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        Legends and love collide…

         

        They are the men no woman can tame.

        Some whisper about them. Others want to be them.

        Known for their wealth, scandalous love affairs, and the secrets that surround them.

        They are the Legendary Lords of the ton.
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      Forbidden desire…

      

      As the sister of a close friend, Lady Victoria Wright is forbidden. But when she faces an unwanted betrothal to a cruel nobleman, Victoria concocts a scandalous plan to ruin her reputation. And she’s chosen me to act as her seducer.

      

      It should be a simple charade. When her reputation lies in tatters, her father will have no choice but to release her from the engagement. But as Victoria plays the role of my mistress, something dangerous ignites between us.

      

      My honorable intentions crumble with each heated glance. Each forbidden touch. Each stolen kiss.

      

      Now I want her for myself. We just need to ensure that her powerful father, who will do anything to have her back, doesn't find her.
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      My protests died when Moreland placed his hands on my cheeks and physically turned me to face him. We remained like that for what seemed like an eternity, his hands cupping my face and our thighs pressed together.

       I already knew that his eyes were a light gray—it was impossible not to notice such an uncommon color. But now I could see that darker flecks swirled within them. And as we continued to stare at each other, I could see the way his pupils grew larger. If I were capable of speech, I would have asked him why. It seemed like such an odd thing to notice, but I couldn’t help but wonder if something significant was happening between us.

       Surely I was imagining things, but the very air that surrounded us seemed to grow thick with tension.

       “I’m going to take care of you.”

       A soft whimper escaped, and I wanted to sink through the floor. What is wrong with me?

      But the sound seemed to bring about a strange reaction in Moreland. His lids grew heavy, and his face came closer.

       The sharp knock at the front door sent both of us scrambling backward.
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      For my readers.

      Thank you for joining me on this exciting new adventure.

      

      Love, Suzanna
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      BARON MORELAND

      APRIL 1820

      The three balls were spread across the billiard table as though I’d strategically placed them. I leaned over the table, took a moment to center myself, and drew back my cue with practiced ease.

      With a soft clunk, my ball struck the first ball, then the second one. I grinned and straightened as they sailed smoothly across the table’s surface and dropped into the corner pockets.

      Before I could bask in my win, a broadsheet landed in the middle of the billiard table. The Mayfair Chronicle. It had become something of a ritual with that paper. Not a week passed of late without an article penned by the anonymous Lady X about one of our exploits. Viscount Kendrick leaned against the table and waited for me to pick it up.

      “Who is it today?” I scanned the article, searching for my name. When I didn’t see it, I returned to the beginning and started reading.

      
        
        This author has it on good authority that one of the Legends may be considering a change in marital status. Not that anyone expects Viscount K to remain faithful to the woman in question (someone from the demimonde, no less!), but it is an interesting development. Will he be the first Legend to fall?

      

      

      I didn’t even try hiding my amusement. “Mirabelle?”

      Viscount Fairfax handed me my winnings, then took the periodical from me. 

      Kendrick cursed. “She’s become nothing but a nuisance. But this?” He waved a hand at the Chronicle. “It’s definitely time for her to find another protector.”

      Fairfax clapped him on the shoulder, his eyes twinkling with mirth. “I’m sure you two would have beautiful babies.”

      Kendrick snatched the broadsheet from him and swore. His annoyance only served to amuse Fairfax more.

      “I’ve been thinking of finding a mistress myself—not Mirabelle.” I didn’t know how Kendrick had found the patience to deal with her for so long. “Someone who knows her place.”

      Kendrick laughed. “You? You’re the king of variety. Why would you give that up?”

      I thought about the bruise I currently sported on my backside after last night’s activities. “Climbing out of windows in the middle of the night gets tiresome. And truth be told, one body is much the same as another in the dark. It would be a nice change of pace to leave through the front door.” 

      Fairfax straightened, his expression wiped clean of emotion, but I knew him too well. He was trying to mask his amusement. “I would die a happy man if you’d allow me to witness you climbing out a conquest’s window. We can forego all this billiard nonsense—I’ll give you my money directly.”

      I glared at him.

      Kendrick chuckled. “I wouldn’t mind seeing that myself.”

      I was tempted to knock their heads together. In no world would I allow them to wait outside the bedroom window of some wench I swived. I could concede that the previous night’s scene would have given them at least a month of enjoyment as they retold the story to all and sundry, but I was too annoyed to find amusement in having barely escaped the woman’s attempt to force me into marriage. Even if her brother had managed to break into the bedroom in time to catch us, I wasn’t that honorable. She would have to look elsewhere for a fool to entrap.

      Fairfax gave a low whistle, distracting me from my thoughts. He made that sound when he spotted a woman he wanted to get to know better. I raised a brow, and he jerked his head toward the other end of the room. My skin was already prickling with unease when I turned to see who’d caught his attention. Unsure what I expected to see, it wasn’t Mr. Clarence guiding a young woman to the stairs that led up to Rexford’s private rooms. As club secretary of King’s, Clarence was always somewhere around the club, ensuring everything ran smoothly and averting disasters before they could happen. But I’d never seen him escort a woman to the inner sanctum before.

      I could see why she’d captured Fairfax’s attention, though she was walking away from us. She had dark, almost black hair styled in one of those elaborate displays of curls. She was petite, probably five feet tall, if that, but something about the way she carried herself told me she was a woman of breeding. On those rare occasions when the club was open to the fairer sex, the women who stepped through the front doors were from the demimonde. But I could feel in my bones that this woman wasn’t from that world.

      “Who do you think she is?” Fairfax’s voice was low, interested. 

      For some reason I couldn’t fathom, I wanted to punch him.

      The woman chose that moment to glance over her shoulder. Our eyes met, and time stood still. Even from a distance, I saw the almost unnatural deep blue of her eyes, and I couldn’t look away.

      Fairfax’s voice was an unwelcome intrusion. “Why do you think Clarence is taking her upstairs? Do you think Rexford would share?”

      Kendrick elbowed him, saving me the trouble. “That’s Rexford’s sister.”

      Fairfax gave a disappointed grunt. I was still incapable of speech, caught within the web of the woman’s gaze. For some reason, I felt as though she was sizing me up. If she were anyone else, I would have crossed the distance that separated us and introduced myself. Then I would have done everything in my power to ensure she was in my bed that night.

      She turned away, and Clarence ushered her upstairs.

      “Do you know why she’s here?” Thankfully, my voice sounded somewhat normal.

      Kendrick shrugged. “No idea. But it must be something important for her to come here. Sherbourne usually keeps his daughter locked away at home.”

      Of course he did. The Duke of Sherbourne had lost any measure of control over his eldest son and heir. He wouldn’t want his daughter to be corrupted by her brother’s influence.

      “If Rexford’s sister is visiting him here, it must concern something serious.”

      Fairfax’s words echoed my curiosity, but in the end, it didn’t matter. Rexford’s sister was untouchable. I needed to put thoughts of her from my mind.

      I forced a casual tone I was far from feeling. “She’s beyond our reach.” I moved to the billiard table and began racking the balls. “Another game?”

      Fairfax grinned. “I’d much rather pay to watch you climb out a small bedroom window. If you can arrange for a husband or father to chase you out, I’ll pay double. No, make that triple. It would be worth it.”

      I walked to the head of the table and lined up my first shot—and missed. Fuck. I never missed.

      Fairfax whistled. “It appears today is finally my lucky day.”
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      LADY VICTORIA WRIGHT

      I  followed Mr. Clarence into my brother’s club—King’s. I’m not sure how he knew I was arriving, but Mr. Clarence was already waiting when our carriage slowed to a halt before the building.

      My maid Lily was with me. She must have sent word ahead. At the beginning of the season, the day after Father and I had arrived in London, she’d confessed that my brother had somehow arranged for her to be hired as my lady’s maid. He’d wanted to ensure I had someone close to me who would keep me safe.

      I hadn’t heard from Rexford in years—Father had made certain of that—but Lily had told me that he’d promised he would always be available if I needed assistance. And that morning, Lily had known I needed Rexford’s help.

      Thank heavens Father was busy today. The entire staff kept careful watch over me, and I wondered if that was because Father worried that I, too, might escape. But while Rexford had the means to live independently, I was wholly dependent on my father.

      When I’d woken that morning, dread had shrouded me like a cloud. My entire world was coming to an end. Father had informed me that he’d made arrangements for my betrothal to the Marquess of Heddington, which meant that at the end of the season, I would be the prisoner of another old and, if rumors were to be believed, cruel man.

      But after a short conversation with Lily, I had a glimmer of hope. She’d helped me dress, and I’d informed the staff that I would be going to Bond Street in search of new gloves I simply must have for tonight’s ball. While Father’s carriage waited outside the shop, Lily had escorted me out the back door into another waiting carriage. I hadn’t asked how she’d managed that feat. I didn’t really care. All I needed to know was that the carriage would take me to my brother, who would somehow arrange for my freedom.

      My smile was shaky as I greeted Mr. Clarence and followed him into the club. At one time, he’d been my father’s steward, but he’d left with Rexford and was now helping my brother manage King’s.

      I was overwhelmed by the enormity of my actions and didn’t take in the appearance of the club. He took me through what I assumed was a servant’s hallway and up a set of stairs. When we emerged into what was clearly the billiard room, I was relieved to see that the room was nearly empty. The walls were a deep-green color with mahogany wood accents. Four billiard tables occupied the room, one in each corner, but at this hour, only one group of men was playing.

      I kept my gaze averted and followed Mr. Clarence to a second set of stairs. Some instinct made me turn to look at the three men in the far corner of the room who laughed among themselves. I knew without being told that they were Legends. Only my brother’s closest friends would be here when the club was closed to the public.

      Rexford and his friends were known far and wide as the Legendary Lords of the ton. Knowing that Rexford was my brother, many young women tried to befriend me, hoping I could share some juicy tidbit of gossip. While I couldn’t offer any stories, I’d certainly heard my fair share of rumors from others since arriving in town.

      One of the men turned, and I recognized the appraisal in his eyes when he spotted me. He was very pleasing to the eye, and I could imagine many women falling all over themselves to gain his attention. He possessed classically handsome features and fair hair. Even from this distance, I could tell that he knew the effect he had on women.

      I turned away and started up the stairs. But some invisible force had me glancing over my shoulder. My gaze collided with one of the other two men, and I froze. Nothing existed but the tall, dark-haired man. For some reason, my heart began to race. That hadn’t happened when Father told me I would be marrying Lord Heddington, who had long been a personal friend of his. Nor had it happened when my father arranged for his doctor to examine me yesterday evening to ensure I still possessed my maidenhead.

      The situation had been horrifying, but I wasn’t surprised. Father had always treated me as nothing more than a shiny piece of fluff to trot out before others. I doubt he considered me a person who possessed emotions. Heaven knows he’d made it his life’s mission to eradicate any sign of willfulness.

      Thankfully, the doctor’s examination had been quick and perfunctory. Lily had been present, of course, standing by my shoulder and watching the man like a hawk to ensure he didn’t take any unseemly liberties. I’d simply closed my eyes and pretended I was somewhere else. A lifetime under Father’s tutelage had taught me never to reveal a sign of weakness.

      But something about the way this stranger looked at me made me feel as though he was seeing into my very soul. It unnerved me.

      The spell was broken when Mr. Clarence murmured, “He’s waiting.”

      I turned away with reluctance and followed him up the stairs to my brother’s study. Mr. Clarence opened the door after knocking once, and I preceded him into the room.

      Rexford rose from his seat behind the desk. I hadn’t seen him since he’d escaped Father’s control five years ago. I’d been thirteen years old then to his twenty-three. He was no longer the surly young man he’d been back then. An undeniable air of confidence surrounded him. Rexford opened his arms, and I hurried to embrace him. As he pulled me into his chest, I breathed in his scent.

      He was the owner of King’s and the undisputed head of the Legendary Lords. I’d heard so much gossip about him in the short time I’d been in London. Many thought him wicked, but he was still my brother, and his actions proved that he still cared about me.

      He released me and stared down at me. “I’d hoped never to see you here.”

      Emotion clogged my throat, and I had to force it back. “But you’re not surprised.”

      “No.” He trailed a finger along my cheek. “You’re a young woman now. You were only thirteen years of age the last time I saw you.”

      “Thank you for sending Lily to me,” I said. “If not for her…” I tried not to think about the unspeakable future that had lain ahead for me this morning.

      Rexford shook his head. “That was all Clarence’s doing. As Father’s steward, Clarence was intimately acquainted with his habits. He explained to me that we needed at least one member on Father’s staff who could stay by your side and offer assistance if the need arose.”

      I turned to thank the older man but realized Rexford and I were alone. I would have to thank him later.

      Rexford led me to a set of leather armchairs placed around a small table. Six chairs for the six Legends. I found myself wondering at the many discussions that must have taken place among them in this space. Perhaps they planned out how best to shock society—or how to build my brother’s club into the one place in all of London that men were clamoring to join.

      He waited for me to sit before settling into a chair next to me. “Tell me what happened.”

      “You don’t know?” Somehow, that surprised me.

      He shook his head. “Lily was there to protect you, not to act as a spy. She and Clarence meet periodically so we can ensure you’re well. I know they’ve discussed how best to help you escape Father’s control should the need arise. But it’s not as though she relays everything you think or do.” He reached out to squeeze my hand before dropping it again. “I was afraid Father had poisoned you against me. That I would be the last person you’d come to even if you were in desperate need of help.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Father tried,” I said. “He told me all manner of awful things about how you’d abandoned us and no longer cared about us. But you were always kind to me, even though you were so much older. And that last night before you left, you told me that I could always come to you. I refused to believe you’d changed so much.”

      “You remembered. I hated leaving you there.” His voice was low, soft.

      I wondered if anyone besides me had ever seen this side of him.

      I nodded. “I did. But fear not, Father was never cruel to me. I don’t think he considers me a real person. I was a doll he liked to show off on occasion. But he was never mean.”

      “What happened?” He tilted his head.

      “He wants me to marry Lord Heddington.”

      Rexford swore, and I couldn’t hold back my amused smile. I agreed wholeheartedly.

      “The man is as old as Father and far more lecherous.”

      Something in my brother’s tone sent a shiver of dread down my spine. I knew that men could be cruel to women, but the thought of being bound in marriage to someone like that horrified me. I didn’t want to think about what it would be like to bear that man’s children.

      “What happens now? Do you spirit me away? I don’t want to marry Heddington, but we both know Father would never allow me to go against his wishes.”

      Rexford leaned back in his chair and looked off into the distance, his arms crossed. I could almost hear him thinking, going through scenarios as he tried to figure out how best to help me.

      “I am more than willing to leave. I could hide in a village and pretend to be a young widow. Or perhaps we can say that my husband is in the military and serving on the continent.”

      Rexford shook his head. “You would hate that.”

      I shrugged. “It wouldn’t be horrible. Certainly not that different from being hidden away in Father’s house most of the time. He only trotted me out on occasion.”

      “You’re out in society this year.”

      “Yes, that was the occasion. And many men were interested in courting me. I wasn’t drawn to anyone in particular, but for Father to choose Heddington without even an ounce of consideration for what I wanted…” I sighed. “I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.”

      “It benefits him most,” Rexford said. “The marquess is a powerful man. He’s wealthy and has a voice in parliament that many listen to. And we both know Father’s sole purpose in life is to be the most powerful man in England. He chooses his allies with great care.”

      “And has no qualms about sacrificing his daughter.”

      “Or his son,” Rexford added. “But I got away, and now you have as well.”

      “Father won’t be happy when he returns home and discovers I’m not there. Do you think he’ll come here?”

      Rexford smiled. “Oh, he’ll definitely pay me a visit, but not right away. When he arrives, you’ll already be hidden.”

      The gleam in his eyes told me he’d settled on a course of action. I placed a hand on his arm. “Where am I going?”

      He rested his hand over mind. “Be honest with me, Victoria. Do you merely want to hide from Father? He’ll search all of England until he finds you. But you might be able to convince him to give up on his plans altogether.”

      I’d come here thinking that perhaps my brother could hide me. I’d never considered another option. If I could make him abandon his plans to marry me to Heddington, I wanted to do it.

      “Is that possible? I can’t imagine anything that would make him change his mind.”

      Rexford took careful stock of me as he spoke. “He would abandon you altogether if you were ruined.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Ruined?” Yesterday’s humiliating examination had illustrated just how much Father valued my purity. “Father would be livid.”

      “Yes.” Rexford’s grin held an edge of cruel satisfaction.

      I had to admit that I could understand the emotion. Father didn’t care for either of us. He only cared about what we could do for him. We were extensions of his almighty power. He’d lost control over his heir, which had caused him to tighten his grip on me.

      But if I was ruined… My thoughts went immediately to the broad-shouldered, dark-haired man downstairs who’d caught my attention.

      “What do I need to do?”
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      MORELAND

      Despite my distracted state, I managed to win the game. It was an easy feat since Fairfax was terrible at billiards. He was much better at cards, which meant we traded winnings back and forth. That was fine with me. I was there for the comradery, not to bankrupt my friends.

      Clarence joined us shortly after the game finished. Rexford’s sister wasn’t with him.

      “His Lordship requests your presence upstairs.”

      The three of us must have presented a comical sight, the way we stood there for a few moments just staring at one another. Clearly, no one had a guess about what was happening.

      “Are Clifton and Greyson coming?”

      “I believe they’re in one of the back rooms. I’m on my way to inform them now.” Clarence inclined his head, then turned to do just that.

      The Earls of Clifton and Greyson were the other Legendary members. We numbered six in total: Rexford, me, Fairfax, Kendrick, Clifton, and Greyson. If he wanted to speak to all of us, that made it a formal meeting.

      What could be so important about Rexford’s sister that demanded a meeting of the Legends? Perhaps it was just a coincidence.

      Fairfax nudged me with his shoulder. “Are you worried that you won’t be taking more of my money today? Or are you still thinking about a certain woman?”

      “Remember that you’re talking about Rexford’s sister,” Kendrick said.

      Fairfax’s grin sobered. We all knew that she would be off limits.

      As we made our way upstairs, I couldn’t suppress my anticipation at the thought of seeing her again. I didn’t even know her name. Fairfax knocked, and we entered at Rexford’s acknowledgment.

      I scanned the room, but his sister wasn’t there. Of course not. Why would she need to meet with us? Still, she hadn’t departed the same way she’d arrived. So she’d either left via the back entrance, or she was in one of Rexford’s rooms. The entire top floor was devoted to Rexford’s study and his private chambers. King’s was his club, after all.

      Rexford didn’t speak, but he did move to the sideboard to pour a measure of brandy for us. Six glasses were already laid out.

      Clifton and Greyson entered then. Their raised brows and the way they studied us clearly indicated that they, too, had no idea why the meeting had been called. And since they hadn’t seen Clarence arrive with Rexford’s sister, they were completely in the dark.

      We each took a glass from the sideboard and moved to our usual armchairs.

      “This is unexpected,” Greyson said. “Did something happen that I should be aware of?”

      Rexford drained his glass in one swallow and, with exaggerated care, set it on the low table around which the chairs were gathered. I met Fairfax’s gaze. The air in the room had developed an electrical charge, and I couldn’t help thinking that something momentous was about to happen. Scanning the others, I could tell they felt it too.

      “I’ve had a visit from my sister, who turned eighteen just before the start of the season.”

      “I’m shocked Sherbourne allowed her out of his sight,” Clifton said.

      Rexford folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair. “He didn’t, but a few members in his household are loyal to me. One of them helped Victoria escape my father’s clutches.”

      Victoria. The beauty had a name, and damn if it didn’t make her even more intriguing.

      “The duke will be displeased,” Clifton continued. “I assume this has to do with his plans for marrying her off?”

      Rexford nodded. “She was told last night that he’s arranged to marry her off to Heddington. The wedding is supposed to take place at the end of the season.”

      “Fuck.” I drained my glass.

      “Indeed,” Rexford said.

      Kendrick leaned forward. “Your father can’t know of his reputation. Surely he wouldn’t want his daughter to marry someone with such proclivities.”

      Fairfax nodded. “And what about that business with his wife supposedly jumping to her death because she was grief-stricken about not bearing children.”

      “You underestimate my father,” Rexford said. “All he cares about is power and money, and Heddington has both. He would have no qualms about using Victoria to cement his friendship with the man.”

      Fairfax grunted softly in dismay. “I knew your father was unscrupulous but I didn’t think he was evil.”

      “Is she hiding in your rooms?” Fear slid through my veins at the thought. “Surely your father will come here when he discovers her absence. Since she’s not yet of age, he’ll have the right to remove her from the premises.”

      Rexford’s focus narrowed on me. He had the same eyes as his sister, but hers were spaced more widely. I hadn’t realized it when she’d ensnared me in the depths of her gaze earlier, but Rexford’s were the same unnatural blue. I wondered if they’d inherited that trait from their mother, who by all accounts had been a beauty. Having seen Victoria, even if only for a moment, I could certainly believe it. The thought of the Marquess of Heddington touching her had me clenching my fists, and I had to force myself to relax.

      “Sherbourne will send his men here, yes. They’ll try to forcibly remove her.”

      “So, she’s not here,” Clifton said.

      “She’ll be leaving shortly.”

      I felt a measure of relief. The idea that someone could give their daughter to a man like Heddington was unfathomable.

      “But I won’t be able to hide her forever. She is still three years from her age of majority. Until she turns twenty-one, if my father finds her, he’ll be within his rights to force her to marry whomever he chooses. No one could stop him.”

      “You’ll hide her away in the country?” That made sense to me. Soon, she would be in a carriage, transported far from London by some of Rexford’s men. His most trusted, I hoped, because if Rexford had men in his father’s employ, I wouldn’t be surprised if the reverse was also true.

      “I’m looking for volunteers,” Rexford said.

      “I’ll help her escape. And make sure she’s safely hidden.” I hadn’t realized I would offer until the statement was out of my mouth, but I hated the idea of Rexford’s sister being forced to marry Heddington. If I could help her escape, then I knew she would be safe.

      “You haven’t heard what I have in mind.”

      “You’re asking for volunteers to help her escape London. We’ve all heard stories about Heddington. I’m sure everyone here would do the same.”

      There was a strange look on Rexford’s face.

      A tense silence filled the room, then Fairfax spoke. “What else could you have in mind?”

      Rexford steepled his fingers at his waist, his gaze settling on each of us in turn. “The only way to keep her safe, to make sure she is no longer of use to my father, is to ruin her.”

      Silence settled over us, and I imagined the others were as shocked as I was. Was Rexford saying that he wanted one of us to compromise, then discard, his sister?

      Fairfax cleared his throat. “I will gladly sacrifice myself for the cause.” I punched his shoulder, and he released a soft grunt. “What? He asked for volunteers.”

      Rexford looked at me. “Are you still eager to help, Moreland?”

      Rexford knew me well enough to know that I would always come to the aid of a friend. But the matter concerning his sister was more than a little unsettling. It would make me the target of a very powerful duke, who would do anything in his power to destroy me. Despite my certainty that the situation would become far more complicated than the simple solution Rexford presented, I couldn’t stand the idea of anyone else going near his sister.

      I nodded. “I am at your service.”

      Rexford’s gaze remained on me. “If the rest of you could give us a few minutes.”

      The other men rose to their feet. No one spoke, but each one in turn squeezed my shoulder, communicating their unspoken support, before filing out of the room.

      Rexford’s eyes remained on me the entire time. When the door closed, he finally spoke. “You don’t have to do this. If you have any doubts, I’ll understand.”

      Even if I were so inclined, I wouldn’t change my mind. I owed Rexford—all the Legends, really—everything. He knew that, and I respected the fact that he didn’t want to force me.

      But what he didn’t know was that something intangible had taken place downstairs when his sister and
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