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            Chapter 1

         
         
            “Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best
               blessings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world with very little to distress or vex her.”
            

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         Jacinda Bourne pressed her back against the study door, clutching a volume of Emma in one hand and a feather duster in the other. A breath of relief left her as the latch clicked softly into place.
         

         
         No one had seen her.

         
         Still, she knew she didn’t have much time, not with the hazy light of dawn creeping into the Duke of Rydstrom’s paneled study,
            spreading like accusatory fingers through the sunburst transom window above heavy pleats of midnight blue brocade. Soon, his
            servants would finish breakfasting below stairs. Then they would begin their daily tasks, which surely included lighting a
            fire in the cold-veined marble hearth along the far wall. Therefore, she needed to hurry her investigation and . . . and . . . “Ah—choo!”

         
         Drat! Clearly, grabbing the feather duster had been a tactical error.

         
         Her pulse hitched in a sudden nervous jolt. She went still, listening for any sound of movement beyond the door, but the riotous
            thrumming in her ears made it impossible to hear.
         

         
         A warning voice in her head told her to slip away before she was caught. But Jacinda ignored it.

         
         She had to. How could she leave before she found the evidence she was looking for?

         
         The only problem was, she didn’t know what the duke was hiding.

         
         But he was hiding something. She’d been certain of that since he’d marched into her office at the Bourne Matrimonial Agency earlier this week.
         

         
         Every inch of his tall frame had been stiff and guarded, his fists clenched, his expression hard and intractable. In response,
            a peculiar sense of expectation had filled her, a certain knowing that there was more behind the clipped, evasive answers he provided—secrets that she needed to uncover before she found him
            a bride.
         

         
         After all, matchmaking was a serious endeavor. Jacinda and her sisters, along with Uncle Ernest, set out to forge lasting,
            happy unions for their clients. And finding a person’s ideal counterpart wasn’t easy. It took effort, careful consideration
            and, in Jacinda’s opinion, tenacity. That was the reason she was currently disguised as a servant, complete with apron and
            a ruffled cap over her dark auburn hair.
         

         
         It was all in the line of duty.

         
         Early on, she’d learned that some of their clients neglected to reveal certain undesirable elements on their applications,
            like property entailments, inheritance disputes, madness, mistresses, gambling debts, and even illegitimate children. Because
            of that, each client of the Bourne Matrimonial Agency was obligated to undergo a cursory investigation.
         

         
         Though, perhaps, sneaking into the duke’s residence was a slight exaggeration of their contract.

         
         Her sisters would be furious if they knew. Ainsley, the eldest, had already warned Jacinda that if her methods cost them clients,
            then her only contribution to the agency would be to serve tea in the parlor. Briar, the youngest, had skillfully plied Jacinda
            with guilt, reminding her that their business was created to honor their late mother, and to ensure that no one suffered her
            fate of marrying the wrong sort.
         

         
         According to her sisters, doggedness only cast a favorable light on soldiers, not debutantes or matchmakers. But Jacinda didn’t
            agree.
         

         
         Proving a person was the right sort demanded equal parts determination and readiness, using any means to discover the information. Though, in the future,
            she would avoid using a feather duster to complete her disguise.
         

         
         Pressing her ear to the door, all was quiet aside from the distant ticking of a pendulum clock. Relieved, her heartbeat gradually
            slowed, each thump reminding her that she was here for a purpose.
         

         
         She was a matchmaker. Decidedly, the most important profession of all.
         

         
         Her fingertips wrapped around her book, pulsing with this awareness. Shortly before their beloved mother had died, Heloise
            Bourne-Cartwright had gifted each of her daughters with a separate volume of Emma. To Jacinda, she’d given the first, in which Miss Woodhouse’s character revealed her unabashed determination. To Briar, she’d
            given the second, in which Miss Woodhouse possessed the most hope. And to Ainsley, the third and final volume, in which Miss
            Woodhouse showed wisdom beyond her years.
         

         
         Feeling the stamped leather press into the soft flesh of her palm, Jacinda’s own determination was reborn. She drew in a deeper
            breath, her lungs expanding against the apron sash beneath her breasts.
         

         
         For an instant, she’d nearly begun to doubt the plan she’d hatched at three o’clock this morning. But obviously, true genius
            could strike at any moment.
         

         
         Besides, the duke had brought this upon himself. Not only had he refused to answer all her questions, he’d lied directly to
            her about his income.
         

         
         Her recent visit to his solicitor revealed that Crispin Montague, the fifth Duke of Rydstrom, was nearly bankrupt, his estate
            in ruins.
         

         
         His finances weren’t the issue, however. After all, many in society would willingly accept the burden of rescuing his estate,
            if only to align their family with a duke. But why had he lied about it?
         

         
         In Jacinda’s opinion, a man who told one lie likely had dozens more stored away. She and her sisters had learned that from
            their philandering father. His betrayal had broken their poor mother’s frail heart and ultimately led to her death.
         

         
         How could Jacinda make a match for a man who spoke falsehoods and kept secrets? At the very least, marriage should provide
            each party with a sense of certainty that stemmed from honesty.
         

         
         This was her moment of truth. It was time to discover what the duke might be hiding.

         
         Wisping the feathered tips of the duster over his desk, she found it frustratingly tidy. There wasn’t a single item of personal
            clutter to reveal more about him, not even an engraved carving knife or a pocket watch. No portraits or miniatures on the
            walls either, only a nondescript hunting scene above the mantel. Aside from a lamp, the inkstand and blotter, there was only
            a slender bronze calling card case and a short stack of brown leather ledgers.
         

         
         It was very little to investigate . . . at least, without being overly intrusive.

         
         After all, she drew the line at rummaging through his drawers. And besides that, upon initial examination, she found them
            all locked. Silently, she tsked him for having such an untrusting nature.
         

         
         Reaching down to her hem, a frustrated growl escaped her. She’d forgotten to hide hatpins in the dress she’d borrowed from
            her maid. Sturdy pins were quite useful in circumstances such as this.
         

         
         Drat. Without being able to find anything in the drawers, she settled for borrowing one of his calling cards—because one never
            knew when a duke’s card might be of use—and tucked it inside her book before placing it next to the discarded duster.
         

         
         Then she picked up the first ledger. Skimming the fastidious lettering, she noticed a peculiarity that repeated all the way
            through, from the front to the back. Each page was split into four quadrants, one solid, straight line down the center from
            top to bottom and another from the left margin to the right. A category heading ran across the top of each portion in bold,
            dark script. What an odd way to itemize expenditures.
         

         
         She shrugged. And since the contents revealed more of what she knew about his meager accounts, she set it aside.

         
         The second was an appointment calendar, also in quadrants, but with a surprising lack of scheduled dinners, balls, or parties
            of any sort. It was almost as if he was solely relying on the Bourne Matrimonial Agency to find him a bride, without the barest
            curiosity of the candidates who might be paired with him.
         

         
         Strange, indeed. Most of their clients had already made unsuccessful attempts at finding a suitable spouse, and they sought
            a matchmaker because they longed for a close attachment that came from the commonalities in character and occupation. However,
            a gentleman who didn’t attend any social events likely did not care about those things. By all appearances, his desire for
            a bride was nothing more than a business arrangement, or a trivial task he’d set before him.
         

         
         The thought incensed her. It was the nineteenth century, not the dark ages when nobles married solely for money, property,
            and lineage. Many people were enlightened and had abandoned the old traditions, realizing that contentment in marriage, trust,
            and even love were inalienable rights.
         

         
         Doubtless in the duke’s case, once he received his list of potential candidates, he’d simply point his feudalistic finger
            at the name of the first heiress and say, “I’ll have this one,” and then expect the woman to be delivered to his doorstep.
         

         
         Humph. Jacinda closed the ledger with a slap. When she did, however, a square of paper flew out from between the pages, flipped
            once in the air, and then drifted quietly to the floor.
         

         
         Her secret-finding senses were instantly alert, sending a rush of prickles over her scalp and down her nape.

         
         Taking a step away from the desk, she looked down and saw that it was a letter addressed to the duke. How could she have missed
            it?
         

         
         Bending to retrieve the potential clue, she debated whether to open it or not. As it happened, however, her fingers accidentally
            slipped beneath the already broken seal and the page unfolded—with only the barest amount of encouragement—before she’d even
            lifted it off the carpet.
         

         
         Still . . . reading another’s letter was unpardonably rude. It seemed her only option was to skim the contents instead.

         
         Disappointingly, the missive appeared to have come from a member of his staff. Signed Mrs. Hemple, Jacinda believed it was from his housekeeper, who wrote of the state of the linens and listed items in need of immediate
            repair, citing a recent storm and the subsequent leaks in the garret. There was, however, one odd paragraph that did not fit
            with the rest.
         

         
         
            Sybil fares well but keeps a careful vigil at the windows that overlook the road. Even though I have explained to her that
               Your Grace will not return for weeks to come, she is determined to wait for you. I managed to lure her out of doors for a
               minute, but even in the north garden the sound of the sea crashing against the cliffs kept her from any enjoyment.
            

         

         Jacinda read it over again, committing it to memory. By all accounts, Sybil was not a servant. Perhaps Sybil was the duke’s
            dog, who was waiting steadfastly for her master’s return? And yet . . . the housekeeper would hardly write of explaining the duke’s absence to a pet.
         

         
         So then, who was Sybil? Other than the duke’s aunt, Lady Hortense, he’d claimed to have no other family. Then again, perhaps
            he was hiding a mad relation or a mistress or—
         

         
         “Miss Bourne, just what are you doing in my study?”
         

         
         Jacinda jolted. The instant she heard that low, unforgiving voice—his tone as deep as a village well and frightfully calm—her
            head snapped up and the missive slipped from her fingers. Or rather, she dropped it like a burning coal.
         

         
         He filled the doorway. Beneath a slight widow’s peak of thick, backswept barley and wheat tendrils, his angular features were
            set in hard, irreproachable lines. He possessed high cheekbones and a wide jaw as if his ancestry had been forged during one
            of the battles between Viking marauders and the Roman knights who’d fought over this land ages ago. His skin was unblemished
            but slightly weathered in a way that indicated he enjoyed outdoor pursuits. And the shoulders inside his green coat were so
            broad that she wondered how often he injured himself passing through narrow doorways.
         

         
         “Your Grace,” she croaked. A combination of regret for having been caught, and a smidge of guilt for being here dried up all
            the moisture in her throat. What business did he have being awake at this hour? Swallowing, she attempted an innocent smile,
            but her lips felt somewhat like squirming caterpillars that were difficult to direct into the correct placement. “What a pleasant
            surprise. I was afraid I’d have to wait here for hours before you awakened.”
         

         
         With the toe of her shoe, she searched for the missive on the floor. Finding it, she stepped on it for good measure and hoped
            he hadn’t seen her reading it.
         

         
         His gaze flicked over her, from the top of her ruffled cap, down to the fingertips she pressed to the surface of his desk,
            and then rested on the discarded feather duster. He said nothing for a moment, but pulled the door closed behind him.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            “It was foolish, it was wrong, to take so active a part in bringing any two people together. It was adventuring too far, assuming
               too much . . .”
            

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         Click.

         
         Had a latch falling into place ever sounded more ominous? The study seemed to shrink. Jacinda felt as if the entire room was
            the size of the paper beneath her foot, and her back was against a creased corner.
         

         
         Dear heavens! What was he going to do? Call the guard? Or worse, cancel his subscription to the agency?
         

         
         His hazel eyes were the color of a leaf beginning to turn, a fading green tinged with russet brown along the outer edge. And
            as he stared at her, silent and imposing, his mink brown lashes crowded together as his thick brows lowered. “It is pointless
            to pretend you are here for a social call.”
         

         
         “Of course not, sir. We are business acquaintances,” she said lightly, attempting to add a measure of normality to her . . .
            visit. “As such, I would only call upon you in regard to your recent application with the Bourne Matrimonial Agency.”
         

         
         “After the report from my solicitor, I learned a great deal about your supposed business practices.” He glowered, folding one arm across the other.
         

         
         While the act of folding typically made things smaller, the opposite seemed true for him. With a glance at the swollen sleeves
            of his coat, she wasn’t certain the seams would hold. He had the arms of a woodsman, the bulge of muscle clearly defined beneath
            the superfine wool, as if he spent his days chopping lumber with a very heavy axe instead of doing whatever it was that an
            antiquated-thinking duke was supposed to do.
         

         
         Unable to help herself, she wondered what he might look like without his coat, and simultaneously a curious flutter burrowed
            into the pit of her stomach. “Your solicitor was quite helpful in providing the correct information, which you had neglected
            to supply on your application.”
         

         
         Honestly, Mr. Burke had been so easy to manipulate, she’d almost felt sorry for the older gentleman. A few flashes of the
            agency’s contract—though without letting him read it verbatim—and a finger pointed to the duke’s signature was all it had
            taken for him to speak to her. From that point, she’d carried on with her usual questions.
         

         
         “I was under the impression that your uncle, Lord Eggleston, managed each account,” the duke said, the cut of his jaw coming
            into sharp focus as he gritted his teeth.
         

         
         She nearly laughed. Her mild-tempered and far too gullible uncle was no match for a deceptive duke.

         
         “And he does,” she said, resisting the urge to cross her fingers behind her back. Everyone knew that genteel women weren’t
            supposed to have professions. They were only supposed to find husbands, or become poor spinsters who relied on the charity
            of family. Finding a position as a governess was also acceptable, but looked upon with great pity.
         

         
         For the sake of their reputations, both personal and business, it was vital that the ton believed Uncle Ernest ran the agency. No one could discover that the romantic and gregarious viscount, whom haute society
            humored by welcoming his matrimonial agency, was actually just a figurehead.
         

         
         While Uncle Ernest spent his days composing sonnets and wooing whatever lady had captured his fancy, his nieces ran the agency.
            Ainsley managed the office, kept the books, and compiled the lists of potential matches for each of their clients. Briar sorted
            the basic facts: age, class, physical description, income, property, beliefs, and interests. And Jacinda conducted interviews
            and performed the most essential task: the investigation. Though, preferably, without being caught.
         

         
         Jacinda drew in a steady breath through her ever-tightening throat. “It was pure happenstance that I found myself in the vicinity
            of your solicitor’s office. Since I was already there, it would have been silly to send my overworked uncle on an errand that
            I could manage myself.”
         

         
         “Oh, you managed it, for certain. You badgered your way into Mr. Burke’s office,” the duke accused, unfolding his arms and pointing a long
            finger in her direction. “He told me how you twisted each of his answers in order to gain what you wanted. No doubt, you used
            the same methods to get past my housekeeper this morning as well.”
         

         
         Jacinda scoffed, indignant. “Frankly, sir, I am offended that you think I deliberately deceived your staff. I am a professional,
            after all.”
         

         
         And as such, she had come in through the garden gate, as anyone could have done. Then, keeping out of sight, she’d skirted
            the corner to the small terrace, up the stairs and to a deep-set lacquered door. As was the custom at her family’s rented
            town house, the door had been propped open to let in the sweet, dew-scented morning air. It was almost as good as an invitation.
         

         
         To her credit, she’d never trespassed in her life. Well . . . not unless she counted the time when she happened upon a Cyrano
            de Bergerac costume, complete with plumed hat and a mask with a bulbous nose, hidden in the back of Uncle Ernest’s wardrobe.
            Or the time when she’d accidentally dislodged Ainsley’s diary from a hidden desk drawer, letting loose a collection of pressed
            flowers that had littered the floor (and if it weren’t for that errant bluebell sliver, she’d never have been caught). Then
            there was the time when—
         

         
         Hmm . . . perhaps she had trespassed a bit.
         

         
         “A professional busybody,” the duke said with fractious scorn. “Have you no shame, no thought of conscience for your machinations?”

         
         “Of course I have a conscience,” she said with unflinching certainty, hiking up her chin. “When the circumstance warrants
            such feelings, it is the first to rear at me. This morning, however, you are the only one rearing, which tells me that you
            are prone to exaggerated emotions. This is something I must note for your file. If you’ll excuse me.”
         

         
         Picking up her book from the desk, she held it against her like a shield. She had every intention of walking out the door.
            The only problem was, he was still blocking the way. Not only that, but she had his letter beneath her slipper. Bother.

         
         “I will not excuse you, Miss Bourne. You are trespassing in my home, disguised as a servant, and—”

         
         “Aren’t we all servants to one another, sir, each in our own way?” She’d heard these very words from the reverend this past
            Sunday.
         

         
         Fortunately, her impassioned piousness stopped whatever diatribe the duke had been proceeding to inflict upon her. However,
            unfortunately, it also made him take two hard steps toward her.
         

         
         The carpeted floor bumped beneath her feet, resonating a warning up her body. He is not one to trifle with, her inner voice of reason whispered. Jacinda did not doubt the truth of it for an instant.
         

         
         It was a shame that she had yet to heed the advice of that voice.

         
         Standing at the corner of the desk, he loomed over her, the scent of cedar rising from his clothes, his eyes turning dark
            as a forest at midnight. Indeed, he was a lean-bodied tree of a man, all shoulders, and arms as thick as branches. A jagged
            vein streaked across his forehead, looking like a gnarled twig beneath the surface of his skin. His nostrils flared as his
            mouth compressed into a firm white-edged line. “They say even the devil can quote scripture, and I imagine that applies to
            Sunday sermons as well.”
         

         
         Devil, indeed.

         
         The unfounded accusation caused his voice to drop lower, more vibration than words. Her skin reacted to it, drawing tight
            over her bones. The bare flesh below her sleeves felt like a freshly plucked goose as she rubbed her free hand over one arm.
            The heat he radiated did nothing to lessen this effect. In fact, the longer she stood in his proximity, the more she became
            aware of her skin and the fit of her clothes, especially how the fine cambric of her chemise seemed to have abraded her nipples
            until they were taut. She was even strangely conscious of her height and how—if she took a half step forward—her nose would
            touch the knot of his cravat. And if she were to tilt up, her lips would brush the shallow cleft in his chin.
         

         
         She swallowed down the thought and the startling impulse to verify this suspicion. “But what would the devil be doing in church?”
         

         
         This time, he was the one with a ready reply. “Sitting beside you.”

         
         He leaned toward her, and his hot breath drifted across her cheek, carrying the spiciness of a licorice lozenge as if he’d
            used aniseed tooth powder during his morning ablutions. The pleasing scent teased the glands at the back of her mouth where
            saliva pooled.
         

         
         Beneath her cap, she felt the first prickle of perspiration and a hank of hair fell over her brow. She left it there, worried
            that if she moved at all she might brush against him. And she didn’t know what would happen if they touched.
         

         
         For some reason, the notion caused a quiver to climb up her back, plucking each vertebra to the base of her skull and making
            her scalp tingle.
         

         
         Even though it was out of character for her to walk away without somehow gaining the upper hand, this time she felt it prudent
            to take a sideways step from him. Before she did, however, she slid the letter further beneath the desk, covering the scraping
            sound with a small cough. Then, sweeping that lock from her forehead, she looked from him to the door.
         

         
         Escape was so close she could almost feel the damp morning air upon her skin. “Clearly you are too ill-tempered to discuss
            business this morning, and therefore I will leave you to brood over your morning tea.”
         

         
         “You have stolen into my house like a common thief and under a wholly false pretense.” He laughed without humor, angling his
            body in a way that would allow him to reach out and take hold of her, if he so chose. “If I weren’t a gentleman, I would put
            you over my knee and teach you the lesson that you obviously require.”
         

         
         “I am three and twenty, sir, hardly a child.” He might have spared her the insult by threatening to call the guard, instead.
            Not that she wished for such. All the same, she stood her ground, straightening to her full—nose to his cravat—height.
         

         
         His eyes darkened, his hand closing into a fist at his side. “Your behavior proves otherwise with the way you run around bullying
            elderly solicitors and getting into mischief when your uncle’s back is turned.”
         

         
         “I’ll have you know that my uncle has no—” She stopped her rant, closing her mouth with a clack of teeth. Then, clearing her
            throat, she took another tactic, using what her governesses had often called her knack for dramatics. Lifting a timorous gaze, she continued. “My uncle is in poor health at the moment, and I fear that if he learned of this
            episode, he might decline further. He’s all the family my sisters and I have and we would be lost without him.”
         

         
         “Do not play the coquette with me. It is obvious that you are attempting to garner sympathy, casting a—likely false—woeful
            haze over your transgression. When, in fact, you are guilty of a crime.”
         

         
         Horrible man! Jacinda had never encountered someone so determined to point out this tiny, completely forgivable, act of trespassing.
            “How can you accuse me when I have not had the opportunity to state my business?”
         

         
         He drew in a breath that expanded his chest and created horizontal furrows in his cashmere waistcoat. “I am a patient man
            by nature, but you’ve managed to whittle that down to a splinter. Give me one reason why I should not cancel my subscription
            this instant.”
         

         
         Without missing a beat, she boldly said, “I came here with a question regarding your application. The only family we have
            listed for you is your aunt, and my uncle was wondering if you had anyone else.”
         

         
         Perhaps someone named Sybil?

         
         “I do not,” he said quickly. “Nor do I see that information as having any significance.”

         
         Of course he didn’t. All throughout the questions she’d posed upon their initial meeting, he’d made it patently clear that
            he saw little value in their process.
         

         
         
            	Name: Crispin Montague, the fifth Duke of Rydstrom
            

            
            	Age: 28
            

            
            	Property: an estate in Sussex
            

            
            	Income: £4,000 per annum (a total fabrication)

            
            	Beliefs: refused to answer

            
            	Interests: refused to answer

            
         

         
         Hiding her irritation, she offered an inconsequential shrug. “Some debutantes find large families appealing and therefore
            are more interested in the match.”
         

         
         This earned a lift of his brow, his glower vanishing. “Have you a list for me, then?”

         
         Oh, wasn’t he the ever-eager bridegroom? She might have found it charming if he hadn’t blatantly proven that he didn’t care
            a whit for his bride—not her name, not her temperament, and certainly not her dreams. All he required was that a woman stood
            on the opposite side of the church aisle when he said his vows, effectively claiming her as his own.
         

         
         A strange sort of ripple rushed through her at the thought. She shook her head, ridding herself of it. “None yet, but soon.
            At least, now that I have verified the truth.”
         

         
         A short silence hung between them, one deceiver sizing up the other. His broad mouth, no longer compressed with censure, revealed
            that it canted slightly to one side, as if he were deciding whether to smirk at her or not.
         

         
         “The same truth that you have had all along,” he said in apparent disregard of his solicitor’s account and her knowledge of
            it. “That I require a wife and I employed your uncle’s agency to find me one.”
         

         
         “Yes, but you conveniently did not reveal your requirement for one with a large dowry.” Nothing vexed her more than a man who kept secrets, even small ones. “There was no reason to
            hide it. But by doing so, you might have cost my uncle a great deal of effort searching for a bride who complemented your
            character, and shared your interests and beliefs. It is better for him, at least, that I have discovered your deception.”
         

         
         The twig vein in his forehead reappeared. “I despise being called a liar. So be careful where you tread, Miss Bourne.”

         
         Unbelievable! “Are you still claiming to earn four thousand pounds per annum?” She knew it was rude to speak of money in the
            open, but the man incensed her.
         

         
         “I never said per annum—that was your assumption,” he said with a smug shake of his head. And before she could argue, he went on, looking down the
            straight ridge of his nose at her. “You asked how much I would earn this year. Since I plan to marry by year’s end, and subsequently
            receive a promised wedding gift from my aunt, that sum is what I shall have.”
         

         
         She often used the truth as a tactic as well and suspected he had purposely deceived her. Being unable to prove it, however,
            irritated her to no end. “If all you need is a wife—and likely a rich one at that—then why not simply take out an advertisement
            in the Post? Why bother with our agency at all?”
         

         
         She noted his hesitation and discomfort as he shifted from one foot to the other. Clearly, he was not a man used to explaining
            himself, or being challenged to do so. She assumed they’d reached the end of their encounter, but he surprised her once again.
         

         
         “Not that it is any of your concern,” he began, “but there are stipulations to my aunt’s gift. She requires approving of my
            bride. And with your reputation among the ton’s elite—in particular, with the Duchess of Holliford—my aunt hopes to eliminate any bride with ill-favored characteristics
            that could be passed on to my heirs.”
         

         
         “Yes. I’ve met your aunt,” Jacinda said with genuine empathy in her tone. “Lady Hortense has rather exacting standards.”

         
         The instant his aunt had walked through the door of the agency, she’d demanded a list of all first-class debutantes so that she could peruse them beforehand. Thankfully, Ainsley’s skillful ease with the clients had given the stern
            lady the comfort of knowing that all would be handled in due course.
         

         
         Lady Hortense was also a wealthy widow, and Jacinda couldn’t help but wonder why she hadn’t simply offered the duke money
            without the necessity for a bride.
         

         
         He acknowledged her statement with a stiff half nod. “Surely you can understand how a man of my rank in society would not
            wish to reveal every aspect of his personal affairs to a stranger.”
         

         
         Warmth rushed to her cheeks as a faint stirring of guilt returned. She was quick to tamp it down, however. After all, if she
            started to feel pangs of remorse for every person she investigated, the Bourne Matrimonial Agency would have no chance of
            survival. “If you had been forthcoming, I might never have been forced into action.”
         

         
         “Would that be the criminal action of trespassing or the elder-badgering of Mr. Burke?”

         
         She wrinkled her nose at him without responding, prepared to walk past him and to the door. And she might have a chance because,
            it seemed, his demeanor had altered. The barely tethered fury he’d emanated at first was now more blustered irritation and
            a grudging acceptance of events, as if they’d both come to an understanding of each other’s natures. He was faultily secretive,
            while she was plagued by righteous curiosity.
         

         
         All the same, she hoped he wouldn’t spot the letter beneath his desk until she was gone, and then think nothing of it.

         
         She nearly had her hand on the ivy embossed brass knob when—

         
         “What have you there?” He was behind her in an instant, an arm’s distance from placing his hand against the door, should he
            choose.
         

         
         Once more, her proximity to him was too close, her nerves running raw under the surface of her skin. She’d never suffered
            this sensation before. But standing near him, for reasons beyond her understanding, flustered her.
         

         
         Anxious, she wet her dry lips before lifting her head to meet his gaze. “My own book. I am not a thief.”

         
         With a frown, he glanced to her mouth as if expecting to find a lie lounging there, mocking him. “Then let me see it.”

         
         She didn’t want to. His borrowed card was tucked within the first pages. She knew, however, that refusing would only make
            her appear all the more culpable. Reluctantly, she handed it to him, hoping he would be satisfied with a look at the title.
         

         
         There was no reason for their fingers to touch. Her hand was much smaller and she purposely kept her grip to the bottom of
            the book, offering him the top. Instead, he took the volume from the middle, his long, tanned fingers splaying just enough
            to brush against the tips of hers.
         

         
         A jolt slid over her sensitized nerves, causing an unbidden shiver. He seemed to hesitate before withdrawing, as if the current
            passed between them, and they were both like helpless frogs pinned to a surgeon’s table for reanimation. Yet, his inscrutable
            expression revealed nothing, leaving her to wonder if he had, indeed, felt anything at all.
         

         
         She had the sense that he’d wanted to make a point—that he was in control. He was the man and she the woman. He was the master
            of the house, and she the trespasser. And if she wanted to leave, then he would be the one to allow it. Or not.
         

         
         Whatever his intention, she did not particularly like the way it kept those currents arcing through her, helpless to the effect
            he had on her.
         

         
         Taking the book in hand, he rubbed the broad pad of his thumb over the worn, gold embossed title. “Why did you carry this
            with you today?”
         

         
         “As I said, I came here on business and that book is something of our hallmark. If you’d read Miss Austen’s magnificent story
            about Miss Emma Woodhouse and her calling to become a matchmaker, you would understand.”
         

         
         “I have read it,” he said, amazing her. But when he continued, her shock quickly transformed to exasperation. “Though, I cannot
            say that it gives me any more faith in the Bourne Agency’s abilities than I would give Miss Woodhouse. She was a complete
            failure in her attempts.”
         

         
         Of course he would feel that way—he was a man, and men typically did not appreciate the nuances of a well-written, clever
            heroine. “My sisters carry their own volumes as well.”
         

         
         “Are they as meddlesome as you are?” The cant of his mouth—that almost smirk—returned, becoming more pronounced as he handed
            the book to her. This time, he left her room to grasp the book without a collision of fingers.
         

         
         She tugged it to her breast. “We each have individual accomplishments to best serve our agency. Of course, for a man who has
            no care for the type of bride he will wed, but only that marriage to her brings forth an income, I’m certain you would not
            understand.”
         

         
         “I did not realize matchmaking was a philanthropic endeavor for your family. I was under the assumption that it was a business,
            and therefore required paying clients. Now that I know differently, I shall rescind my subscription. I should rather hire
            an agency that is motivated by something other than foolish inclination.” He glanced down to her book.
         

         
         “We are the only agency in London,” she corrected on a breath, feeling the weight of Emma upon her. “The matches we make are essential, offering the happiness that may have been otherwise unattainable for our clients.”
         

         
         “No. You help those who are willing to settle for anything and anyone,” he said with such conviction that it left no doubt
            he was including himself. “Does the Duchess of Holliford know that you scurry around, sneaking into homes under the guise
            of aiding your uncle?”
         

         
         For the first time, Jacinda felt true fear in a swift deluge of icy blood in her veins. The Duchess of Holliford was their
            benefactress, and the weight of her good name offered the Bourne sisters a degree of leniency when they assisted their uncle. Not only that, but Her Grace’s generosity was the only way they could afford to live in London at all. Uncle
            Ernest, though a kind and wonderful man, was a terrible money manager and had been forced to let his small estate in Hampshire.
            To lose the duchess’s support would make them homeless. “We are ever grateful for her patronage.”
         

         
         He took no apparent pleasure in the thready sound of her voice, but seemed to crowd closer to her without moving an inch.
            “You are fortunate that I have more of an immediate desire for a wife than I do to inform my aunt’s friend of your less than
            scrupulous practices.”
         

         
         “I’m afraid it is not that simple,” Jacinda croaked, that doggedness in her character unwilling to keep quiet. “It is a matter
            of personal pride that we only pair our clients with those best suited to them.”
         

         
         “Then find me a woman who only wants to be a duchess, and nothing more.” He offered half of a wry smile and the barest glimpse
            of straight white teeth.
         

         
         The sight of the tantalizing tilt of his full, flesh-toned lips caused her skin to heat and tingle as if she were slowly breaking
            out in hives. The sensation covered her from head to toe, tightening her flesh, prickling her scalp, much like the time she’d
            foraged for garland greenery, not realizing it was poison ivy.
         

         
         At the time, she’d been so agonizingly itchy that one might imagine her only memory of the event had left her with a supreme
            fear of feeling that way ever again. And yet, she couldn’t help but remember how intensely good it had felt to give in to
            one long, blissful scratching session.
         

         
         Perhaps that was all she needed right now. If the duke would hold still, then she could rub up against—

         
         Jacinda stopped instantly, appalled by her own thoughts. What had come over her? She honestly had no idea.
         

         
         Gathering a semblance of composure, she tore her gaze away from his near-smirking mouth. “What of your aunt’s stipulations?”

         
         “If you procure a bride quiet enough, then my aunt may never know a whit about her character to find unappealing. And I need
            never reveal your actions today.”
         

         
         Was he blackmailing her, then? Find him a bride, no matter how incompatible they might be, in order to save the family business?

         
         There had to be another way. She refused to pair a person with the wrong sort and force them into a life of misery and heartache.
            Before she agreed to forge any match between the duke and his potential bride, she would have to know more about him. “If
            you would only answer a few more questions, then I’m certain we could—”
         

         
         “Enough, Miss Bourne,” he snapped, every ounce of humor dissolving.

         
         In the next moment, he angled toward her to grip the doorknob, creating a blockade around her. When she looked up, he hesitated
            before moving, his gaze dipping to her mouth once more. His early-autumn eyes darkened, the green eclipsed by pupils that
            expanded like spills of ink, leaving only a penumbra of russet brown. His scent filled her nostrils. She didn’t intend to
            inhale the warm cedar essence so deeply, but his intrusion into her breathable space made it impossible not to. And now she
            feared she would never be rid of it.
         

         
         Then suddenly, he pushed open the door and took a step back in a clear invitation for her to leave. “I have stated all that
            is essential. If you wish to keep my coin in your uncle’s account, then I suggest you pry no further into my affairs.”
         

         
         This was likely one of the instances where she ought to let sleeping dogs lie. Yet, something in her nature demanded to have
            the answers to the mystery he posed. And his attempt at blackmail only heightened her suspicions.
         

         
         She truly wished he would have cooperated. That way, she wouldn’t have to resort to drastic measures. But now there was only
            one way to find out all she needed to know.
         

         
         Jacinda inclined her head. “Very well, sir. I shall see that you have a list of names to consider by week’s end.”

         
         He frowned. “Why not by the end of the day?”

         
         “I’m afraid I will be leaving town shortly on an urgent matter,” she said without elaborating. Then, because her ruse was
            over, she left the study and walked to the foyer instead of toward the servant’s entrance. She could feel his watchful eyes
            following her all the way to the wide oaken door at the front of the town house. And with a glance over her shoulder, she
            confirmed it. “Good day, Your Grace.”
         

         
         He said nothing more, but merely glowered at her as she plucked the cap from her head and then disappeared into the chilly
            morning air.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            “Matrimony, as the origin of change, was always disagreeable . . .”

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         Crispin stared down at the polished surface of his desk and tried to regain a sense of composure.

         
         Drawing in a deep breath, he focused on the quadrants. Top right—inkstand. Bottom right—bronze calling card case. Bottom left—stack
            of ledgers. Top left—he exhaled slowly—an errant feather duster in the place where he would have his tea tray.
         

         
         It didn’t matter that it was there, he told himself. A servant would tidy up in no time at all, removing every trace of Miss
            Jacinda Bourne. Then he could forget that she’d been here, standing in this exact spot, and ignore that she’d left a sweet,
            utterly feminine fragrance lingering in the air. And he also told himself that the only reason his pulse was ticking like
            a pocket watch wound too tightly was because he’d caught her trespassing. Surely that circumstance allowed a man the right
            to an erratic heartbeat.
         

         
         Yet when he’d first entered the room and saw her, those robin’s-egg blue eyes widening, her pink lips parting on a soundless
            gasp, his first impulse hadn’t been to call the guard. Instead, he’d had the urge to cross the room, take her by the shoulders,
            haul her up to her toes and . . . and . . .
         

         
         He shook his head, raking a hand through his hair. No. He absolutely had not had the impulse to kiss her. It had only been a wayward thought, a momentary lapse in judgment.
         

         
         In these past four years, he’d learned to control all of his base, undisciplined hungers. He certainly wasn’t the least bit
            tempted by a young woman with criminal tendencies, one who’d disguised herself as a servant in order to rifle through his
            things.
         

         
         The only thing that had saved her from a more severe punishment was that he knew she couldn’t have been in the room for any
            length of time. It was still just past dawn, and she’d had no candle to light her way. So she couldn’t have found anything
            incriminating.
         

         
         Besides, he was far too careful. He had to be.

         
         Just then, the narrow servant’s door on the opposite wall opened and the cinder maid slipped into the room. Used to finding
            him here at this early hour, she did not startle but briefly curtsied, her pail and broom rattling with the motion, before
            she proceeded to make quick work of sweeping out the ash from the hearth and lighting a fire.
         

         
         Crispin sat at his desk, positioning his chair directly in the center. Unconsciously, he adjusted the angle of his calling
            card case and then reached forward to uncap the inkwell. He decided to forget about Miss Bourne’s visit and focus on more
            important matters . . . like anything other than Miss Bourne.
         

         
         Yet, as he scrutinized his accounting ledger, subtracting from an already paltry, abysmal figure, her voice entered his mind.
            Yes, but you conveniently did not reveal your requirement for one with a large dowry.

         
         An immense dowry was closer to the truth. Though, frankly, he was still stunned that the question had arisen at all. The need to state
            the obvious had never occurred to him. He was a duke. Of course he would marry to increase his wealth and landholdings. Had there ever been a duke who had not?
         

         
         And with an heiress, he presumed, there would be other benefits as well. A woman reared in the lap of luxury would possess
            an endless desire for travel, ample friends to keep her company and, most importantly, absolutely no desire to live with him
            at Rydstrom Hall.
         

         
         If his bride-to-be turned into someone who wanted to spend every waking moment with him, then once he explained about his
            crumbling estate, the matter should sort itself out. At least, that was his hope.
         

         
         He would prefer it if he didn’t have to marry at all and could keep his life just the way he had arranged it. Unfortunately,
            because of the ever-deteriorating walls of his home and his lack of any constant, reliable income, he—like every duke in his
            family before him—had to marry for money in order to keep it standing.
         

         
         “Your Grace,” the maid said, her voice cutting through his thoughts. “I found this on the floor.”

         
         He paused in checking over his figures in the ledger and looked up. The instant he saw the letter in her hand, a chill of
            icy dread sprinted through him.
         

         
         “Thank you.” He reached for it with a surprisingly steady hand, pretending to be unaffected. The maid bobbed once more and
            quietly left the room.
         

         
         As soon as the door closed, he leapt to his feet and began to pace the room, poring over the contents of the letter, all the
            while wondering if that meddlesome intruder had read it.
         

         
         But of course she had.

         
         Only now did he remember that he hadn’t burned it the way he typically did with the other correspondences from his housekeeper,
            Mrs. Hemple. Instead, he’d hastily tucked it inside a ledger yesterday when Aunt Hortense had entered this room. He hadn’t
            wanted her to read it either. And he’d left it in the ledger. Of that, he was certain.
         

         
         There was no way it could have fallen to the floor on its own.

         
         Too late, Crispin crumpled the missive in his fist, the remnants of the wax seal pattering down to the hardwood floor at his
            feet. Then he tossed it into the flames. The curling paper glowed bright orange at the edges for an instant, then turned to
            mat black before finally disintegrating into ash.
         

         
         Gone.
         

         
         He only wished it was that simple, wished that his efforts to protect Sybil were as easily remedied. Yet he worried that Miss
            Bourne’s doggedness would prove all his efforts futile.
         

         
         The woman was worse than a hunting hound, attempting to sniff out every secret he held. The thought made his head ring. He
            pressed his fingertips to his temples—something he’d been doing frequently since he met Miss Bourne, three days ago.
         

         
         Usually he stayed away from curious people who asked too many questions. Circumstance, however, had forced him into her company.

         
         When he’d first gone to the Bourne Matrimonial Agency, he’d expected to speak solely with the proprietor, Lord Eggleston.
            The viscount was an amiable fellow, but one who valued charm above intellect. Still, Crispin had felt a sense of reassurance
            dealing with him, knowing that he would never question why a duke would need to hire an agency to find him a bride.
         

         
         Regrettably, at the time, Eggleston had claimed to have another appointment and directed Crispin to a small parlor. And that
            was where he’d first encountered Miss Jacinda Bourne.
         

         
         He’d known it was a mistake in an instant. Even before they were introduced, a sense of warning clambered through him, settling
            into a tense knot at the base of his skull.
         

         
         Unlike her uncle, Miss Bourne did not smile at him excessively in an effort to put him at ease or welcome him. Instead, she’d
            narrowed her eyes, studying him from the crown of his head to the soles of his well-worn Hessians with the shrewdness of a
            geologist identifying the layers of rock cut away from a cliff side. Without a word, she’d scratched a few notes onto a slip
            of paper, which she’d somehow found amidst the plethora of clutter on the small desk.
         

         
         Then, the moment Eggleston had left the room, her questions began.

         
         “Why has Your Grace engaged the services of the Bourne Matrimonial Agency?”

         
         Bristling, Crispin hadn’t cared for the impertinence in her honeyed tone. “I should think the answer obvious.”

         
         She’d written another hasty note, a lock of auburn hair falling carelessly over the left side of her forehead, giving her
            the same disheveled appearance as her desk. As one who preferred order, he’d itched to tuck that lock back in place, but he’d
            forced himself to look away instead.
         

         
         From that point, her questions had only become more intrusive. “Are you seeking a love match, or is this visit a means to
            an end?”
         

         
         “Surely this is not the method in which you conduct business.” He’d clenched his teeth, his gaze darting back to her. That
            lock had taunted him, the burnished dark red appearing almost hot to the touch, as if it were leaving a mark on her forehead.
            He hadn’t understood why she didn’t brush it back. The pull to cross the room and do it for her had grown even stronger, the
            compulsion making his fingertips tingle.
         

         
         When she’d leaned forward to dip her pen into the inkwell, a pleat of lavender muslin brushed against a haphazard stack of
            papers. The top slip had teetered on the edge of her desk. It hung there, suspended, the corner drooping from the weight of
            gravity pulling it downward. Its hold on the desk had been tenuous at best, much like his patience. And when she’d scribbled
            on that page again, murmuring something under her breath about uncooperative clients, the paper slid to the floor, drifting on a current of air to land at his feet.
         

         
         Irritated, he’d swiped the page off the floor and laid it on the small rosewood table nearest him. It was the only surface
            in the room that was bare and therefore out of place in this chaotic excuse for an office. “Just what could you possibly be
            writing?”
         

         
         “I am getting a sense of your character. Now, if you please . . .”

         
         With every one of his clipped evasions, she’d kept digging further, trying different versions of the same questions, and apparently
            taking him for a half-wit who was blind to her manipulations.
         

         
         His tolerance exhausted, and a near obsession building because of that errant lock, he’d issued a somewhat forceful request
            to have a list supplied to him within the week. Then, before he’d turned to leave, Miss Bourne offered her acquiescence, but
            with a decidedly mischievous curl to the corners of her plump mouth.
         

         
         He’d seen that same look this morning.

         
         That smirk, along with the challenging glint in her eyes and another stray, fiery lock over her brow, had made him half wild
            with the need to have her gone from him. He couldn’t account for it.
         

         
         In truth, that had been the only reason he’d let her leave his study at all. With her, his sole aim was to be rid of her,
            and the sooner the better.
         

         
         If he’d been thinking clearly, he would have caught the hint of suspicion in her probing question. “The only family we have listed for you is your aunt, and my uncle was wondering if you had anyone else?”

         
         A chill slithered down his spine as he realized what a mistake he’d made. She had read the letter, for certain. He never should
            have let her leave without setting matters aright by making up a lie to appease her rapacious curiosity.
         

         
         Now there was no telling what she might do to find the answer. And he needed to stop her before it was too late.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            “The real evils indeed of Emma’s situation were the power of having rather too much of her own way, and a disposition to think
               a little too well of herself.”
            

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         “You did what?”
         

         
         Jacinda flinched at the harsh volume of Ainsley’s voice, rising to the ceiling, where the delicate plaster moldings likely
            quivered to the point of cracking. And when her sister shot up from the rose-tufted chair behind the slender writing table
            as well, it seemed the castigations had only just begun.
         

         
         Not wanting Uncle Ernest to overhear, Jacinda shut the white glazed door to the hallway. However, just as she closed one door
            at the back of the Pomona green room, another opened.
         

         
         From the adjacent sitting room, used as another office, their youngest sister burst into the room in a flurry of buttercup
            skirts, looking first to Ainsley. “What has happened?”
         

         
         In response, Ainsley pressed a hand to her forehead and carefully smoothed back the fine chestnut brown tendrils that slipped
            free an instant ago. “Ask your sister.”
         

         
         “What did you do this time?” Briar did her very best to look intimidating by setting her hands on her slender hips and casting
            a blue-eyed glare toward Jacinda. At twenty years old, it wasn’t Briar’s fault that she was the least formidable of them,
            possessing Mother’s perfect doll-like face and pale, wispy blond hair.
         

         
         In truth, they each had variations of Mother’s shape and delicate features. Though, Ainsley had a bit more of Father, with
            his coloring, sealskin brown eyes, and the tendency for her cheeks to turn ruddy whenever she drank wine that wasn’t watered
            down properly. Jacinda’s auburn hair and the turquoise blue of her eyes, she was told, had come from their grandmother. But
            Briar was Mother’s perfect copy, all the way down to her fanciful nature and gentle demeanor.
         

         
         Because of that, Jacinda preferred to shield Briar from many of her less scrupulous activities. “Nothing at all, pet. Ainsley
            and I had a simple misunderstanding. Say, is that the aroma of tea and Mrs. Darden’s lemon-anise scones in the air? Dear me,
            but I’m famished. Would you mind terribly . . .”
         

         
         “I’m not leaving the room this time,” Briar said, her meringue-soft voice cracking from the rare use of force. Jacinda might
            have been alarmed by this alteration in her sister if Briar wasn’t so adorable.
         

         
         It gave Ainsley another reason to frown, however. For a woman of six and twenty, and too pretty to be a curmudgeonly spinster,
            she certainly didn’t hesitate to act like one. “Since the news affects all of us, I see no reason why Briar shouldn’t hear
            how her sister stole into the Duke of Rydstrom’s town house at dawn—”
         

         
         “The door was open,” Jacinda added to no avail.

         
         “—crept into his study, and rifled through his things.”

         
         “Rifled is rather harsh, even for you. I merely happened upon a letter.”
         

         
         Briar gasped, her hand covering her mouth as her eyes grew larger. “You read his correspondence?”

         
         “Of course not.” Jacinda tsked, stepping past a pair of gilded armchairs on her way to the mantel where Mother’s music box
            waited. It was a puzzle box as well, and you had to know the trick of it to hear the music. “I merely skimmed it for pertinent information.”
         

         
         “And then,” Ainsley continued, her chastising tone adding a touch of unneeded drama, “he caught her in the act.”

         
         Briar sank onto a golden tasseled hassock, her lamenting sigh accompanied by the muffled crunch of horsehair stuffing beneath
            her. “We’ll be ruined.”
         

         
         “Nonsense,” Jacinda said with a flit of her fingers, brushing a tiny speck of dust from the center of the glossy rosewood
            lid where an inlay of gold leaf formed a starburst. “It isn’t as bad as all that. He let me leave, after all.”
         

         
         Ainsley crossed her arms over her sensible aubergine frock. “Only because he underestimated you. Had he an inkling of your
            espionage abilities, you would be wearing leg shackles this instant.”
         

         
         Jacinda grinned, pleased to have her talents appreciated for once.

         
         “Shouldn’t we be referring to the duke as His Grace instead of he?” Briar asked in a whisper as if she feared he was outside this very room, listening. “It seems almost sacrilegious to refer
            to him—or His Grace, rather—as if he were a mere man.”
         

         
         “For it to be sacrilege, he would have to be a religious figure. Besides, he is most definitely a man, and a dishonest one
            at that.” Another one of those currents arced through Jacinda as if she were now a conduit that reacted at the sheer mention
            of him. And worse, she could still smell him, that warm cedar essence seemed to have permeated her clothes.
         

         
         Just to be certain, she turned her head and lifted her shoulder for a sniff. And there it was—the scent of Crispin Montague,
            Duke of Rydstrom, Roman conqueror, Viking, woodsman, and avaricious bridegroom. She closed her eyes and inhaled one more time,
            but only for utter certainty.
         

         
         But when she opened them again, she found Ainsley squinting at her. “Why do you say that?”

         
         “Because he purposely omitted the whole truth about his income.”

         
         “No.” Ainsley shook her head. “I meant how you referred to him as ‘most definitely a man.’”

         
         “A passing observation. Nothing more.” Feeling her cheeks grow hot, Jacinda returned her attention to the music box on the
            mantel, withdrawing the square near the corner and pushing up the hidden peg at the bottom. The brass cylinder turned inside,
            the metal tines pinging with the soft melody that Mother used to hum from the window seat of their snug cottage in Hampshire.
         

         
         She would gaze out that window for hours waiting for Father to return. It wasn’t until she’d learned about the other family
            he’d been keeping on the side that she’d finally given up waiting for him. Her broken, frail heart had forced her to give
            up on other things, too, like singing and laughing as well as eating and getting out of bed. Ultimately, Heloise Bourne-Cartwright
            had died of a broken heart. And all because she’d married a man who kept secrets. A man who had no sense of duty to his first
            family nor a single shred of honor.
         

         
         “No matter what we call His Grace,” Briar said, cutting into her thoughts, “we are still at risk of losing our business.”

         
         “Not if we find a match for him.” Jacinda turned away from the music box, filled with a renewed sense of determination. She
            would save every person she could from making the mistake of marrying the wrong sort. But in order to do that, the Bourne
            Matrimonial Agency needed to stay in business.
         

         
         And as much as her presence had angered him, there was still an underlying desperation for him to find a bride. Likely, he
            would marry anyone in order to gain the monetary gift his aunt promised him.
         

         
         Then, once they found the duke a match, the Bourne Matrimonial Agency would become the premier establishment for all society matches. Currently, and aside from a scant few viscounts, three heiresses, and one French count, their client list
            consisted of members from the lower rungs. Barons, baronettes, landed gentry, and those who could not afford a Season in London,
            were quite eager to fill out their applications. And while the agency could secure matches for those outside of their client
            base—for a fee, of course—that would hardly promote the longevity of their business. So, they primarily relied upon subscriptions.
         

         
         Sadly, even with the Duchess of Holliford’s patronage, many of the upper echelon were hesitant to engage their services.

         
         Yet, that could all change if they made a match for the Duke of Rydstrom. Not only would it secure their reputations among
            the ton, but it would also guarantee paying clients for years to come, and shoo the moths away from the barren family coffers.
         

         
         She’d already seen evidence this week. When rumors of the duke’s name on the agency’s client list reached a few well-connected
            ears—thanks to the Duchess of Holliford—a half dozen title-hungry society mamas spent their pin money on subscriptions for
            their daughters, two of them with embarrassingly large dowries. It was only a matter of time before more would follow.
         

         
         Ainsley released an exasperated sigh. “But you said he’s the ‘wrong sort.’ That was the reason behind your reckless behavior
            this morning.”
         

         
         Jacinda’s conscience—which had been drowsing for much of this morning—was now rearing at her. Was she actually considering
            making a match for him just to save their business?
         

         
         Behind her, the music box wound down, issuing three final, and painfully slow, pings before falling silent.

         
         Jacinda swallowed. No. She couldn’t find him a bride without knowing more about him first. And just who was this Sybil person?
            A mistress, perhaps? A mad relation?
         

         
         All questions that must have answers, she thought. “I said that I believe he’s the wrong sort, I just haven’t proven it. But I have a plan.”
         

         
         Briar slumped forward and buried her face in her hands. “Not another one. I don’t think I want to hear any more.”
         

         
         “You always confuse foolish impulses with forethought.”

         
         Jacinda ignored the histrionics from one sister and the incorrect—and frankly offensive—assumption of the other. “I’ll take
            the mail coach into Sussex and apply to his housekeeper for a tour of the grounds, pretending to be on holiday. Once I’m inside,
            I’ll learn everything there is to know about the duke, including whether or not he deserves a perfect match.”
         

         
         “Absolutely not,” Ainsley said firmly. “Think of the rumors you would incite, traveling all the way to Sussex without a chaperone.
            Even though we are poor, as daughters of a baron we are still among the elite in society.”
         

         
         “I hardly think Father, or his title, has any bearing on my decision, considering he abandoned us more than ten years ago.”
            As far as Jacinda was concerned, she owed Michael Cartwright, Lord Frawley, nothing. In fact, so great was her and her sisters’
            desire to right the immeasurable wrong he’d done to Mother, that they’d even taken their mother’s maiden name as their own
            when they’d gone to live with Uncle Ernest.
         

         
         “We are also nieces of a kind and considerate viscount who took us in after Mother died. We owe Uncle Ernest our best behavior
            in London society, not more of your supposedly accidental explorations.” Ainsley glanced purposely at an oval frame, which held a single bluebell blossom pressed between glass, hanging
            by a silver ribbon on the wall near the door.
         

         
         Would Ainsley ever forget about that dratted bluebell sliver? It wasn’t as if Jacinda had made a habit of reading her sister’s
            diary. At least, as far as Ainsley knew, there had only been that one instance.
         

         
         “Yes, but if it wasn’t for Jacinda’s unconventional deeds, then we never would have found the perfect match for the Duchess
            of Holliford’s nephew, and there never would have been a Bourne Matrimonial Agency at all,” Briar said somewhat distractedly
            as she rose from the hassock and smoothed her skirts.
         

         
         “Thank you, Briar,” Jacinda said with a smug grin. “You are now my favorite sister.”

         
         Briar inclined her head regally as if fully aware of her tendency to say the perfect thing at the most opportune time.

         
         Their first client—before there even was a family business—had been the Duchess of Holliford. It all came about when Her Grace
            revealed that she’d given up hope that her awkward, solitary nephew would ever marry. At the age of six and twenty, it seemed
            that he was more interested in his insect collection than in women.
         

         
         However, during a visit to Her Grace’s country estate for afternoon tea, Jacinda—left to her own devices for a few minutes—had
            happened upon a collection of letters, yellowed and long forgotten. They’d been tucked inside a camouflaged pigeonhole at
            the top of an escritoire, practically falling into her lap, really. Well, after she’d encouraged the compartment to open by way of a letter knife and while balancing on the arm of a chair.
         

         
         Nevertheless, the letters revealed that the duchess’s nephew, Clyde Ableforth, had once been deeply in love with a budding
            lepidopterist named Nelly. And when Jacinda revealed her discovery to a stunned Duchess of Holliford and her owl-eyed nephew,
            the truth had come out. Mr. Ableforth had loved Nelly, and no one else since her. Yet, when that long-ago summer romance had
            ended and Nelly had returned to the strict bosom of her family, they’d lost touch.
         

         
         Overwhelmed by curiosity, Jacinda hadn’t been able to let the matter rest. So, after bribing a few tight-lipped servants with
            ginger comfits—courtesy of Briar’s supposedly secret hiding place—and a bit of digging, Jacinda had discovered all she’d needed
            to know.
         

         
         Mr. Ableforth and Nelly—or rather, Miss Cordelia Smith of Northumberland, bluestocking and spinster—were married last June.

         
         In the end, the appreciative Duchess of Holliford had become their patroness, allowing them the use of a fine town house in
            St. James’s. Her Grace would have lived here herself if not for the occasionally rowdy clientele at Sterling’s, the gaming
            hell across the street. Though, since the location gave the agency good exposure, the Bourne family didn’t mind. Well, except
            for Ainsley, who loathed the club and its owner, Reed Sterling, citing that it was a den of iniquity and he the devil incarnate.
         

         
         “Those intrusions might have been overlooked in the country because of our results, but they won’t be here.” Ainsley tsked,
            wearing her stick-in-the-mud expression. Or rather, in her case, it was more like an Excalibur-in-the-stone expression. She
            would not be moved from her argument. “Sometimes I wonder if you are incapable of behaving yourself and following the rules
            that the rest of us live by.”
         

         
         “As far as I know, the Bourne Matrimonial Agency’s only rule is never to fall in love with the client,” Jacinda added. This had been set in place, primarily, because Uncle Ernest
            fell in love so easily and had spent too much time charming their first patrons. “I guarantee, that is one rule I will not break, especially in this circumstance.”
         

         
         Who would ever fall in love with a man as intractable and secretive as the Duke of Rydstrom? Not any woman with sense, she
            was sure. Clearly, she would have to find an immensely wealthy idiot for him to marry.
         

         
         “For you to make such a declarative statement all but guarantees our ruin,” Ainsley muttered through clenched teeth. “I wish
            you would stop for a moment and think about how your actions could affect your sisters’ reputations as well as Uncle Ernest’s.”
         

         
         “Did I hear my name?” The door to the hallway opened and their uncle entered, an ever-present smile on his lips that made
            him look years younger than six and fifty. He was of average height and slender build, with a pale, aristocratic complexion.
            Yet matrons and widows remarked endlessly on the handsomeness of his thick, silvery hair and blushed whenever their gazes
            met the glint in his lapis blue eyes.
         

         
         Jacinda made her way to him, slipping her arm through his. “You did, indeed. We were just speaking of how fond we are of you.”

         
         Even though Uncle Ernest had a kind, gentle nature and tended toward the romantic, he was no fool. He arched a silver-threaded
            brow. “It sounded rather like a heated discussion.”
         

         
         “Not at all,” she said with a pat to his sleeve. “You know how we tend to increase our volume whenever we discuss our purpose,
            and how we are ever so grateful that you opened this agency.”
         

         
         “There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for the three of you. I only wish I’d done more for your mother.” Uncle Ernest sighed,
            his gaze alighting on a demilune table near the door, where Ainsley kept volume three of Emma, resting in the curved arms of a small, bronze easel. “But at least we are helping others avoid her fate, in our way.”
         

         
         Abruptly, Jacinda’s mood turned wistful. There were moments when she missed Mother so desperately that she felt the ache of
            it in the between-beats of her heart where there would always be emptiness.
         

         
         “You’ve said, many times, that our collective determination will make us successful.” Briar’s uncannily providential words
            drew Jacinda out of her doldrums and back to her current purpose.
         

         
         Uncle Ernest nodded. “I firmly believe it, too. The Bourne Matrimonial Agency should stop at nothing in order to guarantee
            our clients’ happiness.”
         

         
         “Within limits,” Ainsley added.

         
         Jacinda wrinkled her nose at her sister before turning back to their uncle. It was a commonly held belief that half of Uncle
            Ernest’s heart was comprised of romantic poetry, love letters, and the need to fall irrevocably in love at least twice a week.
            And Jacinda may or may not have used this knowledge to further her own pursuits, a time or two.
         

         
         Releasing his arm, she placed a hand over her heart and offered the sigh of hopeful yearning she reserved for moments of desperation.
            “But are there limitations to love? I think not.”
         

         
         Uncle Ernest nodded thoughtfully, drawing in a deep breath. “So true, Jacinda. We should go to the ends of the earth for the
            sake of that most precious of all feelings.”
         

         
         Ainsley coughed. “But what about all the way to Sussex and without a chaperone?”
         

         
         “Is someone going to Sussex?” Uncle Ernest asked, looking from Jacinda to Briar, and finally back
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