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            For Toni, Isabelle, and Abbey. I was blessed the day you joined my family.
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            Prologue

         
         
            “This will prove a spirited beginning . . .”

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         
            Autumn, 1825

         

         This wasn’t the first time Reed Sterling had a pistol aimed at him, and it likely wouldn’t be the last. Though until now,
            he’d never seen one brandished by such a prim bluenose.
         

         
         From the doorway of Sterling’s, he studied the chestnut-haired figure standing in the pallid morning light in St. James’s.
            She wore a plain straw bonnet, situated squarely on the crown of her head, and a tailored fawn walking dress that covered
            her from throat to footpath.
         

         
         As the owner of a gaming hell, Reed had a knack for getting a sense of a person straightaway. This woman, for example, likely
            imagined that her unadorned self was hardly worth notice and easily forgotten.
         

         
         She couldn’t have been more wrong.

         
         He was wholly aware of her, and it had nothing to do with the weapon in her grasp.

         
         There wasn’t a single embellishment in her attire. No baubles, feathers, or even embroidered cuffs. And yet, his attention
            was fixed like a child’s who’d spied a brown paper package with his name on the card. And all he could think was, I wonder what’s inside all that clever wrapping.
         

         
         A pair of brownish-gray eyes narrowed at him. “Surely you are not the owner of this gambling establishment.”
         

         
         At the slight rasp in her voice, his flesh tightened over his frame, pulse thrumming. “I am Reed Sterling.”

         
         The fringe of her black lashes bunched together. “Impossible. A man of such a reputedly successful business would have a degree
            of distinction.”
         

         
         “Carry a walking stick?” he offered, stepping down to the pavement. “Quizzing glass on a chain?”

         
         “Something of the sort. In the very least, he should be graying at the temples.”

         
         Reed scrubbed a hand through his ungrizzled brown hair, still damp from his daily sparring exercises.

         
         She followed the gesture, scrutinizing him the same way he had done to her, her gaze sweeping over his form. The only difference
            was that her cheeks colored as if she’d never seen a man in his shirtsleeves before. And when he grinned, she flushed deeper.
         

         
         “Why, you’re not even properly attired,” she chided in a scandalized whisper. “Surely you do not always receive calls in such
            a state.”
         

         
         “I was informed that you rapped rather impatiently on the door and demanded an audience without delay. Though the lad neglected
            to tell me that you intended to shoot me.”
         

         
         “Shoot you? Of all the absurd—” Her eyes widened slightly when she glanced down to the dueling pistol and frilly white handkerchief in
            her grasp. Then, with nothing more than a casual turn of her wrist, she pointed the long blackened barrel at the ground instead
            of at his heart. “This isn’t what it seems. I merely carried the weapon over in my reticule because I knew it belonged to
            one of your drunken patrons. But do not worry yourself for it isn’t loaded. I made certain of it. And the percussion cap is
            absent as well.”
         

         
         “Know a lot about pistols, do you?”

         
         He watched, amused as she awkwardly began to slip the handkerchief through the engraved trigger guard and around the checkered
            grip as she continued.
         

         
         “When I discovered the heinous thing this morning, I skimmed through a book in my uncle’s library. I had to ascertain if it
            was safe to remove from our doorstep. We live there, you see.”
         

         
         Reed’s gaze did not follow her gesture to the stately townhouse across the street, adorned with pristine white pillars and
            box windows that had been void of candlelight until a sennight ago. “I already know who my neighbors are, Miss Bourne.”
         

         
         “You know my—” She broke off, her full lips parting. Then, she straightened with a jerk as if he’d just pinched her bottom
            instead of merely saying her name. “You should not address me as if we are acquainted. We are not. Nor are we likely to be
            formally introduced at any social function.”
         

         
         “Because common blokes like me don’t get invited to the high-society parties you lot attend?”

         
         Those lashes bunched together again. “Because I am certain that I do not share any amusements with a man who promotes lascivious
            activities like imbibing in liquor, gaming, dueling—”
         

         
         “Not dueling,” he said firmly, feeling a muscle twitch at his jawline. After his own father was killed in a duel, Reed had
            a supreme distaste for the practice. In fact, he spent a good deal of his nights trying to keep his more hotheaded patrons
            from demanding satisfaction over insignificant slights. “It’s a coward’s way to hide behind a pistol. Real men know how to settle a score fairly.”
         

         
         “An educated man might use words to reach an amicable understanding with another. However, I do not imagine that is the preferred method of the owner of a
            gambling establishment.”
         

         
         Actually, it was. As far as Reed was concerned, a man in his line of work had to be skilled in the art of mollifying and mediation.
            But he didn’t feel the need to explain himself to Miss Bourne. He’d let her think what she liked. Besides, he was enjoying
            how easy it was to get a rise out of her.
         

         
         “Using words? Now, where’s the sport in that?” He chuckled at the way she huffed, all smug and superior, even as her curious gaze dipped
            to the open neck of his shirt once more. “I tell you, nothing excites a mob of dandy, silk-pursed aristocrats more than the
            prospect of betting on blood sport. Every time I get these duel-at-dawn gents to step into the ring for a few bare-knuckled
            blows instead, it’s good for business.”
         

         
         She paled visibly, her mouth set in grim disapproval. “You encourage . . . pugilism in your establishment as well?”

         
         “Aye. I was a prizefighter, you know,” he announced with a carefully humble expression, expecting her to look down the length
            of him with renewed interest. His former title fascinated most women, no matter if their blood was aristocrat blue or common
            red.
         

         
         He waited for her eyes to flit over him, for her mouth to soften. But after a beat or two, and her expression remained unchanged,
            it became apparent that Miss Bourne was not like most women.
         

         
         Reed shifted, straightening his shoulders. As a fighter, he was still considered something of a legend. Men from all over
            England knew his name. And the fortune he’d earned helped him open Sterling’s. In fact, that was what set his hell apart from
            others and put him on par with clubs like Brook’s and Boodle’s. He offered everything under one roof—betting books, fine food
            and liquor, a private silk-covered room for a gent and his paramour, high-stakes gaming at the tables, and ring-side exhibitions.
         

         
         Sterling’s was truly a man’s world.

         
         “I also give lessons to the patrons who can afford it,” he added proudly, but wished he’d kept quiet. To his own ears, he
            sounded as if he was trying to impress her.
         

         
         She sniffed with disdain, extending the handkerchief-tied pistol that dangled from her fingertips. “How thrilled you must
            be to teach violence to other men.”
         

         
         When he took the weapon, she immediately smoothed her hands down her skirts as if the thought of touching him sickened her.
            So it was like that, was it?
         

         
         “My family and I are at an unfortunately close proximity to this”—she paused to draw in a breath, her cool gaze flitting over
            his shoulder to the open doorway—“institution.”
         

         
         He untied the handkerchief, then balled it in his fist before offering it back to her.

         
         She wrinkled her brow. Then, somehow, she managed to tug the dainty square free without the barest contact, and so swiftly
            that the finely stitched seams left a burning trail along his palm.
         

         
         Watching as she tucked the lace down into her glove, he wondered if it was still warmed by the heat of his fist. He hoped
            it was. He wanted her to imagine that she was only a scrap of lace away from the bare hand of a common man.
         

         
         “What is unfortunate to some might be fortuitous to others,” he said. “There are many who would enjoy living so near Sterling’s.”

         
         “That is not the case in my circumstance, I assure you. And I would prefer it if you would keep the midnight carousing of
            your patrons to a dull roar and ask them not to litter on our doorstep.”
         

         
         “If you don’t wish to live here, Miss Bourne, then take other lodgings. I’m certain that the duchess can find someone else
            to rent her townhouse, or even to buy it outright.”
         

         
         Her chin snapped up. “How dare you speak of my patroness in a familiar manner, as if you share an acquaintance. It is because
            of you and your seedy establishment that the estimable Duchess of Holliford was forced to abandon St. James’s and now lives
            in Mayfair. Her Grace has been the kindest and most generous person my sisters and I have ever known and I will not stand
            for any such casual references.”
         

         
         Miss Bourne was a fierce one, to be sure. All prim and proper on the outside, but with the heart of a warrior.

         
         The sight of those flashing eyes and castigating mouth had Reed’s pulse thrumming once more. Against his better judgment,
            he wondered what other passions might be lurking beneath such a tempting, haughty veneer.
         

         
         “If it wasn’t for Her Grace,” she continued, “my family would never have been able to embark on our new venture. We plan to
            run a business from the townhouse, you see.”
         

         
         He smirked. “Is that so?”

         
         “Indeed. The Bourne Matrimonial Agency will doubtless become the ton’s premier establishment. We open our doors a fortnight from today. There’s even an advertisement in The Post.”
         

         
         His amusement faded as the look of smug certainty settled over her fine features. Apparently, this wasn’t a jest.

         
         Suddenly, his mind’s eye flashed with a vision of hoity-toity society women traipsing along the footpath with their frilly
            parasols and clucking their tongues at his patrons for drinking, cursing, and gambling to excess.
         

         
         That would be bad for his business.

         
         “And what would this agency do, exactly?”
         

         
         “Simply put, we are matchmakers. Or rather my uncle, Viscount Eggleston, is. My sisters and I will assist him in taking the
            applications of our clients and in finding prospective spouses for them.”
         

         
         Reed choked on a laugh. Why had he worried for a single instant over such a foolish enterprise?

         
         “That’s a new trick for husband hunting. Your uncle pretends to play matchmaker, then, while taking down the names of the most eligible bachelors in London, he just happens to find wealthy,
            titled husbands for each of his nieces.”
         

         
         “You are wrong, Mr. Sterling. The purpose of the Bourne Matrimonial Agency is to serve others. To promote worthy ideals like
            honor and respect—things I’m certain are foreign to a man whose primary goal is to introduce wickedness to the world.”
         

         
         “I cannot take full credit for all the wickedness in the world, or even in London. It’s been around much longer than either
            of us. That’s how I know my estimable establishment will outlast yours.”
         

         
         When her dark winged brows arched in challenge, a thrill shot through him, heating his blood. That inner warrior flashed in
            her eyes, so close to the surface that he wondered what it would take to unleash it completely.
         

         
         “It is the prideful man who will fall to his knees the hardest,” she said.

         
         He leaned in, just a bit, and lowered his voice. “Not when he fixes his attention on what matters.”

         
         Her cheeks colored again, but she didn’t back down. She set her hands on her hips as if to make herself larger. “Mark my words—the
            Bourne Matrimonial Agency is here to stay.”
         

         
         “You and your sisters will be married off and gone in six months.”

         
         “Proof of how little you know of your new neighbors.”

         
         “I know that three highborn young women wouldn’t have moved to London unless they intended to find themselves three highborn
            gentlemen to marry.”
         

         
         “Wrong again, Mr. Sterling.”

         
         Miss Bourne didn’t bother to elaborate. Instead, she turned on her heel with a snap and confidently navigated through the
            morning traffic.
         

         
         Reed watched her go, admiring the swish of her plain brown skirts. And by the time she safely reached the other side, any
            lingering concern that this matchmaking agency would jeopardize Sterling’s success was laid to rest. There wasn’t a doubt
            in his mind that Miss Bourne would take a husband and lose interest in her business within six months. Perhaps even sooner.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            “Her way was clear, though not quite smooth.”

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         
            A Year and a Half Later

         

         Scrutinizing the white-glazed sign on the outer door, Ainsley Bourne absently worried the corner of her thumbnail. Her livelihood
            depended on these freshly painted words.
         

         
         
            Welcome to the Bourne Matrimonial Agency.

            For exceptional matchmaking services, please enquire up the stairs.

         

         Was this enough to spark curiosity and entice passersby? She knew something had to change or the family business would fall
            into utter ruin.
         

         
         The flesh of her brow knitted in doubt. Perhaps she should have underlined exceptional. And was it her imagination or did please sound a bit beggarly?
         

         
         Until this moment, she never realized what a needy word it was. Slanting to the right, please even resembled a crawling thing, the e dragging the rest of the letters along like a dog that had left something foul on the parlor rug, the looped tail of the
            p trailing behind.
         

         
         “Botheration,” she huffed, wondering if there was enough paint left in the pot. Had she actually gone through seventeen drafts,
            six sheets of paper, a jar of ink, three brushes, and a permanently splattered apron just for this? A costly endeavor.
         

         
         Frustrated, she lifted the red ribbon off the peg for her eighteenth attempt.

         
         The agency may be hard-pressed for clients, but she was not about to grovel. If people refused to seek a happy union based
            on trust and respect, then she felt sorry for them. What did it matter to her if men wanted to marry empty-headed ninnies?
            Or if women chose men of questionable character, only to end up heartbroken and abandoned like her mother . . .
         

         
         A cold chill tumbled through Ainsley. She hesitated, wavering one-footed on the threshold.

         
         “I know I can depend upon you, dear. You’ve always been the strongest of us all,” her mother had once said.
         

         
         More than ten years had passed since Heloise Bourne-Cartwright’s death, but Ainsley could still hear their last conversation.
            Still feel the grip of the frail hand that had squeezed her own.
         

         
         Expelling a soul-deep sigh, Ainsley set both feet on the ground and hung the sign back up. Then, she adjusted the ribbon until
            it was equal lengths on either side. There.
         

         
         Who knew? It might make a difference. At the very least, she could give it until the end of the day to see if any monumental
            changes would happen. Just a smallish ravening horde would suffice.
         

         
         “And perhaps the ton will suddenly see the agency in a new light and stop believing that we are only interested in making matches for ourselves,”
            she muttered under her breath, her inner cynic rising to the surface.
         

         
         Though with her two younger sisters, Jacinda and Briar, now married to their once-best clients, Ainsley could hardly fault
            society’s presumption.
         

         
         And yet, that was last year. It didn’t explain why there was still a lull in new applicants.

         
         After all, they’d survived the initial wave of mean-spirited gossip when Uncle Ernest first started the agency. And when Jacinda
            had married the Duke of Rydstrom, there was speculation regarding their methods but also a good deal of interest. Then, Briar’s
            marriage to London’s most rakish bachelor, the Earl of Edgemont, had brought in a handful of the curious and more adventurous
            clients.
         

         
         In Ainsley’s opinion, the fact that they remained open proved that they intended to stay that way. But the frightening truth
            was, they were only months away from closing their doors for good, and no one knew but her.
         

         
         She didn’t have the heart to break the news to her family. All she wanted was to make the Bourne Matrimonial Agency a sweeping
            success. Well that, and to fill the family coffers with more coin than moth wings.
         

         
         After everything they’d overcome already, this year’s Season should have brought the change they needed. So then, why weren’t
            there scores of eager debutantes and young bucks seeking their services?
         

         
         Ainsley believed she knew the answer.

         
         Because there was one thing the agency couldn’t overcome—their location.

         
         Turning away from her own sign, her gaze settled on another across the street. Sterling’s—the bane of her existence.

         
         How was a respectable matchmaking agency supposed to succeed with such an unsavory establishment just steps away?

         
         At first glance, the pale gray brick corner building was stunning in the morning light, regal even, with three stories of
            arched windows polished to a mirror-like finish. Such a façade might deceive some poor, naive soul into thinking that it was
            respectable. Or even that the name, chiseled into the stone hood molding above the door, represented a sense of long-standing
            permanence. But it was all an illusion created by the owner, Reed Sterling.
         

         
         The former prizefighter belonged in London society as much as a bear belonged at an afternoon tea. He was unmannerly, unrefined,
            and untamed.
         

         
         During their first encounter, he’d granted her an audience while attired solely in his shirtsleeves and snug-fitting breeches.
            He hadn’t even attempted to cover himself or to apologize for his near nudity. He’d been perspiring as well. His deep mahogany
            hair had been tousled into damp waves that curled at his temples, the thick cording of his throat exposed for all the world
            to see, and the open neck of his shirtsleeves revealed a rise of heavy muscle swathed in dark hair. Why, he’d looked positively
            primitive.
         

         
         It still made her blood hot simply thinking of his audacity.

         
         Reaching up, she lifted the fine chestnut-brown tendrils off the nape of her neck and felt the cool relief of the spring breeze.
            Then, the man himself appeared in his doorway, filling it with uncivilized brawn.
         

         
         He must have sensed her ever-fixed animosity aimed in his direction.

         
         Without even glancing at the broom-toting chimney sweep passing in front of him, or to the rambling traffic of carriages,
            drays, and hackney cabs between them, his gaze cut directly to Ainsley.
         

         
         She lowered her arms. Her pulse kicked shamefully at the sensitive flesh of her throat, and all she wanted to do was turn
            around. But there was no point in that. He’d already caught her staring in his direction. To look away now would be an admission
            of guilt, a white flag of surrender—which was something she would never, ever give to Reed Sterling.
         

         
         Even from this distance, she would lay odds that he wore his usual half grin, his mouth curling up where a tiny scar notched
            his upper lip near the corner. When he inclined his head, her stomach did a strange little flip, seating itself directly beneath
            her lungs, making her breaths come up short.
         

         
         The symptoms of pure abhorrence, she was sure.

         
         Instead of offering her nemesis a greeting in kind, she snubbed him with a sniff. Only then did she turn around to deal with
            her daily chore—cleaning up the filth that traveled from his doorstep to hers.
         

         
         All manner of handbills for boxing lessons, hazard tournaments, and dancing ladies littered the whitewashed steps. If only
            his wealthy patrons were as eager as his rubbish to make it inside the agency.
         

         
         Of course it was doubtful she could make viable matches for any of them. Rogues and wastrels were not the sort of men she
            would recommend to any woman. But she wasn’t above taking their money. In fact, if Mr. Sterling—the devil himself—should like
            a subscription, she would even take his application.
         

         
         After all, as the most practical member of the family, it was her responsibility to keep the agency in candles and coal. She
            did what had to be done. If it were up to Uncle Ernest, he’d spend every farthing on the endless list of women he wooed, as
            the bills from the flower shop and confectioners could attest.
         

         
         Issuing a sigh, Ainsley bent down. Rain had come and gone in the hours before dawn and the handbills were plastered to the
            steps. She had to peel off the pages, one by one, and drop them into the rusted rubbish bin she brought out each morning.
         

         
         Dark runnels of ink coasted down the sloped stair tread, leaching into the hem of her burgundy day dress. Silently, she gave
            Reed Sterling a piece of her mind.
         

         
         She was just inching backward when she heard a familiar jaunty whistle. And the sound was closer than she would have liked.

         
         Glancing over her shoulder, she spied Mr. Sterling crossing the street between a carriage heading in one direction, and a
            horse cart filled with fragrant flowers bound for market. They swerved to avoid him, his tune muted beneath the jangle of
            rigging, sharp whinnies, and shouted cursing. But he did not alter his strolling pace. In fact, he took a second to bend down
            and pick up a stray primrose, twirling the butter-yellow blossom between his fingers.
         

         
         Pinched between such large, brutish digits, the dainty stem didn’t stand a chance. And before she could stop herself, she
            wondered how much damage hands like those might do to a woman’s slender throat.
         

         
         An icy shiver rolled over her, a dark memory stirring in the corner of her mind like a sticky cobweb disturbed by a draft.
            But she closed the door on it before it could take hold.
         

         
         She was no longer the weak, pathetic young woman she’d once been. That person lived in a small hamlet in north Hampshire.
            Her reborn, stronger self lived in London and was determined to make the family matchmaking business a success.
         

         
         She found solace in that, if nothing else.

         
         Straightening, she watched Reed Sterling step onto the pavement and into the long shadows in front of the agency. He stopped
            whistling, his broad mouth frowning as he openly studied her countenance as if she were a Captain Sharp at one of his tables.
         

         
         She kept a mask of impassivity in place. Whatever cards she held, she’d keep to herself.

         
         Boldly, she stared back into the most peculiar eyes she’d ever seen. His irises were near perfect spheres of dye-dipped indigo,
            all except for one smudge in the left eye and only the left. That strange top quarter portion appeared singed to a bright copper color, like an ember that refused to cool.
         

         
         An ember that might catch fire at any moment.

         
         Ainsley could almost feel the heat of it warming her cheeks. But that was silly, of course. The discoloration wasn’t anything
            more than a form of heterochromia—a term she’d learned shortly after they’d met, finding it among the pages of a medical journal
            at the lending library.
         

         
         It always made her feel more centered and in control when she could define something she didn’t understand. This was especially
            true in matters concerning Reed Sterling.
         

         
         “I believe you’re on the wrong side of the street, Mr. Sterling. You won’t find anything of interest over here.”

         
         If there was any confronting to be done, she would prefer to be the one to do it.

         
         He held her gaze for a moment without responding, then turned to squint at the front of her family’s rented townhouse. “Wouldn’t
            be too sure. Had to stroll over to see what my prim and proper little neighbor hung on her door, didn’t I?”
         

         
         Her stomach, which had been seated high beneath her lungs, suddenly dropped at the sound of his gravelly, uncultured drawl,
            her skin drawing tight over her frame. It was the queerest sensation. Why it happened whenever he was near, she could not
            fathom.
         

         
         Her inner repulsion working its way to the surface? Most likely.

         
         She abhorred him and everything he stood for—all manner of savagery and unabashed wickedness.

         
         Doubtless, he awoke with a checklist of sins to complete by the end of each day. He’d begin with gluttony, breaking his fast
            with a dozen coddled eggs and an entire loaf of toasted bread. Then he’d slather each piece with honey, so thick it would
            overflow and drip down his chin.
         

         
         She slid a cursory glance to that part of him, over the square edge of his jaw, and past a small red nick over the shadowy
            endysis of whiskers lurking beneath the shaven skin.
         

         
         Her gaze strayed to the bare expanse of his neck. Of course, his cravat was absent. Again. She shouldn’t be surprised to find
            a sticky amber-colored droplet resting in the hollow beneath the protrusion of his Adam’s apple. Regrettably, the errant thought
            caused her mouth to water, her tongue tingling with an imprudent craving for sweets.
         

         
         Ainsley swallowed. “No, you certainly did not have to, because the sign is of no concern of yours. Besides, you’re not even respectably attired for venturing out of doors.”
         

         
         He dismissed her comment with a mocking sideways glance. “Unlike you, I didn’t inherit my grandmother’s wardrobe, complete
            with an array of neckerchiefs and brooches. I think you might have a new one for every day of the month.”
         

         
         She stiffened. “Hardly. I wore this the day before yesterday.”

         
         “You’re wrong.” He faced her again, speaking with a conceited degree of certainty that abraded every nerve in her body.

         
         “Wrong, indeed! I should think I would know better than—”
         

         
         “Two days ago, you railed at me for the snuff box you found on your doorstep,” he interrupted. “And that neckerchief was the color of milk and it had a wavy sort of edge.”
         

         
         Absorbing his declaration, she dimly lifted her free hand and splayed her fingers over this morning’s pale lace. Drat! He
            was correct. She’d worn the white silk with the scalloped edge that day. But what sort of man was he to take note of such
            a small detail?
         

         
         Gathering ammunition against his enemy, even by way of criticizing her attire? Undoubtedly.

         
         “It is a fichu,” she corrected, enunciating the word clearly. “And I dress to demonstrate the respectability of my position. Being a matchmaker
            is an important occupation. A client’s quality of life is dependent on what I do.”
         

         
         He crossed his arms over his chest, the primrose disappearing into his fist. “A real man knows how to find his own woman.
            All you haughty Bournes are just playing at games you don’t understand.”
         

         
         A buildup of exasperation burned the inner lining of her lungs. She held it at bay, letting it come to a full boil before
            she unleashed it upon him. She’d heard enough of Mr. Sterling’s opinions on her profession in their previous—almost daily—encounters
            to know that he loathed her as much as she did him.
         

         
         He seemed to think that her life was an endless array of privileges. As if all she had to do each morning was to fling off
            her coverlet and a team of servants would swoop in—bringing order to her life, balancing the accounting ledgers, finding a
            way to pay her uncle’s debts and have enough to put food on the table and fires in the hearths. He had no idea of all the sacrifices she’d made over the years.
         

         
         “Whereas you dress as if your occupation were at the docks, unloading barrels of ale, one under each needlessly burly arm,”
            she hissed.
         

         
         But she made the mistake of letting her attention drift along his throat, to the dark springy curls above the open neck, and
            over to the bulge of muscle straining the sleeves of his coat. Doubtless, if she compared his arms and her thighs, side by
            side, she would find that their circumference was the same. It was almost tempting to untie her garter ribbon and measure
            him, right then and there. He would have to remove his coat, of course, and . . . and . . .
         

         
         Somehow, she lost her train of thought.

         
         When she met his gaze again, he grinned, the notch at the corner of his mouth mocking her. “You don’t seem too offended by
            the sight of me. Those eyes of yours are greedy things this morning—they’ve gone dark and hot as fresh coffee.”
         

         
         “Hardly likely,” she said, her voice oddly hoarse as if she’d just woken from sleep. She cleared her throat. “I’m certain
            they are still just as brown as they have always been. No more, no less.”
         

         
         Again, he shook his head and took a step toward her, crowding her. “No. They’re usually brownish-gray and silky looking, like
            an otter’s pelt.”
         

         
         The nerve of him for comparing her eyes to an animal! Of the two of them, he was most certainly closer to crawling around
            on all fours.
         

         
         And did he have to stand so close? At once, her corset felt too tight, her skin too hot, her fichu clinging to the vulnerable
            skin beneath the modest neckline of her bodice.
         

         
         She took a step back. “For your information, I was merely noticing that you have a cut on your jaw. You should tell your valet
            to sharpen the razor for next time. And if I’m fortunate, he’ll press a little harder on your jugular vein as well.”
         

         
         “You’d like that, would you?”

         
         “Immensely.”

         
         He cocked a disbelieving dark brow over that copper-scorched iris. “I don’t have a valet. I’m not some pampered fop that needs
            someone to wash and dress me.”
         

         
         The image he conjured—him in the bath, dripping wet—was not one she particularly wanted flashing inside her mind. When it
            did she felt her lungs react, hitching in one steamy breath. She made an awkward move to cross her arms over her chest, only
            to realize she still held that dripping handbill.
         

         
         She had the urge to fling it directly at the open neck of his shirt. “I beg to differ.”

         
         “Are you offering, then?”

         
         “Of course not. I’m merely pointing out that a man of two and thirty ought to know how to see to those matters himself. Somedays
            I even wonder how you manage to make it out of your be—”
         

         
         She stopped abruptly, her cheeks catching fire. He was steering this conversation onto unfamiliar avenues, taking control
            of the ribbons. She didn’t like it one bit.
         

         
         His grin widened slowly, his eyes looking warm and drowsy as they dipped to her lips. He chuckled when she pressed them together.

         
         “My bed?” He looked as smug as a bull let loose in a pasture full of milk cows. “I’d wager that’s not all you wonder about me.”
         

         
         “Clearly, you’ve received far too many blows to the head in your little boxing exhibitions. It knocked all the sense out of
            you, if you ever had any in the first place.”
         

         
         She cast him a flinty-eyed glare, but he missed the effect by turning away, angling toward the stairs.

         
         “If I had any sense left, I would’ve bought this house from the duchess before you moved across the street. Every day since
            has been pure hell.” He expelled a breath and bent down, swiping up a number of soggy handbills and tossing them into the
            bin.
         

         
         Was he cleaning up, then? This was a first. As far as Ainsley knew, his only skills consisted of leaving messes for someone
            else to tend and bludgeoning men inside a boxing ring.
         

         
         Though, grudgingly, she admitted that he must be something of a good businessman, for there was a queue of carriages out front
            every evening. She’d heard that he had all manner of depraved enticements to lure the wayward through his doors. All for a
            price, of course.
         

         
         She had a feeling that, with Reed Sterling, everything came at a price.

         
         Absently, she watched him drag a large hand over the stone tread. Between his shoulders, the black wool of his coat tightened
            into long horizontal furrows, his collar rising to trap thick curls of brown hair. She had a peculiar impulse to reach down
            and free them.
         

         
         Puzzled, she shifted her attention to the topiary beside her, lifting her gaze to the top of the evergreen spire. “If I had
            my way, I’d run you out of business. Close the doors of Sterling’s forever.”
         

         
         There. That ought to get a rise out of him and have him storming off across the street. There was nothing he loved more than
            his precious gaming hell.
         

         
         But he had the nerve to chuckle at her instead. “You seem to forget that I was here first. Yet, even after you met your unsavory
            neighbor, you still chose to live across from me. Why is that, by the by?”
         

         
         There hadn’t been another option—she’d had to escape Hampshire. Her life had depended on it. Though only Uncle Ernest and
            she knew the reason. They’d even shielded Jacinda and Briar from the full truth.
         

         
         No one needed to know about Ainsley’s shameful secret.

         
         Gradually, she became aware of wetness leeching through to her stocking. Looking down, she saw that she’d squeezed the handbill
            dry until it was like a stone in her fist. She dropped it into the bin and shook out her skirts where the muslin had turned
            a dark, angry red.
         

         
         Not wanting to let on that she’d been woolgathering, she issued a hollow laugh and evaded his question. “Are you worried that
            I spend my day plotting to steal your depraved clients and turn their minds to the wholesomeness of matrimony?”
         

         
         Hmm . . . actually, that wasn’t a terrible notion. She could start a campaign to save the floundering family business—Subscriptions for all Sinners.

         
         And if it took money away from that despicable gaming house, then all the better.

         
         “You’re hardly a threat to me, and I never said anything about marriage being wholesome. It’s a cruel business, what you do, taking people’s money before you rob them of their souls.” Straightening to face her
            again, he had the nerve to cluck his tongue, the scar on his upper lip practically winking. “And you do it to your own kind,
            too. For shame, Miss Bourne. I guess that makes my gaming hell the more respectable business. After all, at least I’m honest
            about cheating the snobbish prigs that walk through my doors.”
         

         
         She gasped . . . or tried to . . . but outrage clogged her throat. Was he calling her the thief? How dare he! For a moment, she couldn’t say a word. She just stood there, staring at the challenge in his mismatched
            eyes, her mouth agape like a freshly caught trout.
         

         
         The blackguard took her silence as an invitation to goad her. “You can’t even deny it, can you?”

         
         “I am,” she croaked, recovering. “Your half-brained assessment is the furthest from the truth. You prey upon people who are
            weak in spirit. Your currency is sin, whereas mine is sanctity. I should hardly call us alike. When our times come and our
            lives are at an end, you and I will be standing at opposite gates and I will have a lovely view of the ones encrusted with
            pearls.”
         

         
         “Ah. So that’s why you’re here, then—to bring salvation to London? Well, you might be onto something. I’m sure many of the clients you marry
            off will be on their knees, praying for death by the end of the first year of their life sentence. You’re a veritable queen
            of torment.”
         

         
         He laughed up to the heavens, throat exposed, a hearty rumble rolling out of his broad, burly chest.

         
         The sound seemed to vibrate the air inside her own lungs, spreading out in tiny tingling pulses through the rest of her body.
            She wanted to chafe her hands over her skin to quell the provocative sensation. Cover her ears. Run in the opposite direction.
            Do anything to rid herself of it.
         

         
         “If you abhor the idea of matrimony so much, I have to wonder why you even dared to cross the street to stand so near our
            door. You are welcome—nay, encouraged—to leave at once.” With an impatient swipe of her hand, she pointed across the street.
         

         
         “You’re the one who invited me,” he said with a shrug, amusement still tucked into the corners of his mouth.

         
         She scoffed at his unbelievable amount of hubris. “I did no such thing.”

         
         “I don’t know what else you’d call it. Every morning I see you gazing at my building, and at night you skim over each window
            before locking your door. Well, it’s as clear as the pert nose on your face that you can’t stop thinking about me. All day
            long. And doubtless all night long as well.”
         

         
         He studied her closely, challenging her to reveal something in her expression. But there was nothing to see. She made sure
            of it by holding perfectly still. She didn’t breathe. Didn’t flutter a single eyelash.
         

         
         Even so, he grinned wickedly as if he’d caught her stuffing cards up her sleeve. “Don’t worry, Your Highness, it will be our
            secret.”
         

         
         Then, without warning, he lifted his arm.

         
         She only caught the movement out of the corner of her eye. Instinctively, she flinched, her hands raising in defense, the
            ghost of an old wound emerging from the crypt.
         

         
         Reed Sterling went utterly still.

         
         He frowned once again, his brow furrowed into corrugated rows. Then he took a step back and carefully opened his hand. And
            there—still unharmed in his grasp—was the tender primrose.
         

         
         Mortification slapped her hard, stinging her cheeks with heat. She wanted to die right then and there. Disappear. Put the
            rubbish bin over her head and pretend she was invisible. But all she seemed capable of was to stand there and hope he hadn’t
            noticed her reaction.
         

         
         His gaze held hers with almost brutal intensity as if he were peeling away the layers of her memories and he could see them
            for himself. Then, all at once, those mismatched eyes lit with keen understanding. And there was no mistaking the quick flash
            of pity that followed.
         

         
         No, no, no. She hated the tremor of vulnerability that tumbled through her, dropping like a wind-battered nest from the highest branch
            of a tree. And she couldn’t leave it this way—with him believing he knew something about her. With him having the upper hand.
         

         
         Ainsley needed to regain a sense of control that had slipped.

         
         “I detest primroses. Simply abhor them, if you must know. And filthy street primroses, well, they’re even worse.” Waspish
            lies tumbled out of her mouth in a rush as if she possessed Jacinda’s talent for bending the truth, and perhaps even a flare
            for the dramatic like Briar. She only hoped she was putting on a convincing show. “You weren’t about to give that wretched
            thing to me as a sort of . . . peace offering between us, were you?”
         

         
         He remained quiet, her comments turning stale in the air between them. In that moment, she thought she’d failed.

         
         Then he inclined his head and tossed the flower aside.

         
         Wiping the palm of his hand against his coat, his gaze swept over the façade of the townhouse as if it were a puzzle to solve.
            “Peace between us? Not likely. We’ll be at odds until our dying breaths. Then I’ll go to my gate and you to yours, and we’ll
            finally be free of each other.”
         

         
         He might have been reading the words from a poorly written script for all the bland intonation they held. The necessary hard
            edge that such a declaration demanded was absent.
         

         
         It left her unsettled.

         
         She preferred to keep them always on the same footing—abhorring each other. So she quickly added, “Oh, I don’t plan to wait
            that long to be rid of you, Mr. Sterling. I have every intention of running you out of business within the month. It’s something
            I should have done from the very start.”
         

         
         This time, it was just the right nerve to flick.

         
         Those eyes swerved back to her, his jaw tight. “And how do you propose to do that, Miss Bourne? Call upon your new brothers-in-law,
            the duke and the earl? Have them do your fighting for you while you watch from the window, eating sugared grapes?”
         

         
         “Of course not. I need no man’s assistance to succeed,” she said, ire prickling as she crossed her arms. “Just wait and see.”

         
         “And now you’ve confirmed my suspicions—you do like to dream of me. In fact, you’re dreaming right now.”

         
         He gave her a once-over, that smug grin of his returning. She hated the sight of it.

         
         His low chuckle was the last straw and she narrowed her eyes. “I loathe to shatter your grand illusions, but I only think
            of you when I find rubbish on my doorstep.”
         

         
         “Well then, that doesn’t give me an incentive to have it cleaned up, now does it?”

         
         He gave her a mocking bow, pretending to doff a hat he wasn’t wearing. Though if he had been, she would have delighted in
            stripping it from his grasp and stomping on it.
         

         
         She watched him strut away, heedless of the traffic that had to swerve around him. And soon he was on his side, and she on
            hers.
         

         
         Normally, she would be content with that. But not today.

         
         Reed Sterling had seen her flinch. What were the chances that he would simply forget about it?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            “. . . and I was excessively shocked indeed! I would not have Mr. Knightley know any thing about it for the world!”

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         Reed stormed into Sterling’s and slammed the door with enough force to cause a thunderclap to echo around him. The resulting
            gust stirred the burgundy brocade drapes that swathed the windows on either side and, for an instant, bright morning light
            gilded the hell’s dark interior. It shimmered in the haze of acrid cheroot smoke lingering like a fog in the black-marbled
            foyer. Then the fabric settled, entombing him in the familiar shadows that matched his current mood.
         

         
         Ainsley Bourne was the most provoking . . . impossible . . . and bloody maddening woman he’d ever met!

         
         Fists clenched at his side, he strode into the main hall. The gas lights were turned low, the eerie blue light flickering
            over the paneled walls, empty tables, and upended chairs. He stalked toward a long serpentine mahogany buffet where a tray
            with a single leftover glass of whisky waited.
         

         
         One of his men must have been distracted by a woman and neglected to take this to the kitchen.

         
         Oh, the enticements of the fairer sex. Every man’s ultimate downfall, Reed thought bitterly as he downed the biting liquor in one swallow. He hissed from the burn of it, then expelled a pent-up
            growl. “Do I look like a man who would strike a woman?”
         

         
         Apparently so, for Ainsley Bourne had cringed when he’d lifted his hand. There’d been no mistaking it.

         
         “Hardly. Then again, I know you better than most,” a gruff, incongruously cultured voice said.

         
         Reed turned to see his man-at-the-door emerge from the narrow corridor that lead to the hazard room. “I didn’t realize you
            were still here.”
         

         
         Ambrose Finch was a giant of a man, forced to walk in the center of the arch or else knock his block-shaped head against the
            filigreed plaster molding. He kept his black hair trimmed razor close, while sporting a full soot-whiskered beard. Though
            justifiably heavy-footed, he did not lumber, but moved with efficiency and confidence. And it was well-known that, in his
            fighting days, a single blow from his ham-sized fist could lift a man out of his boots and fell him like a tree.
         

         
         He was an intimidating specimen, to be sure. Yet, in order to maintain Sterling’s exclusivity, it was imperative to have such
            a formidable man guard the door.
         

         
         Finch bit down a yawn. “’Tis the nursemaid’s day off. With the little one still teething, my wife and I have an agreement
            that I nap for one hour, return home, then she naps for four while I watch the girls.”
         

         
         “You could always hire another nursemaid with the money we earn here.”

         
         “Quite true, but Trudie prefers to live without extravagance. She fears that I would step back into the ring if anything happened
            to Sterling’s.”
         

         
         Reed chuckled at the absurdity. “She needn’t worry. Sterling’s will be here for ages, even long after we’ve gone.”

         
         “Regardless, she frets over seeing me hurt again.” He flashed a grin and pointed to the gap where his upper canine tooth had
            once been.
         

         
         Reed had done that during their last bout, knocking him flat. It was his first step toward the fortune he now possessed and
            the legacy he would leave behind one day. “She’ll never forgive me for that, will she?”
         

         
         “Oh, she likes you well enough, I suppose. After all, we both gained our prizes during those exhibitions. You won money by
            the fistful, and I won her. It was after that very match when I asked her to marry me.”
         

         
         “And you’ve been moonstruck ever since.”

         
         “It is a fortunate man, indeed, to be stricken by such madness,” Finch said, eyeing Reed with the shrewdness of longtime friends.
            “’Tis certainly preferable to finding it at the bottom of a bottle.”
         

         
         Reed set the empty glass upside down on the tray. Having experienced what men were capable of after a few too many drinks,
            he never had trouble limiting himself to one every now and then. But he certainly didn’t mind it when his wealthy patrons
            were lost in their cups, and loose with their purse strings.
         

         
         “It’s late for me, as you know. I’m usually abed by dawn and this might help me sleep before we open again this afternoon.”

         
         “And does your belief that you will be unable to sleep have anything to do with your encounter with Miss Bourne?”
         

         
         Reed slid a glance to his all-too-perceptive friend. “Watching through windows, were you?”

         
         “Merely drawing the curtains closed,” Finch replied, lifting his heavy brows in mock innocence. “It sparked my curiosity to
            see you crossing the street to her, when it is usually the other way around—her haranguing you for the filth, the noise, or
            something along those lines.”
         

         
         “I was ready for it, too. Ready to shock her with my plan to hire young Billy to see to the rubbish each day.” Reed had imagined
            seeing her tight, scornful mouth fall slack with astonishment and her diatribe to sputter to a halt. He would have relished
            that moment. He’d even shaved for it, put on a fresh shirt, too. And made sure to leave his cravat behind because he knew
            it would get under her skin to see him without being properly attired. “But then she turned away and set about the chore herself.”
         

         
         “Robbing you of the satisfaction.”

         
         Reed shrugged. “I just went for a stroll. That’s all. We exchanged glancing verbal blows as we always do, goading each other.
            But then she”—he scrubbed a hand over his jaw, worrying the pad of his thumb over the nick—“looked at me like I was going
            to . . . As if I was capable of . . .”
         

         
         He couldn’t finish. The words were too abhorrent to speak aloud.

         
         As a boy, he’d witnessed his own mother getting a drubbing by her second husband, a prig of an aristocrat with a sense of
            entitlement. And Reed had always felt responsible for the suffering she’d endured. After all, it was because of him that she
            married Lord Bray in the first place.
         

         
         A new widow, Mum had been managing the tavern on her own. Still considered the fairest beauty in the county, there was a line
            of men wanting to step in and help her by way of marriage. But she never gave any of them the time of day.
         

         
         Lord Bray, a regular traveler to the inn, saw this as some sort of contest. He flashed his charlatan’s smile and offered a
            fine future for her son and any other children she might have during their arrangement.
         

         
         Doubtless, Bray expected accolades for being a magnanimous noble. A regular hero of the moment. But Mum didn’t see it that
            way. Refusing to be any man’s mistress, she gave him a flat setdown in front of a roomful of sniggering men.
         

         
         Then, for reasons known only to Bray and the many pints he’d drunk, he’d offered to make her his wife instead. And she’d accepted.

         
         Reed’s stomach still turned at the thought. He’d never forget the way that Bray smiled as he beat her, leaving her to cower
            in the corner as he reminded her that he’d married beneath his station.

         
         Reed had been a runt at the time and too scrawny to do much about it, but that hadn’t stopped him from trying. Usually he
            got a slap across the face before the blighter went off somewhere else to get pissed. But the last time Lord Bray had something
            else in mind.
         

         
         The servants were off for the afternoon on St. Stephen’s Day, and the carriage house was empty. Bray had caught Reed feeding
            a stray puppy, which he’d kept against orders to the contrary. Enraged, his stepfather started kicking the helpless, yowling
            creature. When Reed tried to stop him, Bray turned his fury on him. And for a fop, he’d sure known how to land plenty of rib-cracking
            blows.
         

         
         Reed had been doubled over and spitting up blood when Lord Bray reared back to kick him, too. That was when Finch showed up—an
            orphaned stable boy, big as a man at ten years old—and knocked Bray onto his entitled arse.
         

         
         But Bray had taken exception to the assault on his noble self and reached into one of the carriages for a loaded pistol kept under the bench. Reed had had just enough time and strength
            to push Finch out of the way.
         

         
         They’d saved each other’s lives that day. As a prize, Reed had won a friend for life, and a scar on his shoulder where the
            ball had grazed him.
         

         
         The puppy had not survived, however, and neither had Lord Bray. That very day, he’d left for his mistress’s house only to
            find her with another man—her husband, as it turned out. Bray had been killed in a field of honor the following morning.
         

         
         Honor, indeed.
         

         
         Even after his death, Mum’s spirit had been so broken by the abuse that she’d rushed into two more abysmal marriages while
            Reed had been away at university. And his own beatings hadn’t stopped with Bray.
         

         
         The sons of aristocrats had taken exception to him sharing the same room and board with their lofty selves, and thought to
            teach him a lesson. Every single day.
         

         
         But Miss Ainsley Bourne didn’t know any of that. No, she’d sooner believe that he was a monster, capable of striking a woman.
            And why, because he was a commoner and former prizefighter? Because he offered lessons and sparred to keep fit? Did she think
            that because he ran a gaming hell, he lacked any semblance of right and wrong?
         

         
         “Whatever Miss Bourne thinks, it matters not,” Reed said to Finch.

         
         His friend made no effort to conceal his dubious expression. “Clearly.”

         
         “All that concerns me is the future of Sterling’s. I wouldn’t waste my time thinking about some hoity-toity matchmaking agency.”

         
         Reed was still trying to leave his mark and amass a fortune. If there was one lesson he’d learned from his father’s untimely
            death, it was how quickly dreams could end. Not only for oneself, but for everyone who depended upon you.
         

         
         “And yet, here you are, with your thoughts on—” Finch’s reply was cut short, his wary gaze darting down to the floor.

         
         Reed followed his gaze and saw a white-and-gray piebald cat. “And what are you doing out of my rooms?”

         
         “I shouldn’t be surprised if that devil’s spawn picked the lock,” came Finch’s contemptuous response. “I caught her in the kitchen earlier. The instant I told her to jump
            down from the worktable, she looked directly at me and then nudged a glass off the edge, shattering it on the floor. I’m convinced
            that she knew precisely what she was doing.”
         

         
         Winding a trail of pale fur over Reed’s dark trousers, the cat lifted her head and blinked one green eye as if to say she
            was completely innocent. Her other eye was a cloudy blue, bisected with a diagonal scar that ran from the top of her fist-sized
            skull to her jaw. Part of one ear was gone as well.
         

         
         He’d found her a year ago, half-starved in the back alley. She’d scratched him up good for the first few months, daring only
            to show her face when he brought food. But he’d been patient, and gradually she’d warmed to him enough that she’d come inside,
            and even slept beside him most days.
         

         
         Still, she was a skittish thing, finicky when it came to allowing anyone to pet her. So he always waited for her signal, which
            she gave him now. Stretching up with a single paw, she sank her claws into the leg of his trousers. And into his flesh as
            well.
         

         
         Chiding her with a tsk, he reached down to dislodge those razor points and scooped her up into the crook of his arm, running a hand down her silky
            length.
         

         
         Tucked against him, she purred contentedly. “Surely not. My clever cat would never cause mischief. You must have frightened
            her.”
         

         
         When his friend rolled his eyes, Reed laughed, knowing the truth. She was a wicked little minx when she wanted to be.

         
         “Perhaps if you gave her a name, we could scold her and train her.”

         
         “The last time I tried that, she didn’t come near me for a week. Has a temper, this one,” he said, scratching behind her good
            ear. The weight of her head fell slack with bliss in his palm. “She prefers ‘Cat’ to anything else. And besides, she’s already
            trained. Fetches all manner of things and brings them to my office.”
         

         
         “Dead things,” Finch said, frowning with distaste. “Yet another of those disgusting traits cats have.”

         
         “Maybe if you didn’t treat her like some misbegotten stray then she’d warm to you, too.”

         
         Abruptly, she leapt out of Reed’s arms and landed directly at Finch’s feet, pausing there to clean her paws, or ready her claws—one could never be too sure.
         

         
         “She’d sooner scratch out my eyes.”

         
         When she twitched her tail, Finch took an automatic step back, watching warily until she sauntered off.

         
         Issuing a malcontented grunt, he walked to one of the door panels hidden in the walls. Behind it was a narrow corridor, meant
            for keeping watch over the patrons at the tables. Finch also kept his overcoat in this one. He shrugged into it as he added,
            “Though you should take some of your own advice.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “With Miss Bourne. You treat her as if she is the sole representative of the class you abhor so much.”

         
         “And why not? She sees me as nothing more than a common-born brute, who’d dared to infiltrate society and rub elbows with
            the upper crust.”
         

         
         “Though you’re not concerned in the slightest what her opinion of you might be.”
         

         
         “That’s right,” Reed said with a hint of warning.

         
         Finch chuckled and reached inside to remove his hat from one of the pegs. And for such a large head, it was a considerable
            hat. “Though it could be that her reaction had little to do with you in particular. She might have been uncertain about standing
            next to any imposing man on the pavement. It’s happened to me more often than not.”
         

         
         “She’s never shrunk away from me before. Never been afraid to confront me about the rubbish. Never been afraid to speak her
            mind, either. No, this was different. This was . . .”
         

         
         His words trailed off, his thoughts quick to recall the way she’d recoiled and raised her hands.

         
         Could it be that her true opinion of him had finally slipped through the cracks? Or was there more to it?

         
         There had been an unmistakable flash of fear in her eyes that he’d never seen before. And damned if it wasn’t eating at him
            to know the reason.
         

         
         Reed didn’t like the dark suspicion that began to brew in his mind. It left an acidic taste on the back of his tongue.

         
         “I know that look, Sterling,” Finch said, pausing at the door. “You need to stop right there before it goes any further. She
            isn’t another stray you need to rescue.”
         

         
         His friend teased him often about the people Reed hired to work for him. Most were those who didn’t have anywhere else to
            go, or those who’d been kicked in the teeth one too many times. But this wasn’t the same.
         

         
         Reed stared back at his friend, keeping his expression impassive. “I know that better than you. Miss Bourne is as domesticated
            as they come. An uppity, headstrong, little pampered housecat.”
         

         
         Proof of that was in the way she’d turned her nose up at the primrose. What made it worse was that he’d actually intended
            to give it to her.
         

         
         What a fool he was! She would have tossed it directly into the gutter.

         
         “Be sure you remember that.” Finch opened the door to the blinding morning light. Then, from the pavement, he hailed a cab
            and headed home.
         

         
         As the dingy yellow coach rumbled out of view, Reed’s gaze drifted to the Bourne Matrimonial Agency, already forgetting his
            friend’s warning.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Ainsley sagged against the door inside the white-marble foyer. She couldn’t catch her breath. Her pulse hammered at her throat
            as if she’d just escaped the Tower of London with the crown jewels.
         

         
         Yet it wasn’t The Sovereign’s Scepter in her grasp. It was something far more damning, should anyone discover it.

         
         Warily, she looked down and opened her hand, unfurling one finger after another. And there, lying against her palm, was the
            discarded primrose.
         

         
         Whyever had she picked it up the instant he was out of sight?

         
         A mere whim? Laughable. She wasn’t an impulsive sort. In fact, she mulled over things quite fixedly, as the corner of her thumbnail could attest.
         

         
         A keepsake, then? Ludicrous. Ainsley hadn’t pressed a flower in ages.
         

         
         Though . . . it was tempting. At one time, it had been her favorite hobby. She’d often collected flowers alongside her mother, who’d told her
            that every perfect blossom was a gift to be admired.
         

         
         When she was young, Ainsley had agreed. She, too, always looked for perfection, especially in herself.

         
         Yet as she’d grown older, she discovered that the most beautiful ones were different from the others—not quite symmetrical,
            missing a petal, or even bruised and trampled underfoot. She believed those deserved admiration just as much as the others.
            Perhaps even more. And by the time she’d reached four and twenty, she’d had quite the beautifully bedraggled collection.
         

         
         Then, one day, that had changed.

         
         The reason still managed to chill her skin, so she chose not to think about it. She was a firm believer in shutting the door
            on painful events and unpleasant memories. Even so, her heart still ached when she thought about the day she’d thrown out
            most of her collection. Nearly every bloom, every memory of warm, sunlit afternoons with Mother . . . Gone.
         

         
         In fact, the only one she’d kept was a single bluebell pressed between the glass frame that hung on the wall in her office
            upstairs—the flower she’d picked the day Mother had died.
         

         
         And now, a stray primrose.

         
         Tracing the fragile nick in one of the petals, she did her best not to recall how perfectly sheltered the blossom had been
            in Reed Sterling’s hand.
         

         
         She failed miserably.

         
         How could such a hand have been so tender? It didn’t seem possible. Prior experience had taught her that men who dabbled in
            pugilism were seldom gentle. And it was that ingrained knowledge which had resurfaced, against her will, this morning.
         

         
         She’d flinched, and she wished she could shut out this memory as well, but she couldn’t this time. Because Reed Sterling had
            seen her.
         

         
         Now, every time she closed her eyes, she could see him staring back at her, suspicion and curiosity sharpening his gaze. Missing
            nothing.
         

         
         It worried her that he would think on this more than was necessary. The same way he had with her fichus. Honestly, what man notices such a trifling thing?

         
         Her pulse gave another panicked jolt. She didn’t want Reed Sterling puzzling over anything regarding her, especially not from
            this morning. The secret she and her uncle kept was so damning that it would ruin the agency’s reputation, not to mention
            her own.
         

         
         Though it was clear that her neighbor had been just as surprised by her reaction as she. After all, there hadn’t been a single
            instance when confronting him on his own doorstep that she’d ever acted afraid of him.
         

         
         Because she wasn’t, not really. Though admittedly, she was a cautious person in general. In her opinion, no matchmaker worth
            her salt should trust too readily.
         

         
         Therefore she was going to do what any sensible person would do. She was going to forget about the primrose.

         
         Then she was going to do something to ensure that Mr. Sterling never thought about this morning again. In fact, she would
            do whatever she could to rid her life of Reed Sterling and his unsavory establishment altogether. The only problem was, she
            didn’t know how.
         

         
         At least, not yet.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            “She was, in fact, beginning very much to wonder that she had ever thought him pleasing at all; and his sight was so inseparably
               connected with some very disagreeable feelings, that, except in a moral light, as a penance, a lesson, a source of profitable
               humiliation to her own mind, she would have been thankful to be assured of never seeing him again.”
            

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         “You’re dawdling again, Ains,” Nigel huffed in exasperation. “We can never go on a walk without you stopping to pick flowers.”

         
         “But you know it was something I always did with my mother.”

         
         “Perhaps when you were a little girl and given to childish flights of fancy.” He chided her with a reproving chuckle, brushing
               the posies from her grasp as he placed her hand on his sleeve. “There. Now you’re all grown up, just the way a man expects
               his betrothed to be.”

         
         Ainsley frowned down at the blossoms lying in a tangled heap on the path. Yet, knowing that Nigel’s mood tended toward petulance
               without the slightest warning, she tried to be understanding.

         
         “Cannot a newly betrothed woman enjoy the sight of pretty things?” She laughed lightly and slipped free of his grasp to retrieve
               them.

         
         He made a sound, something between a hiss and a growl. Then with a quick jerk of his hand, he reached out and snatched her
               wrist, yanking her upright.

         
         She gasped. “Nigel—”

         
         “I told you to leave them.” His features were hard, his complexion blotted the bright red of the berries on the maythorn hedgerow
               lining the garden. “Don’t try to make a fool of me by disobeying. The only flowers you’re going to have are the ones I give
               you. Do you understand?”

         
         No, she didn’t. Her main concern in that moment was in trying to pry his fingers from her wrist. But he only gripped tighter,
               cutting off the blood flow to her hand. Her fingertips felt as if they might explode from the pulsing pressure. “You’re hurting
               me.”

         
         He looked down, and his expression altered again. A disconcerting smile curled his lips as he peeled his fingers away, one
               by one, revealing the red-violet impressions he’d left behind.

         
         “Look what you’ve made me do, Ains. All those boxing lessons must have made me stronger than I thought. But if you would have
               listened and done the proper thing, then none of this would have happened. And look at my sleeve. You’ve stained it with your
               flower stems. Am I supposed to take care of your mistakes now, in addition to putting up with your disrespect? Is that how
               my life is going to be?”

         
         He was so convincing in his ire that Ainsley felt a renewed rush of panic and confusion. Had she caused this by thinking only
               of herself? By being childish?

         
         “Forgive me,” she said in haste, eager to put their relationship back to where it was a moment ago. “I’m sure I can brush
               that out and there won’t be a stain.”

         
         He tsked her, almost fondly, and lifted her hand to press a kiss to the marred flesh. “There’s a good girl. Let’s put all
               this behind us. It’s my own folly that I’m so fond of you, for no other man would put up with your immaturity. Then again,
               I’ve always had a good deal of tolerance for imperfection. But don’t worry, Ains, by the time we wed, I’ll turn you into a
               right proper wife.”

         
         Ainsley gasped awake. She clawed at the coverlet, kicking to be free. To escape.

         
         Everything was dark around her and it took a breathless moment to orient herself.

         
         Then she heard the sounds from outside—the crunch of carriage wheels on cobblestone, drunken singing, revelry, and laughter—and
            suddenly she knew where she was.
         

         
         Sitting up in bed, her heart pounded so hard she thought it would escape the cage of her ribs. She curled her knees to her
            chest, telling herself it was just a dream.
         

         
         Then she shook her head in self-derision. “So much for believing you could shut out those memories for good.”

         
         She knew exactly who to blame for this, too. Reed Sterling.

         
         If it wasn’t for him, then she never would have done the unthinkable.

         
         The unpardonable.

         
         The very thing she’d warned herself against.

         
         She’d pressed the primrose.

         
         *  *  *

         Later that morning, Ainsley found herself pacing the floor of her office.

         
         Normally, the Pomona green room was a place of solace. Surrounding her were the furnishings from the Hampshire cottage where
            she’d lived with her mother and sisters for sixteen years. The cream-upholstered chairs from the parlor. The rosewood table
            from the hall. The oil landscape above the mantel from the morning room.
         

         
         On any given day, she could look around and feel a sense of permanence—of sameness—that both comforted and grounded her.

         
         This was especially true of the book lying in the center of her blotter. Emma had been Mother’s favorite, and she’d gifted a different volume of the strong-minded matchmaker’s story to each of her daughters
            shortly before her death. Ainsley kept it here, where she spent most of her time, and it always served as a good reminder
            of her purpose.
         

         
         Until this moment.

         
         Now, the book was a veritable Pandora’s box.

         
         Knitting her fingers, she slid a wary glance to the red leather tome. A fringe of vellum peeked out from between the pages,
            tempting her to have one more look of the butter-yellow petals. But to do so might unleash all manner of chaos in her life.
         

         
         No, it was best to leave it alone. Or to get rid of it for good.

         
         Yet just as she reached out to slip the vellum free and toss it into the fire, she heard a cheerful greeting from the doorway.
            “Good morning.”
         

         
         Guilty, Ainsley jerked her hand back. She swung around to see her youngest sister skirt sideways into the office, carrying
            a tea tray just above the slight swell of her midriff. “Briar, you shouldn’t be carrying such things in your delicate condition.”
         

         
         “Fear not, mother hen, it isn’t heavy,” she tsked, her cornflower-blue eyes rolling toward the ceiling. Clearly, she was still
            unaware that worrying about the family came second nature to Ainsley.
         

         
         Abandoning her own task for the moment, she hurried across the rug. “Here. Let me have this.”

         
         Briar expelled an exasperated puff of air that displaced the pale curling tendrils from her forehead. Even so, she relinquished
            the overladen tray. Then, taking a step to the glossy maple wood bureau, she lowered the hinged platform. “I cannot manage
            to leave or enter a room without someone offering their assistance. With four months to wait until the blessed arrival, I’m
            not ready to retire to the country. Yet I suppose I must. Especially if everyone sees me as an ungainly elephant plodding
            around in a day dress.”
         

         
         “Hardly. You are the portrait of beauty and grace as always. It’s simply that you have far too many people who love you and
            want to dote on you.”
         

         
         Briar grumbled as she arranged the cups and saucers. “Even Nicholas is forever offering to rub my feet if I so much as walk
            ten paces, and I always give in. Anyone would if they knew how exceptional he is with his . . .” Her words trailed off, a
            pink blush coloring her cheeks.
         

         
         “Oh, the trials you endure,” Ainsley said with a small laugh, hoping to hide the reprehensible—but unmistakable—twinge of
            jealousy that speared her.
         

         
         At one time, she’d had dreams of such a husband who would care for her and offer support whenever it was needed. But those
            had turned to nightmares with Nigel.
         

         
         When their betrothal had ended, she’d been left with the irrefutable knowledge that she would never marry because she would
            never be able to trust again. Not even herself. After all, it was her own mind that had foolishly led her astray.
         

         
         “My first husband was just the same when I was in a delicate way,” announced another voice from the door. “Wouldn’t think
            a rake could be so gentle and sweet, but . . . ah . . . he was the finest of men. My very own knight in armor.”
         

         
         Ainsley and Briar turned to see Mrs. Teasdale saunter into the room as if she belonged there. As if she were a member of the
            family. Yet Rosamunde Teasdale was merely a client of the agency’s. One day she’d shown up with her knitting, stating her
            desire to find a bride for her son and a new husband for herself, and never left.
         

         
         That was nearly a year ago. Since then, she’d become something of a fixture, much to Uncle Ernest’s dismay. At any given moment
            during the three days a week the
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