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Chapter One
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Maggie Worthington sat sideways with her legs hanging over the arm of the chair, swinging them back and forth. How much longer must she endure listening to her mother plan her debut? Hopefully the torture would end soon. She longed to slide into her breeches and ride her horse, Penelope. The days of idling her time away with lengthy rides across the estate and helping in the stables with the horses would end once she reached London. 

When she turned eighteen last year, her world had come to a crashing halt. However, her sister-in-law, Evelyn, had taken pity on her and convinced her mother to wait another year before they presented Maggie to society. 

Her mother realized if Maggie’s entrance was successful, then it would be difficult to find grooms for her older sisters, Eden and Noel, since they had yet to wed. But after a year, Noel found herself engaged, and her mother refused to wait any longer for Maggie to have a season. Her mother feared the longer Maggie remained out of society, the more difficult it would be for her to tame her daughter’s carefree behavior. 

Even now, her mother glared her disapproval at her abandoned manners. Maggie imagined her mother reprimanding her. Margaret Ann, sit like a proper lady this instant.

When her mother arched an eyebrow, Maggie sat up straight and placed her feet on the floor. She brushed out her skirts and smiled serenely at her mother. Her mother nodded her approval and continued her conversation with Evelyn. 

Evelyn offered Maggie a kind smile, understanding her behavior because Evelyn’s sister Charlotte Sinclair, Charlie to her family and friends, suffered the same affliction as Maggie. She longed for the open skies and fresh air. Evelyn was Maggie’s biggest supporter, showing her mother and older brother Reese how they should handle Maggie differently than Eden and Noel. Her other brother, Graham, helped whenever he came to visit to keep them from making her into a proper lady. She missed him, and he was the only promising aspect of her upcoming visit to London. 

“Gam, Gam, Gam,” Mina chanted, toddling into the parlor.

Maggie swept Mina into her arms. “Yes, I miss Graham too.”

Mina pointed at the door and kept singing, “Gam, Gam, Gam.” 

Everyone laughed at her silliness. Evelyn held out her arms, and Maggie passed Mina off. Her niece’s arrival gave Maggie the perfect distraction to sneak away. Evelyn and Reese’s daughter, her mother’s only grandchild, kept her mother occupied enough to forget about her youngest child. Maggie must remember to reward Mina with a biscuit later. 

She started backing out of the parlor, prepared to stop if anyone caught her, and almost made her escape when she bumped into somebody. 

“Sneaking away, are you, squirt?” Graham whispered in her ear.

Maggie turned around, squealing her excitement. “Graham!” She threw herself into his arms.

Graham swung his sister around, laughing at her greeting. “Glad to see you, too.”

“Save me,” she whispered.

Graham chuckled. “Ahh, still dramatic, I see.”

“They are planning my debut.”

Graham gasped in shock. “How dare they?”

Maggie punched him in the arm once she realized he held no sympathy for her. “Not you too.”

“It is past time, my dear.”

Maggie scowled. “If your intention is not to help save me, then what is the reason for your visit?”

Graham gave her a devious smile. “Why, to join the torture.”

Maggie punched him again and returned to her seat to sulk. It wasn’t until her mother greeted her brother that she noticed Graham wasn’t alone. A gentleman stood by his side, watching Graham interact with his family. When he noticed Maggie’s gaze on him, he winked at her before returning his attention to her mother while Graham made the introductions. 

Maggie wasn’t one to blush, but her face grew warm from the gentleman’s bold stare. Throughout the years, she’d spent time with a variety of men, from a gentleman to a stable hand. Granted, her brothers or some member of Evelyn’s family were always present, and the encounters revolved around horseflesh. However, none of them had affected her senses as this stranger. 

He held himself with confidence and found amusement in her family’s antics. He even wore a warm smile when Mina captured everyone’s attention again with her chant about her uncle. Maggie’s gaze drifted over his features, and she noted his firm chin, dark hair that he kept cut short, a smile showcasing a set of dimples that probably charmed many ladies far and wide. Her gaze traveled lower to his wide shoulders and broad chest, and when her eyes continued their perusal to inspect his—

“Margaret.” Reese interrupted her scrutiny. 

Maggie raised her chin and stared at her brother as if she had done nothing wrong. “Yes?”

“Graham introduced his new assistant, and you never responded.” He nodded for her to rise.

Maggie sighed softly enough that no one heard her, or so she thought. “I apologize for my wandering thoughts.”

Her mother shook her head in disappointment while Graham snickered at the silent reprimand. The look Evelyn and Reese exchanged confused her. However, it was the stranger’s response that awoke Maggie from her disenchanted view of proper decorum.

He stepped forward and murmured low enough for only Maggie’s ears, “Proper behavior is always a bore when one would rather just truly be themselves.” Then his voice rose for everyone to hear. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Margaret.”

Maggie stared at him in a daze. His comment spoke the truth of her viewpoint on the subject. Why couldn’t it be so simple? Why must one pretend to be someone they are not? Her mind wandered again as she contemplated his comment, and she forgot to acknowledge him again. 

“Margaret Ann,” her mother hissed.

Maggie swung her gaze to the gentleman to find his amused smile beaming down at her. He was extremely tall. “The pleasure is all mine . . .” Maggie paused, unable to finish since she had missed how she should address him. 

“Lord Dracott,” Graham spoke in a dramatic stage whisper.

Maggie rolled her eyes at Graham. “Lord Dracott, I hope you enjoy your visit.”

He nodded. “I hope one day I might. For now, my visit is only for overnight before I return to London.”

“You are not staying long?” Maggie shifted her attention back to Graham.

Graham shrugged. “’Fraid not.” 

Lord Dracott forgotten, Maggie pouted over losing her only ally. But after Graham’s comments when he arrived, she realized she had lost her last chance to navigate her way out of the season. It would appear she must endure the drudgery the ton would surely provide for her amusement. If she had to spend the next few months wearing a polite smile through many torturous dances, picnics, soirees, musicals, and countless balls, then she would enjoy her remaining days outdoors. And she would enjoy those moments now.

“Mother, may I retire to my room to write a letter for Graham to deliver to Eden?”

“You may.” Her mother granted Maggie permission to leave.

Maggie rushed to her bedchamber to change. After she slammed the door, she discarded each piece of her attire into piles spread about the room. Then she dug into the wardrobe and pulled out a pair of breeches and one of Graham’s old lawn shirts. After she yanked on her boots and tied her hair on top of her head with a hat pulled over the long tresses, she snuck down the servant’s staircase. She closed her eyes, breathed in the fresh air, and let the warm sunshine wash away the dread of her future days to come. 

On her way to the stables, she stopped to admire the beauty surrounding her. The green fields sprinkled with wildflowers beckoned her to enjoy what time she had left. Maggie took off in a sprint to reach the stables and saddle Penelope. Without taking a single glance back at Worthington Hall, Maggie rode off to catch every ray of sunshine the day held.

~~~~~
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CRISPIN DRACOTT WATCHED Lady Margaret and her magnificent steed ride away. The lady was an enchanting creature he wished to become better acquainted with. But if he allowed himself that pleasure, it would jeopardize what he had worked for this past year. 

With each day, he drew closer to losing the shackles that kept him locked in a prison of his own demise, one he had been too young to understand when forced into the illicit underworld of money and danger. Recently, greed and destruction had awakened him into wanting a better life for himself. After he finished this last assignment, he would be free to live his remaining days repenting for his crimes. 

The last thing he needed was a spoiled debutante distracting him. Even one as amusing as Margaret Worthington—or Maggie, as her family called her. She fit the name perfectly. Young and carefree without a worry in the world, a position he had never had the fortune to experience. However, he wondered how it would feel if he allowed himself to indulge in the fantasy. 

But he didn’t have the luxury of indulging in the beauty. Nor would Graham Worthington allow him anywhere near his sister. The gentleman may find amusement in Maggie’s antics, but beneath all the teasing, Worth would be a fierce protector of his sister’s innocence. In truth, Dracott didn’t want Maggie to lose any of her naivety because of his influence, no matter how tempting of a package she may be. 

And she was very tempting indeed. With her dark, luxurious hair hanging down her back in curls. Curves she probably didn’t fully appreciate yet. And the most gorgeous backside he had ever seen. Her arse molded into her saddle as her thighs gripped the horse’s flanks. Dracott broke out into a sweat imagining Maggie straddling him. 

As for the rest of her body, the dress she had worn earlier was too prim and proper for him to know what other delights her body held. And the lawn shirt she wore now hung on her body, hiding her curves, much to his disappointment. 

Evelyn Worthington spoke next to him. “I hope you do not think too unkindly of my sister-in-law. She is reluctant to begin her first season. If you cannot tell, she enjoys horses more than polite company.” 

Dracott dragged his gaze away from the window and focused on the lady before him. He hoped he didn’t draw attention to his interest in Maggie. “I have no unkind opinion of the lady. In fact, I only envy her ability to not allow society to dictate her actions.”

Evelyn laughed. “I will admit we try to rein them in from time to time. But Maggie has a spirit that cannot be contained.”

Dracott glanced back outside, even though the topic of their conversation had ridden out of his view. “Well, for her sake, I hope Lady Margaret is allowed to keep her spirit alive. For she will need it once she makes her debut.”

After he made his comment, Lady Worthington pinched her lips and scrutinized him, and he feared he had revealed his interest. However, she soon graced him with a smile again. “I hope so too.”

Dracott breathed a sigh of relief when young Mina started fussing on her father’s lap. The earl stood with the toddler, murmuring in her ear. Lady Worthington rushed to their side and rubbed her hand along the child’s back. The earl smiled fondly at his wife, and the countess blushed a lovely shade of pink. 

Dracott’s gaze traveled around the parlor to see how Worth and his mother reacted to the intimate exchange. Smiles rested on their faces as they watched the small family. However, Dracott realized that even though his boss and his mother stood outside of the exchange, they were part of the affection shared. Even with a stranger in the room, they displayed nothing but genuine fondness. This family was a novelty he had never witnessed before. 

He was always one to adapt to his environment and could easily implement himself into this family and belong. However, if he thought Maggie was a temptation to avoid, a warm and caring family was the ultimate risk he must stay away from. Because they were the picture of what his dreams represented for himself, dreams that would never become a reality.

No matter how much he wished otherwise.
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Chapter Two
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The door to the outer office slammed shut with enough force for the gentlemen gathered around the table to halt their discussion. They shuffled the papers they examined out of sight into a drawer and each of them took a seat at their own desk and pretended interest in their individual paperwork. 

Reese Worthington strode into his brother’s detective agency with purpose and pointed a finger at Worth. “I am finished. She is yours to deal with for the season.”

Worth chuckled. “What has she done now?”

Worthington threw his hat on the desk and ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “The correct question is what has Maggie not done the past two months since we arrived in London.”

Barrett Ralston, Graham Worthington’s business partner, chuckled. “Gemma told me over breakfast this morning how Maggie asked Lady Burrows during her luncheon when she was due to give birth and then continued to describe how a mare gave birth.”

Worth frowned. “I did not know Lady Burrows was expecting.”

Worthington growled. “She is not with child.”

Dracott tried to hold in his snicker but failed, which only infuriated the earl and earned him a glare. “My apologies.”

Worth stood and urged his brother into a chair. “Stop trying to intimidate my assistant.” He nodded at Ralston to pour his brother a drink. 

Once he calmed his nerves, Worthington made his demands. “You are to escort Mother and Maggie to the Sinclair Ball this evening. Not only are you to escort Maggie, but you must never leave her side. Under no circumstances is she not to be within your eyesight. If she accepts a gentleman’s offer to dance, you are to watch her from the sidelines. However, it is doubtful she will since she has refused every offer since our arrival in town. Then you must question why she accepted the dance because it is her way of escaping your clutches. I will admit this only once and I will deny it if anyone ever repeats it. The conniving minx has outwitted me on more than one occasion.”

Ralston shook his head. “I sympathize with you. However, Maggie’s antics are hilarious and I enjoy hearing about them.”

Worthington scoffed. “Just wait until your sisters make their debut. From what I hear, they are a handful in their own rights.”

Ralston sobered. “Ah, damn.”

Worthington took another gulp of his drink. “Exactly.”

“I cannot escort them this evening. We had a break in a case, and I am needed elsewhere,” Worth interjected. 

Worthington leaned back in the chair with a confident smile and crossed a leg over his knee. “I knew you would find an excuse. So I will only mention one name that will make you understand my demand clearly.” 

“You wouldn’t dare,” Worth snarled.

Dracott’s gaze flipped back and forth between the brothers. Who held the power to sway his boss into abandoning his plans for the evening? He slid forward in his seat, eager to hear.

“Eden,” Worthington answered with the dare.

The office grew silent when Worthington declared the name of the lady who held the strings in their investigation. If Worth pulled Eden from her latest assignment, then the plans they had put in place would have been for naught. Even now she held a pivotal position, and they couldn’t afford to replace her with anyone else. 

Worthington continued with his threat. “I have allowed Eden to amuse herself by playing detective with you because she enjoys the thrill and it hasn’t tarnished her reputation. So much that I have even covered her absence with Mother when needed. However, if you recall the promise you made that if I needed your help, you would make yourself available or else Eden must partake in the season to find a husband.”

Silence settled over the office while Worth and Ralston weighed their options. If Worth didn’t escort the ladies this evening, they would lose Eden. She was their eyes and ears at all the functions, finding out information none of them could gain elsewhere. Dracott had only met Eden Worthington a few times, but he admired her fierce determination to the cause. However, if Worth attended the ball, then they must wait before they implemented the next stage in capturing the leader of the thievery ring tormenting England. 

Dracott noticed the slight signal Ralston gave Worth. To most people, it was a twitch, but to the trained eye, it spoke of something far more valuable. An unspoken message explaining the understanding between partners.

“Very well,” Worth answered his brother. 

Worthington rose. “I thought you would see reason.”

Worth growled. “You did not leave me much choice.”

“I am curious about one aspect of your hesitation.” Worthington strolled to the door, and Worth waited for his brother to comment, not bothering to ask what stoked his curiosity. Worthington turned, keeping his hand on the doorknob. “What case is Eden involved with that you cannot release her from?”

Dracott frowned when Worth and Ralston both avoided Worthington’s stare. Ever since Dracott joined the organization a few months ago, Worthington had stopped by on occasion and they had discussed their cases openly, even seeking his advice on how to proceed with them. It was on the tip of his tongue to mention the intel they had received about an old case. But Ralston shot him a warning to stay silent. So Dracott dropped his head and pretended a renewed interest in the paperwork spread across his desk.

“A recent case that I do not wish for her to blow her cover on. It involves a missing necklace,” Worth explained.

Worthington nodded. “The ladies will be ready at eight o’clock. Oh, and bring your assistant.”

Worth frowned. “Why?”

“Because Evelyn is under the impression that he holds a calming influence over Maggie,” Worthington explained before strolling out the door.

Worth scowled after his brother. “Damn him.”

Ralston sighed. “Another distraction placed in our path.”

“Sorry, mate.” Worth poured himself a drink. “We must postpone our plan for another evening.”

“We wouldn’t have found success anyhow. Without Falcone’s information, we are at a standstill. Once he arrives, we can secure the ringleader’s capture,” Ralston stated.

“Can you please explain why you didn’t inform your brother of the information we received on the old case?” Dracott asked.

Ralston tried to make Worth see reason. “You need to tell him, Worth. Once he learns of her return, this will affect him and Evelyn. Because the lady will exact her revenge against your brother and his wife. Rumor is that she holds onto her bitterness at Worthington for throwing her over for Evelyn.” 

“Because I plan to destroy Lady Langdale before she even steps foot in London,” Worth declared.

Despite his declaration, they were already too late to make the threat happen.

~~~~~
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MAGGIE ROLLED HER EYES. If she had to listen to her sister Noel describe how divine her fiancé was any longer, she would lose the contents of her stomach. Then her mother would discipline her on how a lady never showed any sign of illness in front of others under any circumstance. But she had grown tired of the endless praises Noel directed for Lord Ravencroft. Or Gregory, as Noel gloated in more intimate company. Either way, Maggie no longer wished to listen to another word. 

When Noel flashed her ring again to her many admirers, Maggie slipped away while she had a chance. Graham had dropped Maggie in Noel’s clutches and sauntered away to the card room. Excitement had coursed through her when Graham arrived to escort them to the Sinclair Ball. Reese and Evelyn had spent the evening at home since Evelyn didn’t feel well. Maggie suspected they would announce the impending arrival of a new family member soon. However, Graham had refused to allow Maggie to join him in the card room. She had thought Eden would help relieve the boredom, but her sister had yet to arrive. 

Which left Maggie at the mercy of hearing Noel gush over Ravenscroft’s proposal for the umpteenth time.

It wasn’t as if she didn’t hold joy for her sister’s happiness. She did. Or she would if it were a different gentleman. However, Lord Ravencroft drew out Maggie’s dislike of his suspicious activities. He may present himself as a doting fiancé by showering Noel with many gifts, but Maggie questioned his behavior. When no one paid him any attention, Maggie noticed a permanent frown on his face. Especially after interacting with Noel. 

Shouldn’t a gentleman who acted as he did with Noel always express happiness, even when he was apart from her? Each couple she was familiar with, the gentleman walked in a state of marital bliss, even when he was apart from his wife. Reese was a perfect example after he married Evelyn. He never let a day pass without expressing his happiness to everyone around him. Maggie hoped to find a gentleman who showed her the same devotion.

She slipped outside onto the dark balcony and glanced over her shoulder. Once she saw no one followed her, she continued down the stairs and into the garden. She understood the risk if someone caught her and promised herself she would be quick. She only wanted to take a peek at Sinclair’s new mare. Maggie had overheard Jasper Sinclair discussing the horse with Reese earlier in the week, and she wanted to see the beauty. 

She pulled off her slippers and hitched her skirts above her knees before she reached the stables. Since the stable hands had to take care of the carriages arriving for the ball, the stables sat empty, much to her advantage. She wandered up and down the aisles until she came upon the golden-haired beauty. Maggie dropped her skirts and climbed up a rail to peer into the stall. The foal slept next to her mama. She sighed, wishing to stroke the soft mane, but she didn’t wish to disturb them.  

Dracott followed Maggie once she slipped away from the ballroom. Worth had given him explicit orders concerning his sister. Dracott was to remain hidden during the ball and watch the beauty every second. If she wandered away, he was to follow and keep her out of trouble. Worth didn’t care if Maggie took part in the ball or not. He only cared if his sister didn’t give anyone reason to gossip about her behavior. 

Worth sympathized with his sister and didn’t wish to play the villain. The other members of the Worthington family already applied enough pressure on Maggie’s entrance into society. Worth didn’t wish to add to it. 

When Maggie ventured through the gardens and continued to the mews, Dracott realized her destination. He shook his head once she bent over to take off her slippers. At least she had the decency to raise her skirts before she ventured into the stables. He picked up his pace. If anyone was to catch her unescorted, who knew what would happen? She risked her virtue for a mere glimpse at a horse. 

He soon learned how much trouble Margaret Worthington actually was.

He found her crouched over the railing, reaching out to stroke the mare’s coat. When she lost her grip and tumbled over, losing his position flashed through his mind. Dracott lurched forward and grabbed Maggie before she landed face-first in the hay. He drew her back against his chest, breathing a sigh of relief. 

However, the spitfire in his arms reacted differently. She thrashed around and kicked at his legs. When her head flew back and smashed him in the nose, he dropped her. 

“Bloody settle down. I only tried to save you from falling!” Dracott shouted. 

Maggie winced at the order coming from the gentleman who had haunted her dreams of late. Lord Dracott stood above her, scowling at her while he clenched his nose. She scrambled to her feet and urged his hands away from his face. Then she brushed her fingers across the redness.

“I apologize, my lord. I thought you were accosting me,” Maggie explained.

“You are lucky that wasn’t my intention. You act irresponsibly by wandering around without a chaperone to see to your welfare,” Dracott reprimanded her. “You would have been helpless if someone disreputable came along and took advantage of you.”

Dracott struggled to keep a stern voice with Maggie’s hand caressing his face. Her gentle touch undid him. His fingers rolled into a fist to keep from drawing her into his arms and kissing her. Her wide eyes and pouty lips were a temptation he struggled to resist. Why did his assignment this evening have to involve her? Ever since he met the debutante, she had consumed his thoughts. Any time someone mentioned her name, his ears perked to hear about her latest escapades.  

Maggie’s lips quivered at his anger. No one had ever expressed such fury at her before. Whenever she got into mischief in the past, her family would explain what she did wrong and then laugh about it later. She didn’t know how to respond to Lord Dracott’s reaction. For the first time in her life, she stayed silent. Perhaps if she never responded to him, he would calm down and escort her back inside before her family learned of her disappearance. Shoot. They would learn anyway since it was Graham’s assistant who had found her wandering alone.

“Do you not understand?” Dracott bellowed.

Darn. Her mind had wandered again. What was it about Lord Dracott that always distracted her? However, his question was easy enough to answer. “Yes. I understand, my lord.”

Dracott narrowed his eyes at the young miss. He recognized the dazed expression to know that he didn’t hold her attention during his rant. Perhaps if he showed her what might happen to her, she would think twice before sneaking away again. 

He dragged her to him, pressing her arms to her side in his clutch. Her head jerked up, and she stared at him in surprise. When she didn’t resist his embrace, he pressed her tighter against him. With one arm wrapped around her waist, he used his other hand to caress her, starting with a brush of his fingers across her cheek. Then he traced a path along her neck and settled against the curve of her breast. Dracott felt the hitch of Maggie’s breath deep in his soul. His body warned him to cease his attempt to teach her a lesson, but he ignored the warnings and continued the sweet torment.

Maggie struggled to catch her breath. She didn’t understand Lord Dracott’s intentions, nor did she care. Was this passion? While she should question him, she also longed to see where this might lead. Did he intend to kiss her? Her eyelids drifted down as she waited in anticipation. While she never wished to have her first kiss in the stables, she didn’t care as long as he placed his lips upon hers soon.

Maggie’s lips opened enough for her to run the tip of her tongue across to wet them. Her body tingled in anticipation for his mouth to press against hers when his warm breath tickled against her cheek. Her fantasies of late were about to come true. When Dracott growled, she knew he was about to fulfill them. 

However, instead of kissing her, he dropped his hold and strode away. Maggie’s eyes flew open, and she grabbed at the railing to steady her trembling limbs. 

Soon he was upon her again with his hands fisted at his hips. Instead of shame washing over Maggie, a rush of desire settled between them. And she watched Lord Dracott fight against the attraction. With each ragged breath he drew in, Maggie realized he had attempted to teach her a lesson but failed. Was it because he found her desirable? Or did he realize he had overstepped his bounds by placing his hands on her person? If either of her brothers learned of his impropriety, he would be a dead man.

With a smile, she picked up the slippers she had dropped and sauntered out of the stables, confident that Dracott would keep her brief visit to the stables a secret. Well, at least for now. She glanced over her shoulder at him and saw how he followed her at a discreet distance. She bent over, slid on her slippers, and then skipped her way through the garden.

What in the hell had he done? He had almost kissed her. At least he had come to his senses and stopped himself before he made a horrible mistake. While attempting to show Maggie what might happen if a gentleman came upon her with dubious intentions, he’d almost committed the very act of ruining her. 

Now he couldn’t give Worth a detailed report of her activity without implicating himself. Because if he told of Maggie’s adventure to the stables, then she would spill the truth of their encounter. The devious minx had him right where she wanted him. He would ruin everything he had worked to achieve and risk his position if he told on her. Also, Maggie Worthington had proven this evening how much of a temptation she was and how he must avoid her at all costs. 

No matter how alluring she might be.
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Chapter Three
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Maggie slipped back inside undetected. However, before she located her family, familiar hands drew her onto the ballroom floor amongst the other dancers. She wanted to question Lord Dracott about his intention, but she grew light-headed when he twirled her around in a circle. Not from the dance, but from his touch. She thought she had outwitted him, but he seemed to attack her senses from all angles with each twist and turn of the dance. Once the music ended, he bowed, and she followed his lead with a curtsy. Then he held out his arm for her to take.

“Follow my lead if you wish to keep your family’s questions at bay,” Dracott muttered near her ear.

Maggie nodded. “I thought . . .”

Dracott gave her an arrogant smile. “Your first mistake.”

Maggie lifted her eyebrows. “And my second?”

He chuckled. “Ahh, a mistake I will not reveal to keep you at a disadvantage.”

Before Maggie responded, Dracott escorted her back to the bosom of her family. Noel stood gazing at Lord Ravencroft adoringly. Her mother and Graham appeared deep in conversation, and Eden arched her eyebrow at Maggie’s companion. Once her mother saw her, she stopped talking and glanced around to see if anyone paid them any attention. 

“Where have you been?” Lady Worthington hissed.

“I told you, Mama, Maggie retired to the refreshment room for a spell,” Eden interrupted. 

“It appears Lord Dracott and Maggie were sharing a dance.” Worth slapped Dracott on the back. “Wherever you found her, thank you for returning her safely,” he whispered in Dracott’s ear, his relief more than clear.

“I apologize for any misunderstanding. I noticed Lady Margaret looking for her family, and since it was time for our dance she agreed to, I saw no harm in joining the set,” Dracott explained.

“Hmph.” Lady Worthington narrowed her gaze on the couple. Her daughter still clutched the lord’s arm. 

Lady Worthington wasn’t blind to how her daughter’s eyes danced with stars, nor the favored glances Lord Dracott paid her daughter. If it weren’t for Graham’s praise for his new assistant, she would worry. Lord Dracott had done nothing to prove himself otherwise. He worked tirelessly with Graham to bring justice to victimized individuals, so she held nothing but the utmost respect for the gentleman. However, she wished for Maggie to enjoy her first season and not fall for the first gentleman who paid her attention. She cleared her throat, staring at Maggie’s hand resting on Lord Dracott’s sleeve. 

Lord Dracott, too captivated by Maggie’s spell, still held onto her hand. Lady Worthington’s subtle message finally caught his attention. He released Maggie’s arm and stepped off to the side. “Thank you for the dance, Lady Margaret.”

Maggie frowned at the loss of Lord Dracott’s touch but realized her family stared at her differently with their own queries of interest. “It was my pleasure, Lord Dracott.”

“Oh, Lord Dracott, I am happy you have attended this ball,” Noel gushed. “I have been singing your praises to my fiancé about how much you have helped Graham this past year and now you two can meet. Allow me to introduce you to Lord Ravencroft.” 

Dracott hoped his expression and Ravencroft’s remained impartial after the introduction. Although he knew the gentleman Lady Noel was engaged to, he never thought they would cross paths this soon. While he feared he would give himself away, he worried Ravencroft wouldn’t be able to control his fury at Dracott’s arrival in London. When Ravencroft never contacted him, he had made a rash decision to infiltrate the investigation himself instead of waiting for Ravenscroft’s word of a safe return. 

“Lord Dracott, I have heard nothing but praise for your insightful investigative skills.” Lord Ravencroft shook Dracott’s hand, applying enough pressure to make him grimace. 

Dracott returned the rough handshake, applying his own pressure. “Thank you. And may I offer my congratulations on your upcoming nuptials? You must be very proud to make such a conquest, Lord Ravencroft.”

“I am but a humble servant to my adoring bride-to-be.” Ravencroft lifted Noel’s hand and placed a kiss across her knuckles.

Dracott plastered on a smile and turned toward the rest of the Worthington family. “Ladies. Gentlemen. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening.”

They each expressed their sentiments, and Dracott left their side. He walked through the ballroom, blending in with the crowd. Once again he encased himself in the shadows to guard the one lady who made him lose all common sense. He hoped he had convinced Worth and Lady Worthington of their absence. If not, then he would have to find a new position. 

Eden smirked. “He is most handsome.” 

“Mmm, yes,” Maggie murmured as she watched Dracott stroll away.

“Or, as Noel would describe, most divine,” Eden teased.

“Mmm, yes,” Maggie repeated.

“Oh, dear. It is as I feared.” Eden snapped her fingers in front of Maggie’s face.

Maggie startled out of her daze. “What do you fear?”

Eden’s smile held a secret she wasn’t ready to reveal. “Nothing, my dear. How was your dance with Lord Dracott?”

“Heavenly.” Maggie sighed, searching for Lord Dracott. But she had lost him in the crowd. 

Eden laughed but said no more. If she wasn’t mistaken, her younger sister had fallen smitten with Lord Dracott’s charm. She knew Mama’s intention was only for Maggie to become accustomed to society in her first season. Not to make a match so early. But the heart wants what the heart wants. And Maggie’s heart wanted Lord Dracott. She only hoped Lord Dracott wanted Maggie in the same regard.

~~~~~
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DRACOTT TUGGED AT HIS cravat until it came undone. Then he ripped it off and tossed it across the bed. The evening had frustrated him, causing him to feel a restless energy that, if he didn’t contain it, would end in disaster. In the past, when he couldn’t control his emotions, his behavior had turned reckless, and at this moment in his life, he didn’t dare act upon his frustrations. 

A simple miss set him on edge. Her penance for landing herself in trouble now involved him as a guilty party. Not to mention her delectable lips he wished to devour. At least he had come to his senses before he ravished her. Because if he had, he wouldn’t have stopped. He would have pulled one kiss after another from her lips. 

“Damn,” he muttered. He must stop fantasizing about a lady out of his reach.

He lit a candle to see his way around the small room. It was a pathetic living area, but he paid for it honestly, something he hadn’t been able to do in the past. If his employers or their families saw his meager residence, it would draw forth too many questions. He couldn’t answer them without telling more lies. So to fool them, he made sure he wore the finest clothing and ate at well-known dining establishments so they couldn’t question him. Hell. It was bad enough he lied about his standing in society. 

“Lord Dracott. How are you, little brother?” a voice drawled from the darkened corner. 

Dracott jumped and dropped the candle. He stomped on the small flame until he snuffed it out. “Damn you!”

“Is that any way to greet your brother?”

Dracott relit the candle, holding it up to see Ravencroft lounging in his only chair. The infuriating gentleman had also confiscated his only bottle of gin. Dracott noted he had drunk half the bottle. This meeting wouldn’t go smoothly. 

“Why are you here?”

Ravencroft took a drink. “I think that is my question for you.” 

Dracott swiped the bottle away and set it back on the shelf. “Since I never heard from you for over a year, I struck out on my own.”

“That was because I was laying the groundwork for our plan,” Ravencroft snarled.

“Never in our plans was the agenda of engaging yourself to a Worthington chit.”

Ravencroft stretched out his legs. “She was too tempting to resist. You must understand because my eyes didn’t deceive me this evening. You have become quite smitten with my fiancée’s sister.”

Dracott growled. “Nonsense.”

Ravencroft tsked. “It never sets well when one denies something so fiercely.”

“Since you have deviated from our original plan, what are you hoping to achieve by tying yourself to Noel Worthington for an eternity?” Dracott asked.

“I am hoping for many lively evenings and a fat purse once I say I do.” Ravencroft waggled his eyebrows.

Dracott growled. “Stop with your crude behavior. It is beneath you.”

“Oh, the street urchin has turned all proper,” Ravencroft mocked him.

Dracott advanced on Ravencroft with his fist pulled back. Before Dracott took a step farther, Ravencroft shot from the chair and shoved Dracott back. His feet tangled in the rug, and he landed on the bed with Ravencroft towering over him with a scowl. He cowered at his brother’s fury. Even though he knew Ravencroft would never harm him, it didn’t stop his instinct to tremble and for fear to kick in. 

“Damn,” Ravencroft muttered, backing away from the bed. 

Once Dracott gathered himself under control, he accepted the hand held out to him. He grabbed the bottle off the shelf and took a long swig. The gin burned its way down to his gut, shaking off the fear.

“Sorry, mate. I didn’t realize you still suffered from the same terrors.”

Dracott set the bottle back, noticing how his hand still shook. “Only when I am stressed do they flare to life.”

Ravencroft sighed. “Why couldn’t you have waited? I am so close to finishing this last job.”

“Lady L paid a visit to your estate six months ago, adding a twist to our freedom.”

Ravencroft gritted his teeth. “Damn her. What does she want now?”

“She heard of Lady Margaret’s debut and wants to make the ball her mark.”

Ravencroft tightened his hands into fists. “Why must she continue to make our life difficult?”

“Because our mother revolted against her and she seeks her revenge against us to pay for our mother’s sins.”

“That does not explain why you are working for Graham Worthington and Barrett Ralston. Do you understand the risk you take if they ever discover your ties to Lady L?”

Dracott arched an eyebrow. “No more of a risk you take engaging yourself to Lady Noel.”

“Mine is more believable than yours. I actually hold a title and have an estate. It might need repairs and my coffers are empty, but once we speak our vows, I will gain a sizable dowry and my reputation as a dissolute earl will be remedied. Not to mention I will have the power of her brother, the earl, at my disposal to squash any rumors.”

“You are an earl in your own right,” Dracott argued.

“But a penniless one that holds no credit. Whereas you are impersonating a viscount who holds no reputable title.”

“My father was a gentleman.”

“But your mother was a whore,” Ravencroft snarled.

“Who was also your mother too,” Dracott reminded him.

“Yes, a stunning countess in her day who my father worshipped. But his devotion was never enough for her, and she always wanted more. She spread her thighs for whoever paid her attention until she caught herself pregnant with another man’s bastard.”

Dracott clutched at his heart. “Your brotherly love holds strong.”

Ravencroft fumed. “As a result, our mother wreaked havoc on both of our lives with her foolish acts of betrayal to anyone who crossed her path. Now, when we are so close to paying off her final debt, the future I carved out for myself hangs in jeopardy.” 

“Was I even a part of your future?”

Ravencroft blew out a breath. “Yes. Only now we must revise our plan to accommodate the thorn in our side. I wish you would have stayed at the estate.”

Dracott winced. “Sorry. When you never sent word, I . . .”

Ravencroft nodded. “I understand. You thought I had abandoned you as everyone else in your life had and you lost your trust in me. Now tell me what your role is with Worth and Ralston.”

“I assist them with their cases.”

“Are they investigating the new rash of robberies?”

Dracott couldn’t meet his brother’s eyes without giving his role away. “We caught word about them, but they haven’t contacted us to assist with them.”

“We must find a way for the Runners to ask for your agency’s help.”

“It is too dangerous,” Dracott warned.

Ravencroft rubbed the back of his neck. “Let me mull this over to find us a solution. I will send word to meet in a few days.”

Dracott watched his brother blow out the candles and slip out the door without a sound. Ravencroft had once held the promise of a prominent role in society, only to fall victim to their mother’s manipulations. Once his father passed away, he had gone in search of the mother who had abandoned him only to find her deep in a thievery ring that she pulled him into, where Ravencroft met a brother he never knew he had. 

Dracott had been fourteen when he first met Ravencroft. By then, he had spent a lifetime at the abuse of his mother and the other culprits involved in the thievery ring. They would use him as a pawn in their escapades, causing him to be their beating pole while they made away with stolen goods. 

Dracott shuddered at the memories. Whenever someone advanced on him in violence, it would trigger those memories to resurface, leaving him trembling like a coward. His brother was correct. What had he gotten himself into? So far, the cases he had assisted on were mild indiscretions. His involvement to help capture Lady L could lead him to freeze on the spot instead of assisting. 

However, it was too late to withdraw. 

~~~~~
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MAGGIE’S HAND TRAILED along the railing as she hurried down the staircase. She hoped to catch Graham and Lord Dracott before they left for the morning. In her younger days, she would have hopped on the banister and slid down, reaching the bottom faster. But she wished for Lord Dracott to view her as a mature lady, not as the hoyden everyone referred to her as. 

She had missed them the past three mornings since she was out with Reese on their morning rides through Hyde Park. But Reese had an early morning appointment and couldn’t ride today, which left her able to spend a little extra time on her appearance. Once she reached the bottom step, she smoothed her hands along her skirts and patted her hair, assuring herself that she was presentable.

Maggie scowled when she noticed Lord Ravencroft holding court, amusing her mother and sisters with some far-fetched tale as she strolled into the breakfast room. Graham and Lord Dracott were deep in discussion, paying her no attention on her arrival. The old Maggie would have flounced into breakfast, crying over another boring luncheon she must attend. However, today she would act differently. She would attempt to act like a lady by sipping her tea and nibbling on a scone, even though she longed for a slab of bacon and eggs. 

Maggie slid a plain scone onto her plate and sat down next to Lord Dracott. After the servant poured her tea, she added sugar and honey, letting it cool before she attempted a drink. She cut the scone the way her mother did and took a small bite. Her stomach rumbled in protest at the meager offering. She pressed a hand over her stomach, hoping no one had overheard.

“Here, Mags, take my bacon.” Graham leaned over Dracott to toss the strips onto her plate. “No need to go hungry. We have plenty.”

Maggie blushed a fiery red. She closed her eyes, counting until she reached a level of patience to deal with her brother. She should have known her family wouldn’t allow her to make a memorable presentation toward Lord Dracott. They would forever see her as Mags, the uncontrollable sibling they tormented with their teasing.

Maggie pasted on a smile. “Thank you, Graham.”

Maggie took a bite of the bacon. She knew not to cause a spectacle because it would only prompt more teasing. Her brother appeared satisfied and continued his conversation with Dracott, while Maggie sat in morbid embarrassment that her stomach had rumbled loudly enough for the gentleman she tried to impress to have heard. 

The end of the table erupted in laughter, with her mother gushing over Lord Ravencroft. Maggie glared at the earl. She understood how Noel had fallen for his pretentious charm. But Eden and her mother, too? She thought they were wiser. Didn’t they see through his false charm to understand the man he truly was? A man she needed to reveal before Noel spoke her wedding vows to him and became stuck in a miserable marriage. 

“One would think you dislike Lord Ravencroft,” Dracott whispered.

“Because I do,” Maggie stated.

“May I inquire as to why?”

Maggie narrowed her gaze, contemplating if she could trust him. However, if she told him and he betrayed her, then Lord Dracott wasn’t the gentleman she thought he was. 

She frowned. “I am not sure yet. I cannot shake this sense that he hides something and his intentions are not honorable where Noel is concerned.”

Dracott took a sip of tea, trying to hide his reaction to Maggie’s opinion of Ravencroft. “Your concerns are understandable. The sisterly bond you hold with Lady Noel only wishes for her happiness with her marriage. And for you to guarantee her happiness, you must hold satisfaction that she made the right choice with Lord Ravencroft.”

Maggie looked surprised that he understood her. “Yes, exactly.”

Dracott nodded at the earl. “Perhaps if you spent more time in his company, you might see how genuine his intentions are.”

Maggie scoffed. “More than a minute alone with him tells me enough.”

“If I were to look into his activities, would that help to ease your mind?” Dracott asked.

“You would do that for me?”

“Yes,” Dracott answered.

He would do anything for Maggie. He walked a dangerous line by agreeing to look into Ravencroft. He didn’t need to watch his brother to understand his true character. Dracott held firsthand knowledge of how his brother went to any lengths to protect the people he cared for. While he didn’t agree on the basis of Ravencroft’s engagement to Lady Noel, his brother would see to the lady’s happiness to the best of his capability. Now he only needed to convince Maggie of Ravencroft’s honorable intentions before she discovered his more dishonorable ones. 

“Are you ready, Dracott? I told Ralston we would arrive at the office by ten o’clock,” Graham asked.

Dracott nodded. “Thank you, Lady Worthington, for another pleasant breakfast.”

Lady Worthington smiled kindly at him. “You’re welcome. We enjoy your company.”

Dracott stood and slid his chair underneath the table. “A pleasure, as always, Lady Margaret.”

Maggie smiled at him. 

“Do you gentleman mind if I join you? I have an appointment nearby your office,” Ravencroft asked.

“Not at all,” Graham answered.

Dracott stood behind Maggie, waiting for Ravencroft to say his farewells. He was close enough to sweep his fingers across the back of her neck. To rest his hand on her shoulder. To bend his head and whisper the goodbye he wanted to express, one held with promises of how he would kiss her when they met later. So many promises he ached to share with her.

Maggie felt the warmth of Dracott against her back. She imagined his eyes caressing her. Did he ache to kiss her as much as she ached for his lips to possess her? She wished they were alone. Maggie wanted to hug him to show her gratitude for his offer to help with her suspicions. And if the hug happened to turn into a kiss? Well, she would have no complaint with that. 

When a set of hands rested on her shoulders and a head bent to whisper in her ear, her eyes widened and she stiffened. Dracott wouldn’t act so boldly to touch her in front of her family. Would he?

“A pleasure? The poor bloke doesn’t know you quite well yet. Does he, Mags?” Graham teased.

Maggie swatted at him. “I thought you had to leave.”

Graham chuckled. “I will miss you too.”

Maggie rolled her eyes. After the gentlemen left, she rose and prepared herself a plate worthy of eating. When she returned to the table, she found three sets of eyes focused on her, watching her with amusement.

“What?” Maggie growled.

“Nothing, my dear. Did you enjoy your conversation with Lord Dracott?” Lady Worthington asked. 

“Mmm,” Maggie answered, filling her mouth with eggs.

“She appears quite taken with him,” Eden commented.

“Who is Maggie taken with?” Evelyn asked, strolling into the breakfast room with Mina on her hip.

“Lord Dracott,” Noel said.

Evelyn sat down, settling Mina on her lap. “I believe he is taken with her, too.”

Maggie stilled, taking in Evelyn’s comment. Was he? She didn’t dare ponder this new information in front of them. She sensed their gazes centered on her, so she continued eating, never once joining the conversation. Her feelings for Lord Dracott were too new, and she didn’t wish to share how he made her feel yet. If ever.

“He presents himself as a nice enough gentleman. What is Reese’s opinion of Lord Dracott?” Mama asked Evelyn.

“He is undecided. While he wishes for Maggie to find a more established gentleman, he wouldn’t stand in their way if Lord Dracott is her choice.”

“Mmm,” Mama murmured, scrutinizing Maggie. “We shall continue with the debut and socializing. Lord Dracott has yet to express his intentions, and until he does, we must give Maggie every opportunity to meet other gentlemen.”

Noel voiced her opinion. “Lord Dracott is very handsome. Not quite as divine as Ravencroft, but he is perfect for Maggie.” 

Eden gasped. “Not quite as divine as Ravencroft? Then he will not do at all.”

Everyone but Noel burst into laughter. But when Mina quoted Eden with “Not at all,” Noel joined in. Ever since Noel’s first season, she had rated every gentleman as divine. However, only Ravencroft held the title of the most divine. Maggie must reward her niece for distracting her mother to stop discussing her future. She may find Lord Dracott interesting, but it didn’t mean she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him.

“Can I take Mina to the park?” Maggie asked Evelyn.

Evelyn wiped jelly off Mina’s cheek. “What do you say, poppet? Would you like to visit the park with Maggie?” 

Mina clapped her hands. “Yay. Yay. Park.”

Maggie gathered Mina and carried her upstairs for a coat and bonnet. She hoped a bit of fresh air would help clear the foolish thoughts floating through her head. Her family’s opinion of Lord Dracott’s interest only gave Maggie hope. 

But was it a foolish hope?
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Chapter Four
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Another week passed with Maggie attending more balls than she wanted to remember. Sometimes two or three in one evening. And at each ball she stood on the sidelines, refusing one offer to dance after another. She didn’t understand why she drew so much attention. But during the dances her mother forced her to accept, each gentleman would rave about her beauty, gracefulness, and how she possessed an agreeable smile. One gentleman called the teeth in her mouth a sign of perfection. The bloke looked her over as if he were buying a piece of horseflesh. Did the gentlemen of the ton choose a bride by how a lady smiled? If so, then she feared who her husband might be. Maggie hoped Reese wouldn’t settle her with someone so insensitive as the gentlemen she had met so far.

Then there was the matter of her infatuation with Lord Dracott. The lord consumed her every thought. Any moment she had alone, she fantasized about them together. She dreamed of him kissing her every night. However, whenever their paths crossed, he paid her the utmost respect and never strayed out of character. If anything, he tried to avoid her, and she wondered why. Did he attempt to avoid the promise he had made to confirm Lord Ravencroft’s character?

Maggie had done her own investigation but came up empty. Even now, she watched him like a hawk. Lord Ravencroft was the reason she refused any offer to dance because she followed him whenever he left Noel’s side. However, on each occasion, he either joined a game of cards or stood on the balcony and smoked a cigar with the other gentlemen. But soon he would slip and she would be there to witness his fall.

~~~~~
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“PLEASE KEEP MAGGIE within your sight again. Mother said she loses track of her during the balls,” Worth told him before sauntering away.

Dracott nodded. By now, he had become accustomed to the order. It wasn’t so much of an order but a request, one he accepted without argument because it gave him an excuse to admire Maggie. Worth didn’t know how Dracott felt about his sister. And if Worth did, Dracott held no clue on how his employer would react. So he kept his distance, even though he wanted to spend every available second with her. He hoped she would wander away this evening so he could steal a few extra moments with her.

Dracott lifted a drink off a tray and proceeded to the corner. He tipped the glass to his lips when his subject stopped in the middle of the dance and brought her knee up to her dance partner’s front. With her swift jab, the bloke dropped to the floor, groaning while Maggie raised her head high and returned to her family. Lady Worthington scolded Maggie but stopped when Maggie explained her actions. The gentlemen in the group laughed while the ladies glared at the assailant. He held no clue what the gentleman did wrong, but by the Worthingtons’ reaction, he got what he deserved.

“I taught her that move. I thought she needed to know how to defend herself against an unscrupulous gentleman,” Eden commented next to him.

“You taught her well,” Dracott murmured, keeping his gaze focused on Maggie.

Eden took a sip of the champagne. “I cannot help but comment on your attention toward Maggie.”

Dracott stiffened. “At your brother’s request.”

“Mmm.” Eden kept her gaze focused on the dancers. She didn’t need to see Lord Dracott’s reaction while they discussed Maggie. She had already seen how he regarded her sister. “Perhaps. But I’m also under the impression you are quite fond of her.”

Dracott blew out a breath, unable to deny her observation. The lady was relentless when she wanted information and wouldn’t stop until he confessed his infatuation. “Is it too obvious?”

“My family is very observant, and we offer our opinions freely.”

“Does Worth know?”

“His thoughts are preoccupied. However, before long he will learn of his own accord. My advice is to mention your interest,” Eden offered. 

“What if I do not plan to take my interest any further than regarding her from afar?” Dracott asked.

“Then I say you are a fool.” Eden clinked her glass with his before she walked away.

Better to be a fool than one who would cause Maggie heartache. 

~~~~~
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MAGGIE REFUSED EVERY dance for the remainder of the evening after Lord Gibbings placed his hands on her bottom. He’d thought her loose with her virtue because of her reckless behavior. She knew it would embarrass her family, but she needed to teach him a lesson and any other gentlemen who might hold the opinion that she was free with her affections. 

Maggie shifted to the side to get her mother’s attention. But Lord Ravencroft snagged her interest instead. He whispered in Noel’s ear, and her sister smiled her acceptance of whatever lie he told her. Then he slipped into the crowd. Maggie glanced around and noticed no one paid her any mind. 

She snuck away, setting the glass of punch on a nearby table. She caught sight of Ravencroft’s burgundy coat and followed him at a discreet distance. When he looked over his shoulder, Maggie ducked and hid behind two gentlemen debating the merits of a bill set before Parliament. 

Ravencroft took off again and rounded the corner with Maggie following his trail. When he slipped outside, Maggie followed him into the darkness. He disappeared into a group of trees, and Maggie stopped. She hesitated to follow him any farther. If he caught her, how would she explain herself? But if he didn’t, she could see who he met in private. 

Maggie gathered her skirts and continued on. She saw a light shining in the distance once she snuck behind a bush. While keeping to the shadows, she advanced closer. Ravencroft was arguing with a hidden figure in a cloak with a hood. She attempted to move closer without revealing herself and settled behind a tree to observe their interaction. 

The figure stepped closer to Ravencroft, talking softly enough that Maggie couldn’t hear a word they spoke. A hand reached out to brush Ravencroft’s hair off his brow, but he grabbed it and held it away from him. The figure struggled, knocking their hood off. Maggie gasped at the lady’s long hair blowing in the slight breeze. The lady’s cackle pierced the air, causing a shiver to run along Maggie’s spine. The evilness of the laughter rocked Maggie to her core. Ravencroft dropped the lady’s hand and strode away, putting distance between them. However, Ravencroft grew more agitated as the lady talked. At times he would strike an argument with the lady. However, the lady silenced him by slashing her arm through the air. 

Maggie wanted to sneak closer. Whatever they discussed was serious enough that the unflappable Ravencroft appeared out of sorts. Was this lady his mistress? Either way, it proved Maggie was correct to suspect the earl of nefarious activities. She wished Dracott saw what she witnessed for his investigation. 

The drama unfolding before Maggie caused her to miss the footsteps sneaking up behind her. When a hand wrapped over her mouth, she attempted to scream, but the firm hold kept anyone from hearing her. 

“Calm down, love. ‘Tis only me.”

Maggie sagged in relief at the sound of Dracott’s soothing voice. She wanted to point out Ravencroft and the lady wearing a cloak, but they had disappeared. Dracott dropped his hand, and Maggie stepped away from her hiding spot. She turned in a circle, searching the darkness for them, but there was no movement anywhere.

“Where did they go?”

“Who?” Dracott asked. “What are you doing alone in the dark woods?”

Maggie walked to the spot where Ravencroft had stood arguing with the lady. Besides the grass flattened from their footprints, there was no other sign of their meeting. Yet she knew they had been there.

“Ravencroft met with a lady in this very spot.”

“Are you sure it was a woman?” Dracott questioned.

“Yes. I saw her long hair when the hood fell off her cloak. She also laughed. But I am not sure if you would call it a laugh. It was more of a witch’s cackle,” Maggie explained.

Dracott’s lips twitched. “A witch’s cackle. That sounds a bit dramatic.” 

Maggie stomped her foot. “I am not being dramatic. I know what I saw. Ravencroft stood in this very spot with another lady. It is proof the gentleman cannot be trusted.”

Dracott needed to assure Maggie he believed her but still distract her from pursuing this any further. There was only one woman Ravencroft would risk his livelihood to meet in the darkness, where anyone could come upon them. Lady Langdale. She loved to live on the edge and push the boundaries of getting caught. She found pleasure in her status as the most wanted criminal in all of England and laughed over how uncatchable she was. Lady L thought she was invincible.

Her meeting with Ravencroft this evening meant she wanted to proceed with her greatest heist yet, one that would cripple society’s security. It would leave them fearing for their fortunes. When the Duke of Colebourne and Lord Worthington exiled her six years ago, she had only grown her force to the likes they held no clue about. 

He didn’t want Maggie in her cross fire. Lady L would destroy Maggie with her wits alone. He must protect Maggie at all costs. Even if it meant he no longer stood in the shadows hiding his interest. He must state his intentions. It was the only way to keep her safe. 

Dracott stepped closer to Maggie and urged her to return to the ball. “I believe you, but this isn’t the place for this discussion. Let me return you to your family and tomorrow I shall call on you. I will seek Lord Worthington’s permission for us to take a walk in the park. Are you agreeable to this?”

Maggie peered at him. “Are you serious about your intentions?” 

“I am.”

Maggie noted the honesty in Dracott’s eyes and nodded her acceptance. “I will agree on one condition.”

Dracott nodded for Maggie to continue.

“What is your reason for wandering out here?” Maggie asked.

Dracott had a dozen different excuses on the tip of his tongue to answer Maggie. But he had learned early in the years he spent deceiving people that it was best to stick as close to the truth as one could. Then one had fewer lies to keep track of. Not that he wanted to deceive Maggie. His betrayal was for her protection. 

“I followed you.”

Maggie folded her arms across her chest. “Why?”

Dracott cleared his throat. “In hopes to spend time alone with you.”

Maggie’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

The darkness surrounding them and Maggie’s innocent expression led Dracott to step but a breath away from her. All he wanted was to sample a taste of her sweetness. Lady Eden’s taunt from earlier played a part in his recklessness. He never could resist a dare in the face of danger. And Margaret Worthington’s innocence was the worst danger he could involve himself in. 

He tucked a stray curl behind Maggie’s ear. “I wonder if you wish for the same. Do you?”

Dracott’s intense gaze rattled her senses. It was as if he read her every thought. Which was nonsense. Was it not? She had waited throughout the evening for him to request a dance. But he never had, but she had sensed him watching her from afar. Maggie nodded before she realized she should’ve kept her interest to herself.

A wicked smile spread across Dracott’s lips. “I am pleased you hold the same feelings.”

Maggie gulped. “You are?”

Dracott leaned closer and whispered in Maggie’s ear, “I am, my dear. More than you can possibly imagine.”

“How so?” Maggie whispered. 

She had no explanation for how Dracott’s closeness heightened her emotions. Maggie held her breath, anticipating his next hushed words. Her body tingled, waiting for him to wrap his arms around her. Her mouth trembled, waiting for the brush of his lips across hers. 

“Well, for starters”—he drew her into his arms—“it gives me hope you will enjoy it when I . . . ”

Maggie waited for him to finish, but his gaze captured hers, leaving her in no doubt of his intentions. He meant to kiss her. Maggie’s eyelids drifted down when his lips softly brushed across hers. A soft sigh escaped, expressing her pleasure. Then his lips swiped across hers again with more pressure. 

“Open your lips for me, my little minx,” Dracott commanded.

Dracott’s tongue stroked across her lips, coaxing them open. Maggie followed his demand, only to have her senses assaulted with the magic of his kiss. He left no doubt with Maggie of his true interest. One kiss turned into another, each more powerful than the last. Maggie’s knees weakened from the intensity of his passion.

Dracott caught Maggie against him when she clung to him. He meant to distract her with a kiss, but she overtook his peace of mind with the sweet nectar of her kisses. The little purrs
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