them to the newest residents of Brookhaven first, believing that the two girls needed the warm furry friends more than anybody. 

Ginny still hadn’t spoken to her, but a half-smile curled her lips as she hugged one of the puppies, and Fiona dared to hope that she might come out of this entire horrible experience without any lasting scars. She was still young and hopefully resilient. 

She frowned suddenly, wondering how resilient she had been at sixteen. Had she ever really recovered from the things that had been done to her or had she just pushed them all to some deep dark corner of her mind where they crouched like hidden monsters, waiting to be unleashed?

“It seems as though they like the puppies,” Morgan said from behind her, his voice warm in her ear. 

The temptation to lean back against him, to let him take her in his arms the way he had the other night, was nearly overwhelming. This man did things to her that she’d never imagined possible. He made her want to trust him, to let him help her, to make love to him...

“Of course, they do,” she whispered. “Everybody loves puppies.” She turned to look up at him, so handsome in the twilight. “You have such a knack for knowing how to make these children’s lives better. I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done.”

He shrugged and dropped his gaze, looking a bit embarrassed. “I should have done it sooner. It embarrasses me to think that you and my brothers have been making a difference all these years while I was so self-involved, so unaware...”

She lifted her hand and gently cupped his cheek, the soft scratch of his evening stubble abrasive against her palm. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Morgan. You’ve been donating to Brookhaven for years. That was helpful. I’ve always appreciated it.”

He scoffed roughly but pressed his face a little more into her hand, as though he enjoyed the connection as well. “I guess all that matters is that my eyes are open now. I really do plan to do everything I can to change the lives of these children for the better.”

“I know you do,” she assured him. 

They stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment, so long that she became hyper-aware that she was still touching him. All the small intimacies they’d shared over the past weeks stretched between them, and the urge to kiss him again was so strong that it shook her to the core. Before she could act on it, she let her hand drop and stepped away. “Did you finish the Moby Dick room?”

He shook his head. “No, but I’ll be done tomorrow, and then, I’ll be working on Alice in Wonderland.” He grinned. “I’m really looking forward to that one.”

“I’m sure it will be magnificent.” A motion in the corner of her eye caught her attention, and she turned to see that Ginny had quit playing with the puppies and seemed to have shrunk in on herself, her gaze haunted as she carefully avoided looking at Morgan. 

He must have noticed as well, because he made a rough, lost sound in the back of his throat. “She’s terrified of me, isn’t she?”

“I’m afraid so,” she answered, wishing it wasn’t so. 

“Have you had a chance to talk to her about Prometheus?” he murmured. “Does she have any idea who he is?”

Fear pooled in the pit of her stomach at the thought that one of the girls might say something that would give her away. She knew she’d have to tell Morgan eventually, but it already seemed as though the time to do that had passed. Now, she’d just look dishonest, and the last thing she wanted was to lose his regard. “Neither of them is ready to be questioned,” she said testily. “Your need to know Prometheus’s identity is not important when it comes to these girls’ recovery.”

“I’ll go,” he told her, chastened. “I just wanted to say goodnight.”

She could tell that she’d hurt him, and she wanted to apologize but wasn’t quite sure how to do it without making things even more complicated. She never should have kissed him, never should have let things between them become anything more than friendly. She feared she’d already come to care for him far more than was good for either of them. 

“Good-night, Morgan.”

He gazed at her for another long moment and then turned and went back in the house, leaving her feeling lonelier than she’d ever been and promising herself she’d try to keep things strictly professional between them from now on.
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Chapter Ten
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Over the next few days, Morgan spent most of his time at Brookhaven working on the murals, finishing the one based on Alice in Wonderland and also one for another pair of boys based on the legend of Camelot. His young assistant, Henry, had proven to be even more talented than he’d imagined, and he’d been able to assign him whole sections of the murals, which the boy had completed with little supervision. 

But something had changed with Fiona. Although she’d been polite and appreciative, she’d shut down in some way. She seemed to have her guard up again, and he wasn’t exactly sure what he’d done to make her once again erect those walls that she used to keep the world at bay. He feared he’d pushed her too much, had taken too many liberties with their intimacies. 

The loss of her kind regard and gentle companionship had hurt more than he ever could have imagined. He wanted to get back to when things had been easy between them, but he wasn’t quite sure how to manage it. 

In the past, it seemed that every time he’d done something nice for the children, she’d let him in a little, but he was hesitant to do something with that particular goal in mind. He felt it had worked in the past because his intentions had been pure, and he didn’t want to do anything that seemed inauthentic in any way. 

For nearly a week, he turned the problem over in his head, trying to understand what exactly it was that he wanted from her. Were his feelings based wholly on his attraction for her? Though that was definitely part of it, that wasn’t the only reason he wanted to spend time with her. She sparked something inside of him, something he’d never felt before, and he wanted to explore it. 

At last, he decided that in order for them to have any quality time together, he would have to return to the orphanage after he’d taken his children home and tucked them in and all the children of the orphanage were also in bed. 

So, he settled in to wait, after he’d made sure the nanny knew he’d be gone for a while, and finally, made his way to Brookhaven. It was nearly midnight before he let himself into a side door with a key she’d given him. 

As he’d expected, he found her in her office, bent over her books, a troubled frown on her lovely face. He stood in the doorway for a moment, simply watching her. She truly was absolutely stunning, and he enjoyed getting to just drink her in. When she finally looked up at him, a wide grin curved her lips, and in that unguarded moment, he knew she was just as happy to see him as he was to see her. 

But then, as though she’d caught herself, she frowned again. “Did you forget something?”

He slowly shook his head. “No, I just wanted to spend some time with you.”

Her frown deepened. “You see me every day.”

With a sigh, he walked into the room and took the seat across from her desk. “Have I done something wrong, Fiona? You’ve been so distant lately.”

She bit her lip and dropped her gaze, staring at the papers in front of her as though they held all the secrets in the world. “You haven’t done anything wrong, Morgan.”

“Then why are you angry with me?” he asked softly.

“I’m not angry,” she said quickly, finally looking at him, her green eyes filled with an emotion he couldn’t name. “I just don’t know what you want from me.”

“I don’t want anything from you,” he assured her. “Just your company. Just your friendship.”

She flushed and looked down again. “I don’t know what kind of woman you think I am, but I can’t be your mistress, Morgan.”

A sick feeling settled in the pit of his stomach. Why would she think that? He hadn’t done anything to disrespect her in that way. After all, she’d been the one to kiss him. “That’s not what I want from you, Fiona. I would never ask that of you.”

“Then what?” she cried, scooting her chair back and putting more distance between them. “I’m so far beneath you that your intentions could never be honorable, so what else am I supposed to think?”

Her words shocked him, but he suddenly understood why she’d been so standoffish, how his obvious attraction toward her must have appeared. Of course, she’d thought he wanted to make her his mistress, that he’d meant to seduce her. Hell, even Adrian had thought that.

“Do you think that where you came from matters to me?” he asked, his own emotions roiling within him. “One of my brothers married an actress and the other married a housemaid. We Strathmores could care less about what other people think when it comes to the women we choose.”

“Have you chosen me, Morgan? Is that what this is?” She got to her feet, pacing behind her desk like a caged animal, a wild light in her eyes. “I’m nothing like Serenity and Vanessa,” she assured him, her voice filled with anguish. “I could never be good enough for someone like you. Never.”

Unable to bear it, he rounded the desk and pulled her into his arms, holding her against him until she stopped struggling and stilled, her breath coming fast and harsh. He soothed her hair, his own heart racing. “Don’t say that, Fiona. You are good and sweet and beautiful, and I don’t know if I’ve ever liked anyone more.”

She blinked up at him through her tears, her green eyes filled with tentative hope and longing. “You can’t mean that.”

“Of course, I do,” he whispered, brushing a few auburn strands from her damp cheek. “You have such strength, Fiona. Such character. I honestly don’t know what my intentions are where you’re concerned, but I promise I would never do anything to dishonor or hurt you. If I step out of line at all, if I ever make you feel the least bit uncomfortable, all you have to do is tell me.”

She shivered and buried her face against his chest once again. “Everything you do makes me uncomfortable,” she whispered, her voice muffled. “But in a good way. I’ve never felt so safe, so cared for. It’s hard for me to trust that.”

“Me, too,” he agreed. “I’ve never known a woman I could be myself around. With Anne... I always had to pretend, always had to keep my true thoughts and emotions at bay.”

“What are we going to do?” she asked plaintively. “How can we possibly be anything more than friends?”

He tilted her chin up and stared deep into her eyes. “Friends is enough for now, don’t you think? I just want to go back to how things were between us a week ago. Do you think we could do that?”

She bit her lip. “A week ago, we kissed.”

He winced. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“That’s just it,” she admitted softly. “I’m not. I loved it when we kissed. You’re the only man who has ever treated me with such tenderness. I think about it all the time.”

He hugged her tighter against him, her words sending fire through his blood. “I think about it, too.”

For a few moments, they simply stood there, breathing each other in, the weight of their admissions hanging between them. He pressed his face against her hair, eyes closed, wishing he knew what the hell he was doing, wishing he knew the right words to say.

* * *
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FIONA RESTED HER HEAD against Morgan’s chest, still stunned by his midnight visit. She’d tried so hard to stay away from him during the last week, but it had been hard when he was all she thought about, all she wanted. Her feelings for him absolutely terrified her, but she could no longer deny them. 

But admitting that she cared for him didn’t change a thing. She was still so far beneath him, and there was still Brookhaven and her work as Prometheus to consider. All he did was distract her, but he was a welcome distraction indeed. 

“When you’re here, you remind me that I’m a woman, that I have thoughts and feelings other than this place and the children,” she whispered.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” he murmured, gently rubbing his hand up and down her back. “You have to take some time for yourself every once in a while.”

She shivered, feeling so incredibly tempted. “I can’t.”

“What would it hurt to spend an hour with me now, talking and relaxing with a glass of brandy?” he asked, sounding like Satan must have in the Garden of Eden.

She laughed and gestured toward the clock on the mantel. “It’s nearly one o’clock.”

“And you would have stayed up another hour working on the books, wouldn’t you?” he asked, knowing her so well. He pulled back and then took her hand, leading her over to the sofa. “Why don’t you sit here for a moment? I’ll get us something to drink.”

With a sigh, she capitulated. He was right. She’d stayed up much later than this in the past. Was it so wrong to take an hour for herself? To get to know this incredible man a little better? 

As she sank into the sofa, she had a feeling that her life would never be the same again. 

A few moments later, he sat down beside her, pressing a glass of brandy in her hand. She took a bracing sip, wincing a bit as the warmth burned its way down her throat. She rarely drank, having seen at a young age how a dependence on alcohol could destroy lives. Would her father have done the awful things he had if he hadn’t been poisoned by his demons? But tonight, it felt wonderful, almost instantly calming her nerves and infusing her with a feeling of warmth.

“You’re really a fantastic artist,” she finally said, wanting to move the conversation away from their strong attraction to each other and onto a safer topic. 

“Thank you,” he said softly, angling his body a bit so he could meet her gaze. He took a sip of his drink and then set it aside on the small table beside the sofa. “It’s my true passion.”

“How did you learn how to do it?” she asked, then felt incredibly stupid. She knew nothing of how the upper crust lived. They probably all had art lessons as part of their education.

“It’s just always been something I was good at,” he said, not batting an eye over her silly question. “Some of my first memories are of sketching my dog with a piece of charcoal. My father... he encouraged me, but after he died... My stepfather mocked me cruelly, said it wasn’t a manly pursuit, destroyed all my work.”

The pain of his quiet admission hurt her as well. “Oh, Morgan,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry. What an absolutely dreadful thing to do to a child.”

He shrugged, trying to play it off. “I didn’t paint for years after that. I felt embarrassed, ashamed. But right before Anne died, I started again. Obsessively.” He stared past her, his eyes far away. “I began to paint my childhood nightmares, and I believe it helped me exorcise some of those demons. A bit of the wildness inside of me dissipated.”

She covered his hand with hers, squeezing gently. She wanted to ask him what had happened in his childhood that he needed so desperately to recover from but didn’t want to push him to reveal more than he was ready to. “I’m glad you started again.”

“I am as well.” He shook his head, as though banishing the bad memories, and met her gaze again. “The work I’ve been doing here is like nothing I’ve ever done before. It’s fulfilling me in a way I can’t explain.”

“I’m so glad.” She released his hand and took another drink of her brandy. “I’m not artistic at all,” she admitted. “I’ve always had a head for numbers, though.”

“It seems to me that you are passionate about that,” he said, his eyes suddenly twinkling. “Adrian calls you his little bean counter, doesn’t he?”

Heat filled her cheeks and she nodded. “He does. And I suppose you’re right. When I can balance a ledger, make this month’s budget, save a few pounds... Well, that’s a beautiful thing to me.”

“We all see beauty in different ways.” He stretched his arm along the back of the sofa until his fingers lightly brushed her shoulder. “There is no right or wrong when it comes to beauty or passion.”

She sighed and leaned a bit more into his touch. “I suppose you’re right. I know Adrian appreciates the work I do here, and it always meant a lot to me that he supported me and never tried to change me. Even before I knew who he truly was, he supported me as Prometheus. We were such good friends... I’ve missed that. I miss him.”

“He still cares about the place more than you could imagine,” Morgan reassured her. “But Vanessa and the children have changed him. He’s truly happy now, for the first time I can remember.”

“And I’m happy for him.” She closed her eyes briefly, thinking about Adrian and Vanessa and the love they’d found together. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. It’s just been lonely here without him, so I’ve been very grateful that you’ve stepped in and filled some of that void.”

The moment she said it, the words felt wrong. It made her sound ungrateful, and it also made it seem as though she thought of Morgan as just a substitute for his brother, something that must be annoying for a twin, the notion that one was interchangeable with the other. 

But he didn’t seem offended. Instead, he just smiled. “The weeks that I’ve spent here have been some of the best of my life. The best in recent memory, at least. I’m not doing this just because I want to make a difference in these children’s lives, although I do. I’m doing it because I like spending time here with my children. They enjoy it, too. Since Anne died, we’ve just been going through the motions. I feel like we’re finally starting to live again. To be a family...” He trailed off, looking embarrassed. “I haven’t been the best father. I know that.”

“You’re doing fine,” she hastened to reassure him, putting her hand over his and squeezing. “No one who hasn’t been through what you’ve been through has any right to judge. And I’ve seen the way you are with them. How much you love them.”

He turned his gaze to the fire, still looking troubled. “I’m trying.”

“That’s all anyone can really do, isn’t it?” She laughed roughly. “I think we’re all just doing the best that we can on any given day.”

“I suppose so.” He reached for his glass and took another swig of the brandy. “I really wish you’d tell me who the new Prometheus is. I’ve turned it round and round in my head and can’t think of anyone other than you, Vanessa, and Serenity who knows of the connection between Prometheus and Brookhaven.”

Her breath caught in her throat. Was this why he’d truly come? Were all his sweet words just a way to disarm her, a way to learn what he truly wanted to know? And he was absolutely right. She and his brothers’ wives were the only people who could possibly know. But the fact that it hadn’t yet occurred to him that she or one of his sisters-in-law could be Prometheus was a bit insulting. Why couldn’t a woman be as brave and daring as a man?

“You’re not thinking the problem through,” she said finally. “The answer is right in front of you. You just can’t see it.”

He sighed and scrubbed his hand over his face. “I don’t like puzzles.”

She shrugged, all the pleasant warmth of the evening disappearing. “I can’t give you any more than that, I’m afraid. And I wish we didn’t have to talk about this.”

“I’m sorry,” he said swiftly, obviously realizing how her mood had changed. “I didn’t mean to ruin things.”

She sat up straight, which caused his hand to dislodge from her shoulder. “It’s fine. But I think that you should go. It’s very late, and I really need to get some sleep.”

He looked as if he wanted to protest, but he slowly pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll go. But promise me that you’ll stop avoiding me. Please.”

She sighed. “I do appreciate that you came tonight. And I’m sorry I can’t tell you more about Prometheus.”

“It’s all right,” he said, giving her a pale imitation of a smile. “I’ll see you sometime tomorrow, then?”

“Yes,” she answered, though, in truth, tonight had made it more imperative than ever that she stay away from him because of the danger to her heart that he represented.
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Chapter Eleven
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Morgan had hoped that his late-night visit to Fiona would make things easier between them but instead, it had only made things worse. The next week continued as the week before had. He showed up at Brookhaven every day to work on the murals, and she did her best to avoid him. When he did manage to run into her, the air between them practically crackled with tension and awkwardness. 

But for some reason, he couldn’t leave it alone. He couldn’t stop thinking about what it would mean to have her in his life, though he still had no idea what that would look like or what exactly he wanted from her. 

At his wit’s end, he finally realized that Adrian and Lucien were not the ones he really needed to talk to about the matter. 

Which was how he found himself being shown into the gold parlor at Lucien’s house on the next Saturday afternoon for an audience with his sisters-in-law, Serenity and Vanessa.

“Morgan,” Serenity cried, rising to greet him with a hug. “It’s so good to see you.”

He embraced her tightly, though it was hard with her hugely pregnant belly. He was grateful as ever that she’d come into his brother’s life and made it so much better. “It’s good to see you, too, Serenity. It seems as though it’s been a while.”

As he stepped back, he was immediately pulled into another warm hug by Vanessa, the statuesque brunette Adrian loved more than life. “Hello, Vanessa.”

She beamed up at him, mischief in her dark eyes. “We’ve been dying to know why you asked to meet with us. Not that we aren’t both thrilled to see you, but I believe this is the first time you’ve ever wanted to see us when your brothers weren’t around.”

He winced a bit, knowing it was true. He loved these women like they truly were his sisters, but he was also a bit jealous of the passionate love affairs that his brothers had managed to find with them. He always felt a bit left out, an outsider looking in. Actually, he supposed that was part of the reason why he’d come. 

He wanted what they had. 

That realization stunned him, and he felt as though he might collapse with the weight of it. I want to marry Fiona. I want her to be my wife.

How had he not realized it before? Why had he allowed himself to think that some sort of friendship would ever be enough?

Something of what he was feeling must have been visible in his face, because Vanessa grabbed his arm and guided him toward the nearest chair. “What is it, Morgan? You’ve suddenly gone white as a ghost.”

He looked up to find both women staring down at him in concern. “It’s all right,” he managed. “I’m fine. I just need some advice.”

They exchanged a look, then sat down side by side on the sofa across from him, their eyes wide with speculation. 

“Of course,” Serenity answered for both of them. “Just tell us what you need. We’d be happy to help you. Is it something to do with the children?”

He shook his head, though he realized that would make sense. He was a man trying to raise three children alone. They probably wondered why he hadn’t come to them for help sooner. They were a wonderful built-in support system that he’d never really utilized. “No, it’s not the children. Though perhaps you can help me with that sometime down the road.”

“Then it must be Fiona,” Vanessa announced slyly.

At his surprised look, she smiled and shrugged. “You should know that Adrian and I don’t keep secrets from each other.”

Of course. Still, it made him a bit uncomfortable to know that he could no longer count on his twin’s discretion. “Yes,” he admitted. “It’s Fiona.”

Serenity clapped her hands together with delight. “Oh, Morgan. You don’t know how happy this makes us. We love Fiona and would like nothing more than to see the two of you together.”

He sighed and raked his hand through his hair. “That’s just it. I don’t think she’s as eager at the prospect as the two of you are. In the beginning, there was such a spark, such a connection between us. I’d never felt anything like it before.” 

He paused, still a bit stunned by the fact that he was baring his soul to them like this and wondering just exactly how much he should share. In the end, he decided that he’d come this far, he might as well tell them everything. 

“And then we kissed.” He ducked his head, unable to meet their bright gazes. “I think she liked it. I know I did. But since then, she’s kept me at arm’s length. I tried to talk to her about it, I even thought we were getting somewhere, but then, she got upset because I tried to ask her who Prometheus is, and she became distant all over again. She’s said that she doesn’t think she’s worthy of me. Which is ridiculous. I just don’t know how to convince her that she is.”

“Maybe we should have the two of you over for a dinner party,” Vanessa suggested, releasing his hand and leaning back, a gleam in her eyes as she started to plan. “You’ll come as a couple. It will be just the six of us. She could see what it would be like to be part of the family.”

But Serenity looked troubled. “Is that what you want, Morgan? Do you want to marry her?”

Hearing the words out loud terrified him, but his earlier realization still felt right. “Yes, I think so. If she’d have me.” He shook his head. “I know it seems too soon. I know people won’t understand. But she makes me happy. In a way that Anne never did,” he admitted softly, dropping his gaze. 

“We can’t help who we love,” Serenity said, her voice soft with understanding. “And we can’t make ourselves love someone if that spark isn’t there.”

He still couldn’t look at her. “It isn’t that I didn’t care for Anne. I cared for her a great deal. I wanted to make her happy, and sometimes I think I did. But I needed her to try harder to make me happy as well, and she didn’t. She didn’t understand my darkness, didn’t want to talk about anything deeper than the weather, gossip, and the children. She was a wonderful woman, but she just wasn’t right for me.”

He felt disloyal for even saying those words, but they’d been building up in him for so long. He’d done poorly in choosing Anne. He’d barely known her when they’d gotten married, although they’d been acquainted his whole life. But even though he and Fiona had only been spending time together for a few weeks, he felt a connection with her, had opened up to her in ways he’d never thought he could. 

“Then you didn’t have a mistress?” Vanessa asked tentatively. “She told me that you had been going out at night a lot...”

Guilt overwhelmed him to know his sweet wife had died believing such a thing. “I never strayed. Not physically.”

Vanessa looked as though she wanted to ask more but was torn between her allegiance to him and her fond memories of Anne. They had become great friends before Anne’s death. Anne had treated Vanessa kindly when the rest of their world had looked down up her for being an actress. 

Deciding his silence would only make him look worse, he realized he might as well tell the truth. “I was painting. Every night, I was in the attic, painting.”

Serenity’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know you were an artist, Morgan.”

He shrugged in embarrassment, uncomfortable with the title. “I’m not that good. I just like to do it. When I’m upset, it makes me feel better. It’s been that way ever since I was a child. But the things I was painting then... they were dark. I knew Anne wouldn’t understand, but I was driven to do it, night after night.”

Neither of them looked as though they truly understood, but he knew that Fiona would. If she were to see those paintings, the ones filled with fire and death, she’d probably manage to find some beauty in them. He wondered suddenly what she’d think if he were to tell her his darkest secret, what had happened on the roof with the previous Earl of Winters. 

Vanessa cleared her throat. “Well, I’m glad to hear that’s what you were doing. It makes me feel even better about a match between you and Fiona.”

“Do you think she’ll agree to this? To a dinner party with the rest of us? I don’t want to make her feel cornered or uncomfortable,” he said, although he would like nothing more than to have her on his arm in a social situation with his brothers and their wives. It would do a lot to show him whether a match between them would truly be possible. 

The two women exchanged a look. “You leave this to us,” Vanessa said confidently. “We will take care of everything.”

He gave them a weak smile, hoping they were right. The last thing he wanted was to drive an even deeper wedge between him and Fiona.

* * *
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FIONA SAT BACK IN HER chair, letting the fancy engraved invitation in her hand drop to the desk. She stared at it, her mouth parted in shock. 

A dinner party. At the Earl of Hawkesmere’s house in Grosvenor Square.

A hysterical laugh bubbled in the back of her throat, but she wasn’t quite sure if laughter or tears was the best reaction to something so ludicrous. 

Though she was very friendly with both the countess and Vanessa, she didn’t believe either of them was behind this unprecedented leap in their relationship. In all the time she’d known the Strathmores, she’d only been invited to their home once. She’d gone to the earl’s house for Vanessa and Adrian’s wedding, but it was Adrian who’d invited her then, and she hadn’t stayed for the whole thing. She’d been woefully underdressed and out of place. She’d appreciated the sentiment, but the rest of the guests had made it clear to her that she did not belong. She’d sneaked away as soon as she could and had sworn never to go back.

Although she saw Vanessa and Serenity quite often at Brookhaven, and the three women had built a wonderful friendship, neither of them had ever invited her to their homes before. Not for so much as an afternoon tea.

No, this was Morgan’s doing, and she didn’t know whether to be thrilled or horrified.

She shook her head slowly, mentally cataloging her closet and coming up woefully short. Not a single item of clothing she owned was suitable for dinner with an earl. Even if she wanted to go, which she wasn’t sure she did, she had absolutely nothing to wear. 

The last thing she wanted was to show up in her off-the-rack, thoroughly worn work attire and prove to them all just how unsuitable she really was to be a part of their exalted circle. 

But instead of throwing the invitation into the wastebasket at her feet, she ran one finger across the fine linen paper, longing stirring within her. 

What would it be like, though? To dine with the Strathmores? To sit beside Morgan as though she were his equal? To chat and laugh with all the people who had become so dear to her?

Her gaze drifted to a locked drawer of her desk. 

With a trembling hand, she retrieved the key and opened it, taking out a stack of crisp pound notes she’d squirreled away for a rainy day. Adrian insisted on paying her for her position at Brookhaven, but she’d never yet spent a dime. She enjoyed knowing the money was there, if she ever needed it, and every few months, she carefully tallied how long she could keep Brookhaven going with her own funds if the Strathmores ever pulled their support. 

Perhaps she could use just a little to go shopping...

With a sigh, she snapped the drawer shut. No! That was out of the question. She shouldn’t even be considering something so frivolous...

But it had been so long since she’d done anything for herself. What could it hurt, to spend just a little on something utterly lovely and decadent? Tomorrow, she could go right back to her tight-fisted, miserly ways. 

Before she could change her mind, she opened the drawer again, grabbed the top few bills, and pushed to her feet. 

She wasn’t certain what was behind this strange invitation, and she might still make an utter fool of herself, but she sensed that if she refused, she might regret it for the rest of her life. 

After stopping in the kitchen to tell Mrs. Peterson she was going out, she hailed a hack and directed the driver to take her to Bond Street.

* * *
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ROGER HAD NEVER BEEN very patient, and during the last few weeks, he’d been going out of his mind waiting for Prometheus’s next move. He’d laid traps in every establishment he owned, bringing in even younger children who might spark the bastard’s interest, hiring extra guards to lie in wait. 

But after a brief spurt of activity last month, Prometheus seemed to have completely gone to ground. The timing correlated perfectly with Roger arriving back on English soil, so he could only assume that somehow his stepbrothers knew he was home. 

The delay in exacting his revenge infuriated him. 

He knew they were out there somewhere, plotting against him, and the only way to keep them from ruining everything he’d worked to build yet again was to ruin them first. 

He’d waited so long to finally have that bastard at his mercy, to rip off that mask and see which one of them had caused him so much grief. He also intended to get to the bottom of which one of them had killed his father. 

All these years, they’d gone unpunished for the ways in which they’d ruined his life, but soon, that would all change. He supposed he’d just have to bide his time. 

Sooner or later, they’d feel the need to act the hero and rescue someone, and when they did, he would be waiting.

* * *
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MORGAN IMPATIENTLY paced the front entry of his brother’s grand home, waiting for Fiona’s arrival. He’d been half-afraid she wouldn’t come at all, but she’d apparently responded to the invitation that Serenity had sent. She was coming.

He still feared that she’d been upset by this obvious manipulation by his sisters-in-law or that she’d feel uncomfortable once she arrived. He’d resolved to do his best to make her feel at home, but he couldn’t imagine how overwhelming this all would be for her. She’d probably never been to a home like this in her life, and the last thing he wanted to do was make her feel even less like they belonged together.

A burst of laughter drifted out of the nearby sitting room, and he hoped it wasn’t at his expense. Luckily, his brothers were staying out of it, though they could have mocked him roundly for his uncharacteristic behavior. 

To his dismay, his sister Allison was here as well. Apparently, she’d overheard Serenity and Vanessa talking about the dinner party, and she’d demanded an invitation of her own.

Serenity had apologetically met him at the door tonight to tell him the news, but he couldn’t be angry. Allison was his sister, after all. He only hoped she hadn’t come to cause trouble. She’d been quite nasty to both Vanessa and Serenity when they’d first joined the family. But after her kidnapping, she’d changed quite a bit. Her mother’s teachings seemed to be falling by the wayside, and he hoped she would at least try to be someone he could be proud to be related to.

Deciding to head off that potential disaster while he still could, he sought out his little sister, bringing her back out to the foyer. “Why did you want to come tonight?” he asked without preamble. 

She blinked up at him, her large blue eyes full of an innocence he didn’t believe for one moment. Sometimes her resemblance to their mother hit him like a fist to the gut. “I wanted to spend some time with you all,” she finally replied. “I hardly ever get to see all of you since... Mother moved us out of Lucien’s house.” 

Since Luke kicked us out hung heavy and unsaid between them.

Morgan agreed wholeheartedly with Luke on the matter, so he could hardly pretend that he didn’t think it was for the best. Still, he softened just a bit. She was their sister, and they couldn’t hold her accountable for all their mother’s misdeeds, no matter how much Allison looked like the woman.

“Do you really plan to begin courting Fiona Bohannan?” Allison asked, her eyes dancing.

Sighing, Morgan nodded. “Yes, I do. If she’ll have me.”

Allison gave him what appeared to be a sincere smile. “I’ve only met her a time or two. But I really admire her for the work she does, and she’s very beautiful.” 

Morgan stared at his little sister, perhaps really seeing her for the first time in years. It had been so easy to write her off, to dismiss her as their mother’s minion, with no thoughts or ideas of her own. But now, he realized she was a young woman, nearly nineteen, and she seemed to have some opinions of her own. Perhaps he’d have to try and do better in the future to get to know her. Maybe with some guidance from him, his brothers, and their wives, she could actually become someone he’d enjoy being around. 

Still, he couldn’t leave it to chance. “Will you please be kind to her? Do your best not to make her feel inferior in any way?”

Allison looked a bit hurt for a moment. Then she nodded and gently squeezed Morgan’s arm. “I’m not the girl I used to be. I hope someday you’ll realize that. Serenity and Vanessa have taught me that a person’s character has nothing at all to do with the class to which they were born.”

He placed his hand over hers, squeezing in return. “Perhaps you can come stay with me for a few days. Maybe we need a chance to get to know each other again as adults.”

Her lovely face lit up. “I’d love that, Morgan. Truly. I’d like to be able to play with the children and talk to you a bit about some of my new passions.”

He wasn’t certain what that meant exactly, but he was willing to hear her out. “Come by sometime next week. I’ll have a room made up for you.”

She clapped her hands and gave him a fierce hug. It took him a bit aback, as she’d never been one to be demonstrative with physical affection. Then she skipped off back toward the drawing room, leaving Morgan feeling bemused.

Shaking himself and trying to focus on the matter still at hand, he paced the length of the foyer once more, knowing it wasn’t well done of him to do so. A gentleman does not want to appear too eager. But damn propriety all to hell. He was eager. He just wished that Fiona had allowed him to pick her up. However, when he’d sent a note around suggesting that he do so, she’d replied that she preferred to come on her own. He didn’t know what to make of that. 

At last, the doorman opened the door and ushered Fiona in. 

Morgan started forward, only to pause halfway across the foyer, his eyes widening at this completely different side of the woman he’d thought he was coming to know so well. 

Fiona entered with her head high, looking every inch a lady. She wore a stunning emerald gown, which emphasized the beauty of her dazzling green eyes, and her gorgeous auburn hair was piled upon her head in an intricate updo, with small pearls glistening in the dark strands. A matching necklace drew his gaze to her ample cleavage, which was on breathtaking display in the low-cut gown. 

He’d seen Fiona dozens of times in the last few months, and he’d always thought her lovely beyond compare, but now... she literally took his breath away. 

“Fiona,” he finally managed, rushing forward. “You look absolutely stunning.”

The flicker of relief in her eyes made him realize how very nervous she was, how much she’d feared not being dressed correctly. She’d obviously gone to much trouble and expense in order to appear so polished, and he felt renewed guilt for forcing her out of her world and into his own. Somehow, he’d find a way to make it up to her. 

“Thank you,” she murmured, nervously smoothing her hand over the stiff fabric. “I wasn’t certain what to wear.”

“You’re dressed perfectly,” he assured her, taking one of her gloved hands in his own. “I’m so glad you came.”

She managed a brittle smile. “I was surprised to get the invitation.”

“Not unpleasantly, I hope.” He led her toward the sitting room. “The whole family is glad that you decided to come.”

She raised a brow. “And what about you?”

He paused and earnestly met her gaze. “I am very happy that you’re here.” 

The moment they entered the sitting room, Vanessa, Serenity, and Allison crowded around her, exclaiming over the beauty of her dress and hair. 

He stood back a bit, bemused, still captivated by the sight of her. If she was nervous, he couldn’t tell. She interacted with his sister and sisters-in-law with grace and humor, and something inside him settled. Everything was going to be all right. Perhaps Vanessa and Serenity had been right and all that Fiona had needed was to see how well she’d fit in with them all to understand that she had nothing to worry about, as far as his intentions and their suitability.

Lucien drew him aside, a twinkle in his eyes. “Does this make you happy?”

Morgan nodded. “Very much so.”

His older brother squeezed his shoulder. “Well, then, the rest of us are very happy as well.”

Although he knew he didn’t need their permission, he was soothed by the fact that he had it. His brothers and their families meant everything to him, and this would have been very difficult if they’d put up a fuss or acted as though Fiona did not belong here. Not that he would have changed his mind, but he was glad not to have to jump that hurdle. 

After allowing the women a few moments to chat and catch up, he once again took Fiona’s arm, leading her to get a glass of wine and then drawing her into a secluded corner. 

She took a few sips, gazing at him over the rim of the crystal glass. “I’m not really sure why you invited me here, Morgan.”

He shook his head, trying to play it off. “It was Serenity who invited you.”

She gave him a disbelieving look. “Perhaps, but I still think you were behind it in some way. I’ve known Serenity for a year, and she’s never invited me here before.”

He felt heat rising in his cheeks and knew he had to be honest. “I asked Serenity and Vanessa for advice on how to get back into your good graces.”

“Oh, Morgan,” she said softly, with a shake of her head. “You’ve never been out of my good graces. But surely you can see that I don’t belong here.”

“No,” he said firmly. “I don’t see that at all. In fact, everything I’ve seen tonight only convinces me that you do. My family loves you.”

She bit her lip, looking unconvinced, and this evidence of her vulnerability broke his heart. The last thing he wanted was to make her feel even worse about things between them. He’d never wanted to take her in his arms more. 

“Do you want to leave?” he asked quietly. “Because if you do, I’ll take you out of here right now. We can go wherever you want and whenever you want. Just say the word.”

“I don’t want to leave.” She laughed, and the tension between them broke. “I love your family, too. They’ve become my friends. All of them. And I am honored to be here tonight. This is a treat I never thought I’d have. Thank you for thinking of this, Morgan. I really do appreciate it. Forgive my anxiety.”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” he assured her. “Just let me know if you change your mind, if anything at all feels too overwhelming.”

“I will,” she said, and this time, her smile seemed genuine. 

Serenity joined them again, her green eyes troubled. “Is everything all right?” she asked Fiona. “You seem troubled.”

“Everything is fine,” Fiona said, touching her arm lightly. “Thank you so much for inviting me, Serenity.”

Serenity smiled in relief. “We are thrilled to have you. Morgan has been like a new man since he’s been spending time at Brookhaven.”

Morgan shifted uncomfortably to be talked about in such a manner, but Fiona just laughed. “He’s been doing such marvelous murals on the children’s walls. You’ll have to come by and see them.”

Serenity raised a brow. “Murals? I had no idea.”

The idea of his family knowing about his art still made him a bit nervous, but Serenity actually seemed interested, and he realized that the time for hiding his passion had passed. “I’m enjoying it immensely. The children seem to like it as well.”

Winters was dead, and he finally realized that no one who loved him would ever mock him for pursuing his passions. Perhaps even Anne would have understood. He should have taken that chance instead of hurting her with his omission.

“That’s an understatement,” Fiona said, giving him a fond look. “The children have never been around such beauty. And to have it in their very own rooms, a piece of art created just for them? Words can’t express how much it has meant to them... and to me.”

He held her gaze, pleasure flooding through him. Her words filled some of the cracks that had been created in him long ago, and he felt truly seen for perhaps the first time in his life. “That means the world to me,” he said softly.

Serenity cleared her throat. “Well... I don’t think I’m needed here at all.”

As she wandered away, they shared a smile. He felt suddenly part of something, and he wanted very much to know if she felt the same. “Fiona... I don’t know exactly what I said the other night that caused you to send me away, but whatever it was... I’m sorry. Please, can you give me another chance to be your friend? To be more than your friend?”

She shifted uneasily. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I just let my own doubts rear their ugly heads. When you started asking me about Prometheus again, I allowed myself to think that perhaps that was the only reason why you’d come, the only reason you were saying such sweet things.”

Relief flooded through him. “I no longer care about Prometheus’s identity. If you don’t want to tell me, then you don’t have to. I am merely grateful that he brought us together.”

“Truly?” Her eyes flooded with what seemed to be happy tears. 

“Truly.” He reached out and tentatively took her hand. “It can’t have escaped your attention that I am wild about you, Fiona. I don’t know where this thing between us is going, but I definitely want it to go somewhere. May I court you?”

“Court me?” Her eyes widened with surprise and perhaps fear. “You can’t be serious.”

Frustration filled him, ruining what he’d hoped would be a beautiful moment. “I just told you that I was,” he chided. “Please, Fiona, just give me a chance.”

She bit her lip, still looking troubled. Her gaze shifted to take in the rest of the group, all of whom had stopped talking and were staring at them without any shame whatsoever. “What does your family think?”

“They are all perfectly thrilled with the notion,” he told her quietly. “Not that it matters to me in the least.”

“It matters to you,” she said with a small shake of her head. “You need your brothers, and they need you.”

He sighed, scrubbing his hand over his face. “I need you, too. That’s what I’ve been trying to say.”

At last, she gave him a small smile. “I need you, too, Morgan. Let’s give it a try.”

Morgan turned toward the room. “She said I could court her,” he announced triumphantly, since his family wasn’t even pretending that they weren’t listening. “We’re going to give it a try.”

A collective cheer went up in the room, and Morgan realized that the bubble of emotion that had risen in his chest was happiness.
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Chapter Twelve
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The rest of the evening passed in a blur of fine drink, food, and conversation. Through it all, Morgan stayed by Fiona’s side, his strong male presence and companionship both strange and welcome. She still couldn’t believe that he’d asked if he could court her. The whole idea seemed positively ludicrous, but she hadn’t had the heart to tell him no. Not in front of his family.

When they next found themselves alone, she had a thousand questions for him. How would a marriage between them look? What would his children think about her as their new mother? Would he expect her to leave Brookhaven? 

Will he care that I can’t have children of my own?

And even if he had satisfactory answers to all of that, she still couldn’t imagine a world where a woman like herself, one who had been sold to the highest bidder, just like the poor children she took in, would be allowed to marry a man whose brother was an earl. 

If anyone were to find out about her background, he would be absolutely shunned. 

She knew he’d just say that his brothers had weathered the storms of their scandalous marriages all right, but she was nothing like Serenity and Vanessa. They managed to fit into this world effortlessly. She spent the entire meal terrified she’d use the wrong fork, that her lack of education was showing, that her dress was too gaudy. 

But oh, what a beautiful fantasy it all was. The clink of silver and crystal, the warmth of the earl’s beautiful home, the lovely company. She’d long ago convinced herself that Brookhaven was enough, that the children were the only family she’d ever need, but tonight had shown her that was a lie. She wanted what Morgan had offered her. She wanted it desperately.

After dinner, when the men and women would normally have separated for drinks and conversation, the earl smiled at her and Morgan instead. “I sense the two of you have much to discuss. Why don’t you take the next hour or so to sort things out in private in the music room?”

Morgan’s look of relief mirrored what she was feeling though she knew this was all highly irregular and improper. “Thank you, Lucien. You’re absolutely right.”

Taking Fiona’s hand, Morgan led her down the hall to a small room where a fire burned merrily in the fireplace. The room held a pianoforte and a harp, and several other instruments she couldn’t even name. Ignoring all of them, he pulled her to a small sitting area near the fire, and she gratefully took a seat on a small sofa. 

He sat beside her, so close that their thighs touched, and stared into her eyes. “I thought we’d never have a moment alone.”

She laughed. “Me either. It was all so overwhelming.”

He frowned. “The last thing I wanted was to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“They were all fine,” she hastened to reassure him. “They made me feel at home the best they could. It’s only that this place...” She waved helplessly at their surroundings. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. It’s beautiful but so grand. I can’t imagine ever actually living in a home like this.”

“My house is much cozier,” he told her, but she doubted that his version of cozy and hers were the same. 

“That’s just it,” she said miserably. “I could never leave Brookhaven, Morgan. Surely, you know that.”

“We could hire someone else to run it,” he reasoned. “You could still be there every day if you wanted, but you deserve to have a life of your own. You deserve a family of your own as well.”

She bit her lip. “I can’t have children.” Just saying the words made her shudder, made too many horrifying memories of the man who’d beaten her within an inch of her life come flooding back. She didn’t even realize she was crying until Morgan leaned forward and caught one of her tears with his fingertip. 

“Oh, Morgan. You deserve better than a woman who is... broken.”

He made a soft, wordless sound of sympathy and gathered her into his arms, holding her tightly and smoothing her hair with his hand. “I’m so sorry, darling. But I don’t care about that. You can be a mother to my children, if you like, and the children of Brookhaven will always belong to you, whether you live there or not.”

She drew in a deep, shuddering breath, stunned by his words, amazed that he hadn’t made her explain. Instead, he’d offered her something she’d never even dared to hope for. 

The possibility of being Samuel, Hannah, and Felicity’s mother filled her with something she couldn’t even name. Although she thought of the children of Brookhaven as her own, she wasn’t an actual mother to them, but perhaps she really could be with Morgan’s children. She already loved them dearly. And the idea of occasionally having a break from Brookhaven, of not having her every single moment taken up with the many duties and demands... It was so dreadfully tempting.

But she knew in her heart that she could never trust anyone else to care for the children as she did, and the thought of leaving it all in the hands of someone else made her tremble. It would be incredibly selfish, and she’d been living for everyone else for so long she couldn’t even begin to imagine doing anything else. 

“I don’t know,” she finally managed. “This is all so much to think about. Can you give me a little time?”

“Of course,” he murmured, pressing his lips against her temple. “You can take all the time you need. But in the meantime, I hope you’ll still allow me to take you on a few outings, to spend some more time with me in settings other than our work together at Brookhaven. I want us to get to know each other deeply, to explore these feelings between us and see what we can make of them.”

How could she resist such a seductive plea? “All right,” she whispered. “I would like that, too.”

“No more pushing me away?” he asked, a slight bit of mischief in his eyes.

She supposed it was no use pretending that she hadn’t been doing exactly that. “No more pushing you away,” she promised.

Unmistakable relief filled his eyes. “Would you be all right with sealing our new understanding with a kiss?”

Her pulse accelerated, and the passion that had been simmering between them since they met roared back to life. After everything she’d been through in her life, she’d never expected to feel this, and although it still terrified her, she had to admit she was as eager as he to explore it. Perhaps that was due to the fact that she absolutely knew that if she were to tell him to stop, at any point, he would. He would never intentionally hurt her; of this, she was certain. She trusted him, and perhaps that was the most terrifying thing of all.

“Yes,” she breathed, determined to push all the rest of it out of her mind for the moment. “Kiss me, Morgan.”

His eyes flared, and then she was in his arms, his big solid body anchoring her, so warm and comforting as his mouth descended upon hers in the sweetest of kisses. For endless moments, they explored each other’s mouths with tenderness and restraint, but then, the passion intensified. She clung to him as the world swirled around her, and she became completely lost in the taste and feel of him. 

When his fingertips strayed to the bodice of her gown, she did not stop him, and when he slid his hand inside and cupped her bare breast, she moaned into his mouth, shocked by how good it felt. 

He broke the kiss and trailed his mouth down her jaw and throat, until his lips latched around her nipple, licking and kissing her tender flesh while her hands buried in his dark silky hair, anchoring him in place. 

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, looking up at her, his eyes hazy with desire. “I want you so much.”

A sound in the hallway outside the slightly cracked door made her jump away, and the reality of their situation crashed back down upon her. “Your family is just down the hall,” she whispered, trying to right her clothes. “The last thing I want is for them to walk in on us like this.”

He brushed her hands away and calmly tucked her back in her dress. “I wasn’t planning to take you here on the sofa at a dinner party,” he murmured. “I’m sorry the kiss got out of hand, but I meant it when I told you that my intentions are completely honorable.”

She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to get her breathing back under control. “I just... I don’t want anyone to think that I’m...” She halted, the hateful words echoing in her head. Whore. Prostitute. Floozy.

She had been all of those things. And in most people’s eyes, that’s all she ever would be. It didn’t matter how many children she saved or how well she managed Brookhaven. To the rarified society to which he belonged, she’d never be anything more than the titles assigned to her the day her father had sold her innocence to the bastard who’d taken it.

Her eyes flooded once again with tears, and she swatted them angrily away. She’d become a complete watering pot lately.

However much she wished to keep her secrets, she could never marry him without telling him the truth of her past. She was no blushing bride. There was no way she could ever pretend that she was.

And quite honestly... she wasn’t even sure that she was capable of letting a man touch her intimately. Not even Morgan. 

It had been so long, but she couldn’t forget the pain and humiliation. She felt as though her relationship with Morgan was perfect the way it was, and she wasn’t at all certain she wanted to change that. She wanted him to remain her sweet friend who occasionally kissed her.

“What’s wrong?” he asked softly, the care and concern in his eyes nearly her undoing. “No one is going to think anything. They all care about you, and they want only the best for us. I am sure all of them have sneaked away for a kiss at a dinner party before. The passion in their relationships is what I’ve most envied.”

She knew he was probably right, but she still felt shattered in some way, as if she was about to crumble into a million pieces. Maybe she did just need a little time to think about everything, to come to terms with the thought that he was actually interested in her. “I don’t know,” she whispered again. “I’m just overwhelmed.”

“As am I,” he admitted, pulling her back into his arms and hugging her tightly. “This thing between us is powerful. It’s also beautiful and right. Don’t you think?”

“I do,” she agreed. “But that’s what scares me the most. I never expected to have something like this. I don’t deserve you, Morgan. I don’t deserve this life. If you only knew half of what I’ve been, what I’ve done...”

He brushed a strand of hair from her eyes, and his own grew troubled, shadows she couldn’t imagine lurking behind them. “We all have demons inside of us, things we’re struggling to overcome.” He swallowed roughly, then shook his head. “I’m afraid there are things in my past that would horrify you, and I’m still trying to find the courage to tell you about my own... darkness.”

She leaned into his palm, closing her eyes as she tried to fathom what sort of pain caused that roughness in his voice. She knew his father had died when he was young, but she couldn’t imagine what other calamity had befallen him. It seemed to her that he had led a charmed life. He’d certainly never gone hungry or been so cold that his fingertips had turned blue. 

But then she realized that just because he had not been poor did not mean that his life had been charmed. He’d had plenty of sorrow, had lost his father and his wife, apparently had a horrible relationship with his mother, and she had no right to judge him. She wished he’d tell her what he was talking about, but she didn’t want to push him. They’d had enough emotional upheaval for one night.

“You don’t have to tell me anything until you’re ready,” she assured him.

She hugged him once again, trying to show him without words just how much he meant to her. Maybe they really could figure this all out. Maybe she could become a wife and mother, the way she’d always wanted to. The thought of having Samuel, Hannah, and Felicity as her very own made her heart fuller than she’d ever imagined it could be.

Finally, he pulled away with a rough laugh. “I suppose we should rejoin the others before they come looking for us.”

She nodded, even though all she really wanted was to stay in this room with him all night. Her heart was so soothed when he was with her. But she knew enough about proper society to realize it just wasn’t done to spend so much time alone together, even if his family was willing to look the other way just a little bit.

He helped her to her feet, then pulled her into his embrace once more, giving her another searing kiss. She melted into him, wishing his kiss could last forever. 

At last, they broke apart, both breathing a bit heavily, and he laughed again. “Ah, darling, you’re going to be the death of me.”

She smiled shakily in return, still stunned that she had such an effect on him. 

He took her hand and led her back to the room where his family was congregated. They all welcomed them back, and Vanessa and Serenity smiled as they took in her flushed face. Though she knew they’d never say anything, they obviously knew something physical had happened between them and were happy about it.

Even Allison, whom Fiona had thought to be quite obnoxious the last time they’d met, gave her a little smile and went out of her way to be kind.

The rest of the evening passed in a haze of laughter and camaraderie. Fiona couldn’t remember when she’d enjoyed a night more. They made her feel as though she belonged, and she’d been longing for that her entire life. The thought of becoming part of this family was extremely tempting. She could almost believe it would be worth the possibility of social ridicule to be a part of this forever.

* * *
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THOUGH FIONA HAD INSISTED upon arriving alone, she agreed to allow Morgan to accompany her home. Relieved by the way the entire evening had gone, Morgan held her tightly against him in the closed coach all the way back to Brookhaven, enjoying the closeness and simply breathing her in. They didn’t talk much, but the silence felt comfortable. 

A lot had changed between them over the course of the evening, and he was still somewhat surprised that she’d agreed to allow him to court her. He hadn’t been at all certain that she would. 

When they finally pulled up in front of Brookhaven, he took her hand, staring into her lovely eyes, his heart beating hard in his chest. “I’m not ready for the night to end just yet. Do you mind if I come inside for a while?”

She swallowed, and his gaze was drawn to the slim column of her throat, remembering how it had felt to run his lips across that smooth skin. 

“Yes,” she said at last. “I’m not ready to let it end either.”

Elated, he helped her down from the coach, the air between them crackling with the weight of their attraction for each other. He’d never felt anything so powerful, and he wanted to explore it. 

How long had it been since he’d last had sex? It shamed him to admit that he couldn’t remember the last time between him and Anne. Their lovemaking had never been memorable, truth to tell. 

He wondered now, how much of that had been his fault. It certainly hadn’t been Anne’s. She’d been raised to believe that sex was only for the purpose of procreation, lying there stiff as a board until he’d finished. He hadn’t known how to help her relax, how to make her believe it didn’t have to be a chore, something distasteful to be endured. 

However, the encounters he’d had so far with Fiona made him think she would be pure fire if they ever made love. 

Unfortunately, his mind latched on to what Fiona had said earlier about not being able to have children. Although it didn’t bother him to not have more children, he suddenly wondered what sort of accident would leave her injured in such a way. 

A pall fell over his mood suddenly, and he wished that Adrian had told him more about Fiona’s past. What sort of horrors had she been through before she and Adrian had met? 

For that matter, how had she and Adrian met? He still greatly feared that she’d been one of Prometheus’s rescues. 

Despite his intense attraction to her, he realized there was very much about Fiona that he did not yet know.

Several dark thoughts intruded on his former euphoria, but he shook them away. It didn’t matter. How could he hold anything in Fiona’s past against her, when he himself had done murder? 

With a groan, he forced away the ancient guilt and fear. He could not be upset with Fiona for keeping her secrets when he had such a big one of his own. 

Soon they were in Brookhaven’s sitting room, comfortably ensconced on the couch before the fire where they’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms a few weeks ago. She’d poured them both a glass of a passable red wine, and they sipped their drinks quietly, staring into the flames. She sat a bit apart from him, and as much as he wanted to pull her tighter against him, he knew it was best to let her be. He’d already shattered a lot of her walls tonight. 

At last, she turned to look at him, her eyes troubled. “I’m not a virgin, Morgan.”

His heart plummeted, not because of what she’d said but because he very much feared that whoever had taken her innocence had done so cruelly. “Neither am I,” he finally said, in a poor attempt at levity. “I don’t care,” he added, more seriously. “Nothing that happened before we met has any bearing on my feelings for you.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “You don’t understand—”

He pressed his finger to her lips, stopping her. “You can tell me if you want. But you don’t have to. It doesn’t matter now.”

She bit her lip, and the relief in her eyes made him know he’d done the right thing. He hoped that someday she’d be ready to reveal her secrets but perhaps it was too soon. 

He held out his arm, and she scooted close to him, laying her head upon his shoulder. He hugged her tight to his side, wishing he could somehow fix all the wrongs that had been done to her. As she slowly began to relax against him, he started to rub her neck again, and soon she was making those soft little sounds of pleasure he’d grown to love so much.

“Do you know how safe you make me feel?” she asked at last. “How cared for and cherished?” A helpless little laugh escaped her. “I know that doesn’t sound like much, but to me, it is everything. I never thought I could trust someone the way I trust you.”

His heart swelled with a strange sort of pride, because he knew that in her mind, she’d just paid him the highest compliment she could ever give. “I am going to try my best to earn that, Fiona.” He pressed his lips to her forehead, feeling a sense of connection he’d never had with anyone. Though their lives had been very different thus far, they somehow understood each other, and feeling understood was a powerful thing. 

She shivered and pulled slightly away, staring up into his eyes with haunting vulnerability. “Will you come up to my room with me, Morgan? Will you make love to me?”

He caught his breath, all the desire he’d been trying to hold back surfacing in a heated rush. “I would love to,” he whispered. “More than anything. But I don’t think you’re ready.”

With a trembling hand, she cupped his cheek. “I don’t know if I’ll ever truly be ready. But I need to know if I can ever give you this part of me, because it wouldn’t be fair to you to continue on down this path if I can’t.”

That seemed a tremendous amount of pressure to put on something that should be spontaneous and passionate, but he was determined to give her whatever she needed to feel comfortable with him. The last thing he wanted was for his relationship with her to devolve into what he’d had with Anne. She was right. They needed to make sure that the physical side was possible before they moved forward. 

He put his hand over hers and leaned into her touch. “We will only go as far as you want. We can stop at any point. You can trust me, Fiona. I promise.”

A tremulous smile tilted her lush lips. “I know. I wouldn’t be suggesting this if I didn’t believe in you.”

“I believe in you, too,” he told her softly. “You are strong and brave and beautiful. I know you can overcome anything, and I want to be the one to help you try.”

Leaning forward, she pressed her lips against his with sweet intensity. He let himself get lost in the taste and feel of her, trying to forget how much was on the line, how much he stood to lose if he couldn’t make this perfect for her.

At last, she pulled away and got unsteadily to her feet, holding out her hand. 

He was none too steady on his own feet as he took it and let her pull him through the dark house and up to the attic.
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Chapter Thirteen
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As Fiona led Morgan into the small room in the attic that she called her own, she still couldn’t believe she was doing this. She’d never expected that she would find someone who sparked love within her, let alone passion. Morgan made her feel both things, and she couldn’t let her fear ruin this. She somehow had to find the courage that he saw in her and prove that she truly did trust him.

She fumbled to find the candle that she used for light, since the attic hadn’t been wired for electricity, but the moment the small space brightened with its flame, she saw it through the eyes of someone who’d been brought up the way he had. She suddenly wished she’d taken him somewhere else. 

“My God, Fiona. How can you live like this?” he asked quietly, surveying the tiny room with its sloped ceiling, one small window, and complete lack of insulation. A small bed, hardly big enough to hold both of them, stood near the window, and her meager wardrobe hung on pegs on the wall. 

The room was sweltering in the summer and freezing in the winter, but it was a paradise after the way she’d grown up, and it was one of the few places in the house that wasn’t constantly teeming with children. She’d always liked the privacy her attic room gave her, and she slept so little, she’d never really cared where.

She crossed her arms defensively. “There’s nothing wrong with it. I’ve lived in worse places.”

He frowned and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I just know that this is not what Adrian would want for you. The others who work here don’t live up here, do they? Aren’t there other rooms below where you’d be more comfortable?”

“I don’t need anything more than this,” she said with a sigh. “Perhaps this was a mistake. It just proves how far beneath you I—”

Before she could finish, he grabbed her and kissed her fiercely, silencing all further protests and making her forget all about her room. As they kissed, he shuffled back toward the bed, ducking so that he didn’t bang his head on the rafters, until he tumbled them both onto the hard mattress. She lay sprawled half on top of him, staring down into his serious face.

“Forgive me for being such an ass,” he told her. “I don’t want to do anything to ruin tonight. I won’t say another word about it. But I want better than this for you, darling. I want to give you all the things I now see I’ve taken for granted.”

“I don’t need things,” she told him, just as seriously. “Give me passion, friendship, safety. A family.”

“All of that and more,” he promised and kissed her again.

This time, she let herself get lost in it, kissing him until she was dizzy, until everything else fell away. In all the world, there was only her and this incredibly kind and beautiful man. He tasted of brandy and sunshine, of sweetness and passion, and none of the fear or hesitation she’d expected rose up to haunt her. 

In her heart, she knew this would be nothing like the times when she’d been younger. He’d shown her nothing but care and kindness, and she had no reason to believe he’d become any different when they were making love. She believed good men existed. She had ever since Adrian had saved her.

He finally broke the kiss and stared up at her, spreading his arms wide and making himself completely vulnerable to her. “I would like to touch you,” he whispered hoarsely. “I’d like to explore every inch of you and let you explore me as well. Do you feel ready for that?”

The picture his words painted made her toes curl once again with that unexpected desire, and she could only nod jerkily. He’ll stop if I tell him to. I believe him. I have to believe him.

She eased away from him and stood beside the bed, nervously stripping out of her beautiful gown and laying it across the lone chair in the corner of the room. He watched her hungrily, and as she disrobed, he did as well, sitting up and shrugging out of his fine linen shirt and trousers and tossing them on the chair beside her dress.

In a matter of moments, they were both down to their undergarments. She started to remove those as well, but he shook his head and grabbed her hand, pulling her toward him, until she stood between his knees. “May I?” he murmured, tugging at the hem of her chemise. 

She nodded wordlessly, and he pulled it over her head, leaving her bare except for the silk stockings she’d bought especially for tonight. 

He drew back just a bit, studying her, and heat crept through her entire body. She’d always thought herself too pale, too freckly, too curvy. She wanted to cover herself with her hands, but she knew this was an exercise in trust as well. 

After a moment, he made a soft, sweet sound of approval. “You are so beautiful,” he whispered. “I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as you, Fiona. You take my breath away.”

Mustering her courage, she lifted her hands to his bare chest, loving the feel of his smooth, warm skin. “You’re beautiful, too, Morgan. Inside and out.”

He laughed softly and drew her against him, letting her breasts press against his chest, hugging her tightly. “Thank you for trusting me,” he breathed. “Thank you for being so brave.”

Then he tugged her down on the bed beside him, lying next to her on his side, propped up on one elbow. Holding her gaze, he cupped her cheek, then trailed his hand lightly down the column of her throat, skating over her collarbone, then lightly encircling her breast. 

She closed her eyes, unable to bear the intensity in his, trying to let go of all her thoughts and simply feel. He expertly caressed her breasts, learning every inch of them before letting his hands trail even lower, and then starting all over again with his lips. She found herself sighing and moaning, making noises that embarrassed her but also expressed her pleasure more than words ever could.

He seemed to understand her wordless entreaties, gently worshipping her belly, then nudging her thighs apart. “I’m going to touch you where you need it most,” he whispered, his voice shredded and raw. “Tell me if I do anything you don’t like, darling. I swear I’ll stop.”

And then his finger was exploring her folds, which were embarrassingly wet. He slid a fingertip effortlessly inside her, making her cry out with surprise and pleasure. He caught her cry with his mouth, kissing her deeply, thrusting into her mouth with his tongue while he mimicked the action with his finger. 

Then he found a spot that she’d never known existed and flicked his thumb over it gently while adding a second finger to the one inside her. She gasped and bucked beneath him, unsure what was happening but wanting... needing... something.

Then she was suddenly soaring, flying, exploding... The intensity of this new and wondrous sensation stunned her, made her clutch his back as her body bucked and thrashed beneath him. She broke the kiss with a strangled cry of ecstasy.

She slowly came back to herself, stunned by what had just happened. She’d never understood why a woman would ever want to be with a man in this way. She’d never even imagined it could be like this. And now, she understood suddenly, that what had been done to her in the past did not even resemble what lovemaking could be between two people who cared for each other. 

“Thank you,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes. “I never knew it could be so beautiful.”

He pressed his forehead to hers, then gently kissed her, showing her without words the deep emotion she sensed was also roiling within him. Then she realized that he had not yet taken his own pleasure, and some of her euphoria evaporated. She knew she needed to allow him to do so but wasn’t sure exactly what he expected of her.

Before she could voice the question, he began touching her and kissing her again, building her passion once more to a fever pitch. However, this time, he positioned himself above her, staring down at her with those piercing blue eyes as he took himself in his hand and rubbed his hard shaft against her, making her squirm with need.

“Tell me that you want me,” he whispered hoarsely. “I need to know you want this. If you don’t, it’s all right. Just tell me.”

She gazed up at him, her heart in her throat, stunned that he was willing to stop even now. “Yes,” she breathed. “I want you, Morgan. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

He made a soft sound of pleasure and then thrust forward, sheathing himself deep within her. She gasped and hugged him tightly to her, amazed by how good it felt. He seemed a part of her, in a way that she’d never felt before. 

“Perfect,” he gasped. “Absolutely perfect.”

For several long moments, they just stared into each other’s eyes, and a thousand wordless things passed between them. She’d never felt more alive, more present, and the intimacy of it all both thrilled and terrified her.

At last, he began to move, angling himself so that his body rubbed against that sensitive spot he’d touched before. That intense pleasure began to build again, even stronger this time, until she reached the pinnacle and crossed over, crying out with ecstasy. 

He shuddered and gasped, clasping her to him tight as he found his peak as well. 

Completely spent and pleasured, she fell asleep holding him tightly against her. 

* * *
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AFTER THEIR AMAZING lovemaking, Morgan found himself drifting in and out of sleep, Fiona tucked beside him in the tiny bed. She’d fallen deeply asleep, and he didn’t want to wake her, but his arm was tingling, and he had to be gone before dawn. The last thing he wanted was to ruin her reputation with the others who worked at Brookhaven. 

But the entire night had been so perfect. He didn’t want to let her go.

She’d been pure magic in his arms, just as he’d suspected she would be. The chemistry and fire between them was like nothing he’d ever experienced. 

Despite whatever reservations she’d had in the beginning, she’d trusted him enough to open herself to him completely, and he knew what a precious gift that was. He only prayed that the entire experience had been as wonderful for her as it had been for him and that he’d managed to exorcise some of the ghosts of her past. 

He'd definitely managed to rid himself of some of his. He’d made sure to put her pleasure first, which she’d made incredibly easy. She’d been open enough to the experience to allow him to experiment with some of the things he’d heard about through the years, things Anne would never have allowed him to try.

A blast of chill wind came through the eaves, and he shivered, pulling the blanket farther up around them. It hurt him to think she’d been living this way, a little refugee in the attic. He wanted so badly to make her life better, to give her all the things his wealth and privilege could buy, even though she obviously didn’t think she needed them. He couldn’t even imagine what her childhood had been like if she was content with so little.

Most of all, he just wanted her to always feel safe, to know that he would always take care of her and that she didn’t have to work so hard. 

With a sigh, he gave her temple one more lingering kiss, then carefully eased himself out of the bed. He dressed in the cold darkness, tucked the thin blanket around her as tightly as he could without waking her, and then tiptoed out of the room.
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Chapter Fourteen
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The next morning, Fiona woke and stretched lazily, staring up into the rafters above her head, her mind spinning with all that had happened. She still couldn’t quite believe that Morgan actually wanted to court her. That he’d kissed her and held her so tenderly. That he’d wanted her to have dinner with his family. 

They’d made love...

It all still seemed surreal, like a dream. And she didn’t want to move, because if she did, she was afraid she’d wake up. 

For a few moments more, she let herself drift in the fantasy, but then, she shook her head and pushed herself to a sitting position.

It felt like a dream because it was. She couldn’t let herself forget that Morgan would never want her if he knew the truth about her past. She’d told him she wasn’t a virgin, but he probably thought she’d had just one youthful indiscretion. He couldn’t possibly imagine how used she was, how ruined and broken.

With a sigh, she began to get dressed for the day, staring longingly at the beautiful dress that still lay over the chair where she’d draped it last night. 

Last night had been a beautiful dream, and she’d been foolish enough to let herself get lost in it. But she couldn’t go through with this. If Morgan came today, she’d have to tell him the truth, no matter how much it hurt to do so.

He thought she was someone he could love, someone he could marry. But the mere fact that she’d given herself to him last night showed the kind of woman she was. He probably had no respect for her this morning.

The mere thought of watching the admiration in his eyes fade and be replaced with disgust—or even worse, pity—nearly overwhelmed her. But somehow, she managed to push through the pain, as she had so many times in her life.

What she needed to do was plan another trip as Prometheus. She’d let herself become completely sidetracked by Morgan over the last few weeks. And because of her selfishness, children were out there suffering terribly. She could have saved several during the time she’d been mooning over Morgan.

Lifting her chin, she resolved that today she would accomplish both goals. She’d tell Morgan the truth about herself, and she’d also save another child.

* * *
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MORGAN STOOD BACK, hands on hips as he surveyed his latest mural. The boys in this room had requested Camelot. On one wall, he’d painted the castle, banners billowing in the breeze. Another wall displayed the Sword in the Stone. Yet another, the Lady of the Lake. Tomorrow, he’d finish up with the Round Table. 

He stretched his neck, utter peace filling him. Having been born into a wealthy titled family was both a blessing and a curse. He did not have to work for a living. The earldom saw to all his needs, providing him with a yearly income that was more than adequate. Many of his peers wasted their days gaming, whoring, and indulging in all manner of vices. He’d come to believe that too much free time, having no purpose, was not all that the lower classes probably thought it was. All his life, he’d been searching for... something. And for the first time, he felt like he’d found it. Brookhaven filled his soul on so many levels. 

And Fiona filled the rest of the emptiness inside him.

Last night had been everything he’d dreamed it could be, and he couldn’t wait to see her again. 

He smiled and finished putting away his supplies, glancing at his timepiece to make sure he hadn’t stayed working too late again. It was just about suppertime, and his children would be with the others in the dining room. He was hungry himself, but he’d rather steal a few minutes alone with Fiona. 

With a jaunty step, he made his way down the stairs to her office, finding her bent over a stack of ledgers, as always. He stood in the doorway for a moment, admiring her. She truly was lovely, in every sense of the word. He admired her dedication to the children immensely, and even now, with her wild hair slightly askew and her face smudged with ink, he found her beautiful beyond compare.

She finally glanced up, but instead of the pleasure he’d expected to find, wariness haunted her wide green eyes as she took off her reading glasses and set them aside. 

“What is it?” he asked immediately, stepping farther into the office and shutting the door. “What’s wrong?”

Pushing back from her desk, she ran her hand over her face with a sigh. “I’m glad you came in here. I’ve been meaning to find you all day.”

He walked over and got between her and the desk, leaning on the edge and staring down at her, a sense of foreboding filling him. “Have you changed your mind?” he asked softly, feeling as though he already knew the answer. 

She said nothing, nervously shifting a few of the piles of paperwork around.

“I want you to be my wife,” he murmured at last. “But I don’t want to hurt you or push you into anything you’re not ready for. You can take all the time you need.”

“Thank you,” she said, blinking away a fresh sheen of tears. 

“Shall we go and join the children for dinner?” He pulled slightly back and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead, filled with disappointment. He’d thought that they’d solved everything last night, but now, he could see that they hadn’t. Would he ever be able to prove to her that her past didn’t matter? 

* * *
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FIONA NODDED, DASHING away her tears and finally letting him go. She’d tried so hard to find the courage to tell him the truth, but in the end, she couldn’t do it. She appreciated the reprieve he was giving her, the chance to gather her wits and think over everything that had happened.

Still holding her hand, he led her through the house toward the dining room, only releasing her when they entered the huge room, which was filled with children and laughter. The look of sweetness and concern he gave her melted away the last of her fears. He was so good, so beautiful and kind. How could she not love him?

His children clamored for his attention, and he went over to say hello to them while she forced herself to once again become the headmistress of the home, taking her place at the head of the table as the children peppered her with questions and the cook served her a heaping plateful of food. 

Morgan took a chair at the foot of the table, and she gave him a sudden bright smile. If she never told him the truth, this could work. All she had to do was lie about her entire past, and she might just get everything she ever wanted. 

As quickly as the thought came, she knew how ridiculous she was being. Adrian knew the truth, and despite the deep friendship between them, Morgan was Adrian’s twin. Adrian might care for her, but he’d never allow his brother to marry her without telling him where he’d found her.

No, there was no way she could do that to Morgan. She could never allow him to hear about what she had been from his brother. 

As the meal progressed, she found her gaze drawn to him and his children repeatedly, her heart breaking. She didn’t know what to do. Telling Morgan about her past would surely ruin things but keeping her secret would as well.

The only solution seemed to be to break things off with him now, before it got any harder. At least then, she would be in control of it. At least then, she wouldn’t have to watch the love and desire in his eyes turn to disgust.

Mind made up, she waited until after dinner and then asked to speak to him alone again. 

He raised an eyebrow, seeming to sense her change in mood. “Of course,” he said softly as he followed her back down the hall to her office. 

She waited until they were safe in the office and the door had been shut behind them before turning to face him. “I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

“What?” He looked as if she’d slapped him, and she felt a moment of doubt. How could she justify hurting him to save her own heart? She wanted to go to him, to take him in her arms and tell him she didn’t mean it but knew doing so would just postpone the heartache for both of them. No, she had to do this. She had to be strong.

“I’ve thought about it all day, and I just don’t think that this is what I want. You’re very kind to have considered me in that way, and I do thank you, but in the end, I feel my priority has to be Brookhaven. I don’t want to leave here to go live in some Mayfair mansion. I like my little room in the attic. I love the work I do here, and I could never be what you need.”

“I understand your love for Brookhaven,” he said, running a hand through his hair in frustration. “I’d never make you leave it. But wouldn’t you be just as effective if you slept in a comfortable bed every night? If you had a little time to yourself?”

He was probably right, but she couldn’t let him sway her because this wasn’t really about Brookhaven at all. 

“Please don’t make this any harder than it has to be,” she said softly. “You know I care about you, but this can’t work.”

He stared at her for a long moment, his thoughts visibly churning as he tried to think of some way to dissuade her. But in the end, he simply nodded. “I’ll go, Fiona. Because you asked me to. But I want you to know that if you ever change your mind, all you have to do is send word. I love you, Fiona. I’m certain I always will.”

Leaning forward, he pressed a tender kiss on her forehead. Then he turned and walked away without another word.

She stared after him, her heart in her throat, still stunned by his declaration of love. Everything in her longed to call him back, to tell him how stupid she’d been, and confess every single sordid detail of her past. Didn’t he have the right to make up his own mind?

But in the end, all she did was sit down and sob until she had no tears left to cry.
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Chapter Fifteen
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As Fiona stole through the dark streets of the East End a few hours later, she struggled to keep her emotions at bay. Even though she knew that she and Morgan could never truly have a relationship, she missed him already. Perhaps she should not have been so hasty in breaking things off with him. Would it have hurt any more if she’d allowed herself a little more of the magic he’d brought into her life?

Everything had seemed so clear earlier, but now she wasn’t certain she’d done the right thing. Was it better to ensure heartbreak now to avoid the possibility of it in the future? The whole idea suddenly seemed ridiculous. 

He would never purposely hurt her. Of that, she was certain. Unfortunately, she was equally sure that someday, he would.

She scrubbed a hand over her face, shaking her head in despair. Perhaps there was some way to undo it.

Her thoughts were interrupted when a group of young men spilled out of the building in front of her. Aristocrats, by the look of their dapper clothes. She melted into the shadows, her heart pounding in her chest. 

She’d not yet donned Prometheus’s cloak and mask, but she was wearing a black shirt and trousers and had stuffed her bright hair under a hat. At a distance, she might not raise any eyebrows, but up close, she wouldn’t fool anyone into thinking she was a man. She was too slight, too pale.

Luckily, they passed by without seeing her, but she was able to hear their conversation, and it turned her blood to ice. 

“The younger they are, the sweeter the experience,” one of them said with a laugh.

“And they don’t get any younger than the ones at Mrs. Smythe’s,” said another, the liquor on his breath hitting her even where she stood several yards away. 

“My sweet little blonde cried so prettily when I took her,” the first man said dreamily, his voice slurred. “A night to remember, for certain.”

As they drifted toward a fancy coach that waited down the lane, still congratulating each other on their sick perversions, Fiona turned her attention to the house they’d just exited. She could only assume this was Mrs. Smythe’s, and it hadn’t been operating as a brothel just a few short weeks ago. 

When she’d left Brookhaven this evening, she’d had a particular target in mind. She’d done her research and had a plan. But now, her attention was fixated on Mrs. Smythe’s. If she could shut it down now, while it was still relatively new, she could save countless children from lives of slavery and degradation. 

Something good had to come out of this night.

A rational part of her brain told her it was dangerous in the extreme to try and enter this place without any sort of reconnaissance, but some reckless part of her didn’t care. Adrian probably wouldn’t have thought twice about entering the brothel without a plan. He would have relied on his strength and his wits to carry him through, and perhaps it was time that she started acting like she truly was Prometheus.

Waiting until the coach drove away, she squared her shoulders and turned to the alley that ran behind Mrs. Smythe’s. She’d circle the place and find a back entrance. Generally, that would take her into the service areas, and she could only pray that there would be no one around at this time of night, though perhaps this was the busiest time for a brothel. 

Deciding to chance it, she put on the mask and cape and crept around the back of the building until she found the door. She stood on the back porch steps for quite some time, with her ear pressed to the door, before she finally mustered the courage to open it. 

Once inside, she found herself in a storage area filled with all manner of crates and barrels. She moved slowly through, ready to duck behind something at the slightest sound, only to find herself at the servants’ stairs. 

Experience had taught her that the girls would probably be on the third floor, so she took the stairs two at a time, sprinting up them in a matter of minutes. Once she’d reached the third floor, she heard the tell-tale sounds of sexual activity and crying coming from behind nearly a dozen closed doors. Elated that she’d gotten this far undetected, she ran down to the one open door, which seemed to be a supply closet. 

Ducking inside, she pulled the door closed, leaving just a small crack so that she could see out into the hall. 

She sagged against the wall, adrenalin coursing through her veins. Though being Prometheus was terrifying, she found it exhilarating as well.

However, as the minutes crept on, she realized she had no idea what to do next. Just as she was beginning to curse herself for not having more of a plan, a door a few down to her left opened, and another drunk young man stumbled out into the hallway. “G’night,” he called in a singsong voice to whoever still occupied the room. “I’ll see you again soon, sweetling.”

He whistled a little tune as he walked by, but as soon as she’d seen him head down the stairs, Fiona slipped out of the closet and raced down to the room he’d just vacated, closing the door behind her.

Inside, she found a very young girl, perhaps fourteen or fifteen, calmly wringing out a cloth at a basin in front of the mirror, pressing it to her split lip. She was completely naked, her pale slim body covered in welts and bruises.

As Fiona came up behind the girl, their gazes met in the mirror and the girl spun around. “Prometheus?” she breathed.

Fiona nodded. “Yes,” she murmured, doing her best to deepen her voice. “I’m here to help you escape.”

For a moment, the girl’s eyes lit with fierce hope and joy, but then, that light went out of her, snuffed like a candle, and she opened her mouth and screamed at the top of her lungs.

Fiona was so startled that for a moment she was frozen. “You don’t understand,” she whispered fiercely. “I’m a friend. I’m here to help you.”

The girl just continued to scream. 

Whirling toward the door, Fiona threw it open, only to see two burly men rushing toward her down the hall. She spun and shut the door again, dashing toward the window. 

Sliding up the window, she stared at the dizzying drop below. She’d hoped to find some sort of ledge that would allow her to make her escape along the rooftops, but while she was leaning desperately forward, struggling to see some way out that did not involve jumping to her death, someone tugged her viciously back into the room from behind. 

She kicked and fought, but the man subdued her easily with his superior strength. “It’s a woman,” he said in shock, as she elbowed him in the stomach. “Prometheus is a woman.”

The other man ripped off her mask, and they both laughed uproariously when her long auburn hair spilled down her back.

“Pretty little thing,” the first man said. “Winters will be pleasantly surprised, I think.”

Still fighting them, Fiona’s gaze caught the girl’s, whose eyes flooded with tears. 

“They told me you might come,” she said mournfully. “They said if I didn’t scream and let them know, they’d kill me.”

“I could have helped you,” Fiona shouted, as they forced her out of the door. “I could have gotten you away from here.”

* * *
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ROGER WAS IN HIS OFFICE at Mrs. Smythe’s brothel, the first he’d opened since he’d returned to England, when two of the toughs he’d hired burst through the door without knocking.

He was about to yell at them for interrupting him, when his gaze fell upon the struggling auburn-haired beauty they’d brought him.

“Who is this?” Roger asked sharply, taking in her rumpled loveliness and snapping green eyes. His gaze narrowed as he recognized her. “Who are you? I’ve seen you before, at Adrian Strathmore’s wedding.”

She said nothing, tension vibrating from every cell in her body, and he suddenly realized she was wearing trousers and a crimson cape. 

One of his hired men cleared his throat. “I believe she’s Prometheus, my lord.” He held up the distinctive mask. “We found her upstairs trying to steal one of the girls away, but the girl screamed as we ordered her to do.”

“Excellent,” Roger said, delight and confusion warring within him. “Tie Prometheus to the chair. I want to have some uninterrupted words with her.”

The men smirked but did as he’d asked without question, quickly and efficiently binding her to the chair in front of the desk. “We’ll be just outside the room if you need us,” one of them promised.

Once they were gone, Roger stared at the woman, still doubtful. “I’m supposed to believe you are Prometheus?”

“I don’t care what you believe,” she snapped.

“The Strathmores hired you, didn’t they?” He chuckled. “I have to hand it to them, for a second, I thought my longtime nemesis might actually be a young woman.” 

She said nothing, simply staring him down, her entire body vibrating with anger.

“I know my stepbrothers were behind this,” he said, standing up and circling her, taking in every enticing inch. “You’re connected to them in some way. Closely, or you wouldn’t have been at that bloody wedding.”

At last, she looked away, and he knew that last shot had hit home. She obviously didn’t want to admit she was working with those bastards.

“Which one of them was it?” he demanded, the desire to know beating out all other considerations. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said dully, refusing to meet his eyes.

He watched her for another long moment, fantasizing about the ways in which he would break her. She seemed to have a spine of pure steel, but he knew that eventually he’d find her weakness. In the meantime, he would send a message to his stepbrothers and let them know he had her. Then he’d see whether they cared enough about her to reveal themselves in order to save her.
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Chapter Sixteen
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The next day, Morgan gathered his children and took them all up to the attic, where they began to paint as he found himself staring blindly at the portrait of Fiona he’d been working on. No matter how many times he’d tried to capture the exact shade of her auburn hair, he was unsatisfied with the results. 

With a groan of irritation, he tossed aside the canvas, determined to start over. 

However, in his heart, he knew his main issue was that he didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be back at Brookhaven, working on his next mural. 

She hadn’t told him he couldn’t continue his work, just that she didn’t want to be in his life, but he’d thought it wise to give her a few days. Now, he wondered if he should. Maybe if he just kept showing her how much he cared about her, if he kept being there for the children, she’d finally understand that she belonged with him and that her fears were unwarranted.

She’d promised him she’d stop pushing him away, then done it again the very next day. He didn’t know whether he wanted most to shake her or kiss her. All he knew was that without her, his life seemed suddenly as meaningless as it had a few weeks ago.

Still contemplating the idea of taking the children and going to Brookhaven, his thoughts were interrupted when his brothers burst into the attic, their faces grim.

“What is it?” Morgan asked, his stomach immediately dropping.

“We’ve heard from Roger,” Luke said, striding across the distance that separated them and handing Morgan a folded letter.

Morgan took it begrudgingly, already certain he didn’t want to know what it contained. He glanced at Adrian, only to find his twin simmering with barely contained rage.

He fumbled to open the letter, skimming it with dread.

I have your pretty little Prometheus. Do you really think I am foolish enough to believe that she has been behind the mask all along? If you value her life at all, the actual Prometheus will meet me at my warehouse down at the docks. I want to settle this once and for all.

Winters

“Fiona!” Adrian muttered. “I don’t know why I didn’t see it before. She’s the only one who makes sense. She’s been rescuing the children herself, dressed as Prometheus.”

Morgan dropped the letter and stumbled back, bending over and bracing his hands on his knees as all the horrors of last year came crashing down on him. How was this possible? How could another woman he loved be at the mercy of that bastard?

“I think you’re right,” he said dully. “The answer was right in front of me all along, but I just didn’t see it. It never even occurred to me that it could be a woman, but why not? Of course, it was her. Of course, she’d be that brave. How could I have been so stupid?”

“We have to go,” Luke said grimly. “We can’t let what happened to Anne happen to Fiona.”

“I will kill the bastard if he harms one hair on her head,” Morgan vowed, all the rage that had been building up in him since his wife’s death coming to the surface. “He’s made our lives hell for long enough.”

“I’m sorry this happened,” Adrian said hollowly. “I feel like this is all my fault. If I hadn’t started going out as Prometheus—”

“Don’t say that,” Morgan interrupted, knowing he’d let his brother suffer for all of this long enough. “I am proud of you for what you’ve done. And I’m proud of Fiona as well. That monster needed to be stopped and all the others like him. You’ve taught me that it isn’t enough to make a donation every month while we live our charmed lives. I want to continue to fight this fight, and nothing Roger can do will ever stop that.”

Adrian gave him a grateful look. “Thank you. I know you care about Fiona, and I promise that we will get her back.”

“I don’t just care for her,” Morgan admitted fiercely, straightening. “I love her. She’s brave and smart and beautiful, and I couldn’t bear it if something happened to her, too.”

Lucien scrubbed his hand over his face and nodded, cracking his neck. “Well, we can’t just walk in there blindly. It has to be a trap. We need to come up with a plan.”

“I have an idea,” Morgan told them, trying to keep the panic away. “Let me get the children downstairs to their nanny, and we’ll head out.”

* * *
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FIONA WOKE UP SLOWLY, confused and disoriented when she realized she was not in her attic bedroom but in a dark stinking cellar. She tried to move, only to send pain shooting through her limbs, which were bound to a chair in the center of the room.

She groaned and struggled, trying to break free, only to remember that she’d done so during most of the night with no luck. Her hands and ankles were raw and bloody, and every time she moved, it hurt. 

The Earl of Winters had brought her here sometime late yesterday evening, and he’d grilled her for what had seemed an eternity before he’d finally grown annoyed and left her with dire promises of what would happen to her when he returned. 

She’d resigned herself to the thought of being raped, but now, she wondered if he intended to kill her as well. Everything was made even worse by the thought that he intended to use her as bait to lure in the Strathmores—he’d gleefully told her that he didn’t intend to them let leave this place alive. 

She could only hope that they were smart enough not to put themselves in danger on her behalf. She would never forgive herself if something happened to them because of her own stupidity. 

Why had she gone into that brothel without checking it out first? She’d known it was risky, but she’d been so upset over what had happened with Morgan that some part of her hadn’t really cared. She’d thought herself smart and brave, but perhaps Winters had been right to laugh when he’d found out she was a woman. When those bastards had caught her, she’d been unable to do a damned thing to save herself. 

She had a knife in her boot, and they hadn’t searched her or taken it from her, but from the moment they’d first laid hands on her, she’d been immobilized and unable to reach for it. She should have brought a gun and shot the first one to touch her. 

With a muttered cry of resignation, she finally quit struggling and sagged back in her chair, winded and hurting. Darkness surrounded her, but a faint light seeped in from the doorframe at the top of the stairs. Was it morning or afternoon? How long had she slept?

She gazed around her, taking in everything she could of her surroundings, and suddenly had a horrible thought. Was this where Anne Strathmore had lost her life? Vanessa had told her it had happened in the cellar of a warehouse down by the docks. Were those the stairs they’d pushed Anne down, hurting her so badly that she’d gone into labor with Felicity and later, lost her life?

Her heart sank even further at the thought that Morgan would have to relive all that when he came to rescue her. Because deep down, she had no doubt that he would come for her, risking his own life to save hers. That’s the kind of man he was, and she loved him all the more for it.

Dear God, how she loved that man! She promised herself that if she got out of this that she would make sure that he knew it and never again do anything to push him away.

A commotion above made her suddenly jerk upright, cursing under her breath as the sudden motion made her hurt all over again. She leaned forward, straining to hear what was going on, then shrank back when the door at the top of the stairs flew open and the Earl of Winters strode quickly down, a sneer on his lips. 

“Well, hello, Fiona Bohannan,” he said, having obviously found out everything about her. “I didn’t know we were old acquaintances.”

“What are you talking about?” she demanded, a sinking feeling taking root inside her.

“I believe your father once owed me a debt,” he said with a smirk. “He gave you to me as a payment. Unfortunately, Prometheus stole you away, as he did with so much of my property. But don’t worry, I plan to make him pay. Then I’ll put you back to work in one of my brothels so you can pay off the debt your father owed me, as you should have done long ago. You’re a bit old now, but there are always men who aren’t that picky. I’m sure I can get a few years out of you, at least.”

She’d thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, but now, she knew she’d been woefully naïve.
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Chapter Seventeen
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As Morgan and his brothers approached Winters’ warehouse, he couldn’t help the anxiety that clawed its way up his gut. Just a little over a year ago, he’d experienced one of the worst days of his life in this same spot, and he couldn’t believe they were here yet again, that Winters had yet another woman whom he loved at his mercy, and that he was once again having to do battle with this monster who had made their lives miserable since they were children. 

Seeming to read his thoughts, Adrian put his hand on his shoulder, forcing him to turn and look at him. “I should have killed him the last time,” he said fiercely. “I’m so sorry that it’s come to this.”

Morgan laughed bitterly. “It’s not your fault. You did what you had to do that day. You saved Vanessa. As for the rest of it, I suppose we all should have gone after him the moment we heard he was back in town. I just never thought he’d do this again, certainly not so quickly.”

Luke shook his head. “None of us did. But it doesn’t matter now. This is the situation we find ourselves in, and we just have to make sure he doesn’t get away this time.”

From where they stood at the end of the street, the building looked completely abandoned, but none of them was fool enough to believe that Roger’s men weren’t lying in wait somewhere, knowing they would soon show themselves. 

Morgan turned to Max, the boy they’d found a few blocks away. He was an enterprising young man of about twelve, with a shock of white-blond hair and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose. He’d been more than willing to take on this job for the exorbitant sum they were paying him, and he was street-savvy enough to know the risks. “Here’s the note. Are you sure you want to do this?”

Max nodded, his brilliant blue eyes sparkling with excitement. “Yes, sir. I’m ready.”

“All right, then. Here you go. But remember, we don’t want you getting hurt. If things seem at all dicey, you run out of there as quickly as you can.” Morgan pressed the note into the boy’s grubby hand, still a bit nervous about whether his plan would work.

“I’ll be out quick as a flash,” Max promised.

As Morgan and his brothers watched Max run down to the warehouse, he prayed that this would go the way they wanted it to and that Fiona was still alive and well. He couldn’t bear to lose her, too.

* * *
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AS THE DAY STRETCHED on, Fiona grew more and more uncomfortable. Winters had spent the morning threatening her and then cajoling her, doing everything in his power to get her to tell him which of the Strathmores was Prometheus. He still didn’t believe that she’d actually been playing the part herself and seemed to think the brothers had simply dressed her up and sent her into danger to take the fall for them.

She’d wanted to yell that if he thought that, he had no idea of his stepbrothers’ true characters, but she’d managed to stay silent, refusing to answer even the simplest question. 

But as the hours passed, she could no longer avoid the call of nature, and she finally had to break down and ask to relieve herself. She’d been humiliated when he’d sent one of his henchmen with her. However, the man had brought down a chamber pot and been kind enough to turn his back. While taking care of business, she’d managed to take the knife out of her boot and transfer it to her shirt sleeve. Thankfully, the thug hadn’t noticed it when he tied her back to the chair, and he’d even taken pity on her and loosened the ropes slightly. Still, even with the knife so close at hand, she had no idea how she was going to get out of this. 

She feared that the moment she tried to work the knife from her sleeve to her hand, it would either fall to the floor and her chance would be lost or that Winters would return and catch her in the middle of her attempted escape. 

For twenty minutes or so now, she’d been struggling with the risks of chancing it versus the dangers of not trying to free herself. In the end, she decided to try it. She’d rather go down fighting than just let him do whatever he pleased to her. She still greatly feared that he intended for her to die anyway, so what did she really have to lose?

Taking a deep breath, she carefully maneuvered her hands until she could use her right one to inch up her left forearm, finding the knife and working it carefully down. It was very difficult getting it past the rope, and tears of pain and frustration streamed down her face as she worked it back and forth, her arms burning with the awkward position and her hands tingling from lack of circulation. 

But after a few minutes, she finally achieved her goal. The knife was in her hand and she cut the rope, the sudden loosening of tension making her cry out as the blood painfully rushed back into her arms. 

She just sat there for a moment, contemplating her next move and trying to get the feeling back in her extremities, when the door above her suddenly banged open and Winters traipsed hurriedly down the stairs. 

Thinking quickly, she thrust her hands back behind her back, hoping that from the front, it would look like she was still tied up. She clenched the knife tightly, vowing that no matter what happened, she wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

Winters came to a stop a dozen feet away from here, glancing back the way he’d come, a haunted look in his eyes. “We have to go,” he snarled. “I’m taking you out of here.”

“Why?” she asked, her heart dropping. If he moved her, how would Morgan ever know where to find her?

He said nothing, simply strode forward, looking as if he meant to carry her out of there bodily, when there was a noise behind him and Morgan and his brothers appeared at the top of the stairs. 

A glad cry escaped her, and Winters gave her a withering look before turning to face them. “What have you done with my men?” he snarled. 

“We simply made them a better offer,” the earl told him, his voice colder than Fiona had ever heard it. “When you pay for men’s loyalty, it’s only as good as the highest bidder.”

Winters uttered a foul curse, then hurried to her side, placing his hand on her shoulder and squeezing tightly. He was slightly behind and to the right of her now. If he looked down, he’d see the knife, but for the moment, his attention was wholly focused on the Strathmores. 

“Have you forgotten? I’ve got your brother’s whore here for leverage. I’m sure you wouldn’t want what happened to his wife to happen to this little bitch.”

Fiona blinked back her tears, hating that he’d called her that in front of these men whose opinion she valued so greatly but hesitant to give away the fact that her hands were no longer bound and that she was in possession of a weapon. She only had one shot at this. If she missed, he’d kill her for sure.

Morgan and his brothers slowly descended the stairs, not making any sudden moves but not backing down either. Fiona glanced at Winters out of the corner of her eye, trying to see if he had any weapons. Had he come into this depending entirely on his henchmen to defend him? Surely, he wasn’t that stupid.

“Say one more nasty word against her, and I’ll rip your heart out,” Morgan vowed, and she was shocked by the fury that emanated from him. She’d never before seen him as anything but sweet and kind. But she’d always known that he could protect her if the need arose. That was why she’d always felt so safe with him. 

Winters gave an ugly laugh. “I couldn’t believe it when Adrian married an actress, and I was even further stunned when Luke married a maid. But a whore, Morgan? That seems a bit much, even for a Strathmore.”

Fiona felt as if his words had punched her right in the gut. She couldn’t catch her breath, knew her face must be flaming. This was her greatest fear brought to life. She’d never wanted Morgan to know this and especially not for him to find out this way.

“I already warned you,” Morgan snarled. “Watch your tongue!”

“Didn’t she tell you?” Winters asked casually. “She worked at one of my first brothels. She was the first girl Prometheus stole from me.” He chuckled. “By the look on your face, I suppose I can rule you out. You obviously didn’t know. I should have known that it wasn’t you. A man like you would never knowingly enter into a relationship with a used-up harlot like this.”

Morgan stopped at the foot of the stairs, his face frozen as he tried not to give away anything, but she could tell how stunned he was, how sickened he was by the news that the woman he’d wanted to court had worked in a brothel, had sold her body for money.

“I’ve always thought Prometheus was Adrian,” Winters mused, moving behind her and wrapping his hands loosely around her neck, not squeezing yet but showing them all how easily he could do so. “But honestly, I don’t really care about that anymore. What I want to know most is, which one of you killed my father?”

She swallowed, her gaze moving from one of the brothers to the next, having been unaware that one of them had killed the previous Earl of Winters.

Adrian stepped forward, his scarred face flashing with fury. “It was me. I am Prometheus, and I killed your perverted abusive father.”

“No,” Lucien said, stepping forward as well. “I did it. I had to in order to protect my brothers.”

Morgan’s face had grown pale, a look of torment in his eyes, and she suddenly knew, without a doubt, that it had been him.

“They’re trying to protect me.” Morgan shook his head, his brothers’ declarations giving him the confidence he’d needed. “I was the one who killed Winters. He tried to throw me from the tower, and I fought him. He went over instead.”

The earl and Adrian shared a look, and she realized that they hadn’t known the truth until this very moment. Oh, Morgan. How you must have suffered for this!

Winters growled behind her in frustration, his hands tightening around her throat until it was hard to breathe. “Tell me! I deserve to know!”

“It was me,” the earl repeated.

“It was me,” Adrian insisted.

“No, it was me,” Morgan said with a hint of frustration.

Fiona could no longer pay attention to what they were saying. Winters’ grip continued to tighten around her throat and everything seemed to go still, her vision going dark at the edges. In a matter of moments, he was going to choke the very life out of her. The Strathmores were still several yards away, and she didn’t think they could get to her in time. She squeezed the knife in her hand, glad that some of the feeling had returned and her fingers were able to tighten around it.

She’d never thought she’d ever want to hurt anyone, but knowing that this was the man who’d bought her and then put her in a brothel to be used in unspeakable ways, and of all the other children who’d suffered as she had, the choice seemed suddenly clear. 

It was him or her, and she had too much to live for, too many children yet to save.

With the last of her strength, she released the rope. Then she twisted, rose up, and stabbed the knife as deeply into the Earl of Winters’ chest as she could. 

He released her in shock, clutching at the knife, and she fell from the chair, landing on the floor in a painful heap. 

She vaguely heard Morgan shouting her name, but the shock of it all finally hit her, and her world went black.






* * *
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MORGAN RUSHED TO FIONA’S side, kneeling beside her on the dirt floor, cradling her in his arms, still stunned by her incredible strength and bravery. “Fiona,” he whispered, his lips brushing her temple. “Fiona, darling. Wake up.”

Behind him, his brothers were grappling with Winters, who was bleeding profusely but still fighting. He knew they had things well under control. All that mattered to him at this moment was this woman whom he loved so deeply. 

After a few endless moments, she finally stirred and blinked up at him, her green eyes awash with pain and confusion. “Morgan. Are you all right?”

He choked on a laugh and hugged her to him even more tightly. Leave it to Fiona to be most concerned about him, even after everything that had happened. “I’m fine, darling. How are you? Did he hurt you?”

She slowly shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “Thank you so much for coming for me. I knew you would.”

“Of course, I came,” he whispered. “I’m only sorry that it took me so long. I was worried...” He still couldn’t believe they’d gotten to her in time. In his heart, he’d been certain that he’d be too late, that he’d lose her as he’d lost Anne.

Pulling away from him, she painfully pushed herself to her feet. He stood as well, seeing that his brothers were now standing over Winters, who lay still in a pool of his own blood.

“Did I kill him?” she asked, her voice hollow, her eyes haunted. 

Adrian strode over to her, his face fierce. “You did. But don’t you dare feel bad about it. He would have killed you if you hadn’t. You did what you had to do.”

She let out a choking sob and threw herself into his brother’s arms, and Morgan watched helplessly as Adrian comforted her in a way it didn’t seem that he could. 

She’d obviously heard that he’d killed his stepfather. How could she ever love him now, having learned the very worst there was to know about him? She’d probably be disgusted. 

Luke sighed and clasped him on the shoulder. “Give her a little time,” he murmured. “It’s going to take a while for her to process all of this.”

Morgan gave his older brother a grateful look, knowing he understood his feelings all too well. He also suddenly realized that perhaps she was having just as many doubts as he, having had her secret revealed as well. Though a part of him had known that she’d probably been one of Adrian’s rescues, it still hurt him deeply to know what she’d been through, how strong she must have been to overcome such a thing. 

All he could do now was make sure that he showed her that it didn’t matter. If she could accept him and all of his demons, he could definitely accept hers. Now he just had to convince her of that. 

“Why don’t you get her out of here?” Luke continued, staring down at Winters in disgust. “I’ll get ahold of Inspector O’Brien. He’ll want to talk to her eventually, but that doesn’t have to happen tonight. She’s been through a lot. I’m sure right now she needs food, a bath, and a good night’s sleep.”

Morgan nodded. “Yes, I’ll make sure she gets all of those things.”

Lucien met his gaze, his own eyes sad. “I didn’t know it was you who killed Winters until very recently. I always thought it was Adrian, and he always thought it was me. I feel terrible that you dealt with that alone all these years.”

Morgan dropped his gaze. “I didn’t mean to do it. He was threatening to throw me from the tower, and I pushed myself away from him. He lost his balance and went over the edge.”

“You saved Adrian and me from who knows how much more abuse,” Luke said fiercely. “It was you or him. And I’m very glad that you were strong enough and smart enough to make sure it wasn’t you.”

Luke embraced him tightly, and some of the pain and guilt ebbed away. He supposed that he couldn’t very well convince Fiona she’d done the right thing when he was still holding on to so much guilt himself. 

“Thank you,” he told his brother. “I think I really needed to hear that.”

Nodding, Luke stepped away. He glanced over at Fiona, who was still sobbing into Adrian’s shoulder. “Don’t let her feel bad either. She’s a wonderful woman. I like her for you, brother. I like the thought of you together very much.”

“Me, too,” Morgan said fervently. Now if only he could convince her that it was a good idea as well. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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“Where are we?” Fiona asked tiredly as Morgan’s coach pulled up in front of an imposing red brick townhome in an unfamiliar part of the city. They were surrounded by equally beautiful homes surrounding a lovely park. 

Morgan had convinced her to let him drive her home, and she’d been so exhausted she hadn’t had the strength to argue. Now, she wondered if she’d fallen asleep because she couldn’t remember anything since they’d left the docks and certainly didn’t know how they’d ended up here.

“This is my house,” Morgan told her softly.

She blinked. Of course, it was. How strange that after everything that had passed between them, she’d never been here before. Still...

“Why did you bring me here? I need to get back to the children.”

He shook his head. “The children are fine. Your staff has things well in hand. And I brought you here because I wanted you to have a proper soak in a proper tub and then sleep in a comfortable bed. I want you to take a day or two for yourself, Fiona. And I didn’t think you could do that at Brookhaven.”

She stared longingly at the house, knowing what an oasis it was bound to be compared to the controlled chaos that existed at Brookhaven. Still, she was afraid to go in, afraid to see what might have been if she was someone else, someone worthy of living in such a place. 

“Don’t argue,” he said sternly. “Just come in. Let me take care of you for a day or two.”

She bit her lip, wondering why he was still being so sweet to her after what he’d learned. Perhaps he just felt guilty, thought that it was his fault Winters had gone after her. In any event, she found she couldn’t resist him. She couldn’t turn down a few more days in his company. 

“All right,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

He gave her that beautiful smile of his just as a footman opened the door. 

In a matter of moments, she was out of the cold and inside. She stood in the foyer, looking around her in awe. Morgan’s home was beautiful, but it was not as grand as his brother’s. It felt far more comfortable, like a home instead of an ostentatious showplace. 

“Do you like it?” Morgan asked, handing off his cloak to the butler, who carefully did not let his eyes dwell on Fiona’s bedraggled state. 

“I love it,” she admitted, her heart aching.

A sudden racket had her glancing upward to the grand staircase, where Samuel and Hannah were racing down to greet their father. To her very great surprise, they bypassed him completely, throwing their little arms around her legs instead and burying their faces in her skirts. 

“We were so worried about you,” Hannah cried.

“We feared something would happen to you and we’d lose you like we lost our mother,” Samuel said, his voice cracking. 

She sank to her knees and embraced them tightly, tears stinging her eyes. “I’m here, my darlings. I’m here and I’m fine, thanks to your father and your uncles.”

Morgan sank to his knees as well, drawing all three of them into his arms. “I’m sorry that you were worried. I should have talked to you more before I left. I was just in such a hurry to find Mrs. Bohannan.”

Fiona allowed herself to relax into the embrace, feeling more a part of a family than she ever had in her life. She loved this man. She loved these children. 

Why had she picked a brothel owned by Winters for her latest mission as Prometheus? Things could have been so perfect if only she hadn’t been so foolish. 

Blinking away a new rush of tears, she finally extricated herself from all three of them and stood, swaying a bit on her feet. 

Morgan surged to his feet as well. “Let me get Mrs. Bohannan settled. She’s staying with us tonight,” he told the children.

She vaguely heard their cries of happiness at the news as Morgan led her up the stairs and then down a long hallway, stopping in front of one door, then seeming to think better of it and continuing down to another. 

When she stepped inside the room, she caught her breath. The bedchamber was huge, decorated in shades of peach and gold, with a white marble fireplace and a large bed. He walked over and opened yet another door, which led to a private bathing room with a claw-footed tub and water closet. 

“I’ll run you a bath and leave you soaking,” he said, turning the knobs and sending a spray of steaming water into the tub. “Meanwhile, I’ll send a servant to freshen up the room and light a fire. I’ll also have them bring you some of Anne’s nightclothes, if that’s all right with you?”

She nodded mutely, still in awe at the thought of hot water whenever she wanted it without the hard work of heating it on a stove and then lugging it all the way to the bath. She’d known such luxury existed but had never actually experienced it herself. 

He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then shut the door behind him. 

With a sigh, she stripped and lowered herself into the hot water, hoping it would wash away some of the ugliness of the day. 

As she drifted in the warm embrace of the tub, her thoughts began to clear, and for the first time, she began to think about the ramifications of what she’d done tonight. Although it had been self-defense, she’d killed a man. An earl, no less.

Cold fear welled within her as thought of what this could mean. Would she be arrested? There seemed to be a very good chance that she could be. Winters had been an aristocrat, and she was... no one. An ex-prostitute. 

The Strathmores might speak on her behalf, but would the authorities even listen? 

She shuddered at the thought of prison, and for a moment, the urge to run was so strong it overwhelmed her. Maybe she should just leave London, leave Morgan and Brookhaven, go somewhere far away where her past and the horror of the present couldn’t touch her. 

But as quickly as the thought came, she abandoned it. Without her role at Brookhaven, what would she be? She’d built a life here, and she couldn’t imagine doing anything else. 

She had to pay the consequences for her actions, no matter what they might be.

* * *
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MORGAN LEANED AGAINST the washroom door, his heart pounding in his chest at the thought of Fiona naked in the tub. He had no idea what he was doing, no idea why he’d brought her here, other than the fact that he’d just needed to have her at his side. He wanted to take care of her, and he wanted her in his house. 

He’d almost put her in Anne’s old room, which adjoined his own. But at the last moment, that had seemed too much. He’d worried what the children would think, worried how she’d react to finding herself among Anne’s old things, which he’d not yet had the heart to go through and clear out. 

That moment in the foyer had rocked him to the core. It had been everything he’d wanted. But she’d seemed flustered by it, and why wouldn’t she be? Could he really expect her to mother his three children? That was a lot for any woman to take on, especially one who had the safety and care of so many others already on her plate.

And now, she knew the worst of him, that he had committed murder. That he’d been to blame for all the terrible things that Winters had done to his family. How could she still care for him after everything she’d learned? 

With a groan, he scrubbed his hands over his face, the ugliness and terror of the day washing over him in a crippling wave. 

Sleep had never beckoned so sweetly. 

But too much still needed to be done. 

He pushed away from the door and went back downstairs, instructing the butler to send someone up to help Fiona while he put the children to bed and calmed their fears. He couldn’t help but notice the excitement in their eyes at the fact that Fiona was staying the night. 

They needed mothering so desperately, and he felt he’d failed them in every possible respect. As he hugged Felicity to him tightly, he remembered once more that it had been Fiona who’d cared for her in those dark days after Anne’s death. He owed her so much. If not for her, he’d still be mired in his grief, unable to function enough to be a good father, a good person.

At last, he went to his own room and bathed, washing away the stress and grime of the day. Pulling on a heavy robe, he belted it around his waist and then slipped into the hallway, making his way to the Gold Room. He stared at the door, knowing he should just leave Fiona in peace tonight. She’d been through so much...

Still, the thought of holding her in his arms, offering her whatever comfort he could while hopefully receiving some as well, was too powerful to resist. He knocked lightly.

Long moments passed before she finally opened it a crack, peering out at him. Her scent, an intriguing blend of vanilla and spices and warm, freshly bathed woman hit him, and a surge of desire left him tingling in its wake.

She was wearing a plain white nightdress, demure and lacy, that must have belonged to Anne, though he didn’t recognize it. 

“Do you have everything you need?” he asked softly. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

“Your servants brought me everything I could possibly want,” she said a bit ruefully, but despite her small smile, the emptiness in her eyes disturbed him. 

For a moment, silence fell between them, then she cleared her throat. “Good night, Morgan. Thank you.” She started to close the door, but he put up a hand, stopping her. 

“Can I come in, Fiona?”

She dropped her gaze, her whole body riddled with tension. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Please,” he whispered, unwilling to take no for an answer. She needed him tonight, needed him desperately, and he needed her, too. “Please let me hold you for just a little while. I thought I was going to lose you today. I just need to convince myself that you’re all right, that you’re safe and alive.”

She made a small, strangled sound, and whether it was dismay or pleasure he wasn’t sure, but she stepped aside and opened the door wide enough for him to slip inside the room. 

He was pleased to see that a fire burned merrily in the hearth and a plate of food sat mostly untouched on a table in front of it. The bed had been turned down, and the room smelled fresh and inviting. His servants had done well. He’d have to thank them tomorrow. 

“Did you try and eat something?” he asked. 

“A little, but I’m not hungry,” she said, her voice hollow. 

Deciding not to push it for the moment, he walked over to the table where someone had also thoughtfully left a decanter of Irish whisky. Pouring a small amount in two glasses, he turned around and handed her one. “At least have a drink,” he coaxed. “It might do you a world of good.”

“All right,” she capitulated. She took the glass, and to his surprise, drained the entire thing, coughing a bit as she lowered it, her eyes watering. 

“Careful,” he said uneasily. “This stuff is strong.”

“Good,” she said, squaring her shoulders and holding it out for a refill.

Hesitantly, he poured another small portion into her glass and she drained that as well. Then she finally met his gaze. “We need to talk, Morgan. And I need to be a little drunk when we do so. Otherwise, I don’t think I’ll ever find the courage.”

He nodded nervously and sat down on a small sofa in front of the fireplace, patting the empty space beside him. “Come sit with me, darling.”

She bit her lip and gingerly perched on the edge of the sofa, as far away from him as she could get, refusing to meet his gaze. “I haven’t been honest with you. The things Winters said... they were all true. I need to tell you about my past.”

He took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “Nothing that man said about you tonight matters to me in the slightest,” he told her, putting as much confidence as he could in his tone. “But if you feel that this is something you need to do, I’m ready to listen.”

A brittle laugh escaped her, and she hugged her arms around her as though she was cold, even though the fire blazed in the hearth. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I doubt you can even fathom the things I’m about to tell you.”

Memories of his stepfather’s abuse of his brothers nearly overwhelmed him. “I think you’d be surprised. Just because I grew up wealthy doesn’t mean I’ve escaped the ugliness of this world.”

She finally looked at him, tears welling up in her lovely green eyes. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps none of us do.”

He reached out and cupped her cheek tenderly. “Not when the ones who are supposed to protect us don’t. That’s one of the reasons why I want you in my life, in my children’s lives. I know you are fiercely protective and would never let something bad happen to someone you love.”

Love swelled within him, stronger than anything he’d ever felt for Anne. He loved Fiona. And the last of his fears fell away. No matter what she was about to tell him, they would make it work. He couldn’t lose her.

She leaned into his touch for a moment and then pulled away, blinking away her tears and visibly gathering herself. “Thank you. To hear you say that... it means everything.”

Resisting the urge to pull her into his arms once again, he simply waited, humbled by her strength. 

Standing up, she crossed the room and stabbed the fire poker into the smoldering logs in the grate a few times, keeping her back toward him. “I never knew my mother. She died when I was very little. My earliest memories are of being alone in my father’s flat. Cold. Hungry.”

The logs popped suddenly, sending up a shower of sparks, and she started briefly.

“My father worked on the docks... when he wasn’t drunk. Whatever money he made, he drank. There was never enough to eat, and we were always on the brink of being evicted. He was rarely around, so from a very young age, I was constantly trying to find ways to make money myself.” 

She shook her head and put the fire poker back, once again rubbing her hands over her forearms as though she was freezing. “Then one day, when I was sixteen, he came home and told me he’d made a deal with a man he’d met at the local pub. He sold me into a house of prostitution, and to this day, I’m not sure how much they paid him.”

As much as he’d steeled himself for this, he couldn’t help the small wordless sound of denial that escaped his lips. To know that she’d been sold, like a horse or cow, that her own father had cared more about drinking than his daughter’s life... 

Casting a furtive glance in his direction, she moved as far across the room as she could, until the distance between them seemed almost unsurmountable. He knew he had to wait for her to finish, but he wanted to pull her into his arms so badly.

“The very first night, they sold me... my virginity... to a man who hurt me... Hurt something inside me. There was so much blood... I wanted to die. That’s why I can’t have children.” She brushed away the tears that were suddenly streaming down her cheeks. “But I was glad for it, because it was months before they could make me do it again. I was there for a little over six months before Adrian found me. I was his first rescue as Prometheus.” She laughed brokenly. “I don’t think he thought it through. I don’t think he had the slightest idea what to do with me in the beginning. But eventually, he decided to open Brookhaven, and I talked him into letting me stay to help.”

She finally turned to face him. “So, there you have it. The woman you’ve trusted with your children, the one you wanted to court... I’m not like Vanessa and Serenity. If people found out...”

He couldn’t stand to hear any more. He crossed the room in a handful of long strides and pulled her into his arms, hugging her fiercely. “It’s not your fault. None of it was your fault, and I still want you. This doesn’t change a thing.” His heart and soul howled for the pain she’d been through, and he wanted nothing more than to track down her father and every single bastard who’d used her and hurt her and kill them. 

Perhaps he truly was a murderer.

She stiffened in his arms for a moment, then collapsed against him, her slim body shaking with sobs. “You don’t understand,” she whispered, her words muffled by his shirt and her sobs. “The things they made me do... I’m ruined, broken.”

He shook his head fiercely. Pressing his face against her hair, he prayed for the strength and wisdom to say and do the right things in the next few moments. Their entire future rested upon it. “You’re not. You’re perfect.”

They stared at each other for several long moments, and at last, some of her despair seemed to fade. “You are a far better man than I deserve,” she finally said softly.

“No,” he said, his own secrets clawing at his throat. “Don’t say that, my darling. We all have things in our past we’re ashamed of. I’m no different.” 

She gave a brittle laugh and shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re not running away from me in horror.”

He held out his hand. “I’m not running away. I’ll be here forever, if you’ll only let me.”

* * *
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FIONA STARED AT MORGAN’S hand, her emotions still roiling within her. She’d been so terrified of Morgan learning the ugly truth about her, but against all odds, this beautiful man was still standing here, wanting to pursue a marriage with her. She had no idea what other barriers might lay ahead, but for tonight, she wanted to believe that they could make it work. 

With a sigh, she took his hand, then stepped forward and laid her head against his chest. 

He wrapped his other arm around her, still holding her hand tightly. 

All the fear and pain of the past seeped out of her, and she allowed herself to relax against him. She let his warmth and strength flow through her. To her great surprise, leaning on him didn’t make her feel weak. It made her feel stronger than she’d ever felt. 

She didn’t understand why what she’d just revealed hadn’t sent him running, but she was so very grateful that it hadn’t. Love for him swelled within her, but she was not quite ready to say the words. 

He stroked her hair gently, his tenderness bringing tears to her eyes.

“Your secret wasn’t the only one that was revealed tonight,” he finally said, his voice cracking a bit. “You learned something pretty terrible about me as well.”

She swallowed and lifted her eyes to look at him. “How can you possibly think I’d judge you for that? After what... after what I did tonight.” 

She couldn’t let herself think about her knife plunging into Winters’ chest. Not yet. Not tonight. She knew she had to deal with what she’d done, that she’d taken a life, but she couldn’t bear to do that now. Not until she was much stronger than she felt at the moment. The fear that she could go to prison, that all the progress they’d made tonight with their talk would be pointless, still crippled her, but she was afraid to give voice to it. 

“No,” he said with a shake of his head, drawing her back toward the sofa but keeping her close by his side as he poured them both yet another glass of whisky. “I’ve never talked about this with anyone, even my brothers, and I think it’s time I did. I need you to know what happened.”

She took the glass but only sipped it this time, glad of the burn that worked its way through her body. “I’m ready to listen,” she said, repeating his earlier words, realizing now how freeing it was to actually have been able to tell him her darkest secret. She wanted to be able to give him the same sort of release.

He took a pensive sip of his own drink then set it down and turned to face her. “My father died when I was young. There was a fire at our country estate. I’m sure you know that he got me out first, then went back in for Adrian. He got him out, but my brother was badly burned in the process.”

She nodded. “Yes, I know.”

He sighed. “I think that was when it started, when the... guilt... began.”

“What were you feeling guilty about?” she asked softly, not quite understanding what he was trying to say.

“I felt guilty that Adrian had been burned instead of me. Why did he pick me up first? My life would have been so different if he hadn’t. Every time I looked at Adrian, it was a reminder of what could have happened to me.”

“You had no control over that,” she whispered. “I’m sure he didn’t put any thought into it. He probably just grabbed whichever one of you was closest.”

He sighed. “Perhaps, but I still felt terrible about it. All I wanted was to help Adrian, to make his life better. But because of his scars, Winters wouldn’t allow him to go away to school with Luke and me. He made him stay behind, so I wasn’t there to watch over him, and my mother, who should have, didn’t either. While we were gone, Winters... He hurt Adrian. Hurt him the way that you were hurt.”

She caught her breath. She’d always feared that something like that had happened to Adrian. He seemed to understand the children he rescued a little too much, and she’d always thought that was what made him so passionate about being Prometheus. But it was something else altogether to have it confirmed. 

“He beat him, too. Tortured him in every possible way. He and Roger both. Luke and I didn’t know, not until we came home for a school break and he finally told us. And then Winters turned his abuse on Luke as well. But not me. Never me.”

She leaned into him, finally understanding what his guilt was about. “You feel guilty that you weren’t hurt the way they were.” How tragic that he’d somehow wanted to be a part of their suffering.

“I didn’t understand why they left me alone. It didn’t seem fair. I still don’t know why they left me alone.” His voice caught, but he somehow forced himself to go on. “We came up with the idea of Prometheus. We planned to make a masked avenger, someone who could scare them into stopping. We were so excited about the idea. It was a way to feel powerful, to feel like there was something we could actually do to save ourselves.”

Tears filled her eyes at the thought of the three Strathmore brothers, abused and neglected, banding together to find a way to survive.

“I was supposed to design the costume, and I was so proud to have a part in it, to have my artistic talents put to such a use. I made the cape and went up to the battlements to try it out, loving the way the wind swirled it about me. Then Winters came out onto the roof. He mocked me, thinking I was Adrian. I was so furious with myself for getting caught, for ruining everything.”

“You couldn’t have known he’d come up there,” she tried to soothe him. “It wasn’t your fault.”

He took another sip of whisky, his eyes still troubled. “He threw me over his shoulder, dangled me over the side, threatened to drop me.” He gave a bitter laugh. “I realize now he probably wouldn’t have done it. He only meant to scare me. But I was terrified. I thrust off his back with all my might, landing on the roof, but the force of it propelled him over the edge.”

“Oh, Morgan,” she whispered. 

“But he still had hold of my cape. For a moment, our eyes met, but it was choking me, pulling me toward the edge. Maybe I could have saved him, but instead, I unfastened it...”

She threw her arms around him, hugging him as tightly as she could. “It was you or him, just like you told me earlier tonight. You did what you had to do to survive, and I am so glad you did, Morgan. Do you hear me? Surviving is not something you need to feel guilty about.”

He buried his face against her neck, his big body trembling against her. As she held him, realizing they’d both worried that they weren’t good enough, that their past made them somehow unworthy of being loved, a sense of peace came over her. 

“I love you, Morgan. And nothing you’ve told me tonight can change that.” Saying the words made her realize that he hadn’t been lying when he’d said them. If she could love him even after knowing all his secrets, she finally believed he could love her after learning hers.

At last, he lifted his head and met her gaze, his blue eyes filled with both anguish and hope. “I love you, too, Fiona.”

She stood up and held out her hand. “Will you share my bed tonight? Will you hold me while I sleep? We’ll figure the rest of it out in the morning, but for tonight, I just need you by my side.”

He nodded and took her hand. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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Morgan woke up slowly, blinking against a shaft of sunlight that slanted across the big bed from a window to his right. For a moment, he was disoriented... the windows in his bedroom were to the left of the bed... but then, he caught sight of a tendril of brilliant auburn hair weaving its way across his bare chest and he remembered.

Roger was dead. He and Fiona had told each other their darkest secrets and had admitted their love for each other, and they’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms. 

Relief and hope swept through him, startling in its intensity. He didn’t know what the future held, but he knew without a doubt that Fiona would be at his side. That detail alone made the rest insignificant. 

He snuggled deeper into the blankets, pressing himself against Fiona’s warmth, loving the silky softness of her bare skin against his own. He wanted this every night. Fiona... in his life. In his bed.

For another twenty minutes or so, he lay beside her, enjoying the scent and feel of her, but she slept on soundly, and he didn’t want to wake her. Besides, an idea had come to him, and he had much to do. 

Yesterday’s aftermath needed to be addressed. Inspector O’Brien would no doubt arrive soon, and he had to be ready. 

Returning to his room, he wrote notes summoning his brothers, handed them off to a footman to be delivered, then quickly dressed. 

When he entered the morning room where breakfast was always served, he was surprised to find Allison waiting for him. 

“Good morning,” he said in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

She glanced up at him from her place at the dining table, her blue eyes rimmed with dark circles. She’d obviously been crying, and he realized with a pang that she might actually be grieving Roger. He’d been her brother as much as he, Luke, and Adrian were, after all. There had been a time, before Roger had abducted her, when she’d been closer to Roger than she’d been to three of them. 

“I wanted to come and see how Fiona was doing,” she said softly, with none of her usual disdain. He took a moment to really look at her and was surprised to realize that she’d somehow grown up while he wasn’t paying attention. She was nineteen now, a woman. Perhaps he did her a disservice by still seeing her as the spoiled brat she’d once been. 

Still, he wasn’t ready to trust her just yet. “Why do you care?”

She bit her lip and pushed her food around her plate. “I’m trying to do better, be a better person,” she said insistently. “And part of that is inquiring after people who’ve been hurt. Especially when it was my brother who hurt them.”

Morgan filled a plate and sat down beside her. “That’s commendable, Allison. I’m glad you’ve seen that there is a problem and are trying to fix it.”

She flushed, and he realized she was probably struggling to bite her tongue at this very moment. 

“Fiona is fine. Or at least I think she will be eventually. How are you?”

With a sigh, she gave up all pretense of trying to eat. “I know that Roger deserved what happened to him. He hurt so many people. But he was my brother. I will miss him.” Her eyes welled up with tears, and she blinked them rapidly away. “Mother is distraught, of course. I will never understand why she favored him so greatly.”

“Neither will I,” Morgan said, the mere thought of his mother stealing what little appetite he’d had. “But I would never think less of you for grieving over your brother.” No matter what a monster he was.

She nodded distantly. “I don’t think I ever truly understood the kind of person Roger was, even after he took me to France, until Quinn told me all the horrible things he’d done.”

“Quinn?” Morgan asked, raising a brow. It disturbed him somewhat to hear that she was on a first-name basis with the inspector, but they had shared a long trip home from France together last year. The man was honorable as they came, and he didn’t think anything had happened, but he hoped Allison hadn’t gotten any ideas. 

Allison flushed even more. “Inspector O’Brien, I mean. He told me about the brothels, the children... I understand now, why you all hated Roger.”

“He did a lot of bad things,” Morgan agreed. “Some people care more about money than they do about people’s lives.”

She nodded, her face troubled. “Mama told me that I will be the new owner of those places, that I am the beneficiary of all Roger’s unentailed property and money.”

It would be difficult for whatever distant relative became the new Earl of Winters to take on the title without any funds. “What will you do?”

She shrugged. “Mama wants me to continue to run them. She’s still furious that Lucien cut her off, and she thinks the money will help fund her lifestyle.”

His mother was exactly like Roger. She didn’t care who she hurt as long as it lined her pockets. He didn’t think it was necessary to tell Allison that, though. By the look on her face, she was well aware of that fact. 

“It’s not up to Mother,” he said instead. “Don’t let her bully you.”

“I want to close them,” she suddenly said fiercely. “I’d burn them all to the ground if I could.”

He stifled a sudden need to laugh. Perhaps Allison had more of him and his brothers in her than he’d ever thought. Because he suddenly saw a bit of Adrian’s passion for social change in her expressive blue eyes.

“We’ll help you,” he promised. “We’ll find a way to shut them down. And you needn’t worry about the money. Lucien will take care of you. Your dowry is immense. Soon, you’ll find a husband and this will all be a bad dream.”

She bit her lip, her passion suddenly fading. “What if I don’t want to marry?”

He blinked. He’d just assumed she wanted what other women of their social status wanted. A titled husband and children.

Before he could say anything, Lucien and Adrian entered the room. They both looked surprised to see Allison, but neither of them commented on it. 

“Where’s Fiona?” Adrian asked, his eyes troubled. 

“She’s still sleeping,” Morgan replied. “I didn’t want to wake her.”

Adrian nodded. “Good. I was afraid she wouldn’t sleep a wink.”

“She was very upset. I know she’s still worried about what will happen to her.” He steeled himself for their protests. “I think I have a plan, though.”

“Good.” Lucien filled a plate for himself and sat down next to Allison. “I managed to put off Inspector O’Brien last night. I told him that we’d answer all his questions this morning. I expect him to arrive any time now.”

Relief washed over Morgan. He’d feared that O’Brien would press Lucien for details and that Lucien would have had to tell him something that they’d now be locked into. 

“I’m going to tell him that I’m the one who killed Roger,” he said without preamble. “I’ll claim that I did it to keep him from killing Fiona.”

The room grew quiet, though Allison let out a soft gasp. He frowned. He’d nearly forgotten she was there. Hopefully, she could be counted on to keep his secret. If not for the conversation they’d just had, he would have been worried, but he now felt a bit differently. As for his brothers, he couldn’t tell what they were thinking.

“Why don’t we just tell him the truth, that Fiona killed him to save her own life? It was self-defense; we can all vouch for that.” Lucien looked troubled, but despite his words, his tone was more that of a devil’s advocate. 

“You know why,” Adrian interjected. “Because of who she is. Her history. Nothing will happen to Morgan if he claims responsibility for this. He is a peer, involved in a dispute with another peer. They will paint Fiona as a low-bred whore who killed an earl.”

Morgan gave his brother a grateful glance. 

“No!” Fiona’s voice cut through the room, and he whirled to see her standing in the doorway. “I won’t let you do this, Morgan. I can’t.”

He surged to his feet and went to her side, grabbing her hand and staring into her eyes. “There’s a chance that they’ll prosecute you. I’m nearly positive that I’ll face no repercussions at all. Please, Fiona, let me do this for you.”

She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “I love you for wanting to, but I can’t let you risk it. Think about your children. They need you here.”

Her words washed over him like ice water. He’d been so concerned with what would happen to Fiona, he hadn’t even considered that he might leave his children orphans. 

“I know that Lucien is right. That I’ll be seen as... a whore.” Her voice broke, and he gathered her into his arms, not caring what anyone thought. “But I have to take responsibility for what I’ve done. I took a man’s life. I have to bear some responsibility for that.”

“No,” he said hoarsely. “He was going to kill you. You only did what you had to do.”

“As did you,” she whispered. “I feel the same guilt that you did.”

“But I didn’t take responsibility then,” he reminded her. “I was a coward.”

“You were a child,” she reminded him.

Lucien cleared his throat. “I admire how you’re both willing to sacrifice yourselves, but I think Morgan is right. The authorities won’t dare do anything to him. Not with me and Adrian vouching for him.”

Fiona laughed bitterly and stepped back. “Unlike a whore such as me.”

“Don’t say that,” Morgan snapped. “I don’t ever want you to use that word in regard to yourself again.”

“You might as well get used to it,” she said hollowly. “It’s the word everyone else will use.”

He rubbed his hand through his hair, frustrated. “Fiona, I told you last night. I don’t care what people say. I don’t care what they think. I want you to be my wife, and everyone who has a problem with that can go hang. But if you do this, I could lose you. And I can’t bear that. Your father didn’t protect you when he should have. Let me fix that. Let me do this for you.”

Her tears spilled over, streaking down her face. 

“Let him,” Adrian said softly. “Please, Fiona, let him help you.”

Fiona looked around the room, obviously stunned by the show of support. 

“Marry him,” Allison said softly, surprising everyone even more. “Let him help you the way that you’ve helped him.”

Fiona put her hands to her face, her cheeks flushing with emotion and... happiness?

Deciding that there was no time like the present, he dropped to one knee in front of her. “I love you, Fiona. Please, make me the happiest man in the world and say you’ll be my wife.”

She dropped to her knees beside him, throwing her arms around his neck and hugging him tightly. “Yes,” she sobbed. “I love you. I love your children. There is nothing in the world that I want more than to be your wife. You’re right. We can figure out the details later.”

“Thank you,” he breathed, crushing her to him tightly. “Thank you for seeing me. Thank you for believing in me.”

She laughed breathlessly as she pulled back and looked sternly at his brothers. “You had all better be right about nothing happening to him.”
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Epilogue

[image: image]


December 1897

Morgan lay upon the comfortable bed in one of the guest bedrooms of his family’s country estate, his heart in his throat as he watched his beautiful bride walk toward him. Fiona was absolutely radiant in a cream-colored satin nightgown, her lovely auburn hair still fashioned in the intricate updo she’d worn to their wedding in the family chapel hours earlier. However, small tendrils had escaped in a riot of color around her face, and her green eyes glowed with happiness.

“You take my breath away, Fiona,” he murmured as she climbed up on the bed and stretched out beside him.

“Sometimes it seemed as though tonight would never get here,” she answered softly as she nestled against him, laying her head on his chest. 

“It seemed that way to me, too.”

The last six months had been filled with laughter and tears, as both of them had worked through the tangled pasts that had brought them to this point, but they’d been open and honest, sharing and learning about each other until the shadows had abated and all that was left was hope and excitement for their future.

As expected, once he’d taken responsibility for Winters’ death, the investigation had stopped, the authorities happy to take his word and that of his brothers about what had happened. Protecting Fiona had made it a little easier to bear the guilt of the past. 

Although he’d wanted nothing more than to get married as soon as possible, he’d been determined to do things right. He’d wanted Fiona and everyone else to know how much he cherished this brave, beautiful woman who’d consented to spend the rest of her life with him. So he’d insisted on all the traditions and a beautiful wedding at the family chapel. Though it had been torturous not to have her with him every day, the look on her face as Adrian had escorted her down the aisle to give her away assured he’d done the right thing.

He’d wanted her to know she was good enough, that she was worthy of all the pomp and circumstance the occasion deserved. He’d finally convinced her that he was a third son, a mere Mister, and, if anything, she was too good for him. 

She trailed her hand tenderly across his bare chest, sending desire flooding through his entire body. “It meant a lot to me that you wanted to wait until tonight before we made love again. I know it would have made no difference, that no one would have known if you’d snuck into my room at Brookhaven again. But the fact that you didn’t, that you treated me as though I was one of those innocent society ladies... it made me feel loved and respected,” she whispered.

“It nearly killed me,” he admitted with a hoarse laugh. “I’ve wanted you so desperately, Fiona. There were nights when it was torturous to let you go with a mere kiss, but I do love you. I do respect you.”

“It was hard for me as well.” She lifted her head and stared into his eyes, and he was shocked to see a sheen of tears in hers. “I never thought I’d know what desire felt like, but whenever you’re near me, all I want to do is touch you. You’re so beautiful, Morgan.”

He cupped her cheek and kissed her tenderly, honored by her sweet confession. He vowed to never take the trust that she’d put in him for granted. 

She melted against him, as she always did, and for long moments he just held her tightly.

Sometimes, he still felt a chill at the thought of the danger she’d put herself in by posing as Prometheus, and they’d had endless discussions about how to best help London’s children moving forward. They’d both decided that it was time for Prometheus to retire. It was simply too dangerous to continue the work Adrian had started in the way that he’d done. 

However, much to their surprise, it had been Allison who had provided a solution. They’d helped her to close down the two brothels Roger had managed to reopen and worked with all the girls to find them better circumstances. Allison had sold the properties and was planning to use the proceeds to start a charity of her own, one that would assist young women to find jobs other than prostitution and provide them safe and comfortable places to live. She’d need a lot of help, and he and Fiona meant to be there in whatever capacity she needed them to be. 

“I still can’t quite believe that you’re mine,” he whispered. “I can’t wait to take you home and have you to myself every day. To know that you’ll fall asleep in my arms and we’ll wake up together every morning.”

“I can’t wait either,” she agreed, and he could feel her smile against his chest. “I’m looking forward to comfort, warmth, hot water, and even servants.”

It had taken quite a bit of persuasion, but she’d finally agreed to stop living at Brookhaven. Though she’d still spend most of her days there, she’d come home to him and his children every evening. Two of the older girls, who’d been nearly ready to age out of the orphanage, had convinced her to let them take on larger roles, much as she’d helped Adrian in the beginning. He knew it had been hard for her to relinquish control, but in the end, she’d realized that Brookhaven could continue without her being there every minute of the day.

He couldn’t wait to shower her with all the luxuries she’d never had before. 

He’d even managed to convince her to go on a short wedding trip. Tomorrow they would head to Paris, where he would spend a whole week spoiling and pampering her before they returned to London to begin their life together. He couldn’t wait to show her the sights, dine in fancy restaurants, make love until dawn, and watch her bloom under his love.

But first... 

First, there was tonight. And he intended to make the very best of it. 

––––––––
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Watch for Quinn and Allison’s story, coming Fall, 2021
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