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When Aphrodite, the Goddess of Love, plays matchmaker, true love can seem like a curse. . .
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~~He was late to his own wedding~~

Simon is known as Lord Rakehell, so any sane woman would be wary of wedding a man of his reputation. He truly loves Georgiana, and is determined to prove it to her, but how can he convince her after his wedding-day blunder?

~~She was heartbroken by the scandal~~

Georgiana knew the dangers of falling instantly in love with a celebrated rake, but even she had not expected him to show up for their nuptials with ladies-of-the-evening in tow. Now she must determine whether Simon's protestations of love are genuine, or if she is being led astray by the passion he continues to incite in her.
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Mount Olympus, 1811

"I'm bored." Aphrodite stared at her fingernails, and then wondered why she bothered. They were perfect. She was a goddess after all.

But the unending flawlessness of her world filled her with ennui. The perpetual blue skies and breathtaking vista of her mountaintop palace had once brought her great joy, though now. . . She stifled a yawn. Even the daily ambrosia and nectar had become tiresome.

"I need a diversion."

"We could devise a way to torment the mortals," Ares suggested.

"I suppose," she said, admiring the handsome god in his toga and sandals. She had to admit she never grew tired of his perfection. "It has been a few decades since we've stirred up any mayhem. What do you have in mind?"

"I always like the things with curses."

There was no mistaking the bloodthirsty gleam in his eyes. Why did she have to adore someone who was her complete opposite? "And I prefer the ones with true love."

Ares frowned for a moment. "We could combine them," he said. "You know what they say about the curse of true love, and how it never runs smooth."

"I believe that is the course of true love," she said with a chuckle. "Our friend Mr. Shakespeare came up with that one, remember?"

He grinned. "I believe Romeo and Juliet would consider true love a curse."

"Surely we can devise something similar, only without the tragic ending."

"Curse someone with love?" Ares tilted his head. "How would that work exactly?"

He strode across the palace floor and sat down on his throne, the one he'd insisted on upholstering with. . . Aphrodite shuddered. The poor darling still could not fathom why none of the Greek cities wanted him as their patron.

If ever there were an example of mismatched lovers, it was the two of them. He lived for war and fighting, while she was devoted to love and beauty—and him.

"Of course!" Aphrodite's heart raced with excitement. "We can curse them to fall in love with someone who isn't at all right for them."

"Ahhh, like when Will had that woman fall in love with the donkey-headed gent."

"Not quite what I was contemplating, dearest." She frowned, toying with one of the earrings Ares had given her the previous evening. She did love her jewelry, but it was not enough to erase her boredom.

Surely there was some way to make this work without donkey-headed men being involved.

"I may have to go and mingle with the mortals myself," she decided. "It's fortunate that Grecian fashion is enjoying a renaissance right now." She studied Ares' attire. "Well, at least it is for women. You'd have to squeeze into breeches, and learn to tie a cravat before you could walk amongst them without causing a sensation. At least your hairstyle is au courant."

Ares glanced down, admiring his muscular legs. And who could blame him? He was perfect in his imperfection, which is one reason she loved him so madly.

Yes, this would be a delightful plan, almost a re-enactment of their own passionate affair. Once she had encountered Ares, it was impossible to love anyone else.

"It never goes smoothly when we get personally involved with the mortals," he reminded her.

"But that is what makes it so entertaining." She strolled towards him, enjoying the soft swish of her gown against her legs, as well as the heated look it provoked in his dark eyes.

"What happens if they resist your matchmaking scheme?" Ares asked, his voice husky with growing desire.

"Resist me?" Aphrodite chuckled as she led Ares through the great hall toward their private bedchamber. "That is an amusing thought."
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London, 1811

"You are a scandal! It is a wonder you dare to show your face here, after what you have done."

There was no mistaking the outrage in the high-pitched voice of Dowager Lady Thornham. Nor was it possible to avoid it, since her words echoed throughout the suddenly quiet ballroom of Lady Bleasdale's soiree.

Georgiana Kirkwood sneaked a glance at the recipient of the Dowager's outburst, and nearly laughed aloud.

The infamous Lord Rakehell was being publicly upbraided, yet instead of his typical urbane appearance, he was the very picture of an abashed schoolboy.

"I am sure you must be mistaken," he attempted.

"Do not try such nonsense with me, young man. You are notorious for shocking the ton. I am forced to read about your exploits in the newspapers." She rapped her fan against the sleeve of his dark blue coat. "Each and every day. I cannot abide such scandalous behavior."

He moved his arm out of range of the Dowager's fan, clasping his hands behind his back and frowning as though deep in thought. Georgiana could not halt her merriment this time, though she covered her smile quickly, coughing into her gloved hand.

If she were lucky, Lord Rakehell would not have noticed. . .

He tossed a wink her direction. Georgiana felt her cheeks heat at being caught enjoying his predicament. He might not know she was a permanent resident of Wallflower Row, but she was well aware he was the impossibly attractive, wildly adventurous, dashingly roguish Simon Blakely, Lord Winbourne.

He had long been a favorite topic of the widows and spinsters and bluestockings, providing them many hours of entertainment the past several months. For some reason, this evening the Dowager felt it necessary to take him to task for it.

"Lady Thornham." His lips twitched but he continued in a grave voice. "I can appreciate the amount of time you have devoted to the eradication of scandalous behavior. But I fervently believe you have mistaken me for another."

"That is impossible." The dowager's neck shook with her barely-contained rage. "I may be ancient, but I am quite capable of determining which rake is doing what these days." She glanced around, needing reinforcements. Georgiana did her best to disappear into the shadows before she could be dragged into the conversation, but to no avail. "Miss Kirkwood! I have need of your advice."

"Of course," Georgiana answered, dreading the dowager's glare if she were to refuse the summons. "I would be happy to assist."

The dowager harrumphed, for no good reason other than that is what she always did. "Allow me to introduce Miss Georgiana Kirkwood."

Georgiana discovered that while Lord Rakehell was handsome from a distance, he was even more remarkable up close, what with his shiny chestnut hair in a careless style, and his mischievously sparkling eyes trained on her. She decided against a curtsy, for her knees were inexplicably wobbly at that moment.

He lifted her fingers toward his lips, and she could do nothing but watch, captivated. What might it be like to have that sinful mouth against hers?

"Pleasure, Miss Kirkwood," he said in an intimate voice, before depositing a brief kiss on her hand.

Pleasure. Yes, that is indeed what it would be, were they to ever kiss. His touch practically promised it.

Georgiana shook her head at such foolishness, hoping her wayward thoughts were not plastered across her features. She could feel heat blossoming from her neckline to her hairline. Yet for some reason she shivered at the same time.

She gave him a brief nod, hoping to escape before she could make a complete fool of herself. "Lord—"

"They call him Lord Wastrel," the dowager said with a sniff, "but he is actually Lord Weyson."

Georgiana bit back a smile. "Lady Thornham, you have indeed confused this gentleman with another. This is—"

His eyebrow lifted as he waited for her to finish. Georgiana would be forced to admit she knew of his exploits, and was even able to distinguish them from those of his best friend, Lord Wastrel.

The dowager frowned as she examined him through her lorgnette. "No, I am confident this is Lord Wastrel. I discuss his dalliances and peccadilloes every day when I have tea with Lady Aldersley."

"We rakes and rogues do share several similar qualities," he offered. "But I have been abroad the past fortnight, so I cannot claim credit for my friend's scandals."

The dowager narrowed her eyes at the man, before turning to Georgiana for confirmation.

"It is not difficult to see why you confused them." At the dowager's deepening frown, Georgiana hastened to add, "I am certain they discuss this knavish behavior at their club. It is akin to a finishing school, for rogues."

Lord Rakehell coughed. "Quite. We have standards to which we must adhere. Rakish rules and all that."

Georgiana fought to keep her smile at bay. "So it appears Lord Wastrel is the culprit. Not—" She held her hand out towards the rake in question.

"Lord Rakehell." He bowed, with more flourish than was necessary. When he straightened, he caught Georgiana rolling her eyes.

She did her best to ignore the broad grin he shot her direction.

The Dowager harrumphed again, setting the ostrich feathers in her cap to bouncing. "Well, mind your manners. And you should see about the rascals with whom you associate." She gave him another warning tap from her fan. "It is not amusing to confound your elders in this fashion."

"I agree wholeheartedly." He brought the Dowager's hand to his lips, lingering a bit too long, enough for her to pretend being the object of his attention discomfited her. He stepped back before he could be the recipient of her fan once more.

"I must fetch a cup of punch," she announced.

Georgiana breathed a sigh of relief. She would be happy to accompany Lady Thornham to her destination, so that she might begin to think clearly again once out of the sphere of
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