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            Prologue

         
         
            From the Journal of the Marquess of Rexton

            First son to a duke, I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth, to a life of ease and plenty. I never did without warmth,
               food, possessions, or love. But still, it was not a life without its challenges.
            

            
            My mother, bless her, had survived the streets by thievery and cunning until fate bettered her life, brought her an opportunity
               to be a partner in a gaming hell. Fate intervened again. She met my father; they fell in love. They married.
            

            
            But marriage does not always wash off the taint of one’s past, and my mother’s scandalous beginnings landed upon my shoulders.
               I was made to pay for her transgressions, for crimes of which she’d never been found guilty, as well as the audacity of rising
               above her station.
            

            
            Away at school, small for my age, on numerous occasions at night, I would awaken to discover my head covered by a burlap sack
               as whispering bullies carted me outside, stripped me bare, and tied me to a tree. A sign was hung about my neck: son of a
               thief.
            

            
            During rugby matches, I would find myself at the bottom of a scrum where the bruises left from random kicks and flailing fists
               to my torso were easily explained away as the price one paid for being involved in sports, rather than punishment meted out
               by those who saw me as less. I was trounced upon in darkened corridors. Assignments I worked to perfect often went missing
               before I could hand them over to the schoolmaster.
            

            
            I bore these insults and transgressions in silence, never telling a soul, determined that the woman who gave birth to me would
               never know what price I paid for her acquiring the love she deserved.
            

            
            Heir to a dukedom, I would one day have prestige and power, so these deliverers of “justice” were careful to keep their identities
               hidden for they knew they played a dangerous game, but the final move arrived sooner than expected when one summer I grew
               in height and breadth. I learned to fight back, with fists that were quick and hard. I boxed, I wrestled, and while my peers
               might not have come to respect my mother, they did in time come to respect me—or they paid a high price for it. Until the
               late night pranks stopped. The bruises appeared no more. My papers were left where they lay when I completed them.
            

            
            Respect, it seems, is not granted by birth, but must be earned.

            
            By the time I reached manhood, I was held in very high esteem indeed. My mother’s past was but a fading whisper on the lips
               of those who no longer mattered.
            

            
            Yet I was determined none of my children would be burdened with the sins of either parent. I would live my life above reproach,
               without scandal. And the woman I took to wife would be as pure as freshly fallen snow.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            London

            1882

         

         “Allow me the honor of introducing Lady Margaret Sherman . . .”

         
         “Allow me to introduce Lady Charlotte . . .”

         
         “. . . Lady Edith . . .”

         
         “. . . Miss . . .”

         
         “. . . Lady . . .”

         
         The introductions of a new crop of debutantes became a blur of bright eyes, hopeful smiles, dangling dance cards, fluttering
            eyelashes, and waving fans. Yet Alistair Mabry, Marquess of Rexton, future Duke of Greystone, suffered through it all with
            gentlemanly aplomb, wishing to be anywhere other than where he was: his sister’s infernal ball. Considering the mad crush
            of people who attended any affair hosted by the Duke and Duchess of Lovingdon, he was rather certain he wouldn’t be missed—except
            by the mamas who considered him—at the age of nine and twenty—prime marriage material for one of their daughters, rather convinced
            he was in want of a wife despite the fact he had, on numerous occasions, indicated quite forcefully the opposite. His father
            was in good health. His mother had provided a spare, so Rexton was truly in no rush to become shackled.
         

         
         He carried on polite conversations because Grace had asked him not to immediately disappear into the male-only domain of the
            card room. Once it became obvious senseless banter was all he was willing to grant, the ladies slowly drifted away like so
            many delicate petals on a summer breeze, dance cards minus his signature dangling from their limp wrists. Because he’d promised
            Grace an hour of his presence in the grand parlor and a mere forty minutes had passed, in order to stay true to his word,
            he wandered to a far corner populated with only ferns.
         

         
         Watching the proceedings carried out before him, he couldn’t deny that as much as he detested grand affairs, he was intrigued
            by the secretive games played, and it was to his benefit to remain in the good graces of the aristocracy because at some point,
            he would indeed be searching for a wife, one with an impeccable reputation, good breeding, and a penchant for staying out
            of the gossip sheets. While his own family had withstood numerous scandals, the process of deflecting censure was wearisome
            and he had no desire whatsoever to spend the remainder of his life serving as titillating fodder for the gossips. He’d made
            it a habit to be above reproach, which made him one of the more boring members among his family and friends, but it was advantageous
            to be considered dull. He wasn’t scrutinized very closely which meant he was free to do as he pleased within the shadows.
            And within the shadows, life was never dull.
         

         
         “Lord Rexton.”

         
         He turned slightly, having no wish to offend the older man. Garrett Hammersley, an American by birth, had embraced England
            as his own when he moved to London in order to oversee his family’s firearms operations. Opening a factory in England had
            allowed them to claim the business as an international venture, which had added significantly to their stock value. Their
            subsequent wealth had given him entry into the more elite circles. Their paths crossed from time to time, mostly at the horse
            races. He was in possession of something Rexton coveted, and his recent attempts to convince the man to part with it had disappointingly
            failed. “Hammersley.”
         

         
         “Say, old chap, I was wondering if I might bother you for a tiny favor.”

         
         Rexton smiled inwardly. Favors usually came with a price. The question was: Would Hammersley pay his? “What did you have in
            mind?”
         

         
         “My young niece, my dear departed brother’s daughter, has just had her coming out. Unfortunately, I need someone to help wash
            off the blemish of her scandalous older sister. I was hoping you’d be willing to step up to the task.”
         

         
         Rexton knew the older sister only by reputation. Making quite the splash when she arrived in London a few years earlier, she’d
            caught the eye of the Earl of Landsdowne and their fairy-tale courtship had captured the attention of most of Britain. A few
            years after they wed, she had engaged in a notorious public affair that had left Landsdowne with no choice except to divorce
            her, which had resulted in further scandal because those in the aristocracy worth their salt simply did not divorce under
            any circumstances. Knowing what it was to be touched by scandal, he had empathy for the younger sister, but he rather suspected
            teaching her to box wasn’t going to help her situation. “I don’t really see how I can be of service.”
         

         
         Hammersley brushed his fingers over his thick sprinkled-with-gray mustache, twice one way, twice the other. “You are the most
            sought after bachelor in London, and have the respect of your peers. You’re also known to have excellent taste in women and
            horses. If you were to show some interest in the girl—”
         

         
         “I’m not looking to marry just yet.” His compassion went only so far.

         
         “No, no, of course not. I don’t expect you to lead her to the altar. But if you were to dance with her, perhaps take her on
            an outing to Hyde Park, be seen with her as it were, it might serve to pique the other gents’ curiosity. I’m certain once
            they take an interest in her, they will be charmed as she is a most charming girl. She has none of her sister’s . . . flaws,
            shall we say?”
         

         
         Flaws? The inability to remain faithful? To publicly cuckold her husband? To divorce a man whose lineage could be traced back to
            William the Conqueror? Americans certainly had a way of understating the faults of a calamitous woman. “I’m afraid you’ll
            need to turn elsewhere for assistance on this matter; ask another gent.”
         

         
         “Damn it, man, no one else has your influence. The younger swells work to emulate you. They’ll follow your lead. Take some
            pity on the poor girl. I promised my brother on his deathbed I would see her well situated, and she’s enamored of the nobility.”
         

         
         “So was her sister from what I understand.”

         
         “In temperament they are nothing alike. Mathilda was always too strong-willed to be ruled. But Gina, bless her heart, is a
            shy wallflower for whom hope springs eternal. I have to do something to spark awareness of her. And I’ve deduced you’re the
            ticket.”
         

         
         Tickets came at a cost. “A dance, you say, and an afternoon at the park?”

         
         “Not much more than that, I should think. Truly, she’s a remarkable girl.”

         
         But not one who stood out if Hammersley had to approach Rexton regarding generating interest in her. He wasn’t quite comfortable
            with the notion of giving the girl false hope regarding his intentions, but if he kept his interest casual perhaps no harm
            would be done. “Once I dance with her, mamas are going to think I’ve announced my stepping into the marriage market. It’s
            going to create some inconvenience as I’ll be fending off ladies for the remainder of the Season, which has only recently
            begun.”
         

         
         “I’ll make it worth your while.”

         
         But was it fair to the girl? He’d do all in his power to bring a quick end to the farce and find a proper gent for her. “Oh?
            How might you go about that?”
         

         
         “Black Diamond. You can take him to stud.”

         
         “Thrice.”

         
         “Damn it, man, do you know how valuable that stallion is?”

         
         “I do indeed.” Since the Arabian had soundly beaten Rexton’s best stallion in several races. “I want at least three progeny
            off him.”
         

         
         “Two.”

         
         Which had been Rexton’s price all along. “Two it is.”

         
         “But not until my niece has a viable suitor. You have to play at courting her until someone makes it a point to beat you.”

         
         That would be a further inconvenience, as he doubted many gents would even consider that they could beat him. His was one of the
            most powerful families in Great Britain. But to have Black Diamond breed with his Fair Vixen would be worth it. He had little
            doubt the mingling of those bloodlines would produce a champion. “Consider it done.”
         

         
         “Excellent. However, our agreement must remain between us gentlemen. I don’t want her hurt, so if it becomes known to her,
            our bargain becomes null and void.”
         

         
         He was well aware ladies had tender feelings. “I would expect no less.”

         
         “Come along then, let me introduce you to Gina. Who knows? You might just decide she’s the one for you.”

         
         He seriously doubted that, but he was a man, after all, and ladies did interest him. “Should that happen, it won’t nullify
            our agreement.”
         

         
         “Absolutely not. It will simply make our arrangement all the tidier.”

         
          

         Miss Virginia Hammersley was so damned young. That was his initial thought upon being introduced to her. Her eyes were the
            color of a leaf bud in spring, sparkling with unbridled innocence. Her hair the shade of moonbeams. She was petite and willowy;
            he feared he’d easily break her if he were to ever bed her. It wasn’t that he preferred sex rough, but he did enjoy it with
            a great deal of enthusiasm that left him and his partner damp with sweat and gasping for breath. He felt rather guilty for
            giving the young lady any hope at all that he was seriously considering her as the Marchioness of Rexton and future Duchess
            of Greystone.
         

         
         The way her face lit up as though it had taken its place among the bulbs in the chandeliers when her uncle gleefully told
            her with an exaggerated whisper that Rexton had been most insistent upon an introduction hadn’t done anything to quiet his
            misgivings regarding his deception. She wasn’t the one for him. He knew that fact within five seconds of gazing at her hope-filled
            expression.
         

         
         Still he was determined to at least strive to keep to his end of the bargain, for surely she would appeal to some gent. So
            he was moving forward with the arrangement for her sake and the good of the country. New blood as well as the coins she’d bring to someone’s coffers was needed in the aristocracy.
            “I’d be pleased if you’d honor me with a dance,” he said, as his lips hovered over her delicate hand after pressing a light
            kiss to the back of her gloved knuckles. Dear God, she was as fragile as one of the china dolls he’d recently gifted to his
            nieces.
         

         
         Her laughter rivaled the tinkling bells that filled the air at Christmas. “As my dance card is thus far absent any signatures,
            I’d be pleased as well. I’m quite accomplished and would dearly love to put my lessons to good use.”
         

         
         They stood together, waiting for the next dance—a waltz—to start up. For the life of him, he could think of nothing interesting
            to say. He suddenly felt remarkably old, like a pair of well-worn boots that were incredibly comfortable but could no longer
            retain a shine no matter how hard the boot boy buffed at them with a brush. Perhaps he should have taken a wife sooner, when
            his age more closely aligned with that of the girls who were being debuted. They hadn’t seemed so youthful last year or the
            one before, but they made him feel rather ancient now, a relic that wasn’t quite as gleaming as it had once been. He couldn’t
            help but believe she saw him in the same light as she seemed to be struggling for a topic as well, as though she recognized
            they had little in common other than presently inhabiting the same area of the ballroom.
         

         
         “I’ve heard about your sister’s balls for years,” she finally said. “I must say it lives up to expectations. The duchess is
            such a gracious hostess.”
         

         
         “Grace was well tutored by our mother.”

         
         “Unusual for a lord to marry a woman who grew up on the streets, but I daresay when I was introduced to the Duchess of Greystone,
            I could certainly understand her appeal.” His parents rarely attended balls any longer so their appearance at the Lovingdon
            ball was generally heralded as one of the few times they might make an appearance throughout the Season. Few knew the true
            reason behind their increasing absences.
         

         
         “My mother is an incredible woman who rose above her beginnings,” he said a bit more curtly than was polite.

         
         “I hope I didn’t offend.”

         
         At least she wasn’t oblivious to his tone. He rather feared she might be. “Not at all. Having grown up with her during the
            entirety of my life, I take her for granted, and sometimes forget she was not always welcomed by the aristocracy.” A small
            lie as he never forgot the impact her previous life had on his. Yet he held the girl blameless for the difficulties he’d endured
            during his youth. After all, she’d been on the other side of the Atlantic.
         

         
         “I find your parents’ story to be incredibly romantic.”

         
         “It is that, I suppose.”

         
         “I love romance.”

         
         Dear God, let the music begin as he was not romancing the girl. A dance. An outing to the park. That was it. If he couldn’t
            get the gents interested in her by then—
         

         
         Dash it all! He may have just agreed to sacrifice his entire summer to attending balls all for the want of a horse. However,
            he wasn’t going to just give up if he’d misjudged the ease with which he could lure gents to her side.
         

         
         The quadrille finally came to an end. He offered his arm to Miss Hammersley, aware her touch was featherlike, practically
            nonexistent, and escorted her onto the gleaming parquet dance floor. He couldn’t deny she was quite lovely in an elfin sort
            of way. She had a gamine smile that never faltered during their dance. He was the worst sort of wretch for placing his racehorses
            above her. He consoled himself with the knowledge he’d spied a couple of gents giving her a once-over. And she was a graceful
            dancer. Those lessons were serving her well.
         

         
         When the waltz ended, he began leading her back toward the chairs. “I wonder if I might call on you tomorrow afternoon and
            take you for a drive through the park.” It couldn’t hurt to allow all the swells to see her in his carriage.
         

         
         “I’d be delighted, my lord.”

         
         “Say around two?”

         
         “I’ll be waiting with bells on. By the by, I’m staying at Landsdowne Court with my sister.”

         
         He blinked, surprised she lived in such close proximity to the notorious Lady Landsdowne. “Not with your uncle?”

         
         “No. She’s not welcomed within Society so my uncle carts me about, but he is a bachelor whose abode would not suit at all
            and so I reside with my sister.”
         

         
         “Then I shall see you at Landsdowne Court.” Once they reached their destination, he again gallantly lifted her gloved hand
            and pressed a kiss to the back of it. “I shall count the hours.”
         

         
         He was going to burn in hell for that last remark. He didn’t think it was possible for her smile to get any brighter yet it
            did. Shame pricked his conscience but he tamped it down. With any luck, by the end of the week the girl would have a hundred
            swains vying for her attention and Rexton would have Black Diamond.
         

         
          

         He arrived promptly at two. He’d never been a slacker in any regard. Landsdowne Court was impressive from the outside, even
            more so from the inside with its cavernous entryway and stairs branching out on two sides leading to the upper floors. He
            wasn’t certain how Lady Landsdowne had wrested the residence—which had been in the earl’s family for at least a century—away
            from her husband, but her residing within these walls had resulted in another insult for which Society wouldn’t forgive her.
         

         
         Extending his card to the butler, he was surprised by the man’s youth. “The Marquess of Rexton calling upon Miss Hammersley.”

         
         “I’ll inform the countess. Allow me to situate you in the parlor.”

         
         The parlor was deep purple walls and furniture in various shades of white. He’d never realized white came in an assortment.
            Some of it was so pristine as to hurt the eyes, like snow captured in sunlight, some less so, more the ivory of tusks.
         

         
         Rexton wandered over to the shelves beside the fireplace. Only half contained books. The others held wood, granite, and marble
            carvings of horses in various stances: leaping, trotting, prancing. Paintings of horses dotted the walls, a huge one hung
            over the fireplace. Obviously the room reflected the earl’s love of horses. It must have pricked his pride to have had to
            leave all this behind.
         

         
         Hearing the rapid patter of heels, he turned, completely unprepared for the hard kick his gut took at the sight of the woman
            striding toward him with such regal and uncompromising bearing. She held herself rigid and tall, with dignity and a daring
            that issued a challenge: mock me, mess with me, at your own peril. Nothing about her appeared youthful, yet he doubted she’d
            yet seen a quarter of a century.
         

         
         She stopped in front of him, her blue eyes—shrewd, calculating, suspicious—slowly raking over him, taking his measure. Much
            to his annoyance, he found himself straightening his spine a tad, when he’d thought it was as straight as a poker. With hair
            as black as midnight, she in no way resembled her sister. This woman was no innocent. She didn’t harbor dreams of love and
            romance. Poetry interested her not in the least. Pixie dust wasn’t sprinkled about her. She was all strength and vinegar.
            She wouldn’t break in his bed. He’d wager if anyone were vulnerable there, it would be he. She communicated quite effectively
            with her narrowed gaze that she would give no quarter.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, Lord Rexton. I’m Lady Landsdowne. I don’t believe we’ve ever been properly introduced.”

         
         No, they hadn’t. He couldn’t recall ever laying eyes on her. By the time he was occasionally making the social rounds she
            was persona non grata. “It’s a pleasure.”
         

         
         Her smile, small and tight, indicated she knew he was lying. The décolletage of her burgundy frock was low enough to modestly
            hint at the swell of her bosom, only enough pale skin revealed to make a man’s mouth water and his imagination to take flight,
            but the rest of her was covered as primly as a schoolmistress.
         

         
         “It seems Gina slept in. She’s preparing herself now. I’m afraid she might be a while. I’d offer to have the maid bring in
            tea but you strike me as being a whisky man.” She walked over to a table sporting several decanters and winged a finely arched
            raven-black eyebrow at him over her shoulder.
         

         
         He didn’t usually indulge this early in the day, but he’d welcome the heat of whisky at his throat to distract him from the
            other heated areas of his body. “Yes, please.”
         

         
         To his surprise, she poured whisky into two glasses. She handed him one, took the other, raised it slightly. “Cheers.”

         
         She took a sip and licked her lips in a manner that caused his gut to tighten, before walking over to the settee where she
            gracefully lowered herself onto a cushion. “Please make yourself comfortable.”
         

         
         He selected the chair nearest to her, studied her, and couldn’t help thinking how quickly Landsdowne must have fallen for
            her. She was poised, graceful, and beautiful. The man would have preened with her on his arm. That she then betrayed him and
            her vows was beyond the pale. Little wonder people looked at her and expected the same of her sister. This woman commanded
            the room; she could not be without influence, and her sister was her vulnerable pupil. What lessons she must have taught her.
            And that tutoring was going to make his task all the more challenging.
         

         
         “I’m actually rather glad we have this opportunity to speak privately,” she said, brazenly holding his gaze. She might be
            American but her accent was refined—not the harsh brusqueness of her uncle’s but neither was it quite British. “You may be
            aware that our father passed a little over a year ago, our mother some years before that. Gina’s inheritance has been placed
            in a trust to be handed over to her when she marries or reaches the age of five and twenty. In either case, she will bring
            to her marriage a small fortune, all that was left to her, and the wrong sort of man could take advantage of that, take it
            as his own, leave her with naught.”
         

         
         “I have no need of a small fortune,” he stated succinctly, feeling a need to defend himself even though he could care less
            about any girl’s dowry. Based upon what he knew of her family’s business, she was being modest concerning the size of the
            fortune she and her sister had inherited. “Reputation, not coin, is the currency by which I will measure the value of the
            woman I intend to take to wife.”
         

         
         Although she blanched, to her credit, she continued to hold his gaze. “While you may claim money has no bearing, it still
            needs to be emphasized that much is at stake here. I’m quite aware you come with a respected title, position, and influence.
            However, my lord, if you seek to marry my dear sister, you must also come with your heart. You must not only convince her
            that you love her but you must convince me as well. I will not allow Gina to spend so much as an hour in a loveless marriage.”
         

         
         He had absolutely no interest in marrying the girl. Still, Lady Landsdowne’s words irked. How dare she judge him or his motives
            when she knew him not at all. “I am quite the catch, my lady. Miss Hammersley would be damned lucky to have me as a husband.”
         

         
         “Modest as well, I see.”

         
         “Merely speaking the truth. I, on the other hand, need reassurances that she will not follow her sister’s path to ruination
            and scandal.”
         

         
         Lady Landsdowne’s chin came up and he suspected she had an urge to toss in his face what remained of her whisky. “If she marries
            a man who loves her, a man she loves, I believe that will be assured.”
         

         
         “You didn’t marry for love?”

         
         “I don’t see that my feelings regarding Landsdowne are really any of your concern. However, I will admit my mother wanted
            me to have a title she could flaunt in front of her New York enemies. I was raised to obey my mother in all things. Landsdowne
            wanted a dowry. I provided that. A title never interested me.”
         

         
         “Yet you insist upon being addressed by yours.” Another offense against the aristocracy for which she would never be forgiven,
            to have the title tainted permanently by her transgressions. Because of the embarrassment she had caused, Landsdowne had asked
            the divorce court to strip her of the title she’d gained through marriage to him. They’d ruled in his favor. She had appealed
            to a higher court—and won. Appalled by her cheek, people justifiably shunned her.
         

         
         “I paid for the privilege of it. Quite handsomely since Downie took possession of my entire dowry. Besides, I knew it would
            irritate the devil out of him.”
         

         
         Her secretive smile made him want to grin but he refrained. His family wasn’t without scandal but she seemed to relish it.
            He glanced around. “You seem to be doing quite well for yourself now.”
         

         
         “My father was not a man to fritter away what he acquired through blood, sweat, and tears. His fortune was vast. Certainly
            I shall never do without and I want to ensure Gina does not go without either, which is the reason it is even more imperative
            to weed out all fortune hunters.”
         

         
         He found it rather crass to be discussing money matters right out of the gate as though he was possessed of greedy fingers.
            Her opinion of him seemed to be as low as his of her. Her regard toward him was not deserved, and left a rancid taste in his
            mouth. “I was under the impression your uncle was responsible for her.”
         

         
         “He has the means to introduce her into Society which I do not. He and I are in agreement, however, that when it comes to
            her suitors, my opinion alone matters. He acts when called upon but in truth he has very little interest in either of us.”
         

         
         So the man was striving to get this duty out of the way. Rexton couldn’t fault him when he, himself, found balls and the social
            games that went along with them rather tedious.
         

         
         “I am not naïve, my lord. I realize my divorce created quite the scandal, and I do not wish for Gina to pay the price. No
            doubt I should have waited until she was properly situated.” She glanced away then, and he wondered what she was thinking.
            She brought her gaze back to bear on him. “But I didn’t. Selfish on my part. But there you have it. I hadn’t really thought
            things through—”
         

         
         “I am given to understand you kissed a footman in front of guests.” He couldn’t believe he’d said it. To her face. His mother
            would be appalled.
         

         
         Lady Landsdowne simply smiled, without joy but with triumph. “Yes. He now serves as my butler.”

         
         The one who had opened the door to him? The servant wasn’t particularly handsome. Rexton found himself wondering at the size
            of the man’s cock for surely he had to have offered her something worth her ruination. Or perhaps she simply enjoyed a bit
            of the rough. She wouldn’t be the first well-placed woman to be attracted to those of the lower class. Still, he recognized
            he was behaving as though he came from the gutter. “My apologies. My words were uncalled for.”
         

         
         She took another sip of her whisky. “No apologies needed. I know I’m an object of curiosity and shame. However, I do not want
            my choices reflected upon my sister. I must know your intentions regarding her are honorable. To be quite honest”—she finished
            off her whisky, set her glass aside, and captured his gaze as though she intended to tame it—“I will kill any man who causes
            her any sort of hurt, no matter how mild or seemingly insignificant. I do not want her to shed so much as a single tear because
            of a man’s heartless behavior.”
         

         
         Had she shed tears? He couldn’t quite envision it. She was ice surrounded by cold steel.

         
         “Have I made myself perfectly clear?”

         
         The sharpness to her words, the challenge glistening in her sapphire eyes spoke loudly that she would indeed slay him if he
            did not rise to the occasion and meet her standards. He didn’t particularly like the way his heart sped up and his chest tightened.
            He didn’t like that he wondered what she would do if he got up, crossed over to her, caged her between his arms, and claimed
            her mouth. Good Lord, she was so much more appealing than the sister. She was spit and fire and unbreakable. Nothing about
            her was innocent. Something in her past, possibly her marriage, had honed her to a fine edge. He was fascinated, he was intrigued,
            he was—
         

         
         “Apologies for keeping you waiting, my lord.” Miss Hammersley fairly skipped into the room and suddenly she seemed more a
            child than ever. He could see her frolicking through fields of daisies. He doubted Lady Landsdowne had ever frolicked.
         

         
         He shot to his feet and fought to keep his attention on Miss Hammersley rather than the woman he could see out of the corner
            of his eye. The contrast between the two was incredible. Woman . . . girl. Worldly . . . innocent. Tart . . . sweet.
         

         
         Damnation if he didn’t prefer tart. But tart wouldn’t get him the stud. “You look lovely, my dear.”

         
         She smiled brightly, her eyes twinkling with joy. His clothing suddenly felt tight, and he had a need to loosen his neck cloth
            before it strangled him.
         

         
         “Your delay served us well,” Lady Landsdowne said gently, “as it gave us the opportunity to get acquainted.”

         
         Tiny pleats appeared in the girl’s delicate brow. “How is that you were not acquainted before? I’d have thought you of a similar
            age.”
         

         
         “During my youth I traveled extensively,” Rexton said. “I didn’t spend much time in London if I could help it.” He decided
            not to mention he had no interest in the social scene and avoided it whenever possible.
         

         
         She brightened once more. “How marvelous for you. I should like to see more of the world, I think. Will you take your wife
            traveling?”
         

         
         “If it is her desire. But I must procure her first, and rituals must be followed.” He set down his glass and walked toward
            her. “Miss Hammersley, my carriage awaits.”
         

         
         He offered his arm. Her face fell. “We have a bit of a problem there. My maid has taken a megrim and I’ve ordered her to bed.”
            She looked past him. “Tillie, would you be so kind as to serve as chaperone?”
         

         
         Tillie? An image of her, sweet and innocent, young and happy, indeed frolicking through meadows of daisies—before Landsdowne
            had taken her to wife—flashed through his mind. He didn’t like it, didn’t like it one bit. He glanced back in time to see
            the countess’s calculating gaze travel the length of him. Christ, he had the urge to spread his feathers like a blasted peacock.
         

         
         “I’d be delighted. It will give me the opportunity to get to know the marquess better and get a sense of his true feelings
            toward you.”
         

         
         “He has no feelings yet,” Miss Hammersley assured her. “We met only last night.”

         
         “Oh, I’m certain he’s feeling something,” the witch said with a smirk as she walked past him.

         
         He was struck by the realization she smelled of lavender and orchids. She was also correct. He was feeling something—something
            that could lead to no good.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Mathilda Paget, Countess of Landsdowne, couldn’t deny that the marquess had excellent taste in horses. The two chestnut bays
            pulling the gleaming black open carriage obviously came from good stock. It had taken everything within her not to approach
            them and give them an affectionate pat when she first spied them. Just as now, it was with great difficulty she didn’t reach
            across to Rexton, sitting on the seat opposite her sister and herself, to pat that muscular thigh of his outlined so provocatively
            by his taut breeches.
         

         
         Damn if the man wasn’t gorgeous with his golden curling locks and his blue eyes the shade of a winter sky promising snow and
            the need for warm fires. Her heart tripped over itself at the thought of this sensual and sexual man taking her sister to
            bed. With his heated gaze, he appeared far too wise, too experienced, too knowledgeable in the ways of women. He sat there
            like some large predatory tiger, considering how tasty a morsel his prey might be. She couldn’t imagine him ordering a woman
            to simply lie still and endure what was to come. Nor could she imagine a woman being able to remain unaffected if he pressed
            those firm, full lips against her skin.
         

         
         Something flickered in his heated gaze, and she was left with the uncomfortable sensation that he was able to read her thoughts,
            that he knew the errant path they traveled. Her cheeks warmed, and she cursed inwardly, jerking her gaze to the passing buildings
            as they made their way to the park. What was wrong with her to have such lurid images flashing through her mind? She wanted
            to spare Gina the shame of the marriage bed, even as she found her own skin tightening and something closely resembling desire
            coursing through her. She fully understood how any woman might fall at this one’s feet. Or at least she assumed they might.
            His exploits certainly weren’t reported on in the gossip sheets, so he was no doubt discreet in his affairs, unlike her previous
            husband. If Downie had been more circumspect, perhaps Tillie wouldn’t have been required to stage an encounter that would
            force him, along with his obnoxious pride, to divorce her.
         

         
         “You must have been a child when you married.”

         
         The deep voice shimmered through her, her reaction wrong on so many levels. Tilting up her chin, she met Rexton’s gaze, surprised
            to see true curiosity reflected there. “I married on the day I turned nineteen.”
         

         
         “You can’t have been married very long.”

         
         “Long enough to lose any semblance of youth.” Three years. The process of obtaining a divorce had been a long, arduous, tortuous
            affair. Before its completion a little over nine months ago she had marked her twenty-fifth year. Reaching for her sister’s
            hand, she squeezed it. “I know the trials and tribulations of marriage, which is the reason I will not let anyone who is undeserving
            of Gina marry her.”
         

         
         “And you’ve already deemed me underserving.”

         
         To her utter mortification, she had. This man would not do for her sister, would not do at all. He was far too mature, too
            knowing. She wasn’t going to allow a man of such boldness and daring to have Gina. “To be quite honest, my lord, she is so
            innocent that I do think a less worldly man might serve her better.”
         

         
         “And you judge me worldly?”

         
         “Are you not?”

         
         A corner of his mouth hitched up slightly. “I’ve never had a woman complain.”

         
         She knew his thoughts were traveling the same path as hers—toward the bedchamber. It was all men really wanted once they had
            the dowry. Downie hadn’t been able to get her out of her clothes fast enough. But then once he’d had her, he grew bored. Another
            truth she’d learned about men: they easily wearied of their bedmates. For them it was the lure of the conquest, but they had
            no desire to hold for long that which they had obtained. Greener pastures and all that.
         

         
         Gina deserved a man who would stay on his side of the fence. Surely a deep and profound love could keep him there. She forced
            herself to hold Rexton’s gaze. “You’re not doing much to convince me that you and my sister would suit.”
         

         
         “It might be helpful if you shared with me the requirements you seek.”

         
         “So you can pretend to possess them?”

         
         He held out his arms as though surrendering. “When it comes to the ladies, I have no reason to pretend. I have always found
            honesty in relationships to serve me well.”
         

         
         “Then you should have no fear of being found lacking while courting Gina.”

         
         He chuckled low, provocatively. “Being found lacking has never been a fear.”

         
         Before she could stop it, her gaze dipped to his lap, lower. She jerked her attention back to the passing scenery but not
            before she saw his satisfied smirk. No, he wouldn’t do at all for Gina. Tillie would always see innuendo in his eyes, read
            it in his face, hear it in his voice. What did it matter? As soon as Gina was wedded, she suspected she’d never see him again.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you return to America?” he asked.

         
         She hated the inquisition. He should be talking with Gina, not her. Yet she felt compelled to respond. “Gina adores England.
            I couldn’t very well leave her here alone.”
         

         
         But she would leave . . . once Gina was married. Her sister didn’t understand how much she despised it here, how difficult
            it was to live with the constant shunning and isolation. Another reason she needed to ensure the man who married Gina would
            be protective of her sister. Even as she had that thought, she couldn’t imagine Rexton not safeguarding what he viewed as
            his. Perhaps he would make an excellent choice for Gina, after all.
         

         
         “When I marry a man of position,” Gina said, “everyone will have to welcome you back into Society, Tillie. Then we can attend
            balls together.”
         

         
         Reassuringly she patted her sister’s hand. “I’m sure you’re quite right.”

         
         But she saw the truth reflected in Rexton’s blue eyes. Society would never welcome her back. She had moved into their circles
            only to bring mortification to one of their own. The divorce was bad enough but an affair with a footman . . .
         

         
         Although, if she hadn’t been seen kissing a footman, she wouldn’t be divorced. Landsdowne had viewed her as property and the
            law had given him the right to do so. Her father had been too ill to help her get out of the unconscionable situation in which
            she’d found herself. Miserable didn’t begin to describe it. So she’d taken care of the matter herself.
         

         
         “I’m afraid I’ve never been one for keeping up with Society gossip. How long were you married?” he asked.

         
         She gave him a pointed look. “I’m the chaperone. You really should be directing your questions toward the lady you’re courting.”

         
         That wicked grin again, the one that said he knew what she was about, striving to deflect his attention away from her. “How
            long was your sister married?” he asked Gina.
         

         
         Gina opened her mouth—

         
         “That’s not what I meant,” Tillie responded quickly, with acerbity, not bothering to hide her irritation. “You should be asking
            Gina questions about herself. Or perhaps you’re not truly interested in her, but in her money. In spite of what you say about
            not needing it.”
         

         
         He angled his head down slightly in acquiescence although she couldn’t see this man bowing down before anyone. Even if he
            gave the appearance of giving in, she suspected he’d be working out how to get even, how to regain the upper hand. “You’re
            quite right. Miss Hammersley—”
         

         
         “Please, you must call me Gina. I hate formality.”

         
         “It can be rather tedious,” he admitted.

         
         “But necessary,” Tillie said insistently. “Gina, you do not give a gentleman leave to call you by your Christian name until
            you have an understanding between you.”
         

         
         “The understanding is that he need not be so formal.”

         
         “It sends an improper message.”

         
         “And you would know all about improper messages, would you not, my lady?” Rexton asked pointedly.

         
         “I would take care, Lord Rexton, if you wish to impress upon me your favorable merits when it comes to courting Gina.”

         
         He studied her for three full heartbeats during which time she suspected he was striving to determine if what he gained by
            pushing her was worth the price he would pay for doing so. Finally, he turned away from her. “So, Miss Hammersley, tell me what you value in a husband.”
         

         
         She’d won. She wondered why she took so little satisfaction in it.

         
         “Someone who is kind, generous. Someone who makes me happy.”

         
         “What makes you happy?”

         
         It was a good question, one Landsdowne had never asked Tillie. Although if he had, she doubted she would have said, “A man
            who is faithful.” She’d thought it a given. She’d thought a lot of things a given. Devotion, attending affairs together, carrying
            on conversations during meals, always living in the same residence—not only during the Season when they were in London but
            throughout the year.
         

         
         Gina gave a joyful sigh. “Pretty frocks. A generous allowance. Chocolates.”

         
         Tillie wanted to shake her sister. None of those things created happiness. Oh, they might lighten her mood for a few minutes
            but they didn’t leave one happy for long. Chocolates disappeared, allowance dwindled, and frocks faded. Out of the corner
            of her eye, she watched as Rexton gave very little reaction, but he seemed equally unimpressed by her sister’s musings.
         

         
         “Surely you require more than that,” he said flatly, without judgment or censure.

         
         “I’m relatively easy to please.”

         
         “A woman shouldn’t be.”

         
         His words surprised Tillie. Did he truly believe that? Did he not want a biddable female? What was the game he played? She
            gave up trying to appear as though she wasn’t looking at him and stared at him directly. “Why would you seek to make your
            courtship more difficult?” she blurted, truly curious.
         

         
         He shifted his attention to her. “Not more difficult. More challenging. There is a difference.”

         
         “She’s offering an easy road. Why not take it?”

         
         “Because it would bring me no pleasure.”

         
         That was when she knew the Marquess of Rexton was a man who liked to win, who thrived on competition. And who sought pleasure
            in all aspects of his life. Pleasure, and danger, and gratification. If he hadn’t been born into the aristocracy, if he hadn’t
            been born into wealth, influence, and privilege, if he’d been born into a hardscrabble life in America, he’d have been the
            sort to forge an empire, to carry others on his back, to stand his ground, to never back down. She was not at all pleased
            at the way that knowledge made it difficult for her to draw in breath, made her consider how fortunate any woman would be
            to stand beside him.
         

         
         “What should I require, my lord?” Gina asked, obviously oblivious to all the messages the man across from her was sending,
            to the turmoil wreaking havoc within Tillie.
         

         
         “Love.”

         
         He said it so simply as though it was easily given, easily received.

         
         “Most men avoid love like the plague,” Tillie felt obligated to point out, hating the resentment lacing through her voice.
            Liking even less his slow perusal, as though he could see the tiny fissures where her heart had cracked day after day, night
            after night until she’d feared it would shatter into nothing. If he asked her about Landsdowne, about their marriage, about
            her relationship with him, she was going to leap from the carriage and march home. Why had she even intruded on the conversation?
            Her role was one of silence and observation.
         

         
         “Few men have grown up around the exemplary example I did,” he said quietly.

         
         The breath she didn’t even realize she’d been holding eased out of her when he didn’t take the conversation in the direction
            she’d been dreading.
         

         
         “Do your parents love each other?” Gina asked.

         
         “Immensely. They taught me to never take it for granted, that if you are fortunate to possess it, you nurture it. I daresay,
            my father goes to sleep each night pondering what he can do upon awakening to ensure my mother is grateful he shares her life.”
         

         
         “Does your mother do the same?”

         
         “Love comes more easily to women, I think. It’s more natural. Men have to work a bit harder at it, especially as we’re not
            very demonstrative as a whole. So if you can snag a man’s heart, Miss Hammersley, the frocks, chocolates, and allowance will
            surely follow. You need not insist upon them.”
         

         
         “Have you any advice for snagging a man’s heart?” Gina asked.

         
         “Be yourself.”

         
         “But beware, sweeting,” Tillie added. “For men seldom are.”

         
         “You haven’t a very favorable opinion of our gender,” Rexton said, his smile rueful.

         
         “Prove me wrong, my lord.”

         
         “I may just do that, Lady Landsdowne.”

         
         She did wish she’d kept her mouth shut as she’d never before had the sense she’d just issued an irrefutable challenge which
            he had accepted with a challenge of his own—and if she wasn’t careful, she could find herself losing not only her pride but
            discovering her heart, too, had been part of the wager.
         

         
          

         He had to quit engaging Lady Landsdowne, but he found her so much more fetching than her sister. She wasn’t timid or shy,
            and she didn’t retreat. But her eyes never sparkled and her lips never curved up into a genuine smile of joy; he had an irrational
            need to see both. Had she been as without guile as her sister when she’d married Downie?
         

         
         As they entered the park, he became aware of her slight stiffening as though she were bracing herself for a blow to her midsection.
            Surely she hadn’t avoided the park since her scandal. While Miss Hammersley fairly sat on the edge of her seat, glancing around
            eagerly, striving to determine who might be in the vicinity, Lady Landsdowne seemed to take great interest in the knot of
            his neck cloth.
         

         
         He wanted her at ease again, wanted her comfortable enough to challenge him. Which was ridiculous. She was not the one to
            whom he should direct his interest. If he wasn’t careful, she was going to advise her sister to cast him aside immediately.
            That would prove disastrous for Miss Hammersley. If the bachelors thought Rexton would dismiss the girl so easily after only
            one outing they weren’t likely to give her much credence as a possible wife. He needed someone to take interest in her so
            he could pack up his courting manners.
         

         
         He forced himself to focus solely on her and to keep the conversation relatively neutral so the sister wasn’t interfering.
            They spoke of flowers and fauna and whenever he could work in a laugh he made sure it carried on the wind to gents trotting
            by on fine horses or in speedy carriages. He kept his features relaxed, and a pleasant smile on his face, portraying a man
            on the verge of being forever smitten. He was grateful Miss Hammersley was occupied with taking in their surroundings and
            didn’t seem particularly affected by his feigned interest. He might have been insulted by her lack of attention, except vanity
            had never been one of his shortcomings. He was actually glad she wasn’t likely to mistake his performance as true devotion.
         

         
         He was rather certain, however, Lady Landsdowne could read straight through his efforts and decipher them for what they were.
            If her eyes narrowed any further, they’d be as sharp as a finely honed blade and might slice into him.
         

         
         God, but she was protective, and he couldn’t help but admire her for it. Those in his family had a penchant for caring for
            the less fortunate, for seeking justice, for striving to better living conditions. He could certainly see Lady Landsdowne
            carrying on the tradition with a fierce determination. He suspected if she discovered his true purpose, she’d flatten him
            with one solid punch. Or she’d try. He envisioned closing his hand around her fist before it met flesh, drawing her in, and
            claiming her mouth until he’d worked them both into a fevered tempest.
         

         
         They’d been driving through the park for nearly half an hour before it dawned on him no one had stopped to speak with him.
            He became aware of gawks, glares, and frowns. They were garnering attention, but not the sort that served any good. He considered
            suggesting they stop and stroll through the green, but Miss Hammersley had begun to fidget as though taking note of the occasional
            glower. Unlike her sister, who held her head high and occasionally stared someone down.
         

         
         “It’s rather warm today,” Rexton said casually. “I believe I’ve had enough of the park. What of you, Miss Hammersley?”

         
         “It does seem a bit unwelcoming.”

         
         He leaned toward her. “People are jealous of my horses.”

         
         Her green eyes grew as round as saucers. “Truly?”

         
         No, but still he nodded. “A few of the gents and I have on occasion raced. I always win. Not everyone is a good sport about
            it.”
         

         
         “Would you be a good sport if you lost?”

         
         He grinned. “Probably not. I have a very competitive nature. I prefer to win.”

         
         “To be quite honest, I can’t imagine you losing.”

         
         “On occasion I have. It keeps me humble and inspires me to work all the harder.”

         
         “This is you humble?” Lady Landsdowne asked.

         
         He grinned at her because it seemed to irritate her when he did. “Decidedly so.”

         
         With a roll of her eyes, she directed her attention back to the greenery. He’d love to engage her in a match of wits.

         
         “I don’t believe I’ve ever competed in anything,” Miss Hammersley lamented.

         
         “You don’t see seeking a husband as a competition?” he asked.

         
         She shook her head, furrowed her brow. “No. I wouldn’t go after a gent whom another lady wanted.”

         
         “Have you not heard there are no rules in love?”

         
         “They are always rules, my lord. At least in my mind. Things I would not do for gain.”

         
         “Admirable.” He instructed his driver to start back to Landsdowne Court.

         
         Miss Hammersley sighed. “I believe, Tillie, I understand why you go riding in the park in the morning before anyone is about.”

         
         “It’s much cooler, then, Gina. My horse prefers it.”

         
         And he imagined she did as well. Was she always striving to protect her sister from the truth of her dire situation: she was
            loathed among his peers?
         

         
         They spoke very little on the journey back. When the driver pulled the carriage to a stop in the drive, Rexton leaped out
            and extended his gloved hand to Lady Landsdowne. After a hesitation, she placed hers in it with assurance and certainty. Nothing
            delicate there, nothing that would break easily. He’d noticed it when he handed her up into the carriage, the way her warmth
            seeped through the kidskin to become part of his flesh. They were in close proximity as she descended the three steps to the
            ground and yet an immeasurable distance separated them, as though a wall surrounded her, one that could not be climbed over
            or breeched. She held herself apart, and he wondered if she’d done the same in her husband’s bed.
         

         
         After releasing her, he assisted Gina. He might as well be handing down a doll for all the effect she had upon him. Nothing
            vibrated between them. No heat arced. No awareness sparked. He’d think he had one foot in the grave if it weren’t for the
            fact his reaction to Lady Landsdowne was so strong and unwavering.
         

         
         She marched ahead toward the door, while Gina lagged behind, smiling up at him, her eyelashes fluttering as though she were
            striving to dislodge a speck of ash that had settled into the corner of her eye. She truly was too unknowing for him. Her
            sister had the right of it there, but he wanted access to Black Diamond more than he wanted to breathe.
         

         
         “May I have a word in private, Miss Hammersley?” he asked quietly, and yet still Lady Landsdowne heard him. Her back went
            ramrod straight, when he’d thought it could go no straighter, and her slender shoulders stiffened as though someone had just
            walked over her grave and caused a shudder to course through her. She swung around, her features set in an impermeable mask.
         

         
         “Keep it short,” she ordered sharply before proceeding into the residence. Not ten seconds later the butler stepped out, standing
            at attention, his gaze boring into Rexton as though he suspected him of being up to no good. Not too far from the truth there.
         

         
         Again Rexton found himself wondering what about the man had appealed to the countess. He was tall, trim, dark-haired but his
            features were so bland he wouldn’t be noticed in a crowd of two. Did he possess a sense of humor? Did he cause her to laugh?
            Did he recite poetry in a mesmerizing cadence? Did he—
         

         
         “My lord?”

         
         He looked down to find the lass gazing up at him expectantly. Right. His focus was supposed to be on the younger sister, not
            the elder.
         

         
         “I had a lovely time, my lord,” she said with a sweet voice he couldn’t imagine screaming out his name in rapture.

         
         Why was he even considering these thoughts, comparing her to other women he’d known, to her sister whom he didn’t, when he
            had no plans whatsoever to carry this courtship through to fruition? “As did I. I wondered if you might care to join me in
            my box tomorrow evening.”
         

         
         Her smile withered, her brow furrowed. “Your box? You live in a box?”

         
         Was she serious? He hadn’t judged her to be daft, but then neither had he truly conversed with her about anything complicated
            or of importance. He offered a teasing grin. “I have a box at the theater.”
         

         
         Her smile grew brighter, her eyes sparkling like jewels caught by the sunlight. “At the theater! I so love the theater! I’d
            be delighted to attend with you.”
         

         
         “Do you think your maid’s megrim will have vanished by then?”

         
         “I’m rather certain of it.”

         
         He didn’t know why he was disappointed by the notion. Not having her sister about would make it easier to achieve his goal.
            “Then I shall be here tomorrow at half past seven.” He took her hand, pressed a kiss to the back of her gloved knuckles. “I
            look forward to it, Miss Hammersley.”
         

         
         “In spite of what my sister said, I do wish you’d call me Gina.”

         
         He smiled. “My manners, it seems, are difficult to cast aside which would no doubt please my mother to no end.”

         
         “You are funny, my lord.”

         
         She was far too easy to please. “Until tomorrow, Miss Hammersley.” He gave a brisk nod to the butler before striding to his
            carriage, leaping into it, and settling onto the leather bench. His driver immediately set the pair of horses to a trot.
         

         
         Rexton was tempted to glance back to see if Lady Landsdowne was gazing out a window, but he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction
            of knowing she was on his mind. He needed to quickly find someone for Miss Hammersley so he was free of her and had met his
            part of the bargain. Before her older sister drove him to distraction.
         

         
          

         Partially hidden by the draperies, Tillie stood at her bedchamber window, gazing out on the retreating carriage. She was glad
            the man was leaving. He unsettled her in ways she didn’t want to explore. He exuded sexuality in the same manner that the
            sun exuded heat—naturally, as though it had been created to do nothing else.
         

         
         The jealousy that speared her when he’d asked for a private moment with Gina was entirely inappropriate. He was courting her
            sister, and Tillie certainly had no interest in him. She’d been married once and by God that had been a lesson in humility
            and subservience. Her opinion, her preferences, her desires had mattered not one whit. She much preferred having her independence,
            being completely in charge of every aspect of her life. Never again was she going to let a man have control over her.
         

         
         Even as she had the thought, she understood Gina’s desire to marry. Not every woman flourished in solitude. There was something
            to be said for being part of something, of someone. But only if it was the right something, the right someone. Otherwise,
            one was guaranteed naught but misery.
         

         
         The door to her bedchamber burst open and Gina flounced in, spread her arms wide, and spun in a circle. “Isn’t he wonderful!”

         
         She flopped onto the bed and smiled up at
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