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            Dedication

         
         
            For my sisters

            We have a special bond, forged by more than blood but by our history. We even have our own lexicon of knowing looks, certain
               laughs, and single words that can tell an entire story. We’ve misunderstood and plagued each other, but we’ve also found solace
               in shared tears, memories, and long talks. And in every moment, there has always been love.
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            “There could be no harm in a scheme, a mere passive scheme. It was no more than a wish.”

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         
            Autumn, 1825

         

         Today was the day.

         
         Briar Bourne knew it the instant her feet slipped into the cool confines of her lucky ivory slippers and a zing of breathless
            exhilaration scurried through her.
         

         
         In a matter of an hour, she would have single-handedly launched the family business into greatness. The ton would soon be buzzing with excitement, beating a parasol-armed path to the doors of the Bourne Matrimonial Agency. And all
            because Briar was about to secure the most elusive bachelor in London as their premier client.
         

         
         But first, she needed to look like a capable and confident woman of the world, and not a debutante sneaking out of her family’s
            rented townhouse.
         

         
         One could never underestimate the power of the proper attire. The right garments could alter the course of one’s life, turn
            a beggar into a shop clerk, a servant into the lady of the house, or—in Briar’s case—an underestimated youngest sister into
            a genuine matchmaker.
         

         
         Since the agency opened two weeks ago, Uncle Ernest, Ainsley, and Jacinda were the only ones with the important occupations.
            They interviewed the applicants, discovered their interests and beliefs, their hopes and dreams of happily-ever-after.
         

         
         Briar’s tasks, on the other hand, were essentially useless. She served tea and filed papers like any trained monkey. She didn’t
            even have her own office. At least, not yet.
         

         
         That was the reason for her predawn errand. She was determined to prove that she could sling Cupid’s arrow as well as anyone
            else. Perhaps even better.
         

         
         After all, Uncle Ernest spent his time wooing nearly every woman he interviewed. Because of him, they had to establish a rule
            at the agency—never fall in love with the client.
         

         
         As for Ainsley, she was far too pragmatic. All of her facts about the clients were on paper, comparing one list to another.
            She was blind to the soulful yearning in the eyes of the few people who’d dared to cross their threshold.
         

         
         And Jacinda was far too skeptical. She investigated every client to ensure they were telling the truth, and not hiding dark
            secrets that could potentially destroy a marriage and family. But not everyone was like their father.
         

         
         The problem with her family was that they were so caught up in their own agendas they didn’t realize that a vital component
            was missing from the agency—excitement.
         

         
         Wasn’t falling in love supposed to be the most thrilling of all experiences in one’s life? It should be celebrated with wine,
            showered with rose petals, and glorified with cascades on harp strings.
         

         
         Briar flung herself back onto the bed with a sigh, arms wide, imagining it. She would be the best matchmaker in all of London—no,
            all of England. Perhaps even the world!
         

         
         “They simply cannot understand how difficult it is to have such a wild, romantic heart beneath my breast without any opportunity
            to unleash it,” Briar said to the book propped up on the pillow beside her.
         

         
         The red leather tome of Emma—the second volume of three—had been a gift from Mother before her untimely death ten years ago. Mother had adored the story
            of Miss Emma Woodhouse and her matchmaking endeavors, often wishing that she’d had someone so clever to look out for her.
            Instead, she’d suffered years of betrayal.
         

         
         In the end, the heartbreak and agony had been too much to bear. And because of that, the Bourne family set out to make the
            right sort of matches for people based on love, trust, and respect, and to keep others from suffering her fate.
         

         
         “I am determined to do my part as well,” Briar said, pressing a kiss to the cover before she stood and fastened a fawn cloak
            over her shoulders. At the door, she looked back once more and grinned. “Wish me luck.”
         

         
         In the ashen light of early morning, she quietly wended down the marble stairs, the soles of her slippers issuing the softest
            of whispers. Then, crossing the foyer, she stole outside into the thick autumn air, careful to leave the door on the latch.
            By the time she rushed down the whitewashed steps and onto the pavement, she was vibrating with excitement.
         

         
         She’d swallowed ten thousand stars, whole, and they were shimmering inside her. Never mind the frothy layer of fog hovering
            inches above their street in St. James’s. She was a light. A force. Nothing could stop her.
         

         
         The disembodied clip clop of horse hooves and the telltale crunch of stone beneath iron wheels told her that there were, indeed, a few carriages about
            at this early hour. She only hoped one of them was a hackney cab.
         

         
         Though, in truth, she’d never hailed one before. They’d arrived in London only a few weeks ago, and before that she’d spent
            her life in a small Hampshire village. She was twenty years old but had yet to experience much of life’s delights. Mostly
            because her sisters were under the delusion that they had to protect her from the rest of the world. They claimed she was
            too romantic, too purehearted—as if those were inferior characteristics.
         

         
         Briar scoffed. She would show them.

         
         And honestly, how difficult could it be to hire a cab?

         
         In the next few moments, however, she realized it wasn’t as simple as she’d thought. With the fog as thick as cotton batting,
            she was more likely to hail a foul-smelling, offal-brimmed scavenger cart by mistake. Of the two carriages that had passed
            by, neither had been for hire, but were owned by those who preferred to keep the shades drawn.
         

         
         Briar had overheard whispers about those kinds of people, the ones intent on gambling and carousing until dawn. She wasn’t
            entirely certain what manner of activity was involved in carousing but, since the word was always spoken in low behind-the-fan susurrations, she was sure it was decidedly scandalous.
         

         
         The very thought caused a frisson of wanton fascination to skitter through her. Whatever it was, she wanted to experience
            it at least once in her life. After all, in order to become a successful matchmaker, she needed a full understanding of . . .
            well, everything.
         

         
         Hearing the deafening jangle of rigging and a shouted gee—o echo off the surrounding stone façades, Briar knew this was her chance. And suddenly, a pair of grizzled horses broke through
            the fog, their heads bent low as they hurried around the corner. Lifting her arm in a quick gesture, she hailed the blue-coated
            hackney driver.
         

         
         This was happening just as she had planned! Soon, she thought with a grin, she would be the one the ton hired to help the Fates along.
         

         
         Yet, as she waited, she watched in puzzlement as the driver came to an abrupt halt across the street in front of Sterling’s,
            an elite gaming hell.
         

         
         She lowered her arm. Strange, but she’d watched others make the same gesture and it usually brought the driver directly to
            them. Hmm . . . she wondered if there was a trick to it. A flick of the wrist. A waggle of fingers, perhaps.
         

         
         Whatever it was, she was determined to learn it. Once this morning’s venture was successful, surely she would need to perform
            many errands for the agency. Briar Bourne—matchmaker of the ton’s elite.

         
         With very little traffic to impede her progress, and not a single other hackney cab in sight, she lifted her skirts to rush
            across the cobblestones. Yet, spying the rank foulness in the gutter, she realized that her lucky slippers weren’t designed
            for haste. And since the last thing she would ever do was meet a future client in soiled attire, she slowed her progress.
         

         
         “My good sir,” she called out, but the jarvey did not answer. His head was turned in the opposite direction, his attention
            caught by something toward the pavement on the other side. Repeating herself, she added a forceful push of authority to her
            usual breathy voice.
         

         
         “Aw shove off, why don’t—” He stopped the instant he saw her, jaw slackening. Quickly doffing his weathered hat, he pressed it against the center of
            his chest and blinked. Brows arching high, a slow smile revealed a few stained, narrow teeth between the gaps. “Beg pardon,
            miss, sometimes I think without speakin’.”
         

         
         Briar believed he meant to say it the other way around. But by the age of sixteen she’d learned that drawing attention to
            such a slip tended to tongue-tie a man even more, so she did not mention it. Though, realizing that her hood had dipped to
            her shoulders, she lifted it over her pale blond hair as she continued. It would do her no favors for someone to see her without
            a chaperone. “I should like to hire your cab, if you please.”
         

         
         “Blast me, but the gent already tossed up his coin,” he said with obvious regret and a jerk of his head to the other side
            of the carriage.
         

         
         Oh. Apparently, one had to be quick with the coin to hail a hackney. She would remember that for the future. As for now, however,
            she fully intended to see if the “gent” might be willing to relinquish his claim over this one.
         

         
         Wasn’t that precisely what a resolute matchmaker would do in this situation?

         
         Offering a nod to the driver, she walked around the carriage toward the footpath, minding the hazards of horse dung. The copious
            quantity was likely due to the near constant flow of eventide traffic that stopped in front of the gaming hell.

         
         Even now at this early hour, another carriage—a fine, glossy black with gilded coronets on the corners and wheels trimmed
            in red—lined up behind this one. A wealthy patron, to be sure. If only the Bourne Matrimonial Agency had such problems.
         

         
         Soon, she thought.
         

         
         Stepping onto the pavement, she was ready to address the gent. But Briar stumbled to a halt instead. Now, she understood why
            the hackney driver was stalled in this spot.
         

         
         His fare was otherwise engaged. Or more to the point, he was in the throes of . . . of kissing.

         
         At least, she presumed it was kissing. Though, to her, it appeared as if the raven-haired man was slowly devouring the plump
            brunette in his arms with open-mouthed bites of her lips, feeding on the sounds of her moans. His hands—and rather large,
            ungloved hands, at that—molded over the woman’s curves as if he were mapping every inch of her terrain. But a cartographer,
            he was not.
         

         
         Since they were in front of the gaming hell—where Briar had overheard mention of private rooms for their clientele—she believed
            he was another type of man altogether. A rake.

         
         Cheeks scorching, she turned away, her breath coming up short. She closed her eyes to . . . to what? To allow the couple privacy? To pretend she hadn’t seen their passionate interlude? She wasn’t sure. The truth was, she
            could still see those hands in her mind, long-fingered and dusted with dark hair near the wrists, and she couldn’t help but
            wonder what they were doing now.
         

         
         All she had to do was look, of course. It wasn’t as if her sisters were there to clap a hand over her eyes as they had done
            countless times before. But wait . . . By turning away, Briar had just done the same dratted thing to herself!
         

         
         Irritated by her own unconscious act, she faced the pair of lovers again.

         
         But that was a mistake. Her presence had not gone unnoticed. The man was now watching Briar, and while he was still feasting on the woman.
         

         
         Briar should look away this time, surely. Shouldn’t she? It was rude to stare, after all. It should not matter that his eyes
            were captivatingly dark, his irises the color of polished ebony wood, rich, exotic, and filled with a lifetime of experiences
            she could not even fathom.
         

         
         Still, she should definitely look away. And she would, most assuredly. As soon as he stopped looking at her.
         

         
         The fringe of his black lashes lowered as his gaze roamed the length of her, following the parted fabric of her cloak to the
            azure blue sash tied beneath her breasts and down the pleats of cream-colored muslin. A rush of heat traveled through her,
            taking the same path with the flickering burn of a candleflame.
         

         
         Once he reached the tips of her slippers peeking out from beneath her ruffled hem, she expelled a tight breath, feeling as
            though she’d endured a trial by fire.
         

         
         But he wasn’t finished.

         
         His gaze reversed direction. Unhurried and thorough, he gave a sense that he could see through her skirts well enough to trace
            the scalloped pattern embroidered along her stockings. Her pulse followed, leaping in staggered places like fireflies winking
            in the night. And when his gaze locked on hers, something heavy and taut shifted in the pit of her stomach, tilting.
         

         
         She pressed a hand over her midriff, and warmth simmered in his erudite expression as if he knew precisely what was happening
            beneath her skin. Better than she knew herself.
         

         
         His lean, angular cheek lifted enough to reveal a fissure, bracketing one side of his mouth. Indeed, that smirk said. I could teach you all sorts of things—wondrously wicked things.

         
         She wanted to be appalled by him. Outraged. Yet, she was trapped between mortification and being wholly mystified. After all,
            she’d never had a front row seat to debauchery before. It was quite fascinating. Oh and scandalous, of course.
         

         
         “Oy, see here!” the driver called down. “This ain’t no private, at-your-leisure coach, sir. I’ve got another fare waitin’ if you ain’t leavin’.”
         

         
         Briar startled, a fresh wave of embarrassment flooding her cheeks. Thankfully, her hood concealed her rapt countenance from
            the driver of the hackney, leaving the rakish man watching her as the only witness to her inexcusable ogling.
         

         
         “Yes, as . . . as a m-matter of fact,” she stammered, her tongue oddly thick, “I require the use of this carriage. Clearly,
            you are not in need of it. Quite yet.”
         

         
         The man arched a brow, the crease beside his mouth deepening as he broke the kiss, but not before settling a crimson hood
            over his companion’s head, securing her anonymity. In turn, the woman fell silent, averting her face toward the waiting carriage.
            Reaching into his pocket, he then passed a handkerchief over his damp, arrogantly cocked lips before he gave it to the woman.
         

         
         Straightening, he was much taller than Briar first imagined, his lean frame outlined seamlessly in the fit of his clothes—a
            black evening coat with brushed lapels, a gray silk waistcoat, and snow-white cravat with a smear of scarlet lip rouge near
            the angled ridge of his jaw. He was older, too, her senior by at least ten or twelve years.
         

         
         The sharp precision of his features and the emphatic wealth of his aquiline nose kept him from being handsome, at least by
            any classical standards. And yet, he was arresting and fascinating in a way she didn’t comprehend.
         

         
         But she wished she did. Such an understanding, she was sure, would only aid her in her ultimate plan. It could be argued that
            one could not make matches for perfect strangers when one possessed only a rudimentary knowledge of her own nature.
         

         
         “From my perspective,” he said to Briar, “you did not seem in a great frenzy to depart.”

         
         The sonorous timbre of his voice tunneled through her in a series of low vibrations, one after the other. Against her midriff,
            her hand curled over the muslin. Yet she wasn’t certain if she meant to quell this foreign sensation or to savor it.
         

         
         “Well, I was,” she said crisply, not appreciating the intimation that she’d enjoyed watching his amorous exploits. When those
            ebony eyes glinted with amused disbelief, she realized that she’d spoken in the past tense and quickly amended with, “I am still.”
         

         
         She even went so far as to take a step toward the door. But he did the same, a challenge in the arch of a single brow. Unfortunately,
            he was on the correct side, and his companion stood in Briar’s path.
         

         
         “That may be true. However, I’m afraid she requires this particular carriage and cannot share it. She is, without question,
            in a rush.”
         

         
         “No more than I—”

         
         Before Briar could finish, he opened the door and guided the woman up the folding step and into the dark interior with such
            efficient expertise it might have been his occupation. Or perhaps, he was so accustomed to sending women away at dawn that
            the gesture came to him by rote.
         

         
         Ignoring Briar’s outraged gasp, he closed the door succinctly. Then, stepping around her, he tossed another coin up to the
            jarvey. “The lady will give you directions.”
         

         
         Without argument, hesitation, or even a by-your-leave to Briar, the driver snapped the reins and set off.

         
         “I saw him first.” The inane, immature statement tumbled forth before Briar could take hold of her annoyance. Drat! She hated being treated like a child and yet here she was sounding like one. But she despised unfairness in any guise and
            being the victim of it tended to bring out her less-than-favorable characteristics.
         

         
         The rogue’s unrepentant gaze raked down the length of her once more, making her conscious of the fact that she’d set her hands
            on her hips, her cloak parting like a display curtain in a shop window. Instantly, she huffed and lowered her arms, letting
            him know that she was not offering up her wares. No, indeed!
         

         
         “Yes. But I paid him first, love. Besides, I do not imagine you would have any difficulty procuring another hack. No doubt you are quite accustomed
            to obtaining whatever you wish by way of your feminine wiles.”
         

         
         “My . . . my wiles? How dare you, sir! I practice no such arts. When I procure another cab, it will be from pure determination and nothing else.”
         

         
         He clucked his tongue in an outrageously familiar manner while his hand absently brushed leftover flecks of pearlescent powder
            from his lapel. “We are strangers and as such, there is no cause to deceive the other. You’ve clearly adorned your entire
            person in artifices that would gain admiration. After all, you could have worn a black cloak that would have made you less
            conspicuous on these streets. Yet you chose one that would highlight the golden color of your tresses, and the peaches and
            cream of your cheeks.”
         

         
         “You know nothing of the sort,” she snapped, seething.

         
         The fact that the thought had crossed her mind—though briefly—was completely irrelevant. Besides, black made her look far
            too pale. She simply had not wanted to meet a potential new client while resembling an ashen-faced ghoul.
         

         
         “Even your sash is the same cornflower blue as your eyes. And the rouge on your lips is designed to capture a man’s undivided
            attention.”
         

         
         Rouge! She’d been accused of being many things—naive, dramatic, and overly romantic, just to name a few—but never in need of enhancement.
         

         
         Affronted, she lifted her hand, swiped her kid glove across her mouth, then thrust out her arm showing her unblemished fingers.
            “Sir, you have insulted my honor.”
         

         
         He dared to look surprised with a quick lift of his dark brows, his eyes narrowing in scrutiny as he stroked a hand over the
            shadow of stubble along the razor edge of his jaw. Then, apparently finding the entire episode amusing, his lips quirked.
            “Shall it be pistols or swords at dawn, love? I imagine you’re a fair shot with a pistol. Why, I can see murder in those fetching
            eyes right now.”
         

         
         “Make light if you wish, but this is not the moment to underestimate me. Had I such a weapon, you would be clutching your
            heart this instant and dropping to your knees. Fortunately for you, I do not have time for murder this morning.”
         

         
         She pivoted on her heel and faced the street, hoping another hackney would emerge through the veil.

         
         “Do you always take offense when a man pays you a compliment?”

         
         “From a man such as you, it was most unwelcome.”

         
         Behind her, he answered in a low, husky laugh that tunneled through her in a decadent rush of warm tingles, effectively proving
            her a liar.
         

         
         She’d never encountered anyone like him, so bold and flirtatious, inciting her blushes as well as her ire as no true gentleman
            would have done. Her family had always endeavored to keep her in the company of those who understood the rules of propriety
            and lived by them. Yet this man was unfettered by such restraints. And the strangest part of it all was her own reaction to
            him.
         

         
         She was speaking her mind as she never would have done if he were a gentleman. In polite society, she embodied decorum and affability in every word and gesture. But here, cocooned
            in fog on the pavement in front of a gaming hell, she was rather shocked by her own impudence.
         

         
         “And what do you know of me?”

         
         She answered without hesitation. “I’ve heard that those with sinful natures prefer the cover of darkness. Frankly, I’m surprised
            you are about at this time of day. Shouldn’t all rogues and roués be abed by sunrise?”
         

         
         “Only the fortunate ones,” he said in an even lower tone that altered the meaning of her statement, turning it decidedly risqué.
            “Men such as I, however, never sleep. It’s just a constant parade of sin all day long.”
         

         
         Part of her—and she would reprimand herself for this later—wondered what a parade of sin might look like. With such limited knowledge, her imagination didn’t even know where to begin. The notion was intriguing to
            say the least.
         

         
         But Briar had no time for murder or for random titillation.
         

         
         A carriage approached and she lifted her arm automatically. But instead of seeing a cab for hire, a noisy landau lumbered
            past, shades drawn.
         

         
         Another spear of disappointment pricked her. She needed to hurry or she could miss her opportunity, and all her careful planning
            would come to naught.
         

         
         Where was a hackney when she needed one?

         
         The answer was obvious. Her hackney was a good distance away, and all because this man had appropriated the one that had rightfully been hers.
         

         
         She whirled around to face the culprit. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you never sleep, considering your tawdry public exhibition.
            It shocked me to the very core of my being.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t shock you were feeling in your”—he leaned in, his voice dropping to a seductive murmur—“core, but something else altogether, love.”
         

         
         His sinful gaze gleamed at her. This close, his irises were not simply a dark ebony, but woven with slim striations of amber
            that gave them a lustrous sheen. Being snared by them, her skin grew taut, prickling with gooseflesh down her arms.
         

         
         “You really shouldn’t say such things,” she admonished on a breath, a wayward pulse fluttering at her throat.

         
         She felt her nostrils flare as she caught the cloying odor of a woman’s perfume rising from his black wool greatcoat—something
            dreadful with hyacinth and gardenia. But there was another fragrance, too—something richer, deeper, and entirely masculine.
            The musky aroma reminded her of leather boots warming by the fire, and of autumn leaves baked in the sunshine. An unexpectedly
            appealing combination.
         

         
         “Gee—o!”

         
         The call broke through the haze surrounding Briar, bringing her focus back to her purpose. Intent on one goal, she whirled
            around. She didn’t even bother to bid farewell to the stranger. It wasn’t likely she would ever see him again, regardless.
         

         
         Slipping her fingers into the special pocket of her cloak, Briar grasped a coin. She held it aloft like a trophy as she stepped
            onto the street . . . and directly into a pile of horse dung. There was no denying that terrible, warm squish.
         

         
         No! This couldn’t be happening. Not now.
         

         
         And yet, it was. Lifting the hem of her skirt, she saw that her slipper had made a perfect impression in the brown-green muck.
            An involuntary whimper escaped her but she quickly shook herself free of dread. There was still hope, after all. If she managed
            to raise her foot at the correct angle, then she might be able to save her lucky slipper.
         

         
         Distracted by her task, she didn’t realize the yellow carriage bearing down on her had no intention of stopping.

         
         *  *  *

         Nicholas didn’t have a chance to call out a warning. One minute, he was enjoying a morning’s flirtation after a lackluster
            tryst, and the next he was dashing into the street, hellbent for leather.
         

         
         He caught her just in time. Roping an arm around the young woman’s slender waist, he hauled her against him and stumbled back
            to the pavement before they were both flattened by the hackney.
         

         
         “You little fool!” His heart battered against the cage of his ribs where the wall of his chest met the delicate wings of her
            shoulder blades. Still in the grip of icy panic, he couldn’t even take pleasure in the soft curves fitting perfectly against
            him. Instead, he had the urge to shake her until her teeth rattled. “Are you in such a bloody rush that you would risk your
            life to hail a cab?”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t be in a bloody rush if you hadn’t appropriated the only one! I must get to the . . . Oh, look what you’ve made me do to my slipper.”
         

         
         Her lithe body jerked forward as if she expected him to release her so that she could run into the street. Again.

         
         Unbelievable. “You’re worried about a shoe?”
         

         
         Tightening his grip, he drew her further back onto the footpath. Not wanting to give in to the temptation to throttle her,
            he bid her to hold on to the lamppost, then released her.
         

         
         “It isn’t just any ordinary shoe.” She pointed toward the pale slipper left behind in the street, the heel arching aloft while the toe was inches deep in
            shite. “That is one half of a pair of lucky slippers, so be careful how you extract it.”
         

         
         Nicholas had not been accustomed to taking orders for many years now. And if it wasn’t for the sweet, airy sound of her voice—holding
            no more of an edge than a toasted meringue—he might have left the shoe in the gutter.
         

         
         He was no hero, after all. He was a rake. And rakes did not rescue damsels in distress or their wayward apparel. At least
            not until this moment, apparently.
         

         
         Scrubbing a hand over his face, he expelled a tight breath and tromped into the street.

         
         “Whenever I wear them, something momentous happens,” she continued, her tone lilting with encouragement. “Like the day a duchess
            became the patroness of my sisters and me. The day I arrived in London. And even last week when the clerk in the confectionary
            shop put four ginger comfits in my parcel when I’d only had coin enough for two. And just now, they saved me from a dangerous
            encounter with a carriage.”
         

         
         Nicholas headed back to her, soiled shoe in hand. “I believe I was the one who pulled you to safety. Not the slippers.”

         
         “Yes, but if I hadn’t been wearing them, then you wouldn’t have needed to save me. Therefore, they are lucky.” Glancing down,
            her wispy brows furrowed and she tsked. “And now you’ve ruined them with your willy-nilly extraction.”
         

         
         “Willy . . . nilly? I could just as easily toss it back into the street and see how you fare on your own.” He turned, making a show of doing
            just that.
         

         
         She hopped forward and seized his arm with both of her dainty gloved hands. “There’s no call for barbarism. I was only pointing
            out that if you’d paid attention to the weave of fabric, then it wouldn’t be caked with so much . . . so much . . .” She pursed
            those harlot red lips as if searching for a proper word.
         

         
         “Horse shite?” he supplied, believing there was no reason to put a coat of varnish over it.

         
         “Yes, that.” Pink tinged the crests of her cheeks as she held out her hand for her shoe.
         

         
         Instead of giving it back, however, he reached into his pocket, prepared to set matters aright.

         
         “If you’re looking for your handkerchief, I believe you lent it to the woman you were devouring a few moments ago.”

         
         Hmm . . . yes. He’d already forgotten about her. Which was the point of random encounters, he supposed. After attending a masquerade last
            night, he’d forgone the company of his usual paramours in favor of the anonymous woman in scarlet, hoping the novelty would
            break him out of his ennui.
         

         
         It had not.

         
         Of course, it wasn’t the woman’s fault. She’d been comely enough, lively, even if too clingy for his tastes. She’d kept inviting
            him to spend the day with her, intimating a desire to become a permanent fixture in his life. Though, like he’d told her,
            he had no need for a mistress because he was heading to the country in a day or two. Rendezvous were solely for pleasure,
            not attachment. So he’d done his best to send her off with a fond memory, even if he’d been left unsatisfied.
         

         
         He patted his empty pocket. “It would have been ungentlemanly of me to leave a task only half-done. Though the farewell I
            was bidding my companion seemed to hold your undivided attention.”
         

         
         She sniffed, straightening her shoulders. “It is rare in polite society to witness an act of cannibalism. I was merely astonished
            by the spectacle.”
         

         
         He laughed, knowing she was deluding herself. From the first glance, she’d been just as intrigued by him as he’d been by her.
            And his own reason wasn’t because of her flawless beauty, for he’d been with many such women. What struck him was the openness
            in her rapt expression, as if the world were bright and new and every part of it fascinating.
         

         
         In his circle, everyone was guarded and jaded. Usually for good reason. They tupped to pass the time, filling empty hours.
            They gambled fortunes on bad cards, hoping to feel something of the thrill they’d once had, long ago. When that didn’t work,
            they tried other ventures—traveling and whatnot. Yet it would all end the same. None of those in his circle could ever capture
            the guileless animation in this young woman’s countenance.
         

         
         As for her, if she found comfort in self-deception, then he would not deny her. After all, in a moment from now, he would
            never see this fresh-faced miss again. And all the better for her.
         

         
         “In regard to your shoe,” he said with a glance over his shoulder toward the glossy black carriage that waited, “I believe
            my driver can assist us. A splash of whisky from his flask, a quick wipe of a tack cloth, and it will be good as new.”
         

         
         She snatched the slipper out of his grasp and glared at him. “That has been your carriage all this time?”

         
         “Of course, how else would I find my way home after a night of debauchery?”

         
         “You are about to discover that answer,” she said with resolute calm.

         
         Before he could ask what she meant, she hopped away from him, holding her skirts in one hand and her shoe in the other. Then
            she reached out and took hold of the door. “I am appropriating your carriage, sir.”
         

         
         “Indeed? And how do you expect to do that without my permission? I’m afraid Adams is rather loyal to me.”

         
         She pointed her soiled shoe at him. “You owe me recompense.”

         
         A peculiar thrill sprinted through him. He wasn’t certain if the quickening of his blood was a warning to steer clear of this
            young woman and her absurd sense of logic, or an inducement to stay the course. However, since the previous hours had afforded
            him nothing by way of genuine entertainment, he chose the latter. A few more minutes in her company could hardly damage a
            devout rake’s sensibilities, after all.
         

         
         “You heard the lady, Adams.”

         
         She extended her arm, wiggling her fingers impatiently. “And I’m going to need that flask as well.”

         
         Amused, Nicholas obliged her and closed the carriage door. Then he launched his frame up into the driver’s seat, hip to hip
            with Adams.
         

         
         Under the brim of a coachman’s hat, brown eyes squinted in disapproval.

         
         “Don’t look at me like that,” Nicholas said. “It’s clear as the nose on my face that she’s out of her element here, gadding
            about the degenerate streets in the early hours like a country lass. She’s far too young and likely to get herself into trouble.”
         

         
         “And perhaps for that reason we should see her home, my lord.”

         
         Nicholas grinned. “But where would be the fun in that?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            “And then, he saved her life. Did you ever hear of that?— A water party; and by some accident she was falling overboard. He
               caught her.”
            

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         “I’m ever so sorry, Miss Bourne, but his lordship just left.”

         
         No. Briar shook her head, the quick, desperate motion causing the narrow alleyway and the freckled coffee shop maid to blur out
            of focus.
         

         
         Then again, another cause might have been the few sips from the driver’s flask on the way here. “Becky, I cannot be too late.
            My entire existence is depending upon this morning. Lord Hulworth is the one bachelor who will entice the ton. My success depends on him.”
         

         
         “Like I told you, his lordship comes here early every Monday for his breakfast takeaway pot. But don’t fret, for it’s only a week, after all.”
         

         
         To Briar, that was no consolation. “Do you know what could happen in seven whole days? He might drop dead from a heart seizure—he
            is five and thirty, you know—or worse, he might decide to find a bride without our assistance.”
         

         
         Becky knew all about the Bourne Matrimonial Agency. Until a month ago, she’d been living on a tenant farm at Uncle Ernest’s
            estate in Hampshire. But when he’d let the place to start the agency, Becky had packed her things and taken a chance on a
            new life in London, too. And better still, with her job in this shop, she’d introduced Briar to the wonders of sipping chocolate.
         

         
         She laid a comforting hand on Briar’s shoulder. “Fear not, for I took that calling card you gave me and tied it with a string
            to his parcel. It won’t be any time at all before he’s reading your name and wondering all about the Miss Bourne it belongs
            to. He’ll be knocking on your door for calling hours tomorrow, mark my words.”
         

         
         “I shall wish upon an eyelash that it comes true.” Briar heaved out a sigh, wavering a bit on the uneven cobblestones beneath
            her feet. She was thankful that when the driver had helped her down from the carriage he’d told her he would take her home
            after her errand. “At least the day is not lost, however. I still have chocolate to look forward to.”
         

         
         It was a wonder what this shop could do with a humble bean. Dried and crushed into a silky powder, the cocoa was combined
            with pepper and cinnamon, almonds and aniseed, then formed into cakes. Mixed in a copper pot with sugar and milk, the rich
            brew was whipped by the cook into a frenzy that resulted in a thick viscous drink with mountains of divine froth rising to
            the top.
         

         
         “I’m afraid I have bad news,” Becky said warily. “Lord Hulworth had the last cup.”

         
         Briar blinked. She was speechless for a full minute, waiting for Becky to crack a smile and say she was teasing. But she never
            did.
         

         
         “No chocolate? If it’s a matter of preparation, I’m willing to wait.” Briar knew that it took a long time for the cocoa to
            blend with the milk. It was a most delicate and delicious process.
         

         
         “Mr. Studgers got into a row at the market for the high price. Said he refused to buy any more until they were reasonable
            again.”
         

         
         “Surely you have some in a tin that I could purchase and have Mrs. Darden make at home.” She fumbled with the coin purse tucked
            inside her cloak.
         

         
         “Lord Hulworth took the last cake, too.”

         
         Briar winced, the statement effectively cutting her hopes twofold. Not only had her lucky slippers let her down, but this?
            At once, she understood what Caesar had felt the moment of Brutus’s attack. Et tu, chocolate?

         
         “Here, now. I can’t have you despairing. Let me check the pot one more time.” Becky held up her index finger and disappeared
            through the door.
         

         
         Then moments later, like Cleopatra coming forth on a golden chariot, she came back carrying a small dish, brimming with beautiful
            pale whipped heaven.
         

         
         “Oh, my dear Becky, you are an angel. I don’t think I could have lived through this day without you.” Briar took the offered
            dish, lifting the simple crockery in both hands like a chalice as she drew in the sweet essence.
         

         
         The maid laughed. “That’s the very last of it, miss, and not enough for a proper cup. But I must get back or Mr. Studgers
            will start shouting my name to the rafters.”
         

         
         Briar bid farewell and turned away. Then, just as she was about to take her first sip, the heel of her slipper caught on a
            cobblestone.
         

         
         She teetered. And before her lips could form a gasp, her reason for living spilled down the front of her dress.

         
         *  *  *

         Having descended from the driver’s perch, Nicholas moved fast across the cobblestones. He slipped a hand beneath the young
            woman’s elbow to keep her from stumbling, and snatched the dish in midair. “It doesn’t appear to be your morning, love.”
         

         
         She didn’t respond. Her gaze was fixed on the front of her dress, her delicate hands frozen and curled slightly in the empty
            air, as a distressed whimper escaped her.
         

         
         “No need to fret. Surely it will come out in the wash.”

         
         Other than a slow shake of her head, she still did not move.

         
         Nicholas wondered if the resolute, yet patently naive, young woman had finally reached her limit. “See here. There is no need
            for these histrionics. It was only foam. In fact, there’s still a spot of chocolate at the bottom.”
         

         
         “But . . . but the froth is the best part.”

         
         She lifted her face, her cornflower blue eyes distant and dim, causing something oddly chivalrous to tunnel through him.

         
         “I’ll get you another cup.”

         
         Again, she shook her head, the delightful curve of her lips turning the wrong direction. “That was the last of it. There’s
            no more, and likely not for days. Perhaps weeks. A lifetime, really, if you think of how much could happen, and worse, how
            much could stay the same. And I was ready for a change. It was supposed to happen today.”
         

         
         His mouth quirked as he held back a grin at her dramatic soliloquy. The funny thing was, he suspected she wasn’t acting but
            sincerely forlorn over the loss of the chocolate.
         

         
         Slipping an arm around her, he guided her sluggish steps toward the waiting carriage. “Come on, love. Let’s take you home.
            You need to start this day again on the right footing.”
         

         
         “It won’t do any good. My lucky slippers are ruined. I even sacrificed my gloves and one of my best stockings, trying to scrub
            the stain away.”
         

         
         “Did you now?” He set his hands in the dip of her waist, nearly spanning the distance with his splayed fingers, and lifted
            her without effort into the carriage. Though, as her face drifted past his and her lips parted on a breath, he caught the
            unmistakable scent of whisky.
         

         
         She fell back against the red velvet squabs and pointed the toe of her soiled slipper at him, her skirts rising to display
            a trim ankle and a lovely portion of tapered calf as well. “See?”
         

         
         “I do, indeed.” He also saw the flask on the floor beside a discarded pile of embroidered ivory silk—her stocking, he presumed.
            Reaching for the former, he shook it and found it empty. “By any chance, did you have a little nip on your way here?”
         

         
         “Well, I was . . . curious. I’ve never even been near spirits. Since it isn’t one of Uncle Ernest’s vices, we don’t keep any
            at the house. Terrible stuff the first swallow, and the second wasn’t much improved.”
         

         
         “And the third?”

         
         She offered a hapless shrug, carefully not meeting his gaze, her cheeks tinged a sleepy pink. “After that, it didn’t seem
            to matter. Wh-what are you doing?”
         

         
         “I’m climbing inside my own carriage,” he said, narrating his movements as he proceeded to settle the bulk of his frame on
            the bench across from her. “Closing the door. Rapping my knuckles to let Adams know we are ready to return to Sterling’s,
            where—I presume—your residence awaits nearby?”
         

         
         Nodding, she demurely arranged her skirts. She looked delightfully disheveled, blond curls mussed, cloak draped crookedly
            over one shoulder, and the toes of her slippers peeking out from beneath her skirts. “Surely you could sit in the driver’s
            box. I presume that is how you came to be here.”
         

         
         “It’s less conspicuous at this time of morning, and less crowded than the perch.”

         
         He lowered the shades, and in the shadowy confines, her eyes turned watchful.

         
         “Just so you understand, I’m not like her—your friend from earlier.”

         
         “Then you’re in luck. Wide-eyed young maidens, fresh from the country and looking to marry, are not to my taste.”

         
         “For your information I have been in London for over a month, and if I were inclined to marry—which I am not—I would choose
            a man closer to my own age.” She waved a dismissive hand in the air between them, lifting her winged brows. “What would be
            the point of marrying you if I were to become a widow in five years, left to raise our children alone and manage the household
            on a pittance after your greedy relatives strip the accounts? After that, how could I afford a governess? Tutors? University?
            I’d be forced to dismiss servants I’d grown attached to. The house would fall into disrepair. There would be no one across
            from me at dinner. No one to sit beside me when I embroider, gently scolding me to wear my reading glasses, and tucking a
            lock of silver hair behind my ear. And no one to lend me his arm when I can no longer manage the stairs on my own.”
         

         
         Nicholas felt his jaw drop. He’d just witnessed an entire life—his life, apparently—flash out of existence in a matter of twenty seconds. “Just to be clear, how old do you think I am?”
         

         
         “I hope not to insult you by marking you older than you are, but my first estimation was two and thirty. Though I suppose
            you could simply be a weathered thirty.”
         

         
         His decrepit bones shifted on the seat. “I am four and thirty.”
         

         
         “Oh, I am so very sorry,” she said with the quiet gloom of someone visiting a deathbed.

         
         “No need to worry. Once Adams hands me my cane, I’m sure to make it out of the carriage.”

         
         Across from him, she tilted her chin to her shoulder and bit her full bottom lip as if to suppress a smile.

         
         “And just how young are you, love?” he asked. “Young enough that you must sneak out of your home for whatever rendezvous you’d
            had planned this morning.”
         

         
         She stiffened but wavered on the bench as the rumbling carriage took a corner. “It is bad form to ask a grown woman her age,
            and this was no mere rendezvous, but a vital errand.”
         

         
         “I’d wager a five-pound note that you are not more than twenty, love.”

         
         “Please stop calling me love. Such an endearment should be reserved for the one who claims your heart, and a man who engages in lascivious activity in
            the center of town likely doesn’t know the meaning.”
         

         
         “And you do, I suppose?”

         
         “Every woman understands what love should be in its purest, most wholesome form.”

         
         He could not help but smirk at her idealistic view. Love was far from pure and wholesome. It was a barb, rough edged, razor
            sharp, and designed to cut all the way to the marrow, leaving only jagged scars behind. “You’re full of grand illusions. By
            your age, I’d received a healthy dose of reality that knocked sense into me.”
         

         
         “With a father who abandoned my sisters and me, and a mother who died of a broken heart, I’ve had plenty of reality, thank
            you very much,” she said, some of her words slurring together. “But I refuse to let it embitter me. A true abiding love—or
            even just the expectation of it—is the only reason to wake up each morning. Well, unless there’s chocolate.”
         

         
         He studied her with renewed interest. It wasn’t until she’d mentioned her parents that he saw the mark of loss in her eyes,
            a sadness that lingered in the deeper blue ring that surrounded her pupils. Yet when she spoke of love that darkness receded,
            those petal-blue orbs brightened and filled with hope. “I doubt you’ve ever been in love.”
         

         
         She glanced down to her lap and plucked at the saturated muslin. Then, when her gaze darted back to him and she saw that he
            was watching her, she let her hands fall and expelled a sweet, liquor-scented sigh. “Is it terribly obvious?”
         

         
         Her expression was so open and torn that it was impossible to lie to her. He nodded.

         
         “Bother. How am I supposed to prove myself a competent matchmaker if I can’t even convince a practitioner of hedonism that I know
            what I’m doing?”
         

         
         “Did you say . . . matchmaker?”
         

         
         “It is the family business.” She gave an absent flick of her wrist, as if it were an everyday occurrence for a seemingly well-born
            young woman to admit to having an occupation. “Likely, you read about the Bourne Matrimonial Agency in the society pages,
            announcing our recent premier. There was even a cartoon, but it was a rather unflattering caricature of Uncle Ernest. Why,
            his nose isn’t nearly that big. Certainly not as large as yours.”
         

         
         “Very few are,” he said dryly, having forgotten for a moment how ancient—and clearly monstrous—he was.

         
         “Oh, I didn’t mean . . . Well, that is to say . . . The rest of your face appears to support it well enough.”

         
         “Through a great feat of engineering.”

         
         Again, she tucked her chin, trying not to smile, but her lips refused her bidding this time and curled upward like unfurling
            rose petals. Even so, he found that he could not feel cross with her. In the past thirty-four years, he’d grown used to such
            observations. But whatever he lacked in prettiness of feature, he compensated for with other endowments and talents.
         

         
         Skills which, he reminded himself, he would not use to seduce a marriage-minded young woman.

         
         Still, he was entranced by her. He reasoned that the core of it stemmed from her youthful vibrancy. Through her, he glimpsed
            what life was like for someone who didn’t drag bitterness around like a shackle and ball.
         

         
         His own youth had been less than idyllic after his father had died, and his mother had shifted the sole focus of her life
            to rearing Nicholas’s older brother. But that was nothing compared to what had happened later, when he’d discovered that one
            brief moment of carelessness could change a man forever.
         

         
         This young woman across from him was even more naive than he’d been. Even though she was no more than a stranger, the notion
            that she could suffer a similar fate knotted his stomach.
         

         
         He reclined back to ease the sensation. “Tell me more about the family business.”

         
         He still wasn’t sure he believed her. Women working in a matchmaking business and with society’s approval? Highly unlikely.
            Yet he was too intrigued by the narrator to question the validity.
         

         
         “As I mentioned, we only just opened our doors. Since the Season won’t begin for a few months, we haven’t had many clients—a
            handful of widows from the peerage and daughters of landed gentry. Our patroness is attempting to lure in a duke from a family
            she knows, but I’m not certain she will be successful. And oddly enough, we have a number of older gentlemen looking for young
            wives, which I don’t understand at all. I asked Uncle Ernest why they wouldn’t prefer women their own age, but he refused
            to answer.” Her expression turned thoughtful as she rested her head against the squabs and after a moment she shrugged. “If
            you can believe it, most of our male applicants are even older than you.”
         

         
         “Can such a thing be possible? Tell me, did they enter your establishment while garbed in their burial shrouds?”

         
         Ignoring his sarcasm, she continued. “We are open three days each week. Ainsley and Jacinda—my sisters,” she explained, “meet
            with the clients, make notes, and set up introductions. And what am I doing while they are performing the tasks of genuine
            matchmakers, hmm?” She splayed a hand over her chest, her brows lifting for an instant before her features flattened on a
            huff. “I’m serving tea and filing papers like a trained monkey. That is why this morning’s errand was so important. I was
            going to procure London’s most elusive bachelor as a client.”
         

         
         “If this gentleman is so elusive, how did you know exactly where he would be? Or is this a secret matchmaker talent?”
         

         
         “By way of the UBB—the Urgent Bachelor Bulletin. Every debutante subscribes for all the latest information on the most eligible gentlemen.”
         

         
         Her countenance was as stone-faced as a cardsharp. And for an instant, he wondered if such a publication existed.

         
         She must have read the uncertainty in his expression because next she cast him a coolly sardonic smirk. “From gossip, of course.
            I have a friend who is one of the serving wenches at the coffee house. She informed me that this particular gentleman fends
            for himself on his cook’s day off, dropping by each week for his breakfast pot takeaway. And I was going to use this to my
            advantage.”
         

         
         Nicholas sobered, an uneasy ripple breaking his merriment. He didn’t know what foolish lengths she would go to in order to
            achieve her goal. From what he’d already witnessed from this idealistic young woman, he had to ask. “How precisely?”
         

         
         “Before you ruined everything by appropriating my cab, I’d planned to happen upon him as if by accident, smile, and say something
            serendipitous about our meeting. Then, after a few pleasantries, I would have explained that I am a woman of business who
            knows exactly how to give him the most happiness imaginable, and bring him to the very summit of fulfillment by finding him
            the perfect m—”
         

         
         He cursed. “And before you could have finished, he would have found the nearest alley wall and lifted your skirts, taking
            you for a prostitute,” he said, incredulous. “You should thank your lucky slippers that I stopped you from making the worst mistake of your life. Have you no notion of what a man would think if a woman approached
            him and started talking about bringing him to the summit of fulfillment? It wouldn’t be matchmaking, I can assure you.”
         

         
         She blushed even as her eyes narrowed. “Not every man has the same lecherous view of the world as you do. There are some who
            are good and kind and are not fixated on . . . on fornicating in the streets of London.” She gasped. Then a low mewl of distress
            escaped her as she slumped forward, burying her face in her hands. “Just listen to what you’ve made me say. I’ve never used
            the word fornicate in my entire life, and here I am speaking it to a completely corrupt stranger. I don’t know what’s come over me.”
         

         
         “Perhaps it was the flask of whisky you drank.”

         
         She bobbed her head in something of a nod, her words coming out muffled. “Terrible stuff.”

         
         “There is another part of your plan that you failed to think of—women aren’t allowed in coffee houses, at least not the gently
            bred sort. Men gather there, and at their clubs, to speak freely without being restricted by social niceties, saying the things
            that would corrupt a young woman such as yourself. Things that truly would shock you to your core.”
         

         
         “Precisely,” she said, lifting her face to his, her expression steadfast. “All the things I need to know in order to make
            matches for these men. How else would I find their perfect counterparts without knowing their inner desires?”
         

         
         That uneasy ripple turned into a shudder. “I know many of those men and more than I care to—certainly enough to understand
            that there is no counterpart for some. And for that, we should all be grateful.”
         

         
         “I’m not a nitwit.” She scoffed. “I’m speaking of decent men, ones who journey to coffee houses to recite poetry and speak
            of their political aspirations, among other things. And, even though I heartily disagree, I’m well aware of the rules against
            allowing women admittance. But women have every right to hear the inner workings of a man’s mind, and to express themselves
            in a public forum. What better way for the two sexes to learn about each other?”
         

         
         “I could name a dozen off the top of my head.”

         
         “Truly?” She stopped breathing and leaned forward, fascination glowing like a beacon around her.

         
         He shook his head, adamant. “Do not even finish that thought. You are too green, your perspective limited by the fact that
            you’ve seen nothing of the world. And you know nothing of men.”
         

         
         “Then tell me everything there is to know about men.”

         
         She was so guileless and trusting. Far too trusting. And those eyes of hers, filled with such unfettered curiosity, roused more than mere lust in his blood. But something fierce
            and primal.
         

         
         He had no intention of answering her, but damn it all if he wasn’t tempted to show her.
         

         
         Yet he would not turn into the very type of man he’d just warned her against. He might be a rake, but he was not a libertine.
            There was a difference.
         

         
         Nicholas lived by his own code of honor. He established rules beforehand—no attachments, interference, or manipulations of
            any sort—and his companions understood this. He never set out to wound or blindside anyone. For then he would be no better
            than his brother had been.
         

         
         Feeling the carriage shift into a slow rocking rhythm, he tore his gaze away from temptation. Slipping two fingers beneath
            the shade, he saw the gray stone façade of Sterling’s. The fog had lifted, and the pallid light of morning revealed the broken
            bottles, cigar and cheroot stubs, and all manner of papers strewn over the pavement. And, for just an instant, he had a wayward
            desire to keep her from seeing the ugliness of it.
         

         
         He nearly laughed. An hour in her company and some of her romantic notions had already started to infiltrate his thoughts.
            It would be better, for both of them, if he never forgot the man he’d become.
         

         
         Once they stopped, he let the shade fall back in place and rapped his knuckles against the panel, signaling Adams to bring
            the step. “Shall I escort you to your door, ensuring you don’t fall into some other sort of mischief along the way?”
         

         
         She blanched and darted a quick peek through the shade. “Bother. This morning didn’t go as I’d expected it to at all. I was
            supposed to arrive with a wonderful announcement. Laughter and dancing in the foyer. Perhaps even . . . a shower of rose petals
            over my head.” She expelled the most forlorn sigh he’d ever heard. Then she set a heavy hand on the door like a defeated soldier
            returning home from a lost battle. “Of course, you know, this entire debacle will have to be our secret.”
         

         
         “I don’t even know your name, love.” And she didn’t know his either, which was all the more important.

         
         She offered him a wan smile before she stepped out of the carriage. “That’s right. Perhaps there was a little luck left in
            my slippers after all.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            “. . . she would gladly have submitted to feel yet more mistaken—more in error—more disgraced by mis-judgment, than she actually
               was, could the effects of her blunders have been confined to herself.”
            

            Jane Austen, Emma

         

         
            London

            Spring, 1826

         

         “You cannot tell a soul, not even your mother. Actually . . . especially not your mother, for she would lose all faith in
            me.” Briar darted a fretful glance through the fronds of a potted palm. Lady Waldenfield’s candlelit ballroom was practically
            brimming with guests for this evening’s musicale. All the more reason to remain in this stuffy corner behind a wide column.
         

         
         The secluded spot was essential for the moment. She refused to reveal her matchmaking debacle where someone might overhear.

         
         Beside her, Temperance Prescott shifted impatiently, her topknot of dark golden curls swaying with the motion. “For someone
            who claimed to be unable to hold in this news any longer, you sure have been taking your time telling it. Briar, I am about
            to burst.”
         

         
         “Oh, very well.” Briar looked into her dearest friend’s tea-colored irises, hoping to hear that it wasn’t as bad as it seemed.
            “As you know, today I introduced my very first clients to each other.”
         

         
         The agency had been open for nine months now, and she’d finally been given an opportunity to become a genuine matchmaker.
            However . . . not everything had gone to plan.
         

         
         “Did you hire that harpist I recommended?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And lined the garden path with rose petals?”

         
         “Yes.” Briar held back a groan. She’d done everything to make it perfect. “Temperance, you’re not making this any easier.”

         
         “Sorry, I won’t interrupt anymore.” Reaching up with her gloved hand, she pantomimed turning a key to her lips and tossed
            it over her shoulder.
         

         
         “I won’t mention the particulars for privacy reasons, but I will say that one was a widow, looking for a younger man, and
            the other was a younger man, looking for an older woman.”
         

         
         “Scandalous! Ah, sorry. I must have used the wrong key before.” Temperance repeated the locking gesture, this time pretending
            to slide the new key down her décolletage.
         

         
         Briar glanced through the palm fronds again, stalling more than hiding. “I was shocked as well, of course, but still determined
            not to let it block the path of true love. I gave the applications careful consideration and discovered that they had quite
            a bit in common as well. Naturally, I thought they were perfect for each other.”
         

         
         Temperance made a point of unlocking her lips. “Well, what happened? Did they fall madly in love?”

         
         “There was a degree of love involved, yes. But that was due to the fact that they were already acquainted. In fact, they might have been”—Briar
            winced—“related.”
         

         
         “Hmm . . . how related, exactly? Cousins?”

         
         Briar shook her head, her stomach rolling over. “Closer than cousins. Much closer, unfortunately. But in my own defense, the
            lady had used a nom de guerre when filling out her application, so there was no way to know.”
         

         
         Well, that wasn’t entirely true. If Briar hadn’t been so eager to make her first match, she might have taken the time to perform
            a cursory investigation. And then this entire debacle could have been avoided.
         

         
         Temperance pressed her white-gloved fingertips to her mouth as if she were mulling over the complexities of existence. Then,
            in the next instant, her cheeks lifted, the almond shape of her eyes turning into crescent moons. Her shoulders began to shake.
            “Tell me that you did not introduce a mother to her son.”
         

         
         Briar wobbled her head in a humiliated nod. The episode had been completely awful. She could still hear their shocked voices
            ringing in her head.
         

         
         “Sebastian?”

         
         “. . . Mother?”

         
         Dreadful. Briar had been waiting a veritable lifetime for this opportunity, only to have the worst outcome imaginable. “You’re
            supposed to tell me that it won’t make too much of a splash in the rumor pond.”
         

         
         Eyes watering with barely suppressed amusement, Temperance issued a brief snort, and then giggles erupted.

         
         Bother.

         
         Worst of all, her sisters would never let her forget this.

         
         Ainsley had coolly regarded the situation. Then, without speaking directly to Briar, had accused Jacinda of allowing this to happen. As if Briar wasn’t even capable of making her own mistakes.
         

         
         Jacinda, too deliriously happy after her recent wedding to the Duke of Rydstrom, hadn’t chastised her, but simply stated that
            the Bourne Matrimonial Agency could recover from this. However, there had been a measure of doubt in her eyes and in the placating
            pat on Briar’s shoulder.
         

         
         “Well . . .” Temperance hemmed. Half a head taller than Briar, she peered over the long fronds near the top, toward the guests
            shuffling through rows of fiddleback chairs in preparation for the musicale. “It is possible that the ones who are whispering
            behind their fans and glancing back this way are only admiring the curtains.”
         

         
         Briar sagged against the column and stared at the empty dark corner. “I’ve ruined my family’s business. The agency will fail.
            We’ll lose the patronage of the Duchess of Holliford, who’s been so kind to us all these years. Then Uncle Ernest, Ainsley,
            and I will become homeless, turning into the poor relations that Jacinda and Rydstrom must support.”
         

         
         “Nonsense,” Temperance said with a cluck of her tongue. “Even if a rumor starts today, there will likely be a new one to replace
            it tomorrow. I should know because my cousin, Nicholas, has been at the center of so many that I’ve lost count.”
         

         
         Having been close friends with Temperance these past months, Briar had heard about many of Cousin Nicholas’s scandalous exploits. He was an unrepentant rascal, to be sure.
         

         
         Still the news did not cheer her. “But with your cousin away, we have no guarantee that a new rumor will start with the required
            expedience.”
         

         
         “Fret not, for we received a missive last week with the news that he and my brother will be returning any day. In the meantime,
            there is always Lord Hulworth—unmarried and as elusive as ever, whetting the ton’s appetite for matrimony. You could still make a match for him.”
         

         
         “True. But it would be so much easier to marry him off if I could meet him first.” Yet after that fateful morning last fall,
            she’d given up the notion of a solitary, chance encounter. Considering the fact that her actions had shocked the rogue who’d
            lent her his carriage, she’d come to realize that she could have suffered a worse fate.
         

         
         Lesson learned, and she’d swallowed it like bitter medicine. “I’m beginning to think that Lord Hulworth is more myth than
            man.”
         

         
         “If your family would permit you to attend something other than two of the most mundane events per week, perhaps you might
            meet him.”
         

         
         It was true. Ever since Jacinda’s accident and temporary amnesia earlier this spring, Ainsley had become excessively overprotective.
            Frankly, Briar was surprised she’d been trusted with her very own clients at all.
         

         
         And just look how swimmingly that had gone. Drat!
         

         
         “Regardless,” Temperance continued, “I have the utmost confidence that you will be the one who finds him a bride. You were
            born to be a matchmaker, far more than anyone else I’ve ever met.”
         

         
         Briar nodded. She could not let today’s episode stop the Fates from working through her.

         
         “Furthermore, without you, I will be rudderless in a sea of men with no one to direct me away from the wrong sort. My future
            husband may very well be taking his seat right this instant. And you are going to help me find him.”
         

         
         Temperance’s declaration was just the boost Briar needed.

         
         Yet as they stepped out from behind the column, several heads turned. Whispers began. A slow hum of laughter mingled with
            the discordant notes of the quartet warming up for the program.
         

         
         Briar’s confidence slipped like a garterless stocking. “Where is your cousin when we need him?”

         
         *  *  *

         When his carriage came to an abrupt halt, Nicholas peered out the window to find a chaos of coaches clogging the lamplit street.
            After endless months at his country estate, the one thing he did not miss was London traffic during the height of the Season.
         

         
         “Looks to be a row between drivers up ahead, my lord,” Adams called down, his voice rising with the excitement of a cockfight
            den. “The barouche just tore the landau’s livery coat.”
         

         
         In other words, the resolution was going to take a while.

         
         Nicholas stirred on the velvet seat, too restless to wait it out. He was ready to shake the country dust from his boots and
            immerse himself in a much-needed night of hedonistic pursuits.
         

         
         “I’ll walk from here, Adams.” The hell was near enough. “But I’ll wager a crown on the landau.”
         

         
         Adams grinned, greedily chafing his hands together. “Make it two. I’ve got a grand feeling about the barouche.”

         
         Nicholas touched a finger to the brim of his top hat in agreement, then set off. Alighting from the vehicles around him, society
            matrons and their protégés were dressed in finery and feathers, scurrying over the cobblestones to the pavement. Apparently,
            there was an assembly in Waldenfield’s house on the corner, every window lit, every room likely packed full of society’s darlings.
         

         
         “Lord Edgemont, as I live and breathe.”

         
         Nicholas jolted to a halt, staring hard at the brunette moving away from the crowd entering the house and walking toward him.
            The first time he saw her, she’d merely been an anonymous woman in scarlet.
         

         
         More than anything, he wished that their association had ended the morning he’d sent her away in a hackney in front of Sterling’s.
            Unfortunately, it hadn’t.
         

         
         She grinned slyly at him. “Once again, the Fates have put me in your path.”

         
         He gritted his teeth, pretending to be unaffected here on the street with so many people milling about. To stem the curiosity
            of those already sliding glances in his direction, he even moved closer to bow over her hand. Only his voice, dark with warning,
            revealed the anger brewing inside him. “The Furies would be a closer match.”
         

         
         If only they’d never met. For then he might have avoided all the pain his family had endured these past months. But how was
            he to know he would see
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