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    To Icey & Lincoln,
Thank you for helping Mema name her characters.
I love you silly monsters!
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Matchmaking Madness ~ How the Lady Charmed the Marquess
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HERO ~ JASPER SINCLAIR

Heroine ~ Charlotte (Charlie) Holbrooke

Uncle Theo ~ Duke of Colebourne

Lucas Gray ~ Colebourne’s son

Susanna Forrester ~ Colebourne’s sister-in-law

Duncan Forrester ~ Lady Forrester’s son/Colebourne’s nephew

Jacqueline Holbrooke ~ Charlotte’s sister/Colebourne’s niece

Evelyn Holbrooke ~ Charlotte’s twin sister/Colebourne’s niece

Gemma Holbrooke ~ Charlotte’s cousin/Colebourne’s niece

Abigail Cason ~ Colebourne’s ward

Selina Pemberton ~ Lucas Gray’s fiancée

Reese Worthington ~ House party guest

Barrett Ralston ~ House party guest

Griffen Kincaid ~ House party guest
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Chapter One
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Charlotte Holbrooke, Charlie to her family and friends, trudged along the walking path around the house, her slippers kicking at the gravel. She'd left her sisters and cousin in the library, poring over the latest fashion plates. Uncle Theodore’s news during dinner had heightened their excitement. News in which Charlie found no pleasure. Why now? She didn’t want to leave while Sapphire was due to give birth any day now. While she wouldn’t be the one who delivered the foal, Charlie wanted to offer comfort to Sapphire during the birthing process. Who wanted to prance around like a lady trying to capture a gentleman’s interest during the London season? Not her. Charlie found it unpleasant when Uncle Theo made her wear a dress during dinner. 

She had followed Abigail out of the library, but lost sight of her in the darkness. Charlie understood why Abby left and wanted to ease her discomfort. Even though they were all wards of Uncle Theodore, because their fathers were his brothers, Abby wasn’t. She had been the maid’s daughter to her Aunt Paulina. When tragedy had struck Charlotte’s family, killing her parents, aunts, uncles, and their servants in a boating accident, Abigail was left all alone. Uncle Theo took her under his wing and included her in their family. Since Abby came from a servant’s family, the ton wouldn’t accept her. Charlie’s family considered Abigail as one of them, but others would not.  

Raised voices bellowed out from the open window further along the path. Charlie gathered her skirts in one hand, stepped into the grass to muffle her footsteps, and made her way closer to the window. She pressed against the stone façade, listening to her cousin, Lucas Gray, arguing with Uncle Theodore. Only Uncle Theo wasn’t so much arguing back, but laughing off Lucas’s points on why allowing the girls a season in London all at once was madness. 

“Are you quite mad, old man?” Lucas asked.

“On the contrary, I am quite sane.”

“Well, I disagree. First thing tomorrow, I will consult with the lawyer on how to lock you up in Bedlam.”

Uncle Theodore laughed. “Pour me one of those too, since you want to argue this out.”

Charlie watched Lucas’s reflection in the window while he poured them each of glass of whiskey. She noted Lucas filled his glass near the rim. Charlie wrinkled her nose, grimacing at the drink. She had tried it once before and didn’t have a pleasurable experience with the toxic liquid. How they took enjoyment from it was beyond her. 

“First off, dressing four females at one time for the London season will break the bank,” Lucas replied wryly. 

“We have plenty of money to spoil on these ladies and they deserve it. However, not four, but five.”

Five? Charlie mouthed. 

“Five?”

“Yes, you are forgetting Abigail.”

“But she is not a lady, father. The best you could offer to Abigail is to present her as a lady's companion.”

Charlie fumed. At times, Lucas could be an imbecile. Not a lady? Abigail acted more like a lady than Charlie. How dare he insult Abigail? 

“I will pretend you did not utter those remarks concerning Abigail. We have raised her to be a lady, and so she is. I am ashamed of your blatant disregard for the girl.”

Lucas sighed. “I meant no disrespect, Father. You know I do not consider Abigail as such. I only argue on how others will perceive her.”

“Well, I have never cared for how others think, only for how I do. As should you, my boy. Now, let us hear your other arguments, and then I shall inform you of my plans.”

“Never mind. I do not wish to insult my cousins, any more than I meant to insult Abigail. You know of their faults, and how others will judge them. If you believe they are ready, then I must accept your judgment. However, for the record, let it be known that I still think this is madness.”

Uncle Theo laughed again. “Duly noted, my boy. Before the season begins, I thought we would host a house party. Introduce the girls to some gentlemen, so they can practice their flirtation skills. At the end of the party, we will throw a ball. This will also give them some practice on how to organize an event. They can help your Aunt Susanna with the planning.”

Lucas shook his head in defeat. Charlie’s ire at him grew. Obviously, he found fault with all of his cousins’ qualities. While Uncle Theo was a relaxed man who went along with the mood, Lucas was a stickler for all things proper and planned. He never veered off course. Even down to accepting his fate of marriage. Uncle Theo had arranged a betrothal when Lucas was a lad. It was to the daughter of another prominent duke. Upon their marriage, as the only children of dukedoms, they would amass a substantial fortune. It was a shame that Uncle Theo didn’t wait to see how the lady’s character would shape. As it stood, her cousin would end up married to a shrew. Maybe after Lucas married his shrew, he would appreciate how amazing Abigail was. By then, it would be too late. 

“Each girl will require a new wardrobe. Can we not introduce one lady at a time? Since Jacqueline is the oldest, why not let her have a season this year? The following year, the twins can have their chance, then the year after, Gemma and Abigail can make their debut.” Lucas continued to reason with his father. 

“All those seasons will not be necessary.”

“Do you believe each lady will succeed in their first season?” Lucas scoffed. 

Charlie growled. Lucas had gone too far. She wanted to step in front of the window and inform him so. But she wanted to listen to her uncle’s response more. Charlie knew eavesdropping benefited no one. But if their season was part of a bigger plan, Charlie needed to learn as many details as necessary. Then she could inform the other ladies what was at stake. 

“Have you heard anything interesting?” A voice whispered from behind her.

Charlie stilled, rolling her eyes. Another insufferable male with whom they were expected to share the evening. She had forgotten about Lord Jasper Sinclair. He had joined their family for dinner. Again. Charlie had gotten so lost in Uncle Theo and Lucas’s conversation that she didn’t notice Sinclair wasn't present and taking part in the lively discussion. She was positive Sinclair would have had his own opinion, if so. 

Charlie turned and put a finger to her lips. “Shh.” And turned back to listen.

“If they wanted you to listen, they would have invited you to join them,” Sinclair whispered louder. 

Charlie closed her eyes, gritting her teeth. If she couldn’t get rid of Sinclair, then she risked Lucas discovering her. Charlie turned back, raised her hand, and gave Sinclair the motion to move on. However, she couldn’t deter the marquess. 

She tried, “This does not concern you, Sinclair.”

“Ahh, then it must concern you. Perhaps, I wish to listen too, you know, just in case. Move aside, love. I am a bit curious myself.” 

Sinclair placed his hands on Charlotte’s waist and lifted her effortlessly behind him. Charlie growled. The brute. He would get them caught with his high-handed ways. Sinclair looked over his shoulder and winked at Charlie. His smile was contagious. Charlie shook her head—Sinclair’s smile was her downfall. No matter how much he infuriated Charlie, all he had to do was to flash that sparkling smile her way. And she melted. Literally melted. Melted into a simpering maid at his beck and call. 

Jasper Sinclair sensed Charlotte was shooting daggers at his back. The smile would only halt her for so long before Charlotte would shove him to the side. She shouldn’t be spying on her uncle and cousin anyway. However, Sinclair’s curiosity had grown when Gray asked Sinclair to excuse himself after port. He'd wondered what Gray needed to discuss with his father so urgently. Sinclair thought it had something to do with the announcement the duke made at dinner. A very generous offer for the young ladies, who became excited and exclaimed with glee. Except for Charlotte and Abigail.

Sinclair understood why Abigail wouldn’t find joy with the news. With her standing in society, Abigail wouldn’t be able to attend most functions to which the other ladies would receive invitations.  If she did, it would have to be as a companion, not as a lady seeking to draw the attention of a gentleman to court her. Sinclair had a few connections who would find pleasure in having Abigail Cason for a wife. Sinclair would follow up on them when they traveled to London and make the necessary introductions. He, like the other families in the county, held a soft spot for the miss. 

He also understood why Charlotte would balk at the idea. Sinclair laughed to himself, knowing full well Charlie hated being in a dress at this very moment. He could only imagine her forced into silk and lace, acting all prim and proper. Sinclair’s shoulders shook while he pictured the storm Charlie would create in the ton. 

“What is so humorous, you buffoon?” Charlie hissed. 

Her comment set him off. Sinclair let out a bark of laughter, drawing Gray’s attention to the open window. When Gray drew closer, Sinclair shook his head and mouthed Charlie to him. Gray nodded and spoke louder.

“We should join the ladies in the library, Father. We can continue this discussion at a later time.”

“Nothing more to discuss, my boy. My decision is final.”

Sinclair waited until the duke and his son left the study before he turned around. Charlie’s glare only made his smile grow wider. He loved provoking her into a tiff. Sinclair shrugged in apology.

“Sorry, nothing more to learn.”

“Do you not have a home to return to?” 

“Yes, my lady, I do. But I shall return here soon.”

“Whatever for?”

“Your uncle has extended an invitation to his house party. I do not wish to miss it for the world.”

Sinclair bowed and walked away towards the house before Charlie responded. He knew he left her irritated and took great pleasure from it. From what he overheard, it appeared the duke had a plan for the house party involving his wards. The duke meant to play matchmaker, and Sinclair wanted no part of it. However, it would be enjoyable to observe. He must steer clear of ever being alone with any of the ladies. Especially Charlotte. There was something about the chit attracting him to her. Probably just the amusement of her mischiefs. It had nothing to do with ... no, of course not.

Charlie watched Sinclair round the corner of the house before she breathed again. She rested her hands on her waist. Her body still tingled from his touch. Why did the one gentleman who was so infuriating hold such an effect on her? Not only had Sinclair flustered her this evening, but he also prevented Charlie from learning what her uncle had planned for them. At least she learned some of his agenda. She would wait until tomorrow morning to share the information. For now, Charlie only wanted to savor Sinclair’s touch a little while longer. 
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Chapter Two
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Charlie slipped inside Abigail’s bedroom, searching until she found Abby with her back to the room, staring out the window. Abby held a hot chocolate, taking small sips. 


“Do you not agree, Abigail?” Gemma asked.


“Yes, dear.” Abby glanced over her shoulder, bestowing Gemma with a smile. 

Charlie noticed the sadness in Abigail’s eyes. Would it change once Charlie shared her news? Or would Abigail see Uncle Theo’s offer as charity? Even though it was anything but charity. Uncle Theo considered Abigail to be family, as they all did. Only Abigail always tried to maintain a distance, believing herself unworthy of their love. When Abigail’s gaze landed on Charlie, she smiled wistfully.

“Good morning, Charlotte.”

The rest of the girls offered their early morning greetings in between discussing the grand adventure they were about to embark on. Charlie needed to share with them the news. Then, Abigail would feel comfortable in her own bedroom.

Every morning the girls would meet for hot chocolate and pastries, discussing their plans for the day. The routine had begun after their arrival to live with Uncle Theo. All of them were out of sorts, and this early morning ritual gave them the stability they needed. They would crawl out of bed, pull on their dressing gowns, and invade a different bedroom every day. Today of all days happened to be Abigail’s room. 

“Is this not the most exciting news, Charlie?” Gemma gushed.

Gemma would be the most excited of them to enjoy a London season. She was the epitome of a perfect lady. She had followed all their lessons as taught, dressed fabulously, and her manners were impeccable. Gemma would capture many hearts throughout this ordeal. However, she should have been the most sensitive to Abigail. Especially since they were as close as sisters. Abigail’s mother had been the maid to Gemma’s mother. They had been the best of friends while their parents lived, and now they were sisters. 

“Not really,” Charlie muttered.

Gemma laughed. “You will change your opinion once we arrive in London. Our days will be filled with sights to see, shops to explore, and balls to attend. I am positive Uncle Theo will even take you to Tattersalls to help him purchase more horses for his stock.”

Charlie hadn’t thought of visiting London’s premiere horsing establishment. Perhaps London didn’t sound so terrible after all. 

“Do you imagine so?”

“I am sure you could persuade him to,” Charlie’s older sister Jacqueline answered.

“That is, if we even make it to London,” replied Charlie.

“Why would we not? Uncle Theo told us at dinner his intentions. Has he changed his mind? And how do you know?” Evelyn, her twin sister asked. 

All eyes pinned Charlotte with questions. She didn’t want to admit to this part. While they would appreciate what she'd learned, they would be upset with her for eavesdropping. Her unlady-like habit had gotten them into trouble many times. Even causing them to miss out on joining special events. The last time Charlie convinced them to snoop, they had lost out on attending the village fair. Charlie had persuaded the rest of the girls to spy on Lucas’s picnic with his betrothed, Selina Pemberton. Uncle Theo had pressured Lucas to start his attempts to court the miss, even though their engagement was solid. Uncle Theo explained that even though they'd secured the girl’s hand, she still deserved the courtly rituals. In Charlie’s opinion, Selina didn’t deserve the special treatment at all, or Lucas for that matter. 

They had hidden themselves across the pond behind the bushes and watched Lucas’s sorry attempt at courting. Not that the poor bloke hadn’t tried, it was just that his fiancée didn’t appreciate his charm. When Lucas had accidentally poured lemonade down Selina’s dress, the spying girls started giggling. Luckily, Lucas hadn’t heard them. In his clumsy attempt to help Selina clean her dress, Lucas bumped her into the pond. At his every attempt to pull her out, she only sunk deeper into the mud. The girls had started laughing harder. 

When Charlie tried to peer over Gemma’s shoulder, doubling over in laughter, she caused them to fall through the bushes. They exposed their hiding place, showing them having great delight in Lucas’s predicament. It made for an interesting afternoon.

Before their appearance, Selina had been berating Lucas. Then when she had an audience, she turned on the waterworks. When Lucas managed to pull her out, Selina’s maid rushed over with a blanket and helped her back to the house. Her wails grew louder the further she stormed away. Lucas glared at them, shaking his head while he gathered the picnic basket, and followed Selina. Once Selina reached the house, she cried her distress to her father and Uncle Theo. She blamed the girls' presence for her misfortune. Uncle Theo forced them to apologize to Selina and then punished them by forbidding them to attend the village fair. Selina had gloated throughout dinner, her calculated gaze assessing each girl with triumph. 

“Um, I might have overheard Uncle Theo and Lucas on my walk outside after dinner.” Charlie winced. 

“They were holed up in Uncle’s study after dinner. If you overheard anything, it meant you were eavesdropping again. Have you not learned your lesson?” Jacqueline reprimanded. 

“It was not my intention. I was taking a walk along the path and their raised voices floated out the window. When I stopped to remove a pebble from my shoe, I overheard ...”

“Charlotte,” Evelyn said. “The truth. Do not make up stories.”

Charlie sighed. The worst part of having a twin was that her sister always knew when she lied.

“All right. There was no pebble. But I only stopped because Lucas was shouting at Uncle Theo. I grew concerned. They were discussing Uncle Theo’s promise to our debut into London society this year, so I decided to listen. In all fairness, it concerned us. I believe Uncle’s offer is only a façade.”

Each girl glanced at the other in question before returning their focus on Charlie. She saw their questions, but only had a few answers for them. The rest they would need to learn on their own. Between the five of them, they would have no trouble in discovering their uncle’s agenda. 

“What makes you think he plays us false?” asked Jacqueline.

“Well for starters, before we travel to London, he plans on hosting a house party where we can practice our social skills. Or in Uncle Theo’s words, our flirtation skills.” Charlie rolled her eyes.

“That sounds marvelous. Who does he plan to invite?” asked Gemma.

“He did not say.”

“Charlie, if you are going to listen to other people’s conversations, you need to learn to do a better job of it,” Gemma scoffed.

“Well I learned ...” Charlie began, watching Abigail sneak toward the door. 

“What did you learn?” Evelyn asked.

“You may wish to stay, Abigail. This concerns you too.”

Abigail paused with a hand on the doorknob. “I do not see how?”

“Why would it not?” Gemma asked Abigail.

Abigail sighed. “Gemma, I cannot be presented into society. I am not one of you.”

“What nonsense. You are family.”

Abigail smiled patiently, waiting for someone to explain to Gemma what she couldn’t. She wouldn’t embarrass Gemma with an explanation now. Abigail would explain later. When no one spoke, Abigail sat next to her friend on the bed and offered a hand. When Gemma clasped it, Abigail turned her attention to Charlie. 

“Continue with your explanation, Charlotte,” Abigail urged.

“Abigail, Uncle Theo’s offer extends to you too. When Lucas objected to Uncle’s plans for our entrance into society, he clarified that you would be included.”

“Why would Lucas object?” asked Jacqueline.

“First, he mentioned the cost of financing a new wardrobe for each of us. Then he made a comment to what a disaster it would be, considering our personalities.”

“What is wrong with our personalities?” asked Abigail.

“He did not go into detail. Then Uncle Theo implied that if his house party were a success, not all of us would have a London season. Why would he imply that?” 

“Because it would appear our uncle plans on playing matchmaker. He plans on us making matches with his guests. The sneaky devil,” said Jacqueline. 

“Why would he offer each of us a chance at a London season, if he did not mean it?” asked Evelyn.

“Because he wishes to trick us into believing the house party was an introduction of what we would expect once we reach London. He plans on our excitement of entertaining his guests and throwing a ball, all the while manipulating us into marriages,” Jacqueline explained.

They each sat, pondering the implications, helpless if that were the case, their doubts and insecurities rising to the surface. None of them had parents who would object for them. They were at the mercy of Uncle Theodore. Not that their uncle’s actions were an act to relieve himself of their care. No, Uncle Theo’s actions were of an old man who wanted his wards secured in the world before anything happened to himself. After his bout with pneumonia last year, he worried that their futures weren’t settled. Yes, Lucas would see to their care, but not with the same heart Uncle Theo had. Uncle had spoiled them, catering to their every whim. While Lucas, once he married Selina, would still be generous toward their care, his wife would find a reason to remove each lady from the estate at the earliest convenience. 

“This is even more splendid. Eligible bachelors at our beck and call. We will not have to compete with any other ladies. And Uncle Theo will only invite the very best,” said Gemma.

Leave it to Gemma to find a positive outlook for this affair. Although outwardly reserved, she also looked on everything in life as a grand adventure. To her, every cloud had a silver lining. 

“Gemma has a point. We should all approach this house party as a chance to step out of our comfort zone and indulge in a gentleman’s attention. A little light flirtation will be great practice for when we take London by storm. When I mean a gentleman’s attention, I am only implying conversation and nothing else. Do you understand? We will not put ourselves in situations that we cannot undo. Also, we will only consider marriage if it is a love match and nothing less. If it does not happen, then Uncle Theo will take us to London. Do we agree on this?” asked Jacqueline.

“Agreed.” Every girl nodded except for Abigail. Charlie noticed Abigail still didn’t believe Uncle Theo included her in his invitation. Or else she refused to take part. Either way, Charlie would make it a goal to find somebody worthwhile for Abigail to love. She had thought, at one time, that gentleman would be Lucas. However, with his betrothal he couldn’t throw Selina to the side. After hearing Lucas’s remarks from the previous evening about Abigail, Charlie realized she had been mistaken about her cousin’s regard toward Abigail.

“Now, what else did you overhear?” asked Jacqueline.

“Yes, well, I was unable to hear the rest of the conversation. More like, someone interrupted me.”

“Oh no. Did Lucas and Uncle Theo catch you?” asked Evelyn.

“No, not them,” Charlie sighed.

“Then who?” 

“Sinclair,” Charlie growled.

A hush fell over the room. All eyes stared at Charlotte again. Each lady held a different meaning with their look. Not wanting to wonder what they might all suggest, Charlie rose from the chair and walked to the window. She knew Jacqueline’s stare was one of a parental sort that implied at the inappropriate nature of Charlie being alone with Sinclair in the dark. The smirk from Gemma was one of envy. Every girl in the county wanted to be alone with the rake. Everyone except Charlie. Evelyn had tilted her head with a questioning stare. Charlie could explain away every look, but one. Evelyn’s stare was the only one that made Charlie uneasy. There was too much truth in her twin’s gaze. One that Charlie didn’t want to analyze. To do so would open Charlie to emotions she didn’t want to discuss with a soul, even with Evelyn. 

“That overbearing man moved me out of the way, so he could listen himself. Then he refused to tell me what he overheard. He only laughed. And to make matters worse, Sinclair is one of the gentlemen Uncle Theo extended an invitation to. Now I will have to suffer through his annoying company for the next week. Why does he even need to stay here? His home is only a half-hour ride away.”

“Perhaps he wishes to win your hand?” Gemma teased.

Charlie snarled.

“Or maybe mine,” Gemma said wistfully.

Charlie shook her head at the foolishness. Every gentleman within a one-mile radius, Gemma sighed over. Jasper Sinclair was no exception. And Gemma was no exception to Jasper Sinclair. He always flirted shamelessly with her cousin. Gemma enjoyed the attention and flirted back. Was he joining the house party for a chance to win Gemma? The thought didn’t sit well with Charlie. Not that she wanted him for herself. 

“This is the exact behavior that must not happen when this house party is in full swing. I understand Uncle Theo has been lenient with our behavior over the years. However, we must not bring shame on our family. I know Sinclair is a regular staple in our lives. But during this time, we will all behave differently toward him. No more private moments with Jasper Sinclair. And that includes you too, Charlotte,” Jacqueline ordered.

“I do not wish to be alone with that man,” Charlie said. 

While the rest of the ladies discussed their plans for the house party, Charlie reflected on the certain gentleman. Did she secretly wish to be alone with Jasper Sinclair? Did Charlie want Jasper to scandalously flirt with her too? Charlie touched her waist and remembered how his touch last night, but for a brief moment, had affected her. Did Sinclair wish to be alone with her?
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The bark of the oak dug into Charlie’s arm. She wanted to sink into the lush green grass and lean against the tree, but that would only ruin the new day dress and send Aunt Susanna into a fit. She wasn’t really her aunt, but all the girls addressed her as such. Aunt Susanna was Lucas’s aunt, his mother's sister. When they had first come to live with Uncle Theo, she stayed for a while, helping everyone adjust to their new lives. Throughout the years, she had been a comfort, always holding her arms open to cry in, answering questions none of them wanted to address with Uncle Theodore, and offering advice. Aunt Susanna was the closest they had to a mother. Charlie didn’t want to upset her, when Aunt Susanna had worked so hard to make the house party a success. Charlie knew they were searching for her right now, but she didn’t want to leave this sanctuary. This old oak tree had been her salvation whenever she needed to gather her thoughts and build confidence.

Charlie tugged on the material, trying to raise the dress higher. The front of the dress, while demure and perfectly acceptable for a lady, displayed more skin than she usually preferred. When Charlotte had dressed along with Evelyn in their bedroom, the transformation was astounding. She had stood in front of the mirror regarding the miss staring back, while Polly dressed Evelyn’s hair. Polly had given Charlotte a simple up-sweep with a few tendrils hanging loose. Now Charlotte's cheeks were flushed, and she appeared to be a beauty. Charlotte frowned. 

A beauty, she scoffed. Who did she fool? Now, Evelyn, she was a beauty, and a natural-born lady. Charlie was unpredictable, no one ever knowing what fool thing she would attempt next, and there were the unrefined conversations. She questioned everything. In contrast, Evelyn was quiet, demure, polite, and very much predictable. They may have been identical in looks, but their personalities were at opposite ends. 

Charlie watched the carriages arrive in the drive. Aunt Susanna and Uncle Theo greeted them, and Gemma, Abigail, and her sisters were waiting in the parlor to meet the guests. Where she should be at this moment, but Charlie couldn’t bring herself to leave this one safe place where she could be herself. 

Lucas stood correct. Uncle Theo was mad. Oh, Charlie knew his full intention for this house party. Did he expect they could charm the gentlemen he invited into offering for their hands? Especially her? The idea only made Charlie want to cringe. Even the house party was out of the norm. No one hosted house parties in the spring—the summer or early fall were the appropriate times. However, no one would speak otherwise against Uncle Theo, because of his eccentric ways. No one dared to cross the powerful duke. If he wanted to have a house party in the spring, then it would be the talk
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