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Prologue
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A few years ago

“You understand that if I assist you in this matter, you will, in return, assist me with whatever task I assign to you,” Colebourne stated.

Victor Falcone understood the Duke of Colebourne’s requirement if he accepted the offer. And it was one he must accept because he had no one else to rely on. If his family discovered the mess he had involved himself in, they would insist on helping him. That would tarnish their family name with a scandal they could never recover from. 

His sister had already suffered from an arranged marriage with a groom who ignored her to the point where she sought companionship elsewhere. Rumors circulated of her affair. Falcone refused to cause more shame upon his family. He must face the consequences done by his own hand.

“I am aware of what is required of me if you make my sins disappear.” Falcone sat up straight in the chair.

Colebourne took a drag of his cigar, his gaze scrutinizing the marquess. “Consider your sins gone. However, you also must promise to never return to the vices that brought you to this point.”

“I have learned my lesson,” Falcone gritted between his teeth.

His frustration lay within himself for sinking so low. However, the duke reprimanding him like a small child brought forth his irritation. A price he must pay for absolution. 

Colebourne tapped his ashes into the cigar tray before stubbing it out. “We shall see. You may leave. Our business has concluded.”

Falcone’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. “What is it you require of me?”

“Nothing for the moment.”

“But . . .”

Colebourne shuffled the papers on his desk, looking for a particular letter. “I shall contact you when I need your assistance.”

Falcone’s lips curled into a snarl. The duke’s dismissal of him as if he were an unimportant nuisance fueled his irritation. He had hoped to earn off his favor immediately, but it would appear Colebourne had other plans for him. He stalked toward the door. 

However, Colebourne threw out one more condition to his deal before he left. “Also, one last detail concerning our agreement. You will suffer through your silence if I require you to do so. Understand?”

Falcone’s hand tightened on the doorknob. He debated for a brief second to call off the arrangement, but in the end, he submitted to the duke’s demands. With a nod that he understood, Falcone strode from the duke’s study. 

He heard the lighthearted laughter of the duke’s wards drifting through the house and envied their innocence. A past he longed to return to. Instead, he must continue to live in a jaded existence brought about by a life of sin he had once taken pleasure in.

Colebourne watched the young lord storm out of his study. He sat back in his chair, drumming his fingers against the desk as he thought over his decision to help Falcone out of his troubles. Falcone differed from the other souls he helped. They held remorse for the predicaments they landed in, while Falcone only held bitterness from walking away from the degenerate lifestyle he had led. Also, the boy’s temper needed to be brought under control.

He hoped he didn’t make a mistake with their agreement. Falcone had the skills for the tasks Colebourne would require of him. But would he gain the gentleman’s loyalty or would Falcone betray him if he forced his hand?

Only time would tell.
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Chapter One
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The longer Victor Falcone waited for the Duke of Colebourne to acknowledge him, the more his irritation suffocated him. He had waited for over an hour for the duke to declare the reason for his summons. Falcone didn’t have to guess why the duke requested an audience. He held information that would destroy one family’s standing in society. Not just any family, but the family his niece Evelyn had married into. The Worthingtons. 

The information he held was vital in bringing Lady Langdale to justice. She was a villainous lady Colebourne had forced him to track for longer than he cared to. The duke had promised Falcone he would clear his debt once they captured the lady. Colebourne wanted her hung for her crimes against the good countrymen of England and every country she had spread her evil around. 

Falcone grew weary of living under the duke’s thumb and wished to leave this world behind. He wished to forge his own path, where he no longer spent his time following the duke’s bidding. He had more than fulfilled his agreement with the duke. However, Colebourne thought otherwise. 

Falcone cleared his throat, hoping the slight gesture would prompt the duke to state his demands so he could leave.

Colebourne continued to ignore Falcone. He meant to send a message to the marquess on who held the power in their dealings. He didn’t like to display his authority in this manner, but Falcone had pushed his limits on the threat he made. 

Colebourne held up the missive he had received yesterday from Barrett Ralston, his niece’s husband. He had manipulated his leverage a few years ago when he forced Ralston to accept Falcone on his team to capture Lady Langdale. However, he now questioned if he should’ve kept Falcone committed to other dealings he was involved in. If Falcone followed through on his threat, then Colebourne would regret helping him keep his secrets. 

Colebourne read the letter again. 

A word of warning, Your man has information he threatens to expose if you don’t force him to see the errors of his way. 

Ralston didn’t need to state who he referred to in the letter. Falcone. The gentleman who sat before him held the power to destroy his niece’s family if he so chose. However, Colebourne still held his mark, allowing him full control over the marquess.

Colebourne glanced up, acknowledging Falcone for the first time. “Thank you for answering my request.”

“You left me with no other choice,” Falcone snarled.

Colebourne folded his hands together. “We all have choices, son. It is how we handle them that shows the depth of our character.” 

“I am not your son. Save your wisdom for him. Just state your orders so I can proceed with my day.”

“You are aware of what I request of you. I would like your reassurance about how you will follow through with them.”

Falcone leaned forward. “And if I do not? What then?”

Colebourne leaned back in his chair. “I believe you already know the answer to that, too.”

Falcone scoffed. “I cannot win either way.” 

“It depends on how you see yourself as the champion.”

Falcone blew out his breath, hoping it would help ease his irritation. However, it only built on the fury he tried to keep contained. “Enough with your philosophy. You leave me no choice but to remain silent. However, I will state how I no longer trust the Worthingtons. As soon as Dracott and Ravencroft betray them, I will bring them to justice right along with Lady Langdale. The debt I owe you and the destruction you will cause upon me will not matter.” 

Colebourne nodded. “Your warning is noted. You shall soon see how mistaken you are about Ravencroft and Dracott. They are victims of Lady Langdale’s depravity and also wish for her demise. You would do well to heed my advice and work alongside them. They hold the knowledge of her organization and how to bring her to justice."

Falcone rose. “I’m never mistaken about a person’s character, and those gentlemen are no different. I will promise you my silence for now.”

Colebourne stood. “That is all I require of you.” He held out his hand for Falcone to shake as a sign of good faith. 

Falcone understood Colebourne’s gesture for what it was. He stated his gentleman’s promise to keep Falcone’s secrets and expected him to do the same for his family. He had no other choice but to shake the duke’s hand. Colebourne’s firm grip displayed the most important message of all. Destroy his family and he would destroy everyone associated with him. Family. Friends. Acquaintances. 

Colebourne would force Falcone to watch everyone suffer before he destroyed him.

~~~~~
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EDEN WORTHINGTON ROCKED the baby in her arms, smiling down at the sweet bundle. She loved babies with their intoxicating fragrance of sweet innocence. How they trusted so easily and their ability to adapt to an unfamiliar environment.

Eden struggled to adapt to the environment she was familiar with. It wasn’t because she was unsure of herself or couldn’t handle whatever situation she placed herself in. It was how she detested the underhanded, conniving, mean-spirited individuals she came across who required her to paste on a false smile and pretend she held no knowledge of their crimes. That was her reason for visiting her friend Jacqueline and rocking her newborn all afternoon. It helped to soothe her troubled soul.

Jacqueline placed the discarded toys on the shelf. “What troubles you today, my friend?”

Eden had met Jacqueline Kincaid after her brother Reese married Jacqueline’s cousin Evelyn. When they met, they had both been unmarried ladies. However, after her uncle’s matchmaking machinations, Jacqueline had married Griffen Kincaid, and they now had three children. The latest was an adorable little girl named Violet. Jacqueline had become one of Eden’s dearest friends. 

Eden slid her finger into the baby’s grip. “Nothing. Can I not visit a friend and rock her newborn?”

Jacqueline laughed. “You are welcome whenever you please. However, this is your third visit this week. The excuses you state are to avoid your mother’s pressure to get married. However, I believe something else troubles you.”

Eden sighed. “Well, in my defense, the woman is relentless. Can you believe at the Seckington Ball last night she offered my hand to Lord Falcone to partner me in a quadrille?”

Jacqueline hid a smile behind her hand, not wishing to stir her friend’s distress. "The audacity of her. Especially since Lord Falcone is an excellent dancer.”

“He may be an excellent dancer, but he is the most annoying, exasperating gentleman I have ever had the misfortune of knowing.”

“The manner in which you speak of the gentleman, one would wonder if you don’t secretly harbor a tender for the marquess,” Jacqueline teased. 

Eden shuddered. “Even if he remained the last gentleman standing, I would never hold an ounce of affection for him.”

Jacqueline took the baby from Eden’s arms and settled her in the cradle. “I think you protest too strongly.”

Eden scoffed. “He is an untrustworthy scoundrel who finds pleasure in tarnishing honorable gentlemen’s character.” 

After covering her baby with a light blanket, Jacqueline sat on the window bench. “Who does he slander now?”

When the two ladies met Lord Falcone, Eden had never trusted him. However, Jacqueline had befriended the marquess, until he slandered Kincaid with false accusations involving Kincaid and Falcone’s sister, who had married the Duke of Gostwicke. He had fled like the coward he was after he made his accusation. Which was the opinion Eden still held of the gentleman.

Jacqueline winced. “Before you answer that, I must confess something I should have years ago. However, it wasn’t my story to tell. You need to understand Lord Falcone’s declaration holds some truth behind it. While most is his perception of the circumstances, there is a sliver of facts that hold true.”

Eden pinched her lips. “It doesn’t matter. He should never have spoken over a matter that didn’t involve him.”

“It involved his sister. To defend her only speaks highly of the marquess’s honor.”

Eden didn’t much care for how her friend defended the scoundrel’s honor, even if she made a valid point. In truth, she preferred to hold the most discriminating of opinions about Falcone. Because if she acknowledged any of his finer characteristics, then she must admit to herself how his very presence affected her.

She refused to reflect on how his deep voice sent shivers of unexpected desire through her. How when he held her hand during their dance, her skin still tingled from his touch long after they parted. It left her suffering through a restless night, tossing and turning in bed, dreaming of how his kiss would feel. 

Would his kiss be slow and gentle? Or would her senses unravel as they did whenever he was near? Even now, while they talked about Falcone, Eden fantasized about his kisses. As she had stated before, she found the gentleman infuriating.

“But what does it speak of his honor by threatening to expose our family’s secrets for his revenge?” Eden countered.

Jacqueline frowned. “What is his threat?”

“To expose Ravencroft and Dracott’s involvement with Lady Langdale’s thievery ring. He doesn’t trust them and believes they will betray our family in the end,” Eden explained. 

Eden trusted sharing this information with Jacqueline since she was family and Kincaid knew about Ravencroft’s and Dracott’s past with Lady Langdale. She only wished she could trust Falcone not to ruin her family. 

“There is no need for you to worry,” Jacqueline assured Eden.

“Yes, I must. I need to convince Graham to send Falcone off on another assignment. I still do not understand why the marquess works for him. Graham barely tolerates Falcone.”

“It is best if Falcone stays in London. He holds valuable information on Lady L’s crew. Also, Ralston and I can watch him,” Griffen Kincaid spoke from the doorway. 

“But there is no need for him since Ravencroft and Dracott have agreed to help destroy her,” Eden argued.

Kincaid crossed the nursery and kissed Jacqueline. “Trust me, Eden. He is a valuable source we cannot afford to lose.”

“Thank you for your advice, but I will speak with Graham on removing him from the case. It is the best solution for my family.”

Jacqueline exchanged a look with her husband, urging him to tell her something concerning Lord Falcone. 

Eden frowned. “What is it?”

“Tell her,” Jacqueline urged. “She has a right to know since she works alongside him.” 

Kincaid pinched his lips, debating if he should tell Eden about the nature of Falcone’s loyalty. He strode over to the window to stare outdoors while he decided if he should divulge the secret. He turned back to the ladies, where his wife tilted her head at Eden. 

“What I am about to share with you cannot leave this room. It involves too many parties and will affect the dynamics in play,” Kincaid started. 

Eden nodded in understanding.

“A certain powerful duke has rescued many men and women from dire consequences. In repayment, he asks for their assistance to do his bidding until they clear their debts away.”

“Are you implying Falcone in a sense works for the duke?” Eden asked.

“Yes,” Kincaid answered. 

“What does Colebourne hold on Falcone?” Eden wondered out loud. She would’ve laughed at the looks of shock on Jacqueline’s and Kincaid’s faces if they weren’t discussing how Falcone could destroy her family with his sense of vengeance.

“How?” Kincaid muttered.

Eden quirked her eyebrow. “How do I know about Colebourne collecting people’s debts to help his causes?”

Kincaid scoffed. “That is an elegant way of stating his biddings.” 

“I’ve heard rumors over the years within the family, and it appears Rogers, our butler, is indebted to Colebourne too.”

“So then you understand . . .” Kincaid trailed off.

Eden nodded. Nothing more needed to be spoken on the subject. She didn’t know why Kincaid had to repay a debt to Colebourne, nor was it any of her concern.

“Can Colebourne keep Falcone silent?” Eden inquired.

“For the time being, Falcone has promised Colebourne his loyalty. He would be a fool to cross him,” Kincaid added.

"Well, fools have double-crossed for less,” Eden mused.
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Chapter Two
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Falcone watched the flaxen-haired beauty stroll across the ballroom floor as if she were a queen. Eden Worthington carried her regal elegance with a confidence most men envied. And every gentleman she passed bowed down and pledged their undying devotion to her charms. A beauty every lady in attendance coveted for themselves. 

Her ivory skin glowed under the candlelight, tempting him with the need he failed to restrain whenever she drew near. She wore her golden locks clasped behind her head with jeweled hair clips, and she had painted her plump lips red, a bold color for an unmarried lady. Her age may have reached past the debutante stage, but she was still young enough to cause the gossipmongers to whisper about her appearance. 

As a pack of young pups surrounded her and begged her to partner with them for the next dance, her smile spread wide. Her teeth dug into her bottom lip as she tried to decide. He wanted to push his tongue against her teeth and soothe her lip, then dip inside and stroke against her tongue as he kissed her. Would her kiss be as bold as the lady herself?

He had fantasized over her for years, but he never wanted the trouble that accompanied the lady. Her sharp tongue was brutal enough to endure. Falcone only imagined what she’d reduce him to if he ever allowed himself to find out. 

He held no clue what prompted him to set out across the ballroom. However, he found himself amongst the pups, pushing his way to her side. “Scamper away. Lady Eden has already promised the next dance to me.”

With many disgruntled groans, they followed his command, and he was alone with the lady. However, she didn’t wear a pleased expression at being rescued from the young gentlemen. Her usual snarl whenever she encountered him twisted her lips. Why had he intervened? 

“I am not aware I have promised you a single thing, Lord Falcone.”

Even the sound of her voice was a soft melody to his ears. God. He needed to either bed this lady or find a mistress to keep him occupied from the immoral thoughts he held of her. 

Because each thought held more decadence than the last. Each one was filled with reaching the pinnacle of satisfaction he would only find between her thighs. No lady had ever controlled his every thought like her. 

Falcone tried to charm her. “You wouldn’t want to make a fool of me, would you?” 

“It wouldn’t take much to make a fool of you,” Eden snarled.

Yes. He definitely wanted to kiss that snarl from her lips. Even her smart quips at his character amused him. She was a fiery vixen who inflamed his desire by her mere presence alone. 

He turned. “I never figured you for a coward.”

Eden hissed an unladylike growl at the irritating marquess who disrupted her perfect evening with his appearance. To think she needed to be rescued. Pshh. Falcone ruined the attention she received from the young bucks as they flattered her gloomy ego. She wanted to stomp her feet at the unfairness of life throwing this gentleman in her path at every opportunity, when she only wanted to avoid him. 

She gritted her teeth and slipped her arm through his before he wandered too far away. “I am no coward, and you are no gentleman.”

“I never professed I was,” Falcone whispered in her ear.

Before she responded, the haunting melody of a waltz began. She didn’t realize when she responded to his taunt what dance she would have to share with him. The intimacy of a waltz held a seductive spell that made one want to succumb to their desires. Dancing close to Falcone would stir those desires to life. Desires she must resist. 

His whisper in her ear caused her to shiver, and she tried to calm herself, but her body betrayed her by trembling. Her fingers shook in his hand, and her heart quickened when his dark gaze scrutinized her with each turn around the floor. She waited for a comment from him stating his observations, but he remained quiet. 

While dancing with a silent Eden was quite peaceful, he also found it quite dull. He much preferred the sharp tongue slicing through his character than this demure dance partner. 

A wicked smile lifted his lips. “Did their attention make you feel young again?”

A blush spread across her cheeks, and her eyes snapped at him. “I do not deserve your insult.”

He shrugged in time with the music. “’Tis not meant as an insult. I only stated the obvious.”

“You atrocious reprobate,” Eden sputtered. 

“Now who is insulting whom? Is your mother aware of your vulgar tongue?” Falcone asked with innocence.

Eden glared at him. “My mother would approve of how I set you in your proper place.”

He bent his head to whisper again. “And where exactly is my proper place? Perhaps underneath the bedsheets with you?”

Eden gasped and stopped dancing, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. The lord was a scoundrel for expressing such a scandalous suggestion. He held no honorable morals.

Usually, he would have taken pleasure in silencing her. Who knew a crass suggestion would utter her speechless? If so, he would’ve attempted this method before. However, they drew the other dancers’ attention, and soon the entire ballroom would whisper of Eden’s actions. 

Falcone wrapped his arms around Eden’s waist and whisked her into a twirl, right out onto the terrace. He glanced over his shoulder and noted how no one saw them leave. He moved them deeper into the shadows.

Eden swatted at his grip. “Unhand me, you brute.”

Falcone chuckled, pulling her tighter against him. “No. I do not believe I will.”

Heat invaded him at the brush of her soft curves pressed against him. Her breasts swelled against her dress with each agitated breath she drew. Falcone wanted to draw his tongue along the crease where the globes pushed together and trail a path down the valley between them until he reached her nipples. He would take long, slow licks across the tips before drawing them between his lips. Would she whimper or moan with her passionate need?

The longer she allowed him to hold her in an intimate embrace, the further Eden sank into the unknown. However, she was powerless to resist him, no matter how much she argued with herself about how highly improper their embrace was. She saw how his eyes glazed over with desire as he stared at her breasts. 

“You barbaric neanderthal, release me now! How dare you apprehend me and ruin my reputation with your bold advances. I will make sure you—”

Eden never had the chance to finish her threat because Falcone captured her mouth under his. His kiss struck her unaware and left her not only speechless but awakened by the fiery licks of his tongue caressing her lips to open. His tongue invaded her mouth with bold strokes against hers. Eden whimpered at the sinfully delicious taste of him.

While he had fantasized about kissing Eden, he never meant to. However, he didn’t know any other way to silence her attack on his character. With each comment, her snarl had increased. And he had wanted nothing more than to kiss her ruby-red lips into silence. Her whimpers answered his question, yet he hungered to hear her moans of pleasure. 

Eden clung to Falcone in her attempt to save herself from drowning. Her hands slid up his chest, and her fingers scrunched up his lapels as she anchored herself against him. His firm muscles protected her from the brutal waves of desire washing over her and provided her with a false sense of protection. Because his very kiss weighed her down in an ocean of doubt over his intentions toward her. And left her wondering why she even responded to his kiss. 

He meant to quiet her with his kiss, but with each lick, he never wanted to stop. She clung to him as she returned him kiss for kiss. She tasted like the cheap champagne she drank mixed with her own sweetness, and he wished to savor more of the unique flavor. 

But he must stop this madness or else he would find himself a groom to this infuriating lady. Or exiled from England. Her connection to Colebourne was enough to make him regain his sanity and pull away from her. He peeled her fingers off his suit coat and leaned back against the wall.

He swiped his thumb over his lips, wiping away her lip color. The red stain flashed a warning at him about how he should keep his distance from her. However, he had never been one to avoid a challenge, and Eden Worthington was a challenge he found amusing to toy with.

He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped away the lip color from his thumb. “If I had known a simple kiss would halt your insults, I could’ve enjoyed the silence sooner over the last few years.”

When she shook herself out of her daze, Eden reacted by sheer instinct and nothing else. The state of her confusion about what had just transpired forced her to strike out. She lifted her hand to slap him across the face, but Falcone caught her wrist, stopping her. He tightened his grip when she tried to tug it free.

“You seem to have a problem of keeping your hands to yourself this evening, Lord Falcone. Is this how you get a lady to fall victim to your charms? By manhandling her?”

He jerked her back against his chest and whispered, “Do not take your frustrations out on me for enjoying the kiss we shared. You only have yourself to blame for responding. No force was necessary on my part to draw out your whimpers of enjoyment.”

He released her and took up his stance against the wall again. Eden stood before him in a state of fury, piercing him with her fiery gaze as if she held the capability to burn him on the spot. She was a glorious vixen with her pent-up frustration, set out to destroy him by tempting him to forgo his senses, to fall at her feet in worship. 

Eden lost the ability to form a reply to his taunt. Because, in all honesty, every word he spoke was true. Still, her hand itched to slap the smirk off his handsome face. Why was he so irritatingly attractive?

She clutched her skirts and hurried away, escaping the need to throw herself at him for another scandalous kiss. The gentleman tempted her to forget every rational thought she still possessed.

Eden slipped back inside, her absence going unnoticed. While working for her brother Graham, she had learned how to move about a ballroom floor inconspicuously. At first she had had difficulty because every gentleman found themselves infatuated with her beauty. They had clamored to her side, begging for a dance. However, they were unprepared for the beauty to hold opinions on a variety of topics. Eden wasn’t one to shy away from a conversation if she found it unpleasant. She would state her opinion, and they would scurry away, never to return.

Which left her free to wander, seeking the information Graham needed for his cases. She found it much more pleasurable than pretending interest in a gentleman to gain an offer of marriage. Eden had no plans to marry, even after watching her two sisters marry their soul mates. 

Eden clung to her cynicism about how not everyone had a soul mate waiting for them. If so, she had yet to meet hers and had no inclination to search for him. No. She enjoyed the life she lived and didn’t wish for it to be any different. 

Eden found her family mingled in with the Duke of Colebourne’s family, talking amongst themselves. Jacqueline winked at her before continuing her conversation with Eden’s sister Noel.

“I saw you dancing with Lord Falcone. Why did he not return you to our side? Did you have a spat with him again?” Lady Worthington asked her daughter.

Eden’s cheeks grew warm with a blush as she remembered how they more than danced. “Now why does the blame lie at fault with me since he didn’t escort me back to my family? Do you imagine the boar has an inkling of proper behavior? The gentleman needs taught manners of proper decorum.”

“Perhaps that should be you, my dear,” Lady Worthington suggested.

Eden shuddered. “I believe I shall leave that misfortune to another lady who deserves the likes of Lord Falcone.”

Colebourne chuckled. “My, you hold a harsh opinion of the gentleman.”

Eden tilted her head. “If you consider Falcone a gentleman, then you have set your requirements for one very low.”

The duke gave her a shrewd gaze before changing the subject. “Now that your mother has married off your sisters, will you walk down the aisle next or is Graham that lucky soul?”

Eden wagged her finger at him. “Do not even think of playing matchmaker with me. I want no part of your drama.”

Colebourne drew the flute to his lips to hide his smile. “I would never dream of it.”

Eden smiled because she could never stay cross with the duke. “See that you don’t.”

“Excuse me, Lady Eden.”

Eden turned to find one of the young gentlemen from earlier standing behind her. “Yes?”

“I wondered if you would enjoy a dance now?” 

“A wonderful idea.” Eden slipped her hand onto his offered arm.

Eden jumped at the opportunity to get away from her mother pushing Falcone at her as a potential groom. Her mother wouldn’t if she knew how he threatened to ruin their family by spilling their secrets. Also, she thought it was only fair to dance with the gentleman since Falcone had scared him off earlier. Now if only she could remember his name. 

It didn’t matter because he was only a means of escape. And perhaps he could help her forget the dance she had shared with Falcone, one that would surely fill her dreams. Or should she say nightmares? Either way, the gentleman’s dancing ability didn’t compare to the smooth grace with which Falcone had led them across the dance floor. Nor did the gentleman’s touch make her quiver and long for him to steal her onto the terrace. A sense of loneliness for a certain marquess washed over Eden as she danced.

The very same marquess watched Eden dance with the bumbling fool he had stolen her away from earlier. The bloke couldn’t even count the damn steps and kept stepping on Eden’s slippers. He wanted to laugh at her expense, but instead he fought the demon of jealousy nipping at him
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