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Chapter One
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Noel Worthington felt the first crack of her face breaking into a hundred tiny pieces when she smiled serenely at another well-wisher. With each smile, the dreaded emotion of sorrow stabbed her in the heart. She fought back a fresh wave of tears that hovered behind her eyelids, ready to drop at a moment’s notice. She wished to steal away to her bedchamber. However, she refused to abandon her sister during her blush of happiness. 

Even when it should have been hers. 

Her younger sister had married before her and with undo haste. It had set the gossip mill swapping rumors on the reason for Maggie’s wedding—and to a gentleman few had heard of, no less. The rumors floated from one ear to the next, because it should have been Noel’s wedding to Lord Ravencroft they attended. However, her intended had disappeared, abandoning her to the masses and with not a single explanation as to why. 

Oh, the obvious deception of his involvement with Lady Langdale and her threat to destroy Noel’s family was enough to cause her brother Reese to withdraw his support of their engagement. However, Reese had never withdrawn his support. He was furious with how the circumstances had played out, but he wanted to keep Ravencroft close. So he had agreed they could still marry. After all, Ravencroft was Maggie’s new husband’s half-brother. 

Noel refused to listen to the story of how the gentlemen had infiltrated themselves into their family. She didn’t want to believe the bond they held was false. Noel’s heart had already committed itself to a lifetime of loving Gregory Ravencroft. 

However, the proof of his deception proved true with each passing day he remained absent. Why did he stay away? Did he not love her as he had declared? If so, he would’ve arrived for the wedding. The longer he stayed away, the more difficult it would be for him to admit to his wrongdoings, and her love would slowly wither away. 

Noel watched Maggie and her husband, Crispin Dracott, dance to a waltz across the ballroom floor. The love shining from her sister’s eyes helped warm the cold seeping into Noel’s heart. When the corner of her lips lifted this time, it was genuine. Her only shining happiness was for her sister. Dracott was the perfect match for Maggie. He complemented her curious sense of adventure with a patience none of them had been able to achieve.

With one last glance at the happy couple, Noel moved to stand behind a set of columns. She needed a moment to herself from all the glances of pity. As much as she longed to retire to her bedchamber, she wouldn’t ruin Maggie’s day with her sadness. She wished Ravencroft were here, not only to ease the burden of the meddlesome questions but to hold her hand while she shared in the joy with their family and friends. Instead, loneliness wrapped her in a cloak of despair.

“Why in the hell did he not show?” Reese growled.

“Dracott said it was for the best he stayed away,” Graham explained.

Graham was Noel’s other brother who owned a detective agency that Dracott worked for. It was how Dracott had become acquainted with their family. Graham had assigned Dracott to watch over Maggie at the functions they attended because their sister had the dreadful habit of wandering where she shouldn’t. He had faked a title to deceive their family. But Noel held no ill feelings for him because of the love he held for Maggie. 

Reese continued with his irritation for the missing lord. “Best for whom? Himself? I thought he cared for Noel, but his actions have proven otherwise.” 

“He is in a drunken stupor. His presence today would’ve given more room for gossip. Not to mention the effect it would have on Noel,” Graham stated.

“Can you not see the effect it is having on Noel already?” Reese asked.

Noel pressed closer to the columns to overhear her brothers’ conversation. As usual, Graham was oblivious to how Ravencroft’s behavior affected her. And Reese was only aware because his wife, Evelyn, had confided in him. She shook her head at the misguided way her brothers regarded her feelings, but at least they cared. It was more than some people had. Ravencroft’s actions were proof of that.

Graham appeared confused. “She seems well. I have seen her smiling and visiting with the guests all day.”

Reese glared at Graham. “Only because our mother has instilled in her how to keep up appearances. Stare into her eyes and you will see the sadness deep within. Our dear sister holds herself together with dignity but is falling apart inside.”

Any other time, Noel would smirk at her brother’s insight into her emotions. But he hit too close to the target for her to find humor in his words. Perhaps she sold Reese short on the attention he paid her. She understood Graham’s distraction. Usually, he was the first one to tease a smile onto her face, but now he faced tremendous pressure to secure the capture of Lady Langdale and her thievery ring. Now, with the risk placed on their family, it only added to his drive to destroy Lady Langdale.

“How can I help her?” Graham asked.

“Tomorrow morning, you and I will pay Lord Ravencroft a visit and make him understand his obligation to our sister. I will not allow him to leave Noel at the altar. Since he started this game, we will make sure he finishes it,” Reese threatened.

“Is that fair to Noel?”

“Sometimes life is not about fairness. It is about fulfilling a promise made. He made a promise to marry Noel and spent the season portraying a doting fiancé. Also, he tricked Noel into believing he loved her. Therefore, he will spend a lifetime proving the truth of his declarations,” Reese explained.

Graham shook his head. “I thought after the length of your marriage to Evelyn, you would’ve gained a better perspective on emotions. But you remain as clueless as ever. You cannot force matters as sensitive as this. You must coerce them with a gentleness they are unaware of being subjected to.”

Reese scoffed. “As always, you talk nonsense.” 

Graham laughed. “Once again, I must prove you wrong.”

Her brothers moved away, preventing Noel from hearing the rest of their conversation. However, she had heard enough. While she loved her brothers dearly, she didn’t want their interference. If Reese went to Ravencroft and issued his demands, it would only send Ravencroft fleeing. While her fiancé kept her in the dark about his true character, she understood how much he valued his pride. He wouldn’t allow another gentleman to threaten him. Nor did Noel want Ravencroft to return on those terms. If he didn’t return on his own accord, then she had no use for him. No matter how much her heart cried otherwise. 

Noel was more determined than ever to confront Ravencroft before her brothers did. Her gaze swept the ballroom for anyone to help her sneak away to Ravencroft’s home. But she couldn’t trust anyone not to inform Reese of her plans. He had stated how unsafe it was for them outside their home and only to leave under the protection of the guards assigned to them. Noel racked her mind for ways to leave undetected. When her gaze landed on Maggie, the perfect solution sprang her into action. 

She inched out of the drawing room, glancing over her shoulder to see if anyone noticed her escape. The guests mingled with each other, while the servants bustled around, carrying trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. Noel hurried up the stairs and snuck into Maggie’s bedchamber. She opened the sewing chest and dug to the bottom of her sister’s hiding spot. When her fingers brushed across the fabric, she gave a yank. A pair of trousers and an old shirt of Graham’s appeared. Noel’s face lit up at how easily her plan fell into place. 

She gathered the clothing and stepped across the hall into her bedchamber. After locking the door behind her, she tossed the clothes onto the bed. Noel’s heartbeat quickened when someone knocked on the door. She hurried to the bed and slid the clothes under the pillow. She couldn’t afford to get caught so early with her plan. 

“Yes,” she called out.

“It’s Mama, dear.”

Noel took a deep breath to calm her nerves. She opened the door, pasting on her last smile for the evening. “I am sorry for leaving so early.”

Her mother drew her into a hug, and Noel wanted to cling to her and cry out her injustice. However, she wanted Mama to enjoy Maggie’s special day. She must hurry if she wanted to escape before the celebration ended. 

“It is understandable, my dear. I only wanted to check on you. If you like, I can sit with you for a spell.”

“I have not slept well lately and wish to retire for the evening. You must return and enjoy the celebration,” Noel fibbed.

“I can stay until you fall asleep,” Mama offered.

Noel’s gaze drifted toward the bed. “No. I wish to be alone with my thoughts.”

Mama looked disappointed, and Noel feared she might overrule her wishes and stay. Her family thought she needed to be coddled during this time. She grew weary of pretending her problems would resolve themselves when she really wanted to scream from the rafters. But it wasn’t her mother’s fault and she wouldn’t take out her frustration on her.

“But you can help me get ready for bed.”

Mama smiled. Her mother only wanted to feel needed, and Noel needed her mother’s comfort now more than ever. Mama turned her around and unbuttoned her gown, helping her into a nightdress. Noel picked out the simplest one to pull off when her mother left. Mama settled them on the divan and brushed out Noel’s hair. With each stroke of the brush, Noel fought with her guilty conscience for what she planned to do. 

“Sometimes love must undergo a traumatic event to test the strength of its bond,” Mama murmured.

“What if it breaks the bond?” Noel whispered.

Mama laid the hairbrush to the side and pulled Noel back into her embrace. “Then one of two things will happen.”

“And those are?”

“Either you will realize it was never love to begin with or you will fight to repair the tear in that bond.” Mama placed a kiss on Noel’s head before rising. She set the brush on the vanity, picked up Noel’s clothes, and placed them on a chair for the maid to clear in the morning. “Good night, my dear.” 

“Night, Mama.”

Her mother paused at the door and focused her gaze on the pillows. She stared at them before smiling wistfully at Noel. Then she left, making no comment on what she had observed. Noel glanced at the bed in panic. Had her mother seen the garments? However, nothing looked out of place. An eerie sense settled over Noel that her mother had figured out her plans. Noel shook her head. Her only explanation was that her guilt had led her to imagine it.

What other explanation could there be?
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Chapter Two
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Noel waited for a while before changing her clothes again. She tore off her nightdress and pulled on the disguise once she realized her mother wouldn’t return. When she wiggled into them, Noel wondered how Maggie had ever found the trousers comfortable to wear. The linen shirt differed vastly from the silk she adorned her body with. She rubbed her hand across her stomach, soothing her sensitive skin from the coarse material. 

After walking back and forth across the rug, Noel realized she couldn’t adjust to how the trousers hugged her buttocks and rubbed against her core. Should she wear drawers with these things? If so, she didn’t see how. It was most scandalous how the fabric clung to her like a second skin. Also provocative. Noel grew warm at how intimate the garments were. 

However, she had no alternative disguise that would guarantee her escape. She must leave if she wanted to make her demands to Ravencroft before Reese. She moved to the bed and arranged the pillows to appear as if she slept under the covers, nodding with satisfaction at her results. Then she moved to the windows and unlatched them. She glanced at the trellis, then the ground. She had never attempted to climb on the trellis before and hoped it was as sturdy as it appeared. If not, then her family would discover her absence earlier than she wanted them to. One aspect that worked to her advantage was how her bedroom faced the side of the house, where no one would notice her escape. 

“Here goes nothing. Wish yourself luck, Noel,” she muttered to herself.

She swung from the window to the trellis, and with trembling hands, she lowered herself to the bottom. Noel moved with an ease unfamiliar to her, one that felt like second nature. Noel didn’t ponder why and jumped from the last rung. She pressed herself against the house, hoping to go unnoticed when she overheard some gentlemen talking. They were the men Reese had hired from Griffen Kincaid’s security firm to guard their home. When she peeked around the corner, they were moving in the opposite direction. 

Noel stole through the garden to the alleyway. She found the secret entrance, slid through, and kept to the shadows as she moved along. After she took a few steps, something pulled at her hair, bringing her to a stop. She held her breath, afraid someone had caught her sneaking away. When no one spoke, she looked over her shoulder to see her hair had gotten caught in the hedge. Noel tugged her hair loose and continued on. In her hurry to leave, she had forgotten to hide her locks underneath a cap. Only two more houses separated her from Ravencroft’s townhome. 

At least she didn’t have to travel across London to reach him. Noel wasn’t brave enough to take that risk. How Maggie had, she never understood. When she reached the back gate to Ravencroft’s home, the house sat in darkness. Perhaps Dracott had misinformed Graham, and Ravencroft had recovered and decided to attend the wedding after all. Noel almost ran back home when she saw a flame shining outside. 

Noel opened the gate and paused when it creaked, waiting for Ravencroft to acknowledge an intruder. However, when he didn’t make any demands, she drew closer and noticed Ravencroft smoking a cigar in between drinking from a bottle. He swayed in a drunken stupor while muttering incoherently. His behavior was unlike anything she had witnessed from him before. She’d never seen him indulge in alcohol around her, unless it was a drink he shared with her brothers. Oh, she was aware of how he liked to smoke cigars, but the air held a lingering stench, indicating it wasn’t his first one of the evening. 

A small lantern rested on a table near Ravencroft. The glow offered her a look at him, and she gasped at his haggard expression. Wrinkled clothes clung to his frame, and his hair stood on end as if he had raked his hands through it multiple times. This wasn’t the gentleman who courted her with devotion for the entire ton to see. No. This was a gentleman tormented by the demons of his past, who tortured himself with his regrets and hoped to soothe them with alcohol. She knew the outcome if he continued on this path. Noel’s father had behaved in the same manner, and she understood the aftermath of the destruction it would cause if she didn’t stop him. She refused to allow him to ruin their future.

“You should have worn a cap,” Ravencroft slurred before taking a drag of his cigar.

Noel ran her hands over her hair at his disapproval.

He swung the bottle out with his finger, twirling it in the air. “And you need to practice on your stealth. You are a bit noisy in your attempt to go undetected.”

Ravencroft lifted the bottle to his lips and took a long swallow. He swayed on his feet but caught himself in time. He tried to focus his gaze on the object of his misery, but he kept seeing two of her. When his vision cleared to only seeing one of her, he took note of her vulnerability. Noel’s defensive stance displayed how she wished to tear into him, but her quivering lips showed how his harsh comments had injured her pride. He savored another drink, hoping it would give him the courage to insult her so she would return home. He must destroy any feelings she held for him. It was for her own good, and the only way to protect her from the dangers lurking beyond the shadows. It was foolish of her to come after him. He had never thought her one for rash decisions, but her actions this evening implied otherwise. 

“You should leave,” he demanded.

Noel bristled under Ravencroft’s harsh words. If he thought to send her away by pretending his disinterest, then he should’ve glanced in a mirror. Because his longing gaze showed her how much she meant to him. It beckoned her closer to ease his burden. Oh, how she wanted to. But first, she needed him to understand how she wouldn’t allow him to control her.

She swung her hip to the side and landed her fist atop it. “Perhaps it was my intention to go undetected. Maybe, just maybe, I wished for my fiancé to take notice of me.” Noel snarled the last bit.

Ravencroft flicked his cigar, stalked across to Noel, and yanked her into his arms with a glare. “You are a fool to risk your life for the likes of me.”

Noel wanted nothing more than to soften in his arms. However, she must make her point clear to him and not allow him to scare her away. Instead, she would annoy him with her responses and force him to react where they could discuss this drama like two reasonable adults. 

Her shoulders lifted in indifference. “Mmm. Perhaps.”

Ravencroft growled at her foolishness. He needed to teach her a lesson about what happened to a lady who wandered in the dark. His head lowered to whisper a scandalous suggestion in her ear when the fresh scent of lilacs on a warm summer day flooded his senses. The fragrance shifted his attention into wanting to give Noel a sweet kiss. To savor her innocence and let it invade his dark soul. Would her lips hold the same sweetness as her soul? Or would it strike a flame and burn him fiercely? 

Noel softened at the desire burning in Ravencroft’s gaze. It stated his intentions. Her toes curled, anticipating her first kiss. Would he be gentle? Or would he ravish her lips with a passion out of control? Either way, it would finally happen. She had dreamt of this day since he first asked her to dance. She thought he would have by now, considering their engagement. Instead, he offered her his devotion by his gentlemanly attendance at every function and charmed her family. He played a gentleman to the highest esteem. As frustrating as it was, it was also something Noel admired about Ravencroft. 

She had lied to Maggie about sharing kisses with Ravencroft. They were only figments of her imagination. She dreamt every night of his warm embrace and the kisses he ravished from her lips. How was she to admit to her younger sister that no gentleman, even her own fiancé, had ever attempted to kiss her after she had watched Maggie and Dracott share a kiss?

Ravencroft watched Noel’s eyes grow heavy with desire. Her eyelids lowered, and her lips formed a soft pucker. Hell! That was the exact spot he stood in at this moment. The devil in him pestered him to take what the lady offered. To kiss her innocence away and tempt her into sin. A simple enough act since Noel offered herself to him so willingly. How easy it would be for him to tempt her every desire to his benefit. To sweep her into his arms, lay her before the fire, and unleash his passion on her. 

She didn’t realize how tempting of a package she displayed herself in the snug trousers that molded to her every curve. Her unbound breasts pressed against his chest. With one swoop, he could discard her shirt and feast upon them. Were her nipples a light pink or were they the color of berries? Either way, his mouth watered in anticipation of sucking them between his lips to savor the unique flavor. He wanted to hitch her leg over his hip and press his cock into her core. To make her aware of the danger she had placed herself in with her visit.

With a deep moan, he released her and drowned his desires with another drink, instead of kissing her. He stalked away, not even giving her the courtesy of helping her regain her balance. He must remove himself from her presence before he fulfilled every fantasy he held of them together. If not, Ravencroft would scandalize Noel by sticking his cock inside her with the tree against her back. He would press her into the bark and listen to her screams of pleasure filling the air. 

Ravencroft had sunk into a dark hell, and he didn’t wish to ruin Noel. If she came anywhere near him, he didn’t know if he could hold himself to behave like a gentleman. He had kept himself reined in throughout their courtship, but now he was unsure of his ability to remain indifferent with his life engulfed in turmoil. Noel represented everything he desired but could never have. He had fooled himself into believing otherwise. However, he had awakened to his foolishness once his mother reappeared and threatened to expose his secrets. 

“Return to your home, princess,” Ravencroft snarled.

It was how he viewed Noel. She held the quality of a gracious lady who only displayed her intelligence when needed. Her simple thoughts fooled most people. However, they were anything but simple. He had learned early on after he started courting her how unique she was. She allowed only those close to her to appreciate the intellect of her thoughts. Noel fooled everyone else, leaving them vulnerable to her cleverness. 

Noel defied him. “No.” 

“Yes,” Ravencroft growled.

She took a step toward him. “I deserve an explanation for your disappearance.”

Ravencroft scoffed. “My lady, I owe you nothing.” 

Noel stomped her foot. “We are engaged. You will fulfill the promise you made me.”

Ravencroft’s dark chuckle sent a shiver along her spine. Instead of answering her, he took another drink from the bottle, then he walked over to her again. Noel trembled, not from fear but from how she yearned for his touch. He had almost kissed her before. Would he fulfill her dreams and kiss her now? Instead of drawing her in his arms again, he walked in a slow circle around her. At first she kept turning with him but grew dizzy as he continued the act. 

When he passed her, she noticed the interest in his eyes. They kept sweeping up and down her body, much to her delight. On his next pass, he stepped closer, and the heat radiating off his body warmed her. Ravencroft stopped right behind her and paused. He never touched her, but he didn’t need to. His closeness wrapped her in a seductive embrace. 

Ravencroft closed his eyes, willing himself to keep his hands off her. Her body trembled each time he passed around her. Noel wanted him to caress her. Ravencroft knew how a lady reacted when the desire she held went unattended. Soft sighs would whisper between her lips without her realizing it. Her tongue would wet her lips to prepare for a kiss. While her body would soften to having the one she desire so close, it was strung taut, waiting to have her every desire fulfilled. 

Noel wanted him. 

“I do not have to fulfill anything I do not wish to,” Ravencroft whispered near her ear.

Noel shuddered at the warm breath across her ear. It took a moment for her to understand his words. She spun around to confront him, but once again Ravencroft strode away. She moved after him and grabbed at his arm.

“You act like a drunken fool,” Noel berated him.

He shook off her hand. “I may be drunk, but I am no fool. You are the fool to throw yourself at me.”

“Fool? Throw? You?” Noel sputtered.

Ravencroft’s laughter grew more cynical. “Yes.”

Noel took a deep breath to draw in her temper, but she actually wanted to scream her fury at him to see reason. But she had learned at a young age from watching her parents argue that words spoken in anger only drove a deeper wedge and harmed the innocent. If she laid the foundation for this behavior, this evening, it would set a precedent for every argument they would ever share. 

“I see you are unable to reach clarity because of your intolerance to the spirits you consume. So I will save this conversation for when you are sober. Perhaps then we can reach a compromise. For now, I wish you a good evening and my sympathy for the headache you will endure on the morrow.” With a nod, she turned and started for home. 

Ravencroft couldn’t believe the audacity of this lady. For every argument he gave her to steer clear of him, she refused to see reason and fought him to continue their relationship. Why? Did she worry it would ruin her chance of securing another match? She couldn’t possibly hold any sort of feelings for him since she had never expressed them before, only preened over his attention whenever her family or friends were around. They may enjoy each other’s company, but not once had she ever shown him she desired more. Had he misjudged how she felt? Either way, it no longer mattered. He refused to risk her life for his wishful fantasies. 

He raised the bottle to his lips for another drink, but found it empty. Ravencroft threw the bottle against the house after his frustrations took hold. The glass shattering echoed into the night, causing Noel to pause at the gate. If she thought he would allow her to leave without making himself clear, then she would soon learn to never walk away from him without his permission.

His long strides ate up the distance between them. He wrapped his arms around her waist and threw her over his shoulder. The drumming of her fists on his back didn’t break his return to the house. With one arm securing her legs against his chest, he threw the door open to his study and stormed inside. He dropped Noel into a chair and moved behind his desk. Ravencroft needed to place distance between them because his need to kiss her was stronger than ever after holding her in his arms. 

Damn her. She smelt like lilacs all over, and now the intoxicating scent of her filled his study. 

He sat up in his chair with authority and held his arms out. “The floor is yours to speak, my lady. State whatever is on your mind so you can be on your way.” Ravencroft’s offer held his mockery of the situation.

Noel was beyond shocked at his brutal treatment of her person. How dare he throw her about like a sack of potatoes? Yet the strength of his arms as he held her to him sparked her desire back to life. 

She shook her head to clear her thoughts. She was furious with him, and there was nothing desirable about his behavior. Not one single act.

Noel jumped to her feet and pointed her finger at Ravencroft. “Your behavior is atrocious. How dare you treat me with such callous disregard.”

He leaned back with a smirk. “And how should I treat you? Do you wish to hear more false promises and whispers of my utter devotion?”

The look of disbelief on Noel’s face gutted him. His questions made it appear as if his attention toward her the past few months had been an act to draw her attention away from his deception. It was anything but. He had meant every compliment he spoke. However, he refused to allow her to believe otherwise. 

When she didn’t answer him, he knew what he must do to drive her away. He had hoped to avoid it because it would affect him more than her. However, she left him with no other options.

He must kiss her.

But not an ordinary kiss. No. It wouldn’t be gentle. Or sweet. He must show her how he only meant to trifle with her. To steal her innocence and leave her with a scandal to deal with. He had no other choice but to frighten her away. 

One kiss. That was it. Only one. He would kiss her. Whisper a scandalous proposition. Scare her away. It was as simple as that.

How had she mistaken Ravencroft’s affections all these months? Was she so gullible to believe everything a gentleman said to her? His actions showed proof of it. She stared at him, searching for any sign that he had lied. However, he sat relaxed with not a care in the world. 

When he rose from his chair and prowled toward her, Noel stood dumbfounded about how to react. She should run home and cry over her heartache. Yet her curiosity about his intentions kept her still. His gaze held a determination she had never seen. Before she realized his intent, he drew her against him and ravished her lips.

His kiss wasn’t kind. Nor was it frightening. It was powerful. Addictive. All-consuming. His lips slashed against hers, demanding her capitulation. He never coaxed her lips apart but invaded her mouth with his demands. Each stroke of his tongue against hers ordered her to submit to his desire. Noel whimpered. He stole her breath away with one kiss after another.

It wasn’t how she had dreamed of her first kiss. She held the thoughts of a foolish girl who imagined their first kiss would be a gentle show of affection. She’d thought
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