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      To my beautiful daughter Amber Rose, who stayed up
all night to read the entire book. I love you, bunny-girl.
P.S. Yes, we
            can have Rob and Henry audition
for the hypothetical movie.

      
   
      
      
      
“I am a matchmaker and am fully aware of the benefits of marriage, but they do not apply to me.”

      
      Tristan cupped her cheek and turned her to face him. “You think not?”

      
      “I-I know so.”

      
      “You do not sound certain,” he murmured, caressing her silky skin.

      
      “Wh-what are you doing?”

      
      “I am trying to convince you of what you are missing.”

      
      A ragged breath escaped her.

      
      He lowered his head and breathed near her ear. “Would you miss naughty whispers?”

      
      “You are unseemly.”

      
      “Not convinced, I see.” He turned his head until her breath whispered over his lips. “Would you miss tender kisses?”

      
      She pushed his chest. “You are a tease.”

      
      He looked longingly at her mouth.

      
      Then he did a reckless thing. He leaned forward and captured her lips…

        
   
      
      
      
Chapter One



      London, 1816

      
      The belles of the Beau Monde had resorted to clumsiness in an effort to snag a ducal husband.
      

      
      Tristan James Gatewick, the Duke of Shelbourne, entered Lord and Lady Broughton’s ballroom and grimaced. A quartet of giggling
         chits stood near the open doors, dangling their handkerchiefs as if poised to drop them. Determined to avoid playing fetch
         again, he strode off along the perimeter of the room.
      

      
      With a long-suffering sigh, he conceded he’d contributed to this national disgrace. Ever since the scandal sheets had declared
         him the most eligible bachelor in England, he’d rescued twenty-nine lace handkerchiefs, five kid gloves, and twelve ivory
         fans.
      

      
      If only he could have convinced himself to choose a bride based upon the inelegance of her fumbling, he might have wedded and bedded the most inept candidate by now. Alas, he could not abide the thought of spending a lifetime
         with Her Gracelessness.
      

      
      He surveyed the crowd looking for the hostess of this grand squeeze, a useless endeavor. The crème de la crème swarmed the
         place like bees. The din of voices competed with the lively tune of a country dance, making his ears ring. He’d rather eat
         dirt than subject himself to the dubious delights of the marriage mart, but with his thirty-first birthday approaching, he
         could no longer pretend he was invincible. The dukedom had been at risk far too long.
      

      
      Someone tapped a fan on his shoulder. He paused to find Genevieve and Veronica, two of his former mistresses. Seeing them
         together, he realized how alike the striking widows looked. Both were tall, dark-haired, and curvaceous. He canvassed the
         cobwebs in his brain and realized all of his past lovers had similar attributes. Well, those he could recollect.
      

      
      Tristan bowed and lifted each of their hands for the requisite air kiss. “Ladies, it is a great pleasure to see you again.”

      
      “Were your ears burning?” Veronica said in an exaggerated boudoir voice. “You are the subject du jour.”

      
      “I am delighted,” he lied. He’d grown increasingly frustrated with the notoriety the papers had whipped up. How the devil
         he’d ever find a bride in this circuslike atmosphere evaded him. But find one he must.
      

      
      Genevieve tittered. “We were comparing you to all of our other gentlemen admirers.”

      
      He’d bedded more than his fare share of mistresses, but this situation was certainly unique among his experiences. “What did
         you conclude?”
      

      
      Genevieve leaned closer and squeezed his arm. “We agreed you were the naughtiest of all our lovers.”
      

      
      He regarded her with a wicked grin. “Praise indeed.”

      
      Veronica glanced at him from beneath her lashes. “How does it feel to be England’s most sought-after bachelor?”

      
      High-pitched giggling rang out from behind him. He rolled his eyes. Not again.

      
      Genevieve’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Watch out, Shelbourne. A bevy of little misses are stalking you.”

      
      He grimaced. “Rescue me?”

      
      The two women laughed, blew him a kiss, and drifted away, leaving him to the predators. When he turned round, the four silly
         chits he’d seen earlier halted and stared at him, agog. Given their youthful faces and puritanical white gowns, he surmised
         not one of them was a day over seventeen. He needed a wife, but he’d no intention of robbing the proverbial cradle.
      

      
      When they continued to gape at him as if he were a Greek statue come to life, he took a step closer. “Boo.”

      
      Their shrieks rang in his ears as he walked off into the crowd. Ignoring the avid stares directed at him, Tristan squeezed
         past numerous hot, perspiring bodies, and not the kind one hoped to find naked and willing in bed. With more than a little
         regret, he banished thoughts of Naked and Willing in order to concentrate on Virtuous and Virginal. First he must locate Lord
         and Lady Broughton. Perhaps his hostess would introduce him to a sensible young lady of good breeding. Perhaps pigs would
         fly, too.
      

      
      He might have avoided all this nonsense if his dear mama had cooperated. When he’d informed her of his bridal requirements
         a month ago, she’d swatted him with her fan and told him he had rocks in his head.
      

      
      A loud bang nearly sent him ducking for cover. Feminine gasps erupted all around him. Alarmed, he sought the source of the
         disturbance and realized it was only the slamming of the card room door. The gentleman responsible for this discourteous act
         was none other than his oldest friend, Marc Darcett, Earl of Hawkfield.
      

      
      Tristan hailed Hawk with a wave and walked in that direction. Intent upon reaching his friend, Tristan failed to notice the
         impending danger until something crunched beneath his shoe. A quick glance to the floor confirmed his worst fear—the thirteenth
         incident of a dropped fan. Damn and blast, he’d crushed it.
      

      
      He lifted his gaze, expecting a devious mama and her blushing daughter. Instead, a petite young woman with honey-blond hair
         stood staring at his shoe. She said something that sounded suspiciously like ashes to ashes, dust to dust. With all the voices ringing in his ears, he assumed he’d misheard.
      

      
      Though he was tempted to walk past her, he couldn’t ignore the fan he’d broken. “I beg your pardon,” he said, bending to retrieve
         the mangled ivory sticks.
      

      
      “You are not to blame. Someone jostled my arm.”

      
      Her excuse was the worst he’d heard yet. He didn’t even bother to hide his cynicism as his gaze traveled up her white gown.
         Blue ribbons trimmed her bodice, drawing his attention to her generous décolletage. He continued his perusal to her heart-shaped
         face. She watched him with twitching lips. Pillow-plump lips. He inhaled on a constricted breath. Lord, with that mouth she
         could make a fortune as a courtesan.
      

      
      Her long-lashed eyes twinkled. “Sir, if you will return the remains, I will see to its burial.”

      
      Her witty remark stunned him. Belatedly, he realized he was grinning up at her. She probably thought he’d fallen for her ruse.
         Exasperated with himself, he grasped the broken sticks, rose, and placed the ruined fan in her small gloved hands.
      

      
      He met her amused gaze again, noting she did not simper or blush. She was no miss fresh out of the schoolroom. “I apologize
         for the damage. Allow me to make reparations,” he said.
      

      
      “It is quite beyond repair,” she said.

      
      “I insist upon compensating you for—”

      
      “My pain and suffering?” She laughed. “I assure you the fan’s death is a relief to me. Look, you can see it is exceedingly
         ugly.”
      

      
      They’d not had a proper introduction, and yet, she’d invited him to come closer. He decided to oblige her and find out if
         her intentions extended beyond droll quips. While she chattered about a dim shop light and putrid green paint, he stole another
         glance at her mouth, picturing those lips damp and kiss-swollen. Slow heat eddied in his veins.
      

      
      She continued speaking in an unreserved manner as if they were old friends rather than strangers. “Even my maids refused to
         take the fan,” she said. “So I decided to carry the pitiful thing at least once.”
      

      
      A footman carrying a tray of champagne paused before them. She lifted up on her toes like a ballerina to place the ruined
         fan upon it. Pint-sized she might be, but her flimsy skirts outlined a deliciously rounded bottom. He liked voluptuous women,
         and his practiced eye told him this one had the body of a goddess.
      

      
      His blood stirred. He wanted her.

      
      A warning clanged in his head. She was probably married, and he never dallied with other men’s wives. Then again, maybe she wasn’t. He found himself hoping she was a willing
         and lonely widow, but he meant to do more than hope.
      

      
      “Poor little fan. May you rest in peace.” She pirouetted and gave him a dazzling smile. “There now, I’m done mourning.”

      
      She was exceptionally clever, but without the brittle artifice common among the ton. He caught her gaze, willing her with
         his eyes. “Now that the funeral is over, perhaps you would allow me to escort you to the refreshment table.” And thence to
         a more private location.
      

      
      “You are too kind, but I must return to my friends.”

      
      Triumph surged inside him. She’d said friends, but made no mention of a husband. “Will you allow me the pleasure of your company a little longer? I mean to persuade you to accept my offer.”
      

      
      “I have dozens of other fans,” she said. “Your apology is more than sufficient.”

      
      She intended to play hard to get. Since he’d come of age, women had always pursued him. At the prospect of a chase, excitement
         raced through his blood. But he must proceed with caution. If he’d misjudged her, she would take offense. A smile tugged at
         his mouth. He knew exactly which card to play.
      

      
      He reached inside his coat and produced his engraved card. “Take it. In the event you change your mind, send round a note.”
         If she refused, he’d have his answer. But if she accepted, he’d have her name. And soon her.
      

      
      When she started to reach for the card, he held his breath. Take it, little charmer. I’ll ride you to the stars all night.

      
      She hesitated and then peered at his card. Her doll-like eyes grew round as carriage wheels. She curtseyed, mumbled something he couldn’t hear, and disappeared into the crowd.
      

      
      Her sudden departure caught him off guard. He took two steps, searching for her, but the crowd had swallowed her. Obviously
         she’d not known his identity beforehand. But why had she fled?
      

      
      “There you are.”

      
      At the sound of Hawk’s voice, Tristan turned.

      
      “I tried to save you,” Hawk said, “but that dragon Lady Durmont waylaid me. So who was the latest clumsy belle to accost you?”

      
      “I’ve no idea,” Tristan said. “I take it you do not know her.”

      
      “I never saw her face.” Hawk frowned. “What the devil were you doing engaging a strange lady in conversation?”

      
      “I stepped on her fan.”

      
      Hawk made a sound of disgust. “Follow me.”

      
      As he walked with his friend, Tristan frowned, wondering how he could have misread her signals. Then again, the women who
         pursued him made no secret of their illicit intentions with their risqué innuendos. The mysterious lady had surprised and
         intrigued him, but she’d not taken the bait, so he dismissed her from his mind.
      

      
      Hawk led him over to a wall niche displaying a winged statue of Fortuna, goddess of fortune and fate. “Old boy, you’ve got
         to be more careful,” Hawk said. “These chits are desperate. One of them might trick you into a compromising situation.”
      

      
      Tristan huffed. “A cautionary tale in reverse. Lady Rake seduces unsuspecting bachelor.”

      
      “There are plenty of schemers on the marriage mart who would throw away their virtue to marry a duke.”
      

      
      “Ridiculous.” He’d never fall for such tricks.

      
      “Forget this bridal business for now,” Hawk said. “You needn’t rush to the altar.”

      
      “I’ve left the dukedom unsecured for thirteen years.” With good reason, he silently amended.

      
      Hawk released a loud sigh. “You’re determined to wed.”

      
      “Determined, yes. Whether I’ll succeed is debatable.”

      
      “As usual, you’re making matters much too complicated. You’re in luck. I have a brilliant plan.”

      
      “This ought to prove entertaining,” he said.

      
      “It’s simple,” Hawk said. “Choose the most beautiful belle in the ballroom, get an introduction, and ask her to dance. Then
         call on her tomorrow and propose. In less than twenty-four hours, you’ll be an engaged man.”
      

      
      “You call that a brilliant plan?”

      
      Hawk folded his arms over his chest. “What’s wrong with it?”

      
      He huffed. “Most of the beauties I’ve met are vain, silly, and clumsy.”

      
      “You want an ugly wife?”

      
      Tristan scowled. “That’s not what I meant.”

      
      “What the devil do you want?”

      
      “A sensible, respectable, and graceful woman.” He wanted more, but he wasn’t about to confess his fantasies.

      
      “If it’s a boring and plain bride you’re wanting, you need look no further than the wall,” Hawk said, indicating a group of
         pitiful-looking gels sitting with the dowagers.
      

      
      Tristan had started to turn away when he saw the amusing lady he’d spoken to earlier. His heartbeat drummed in his ears. She led two gangly young cubs over to the forlorn girls. The chandelier’s soft candlelight illuminated her curly
         golden hair.
      

      
      Within minutes, both cubs were escorting wallflowers toward the dance floor. The lady responsible for this turn of events
         clasped her small gloved hands. As she watched the couples, her plump lips curved into a dreamy smile, and her eyes softened.
         Transfixed, Tristan forgot to breathe. He’d last seen that expression on a woman after a vigorous bout between the sheets.
      

      
      Then Lord Broughton and his new bride approached her. All signs of the temptress disappeared as the lady faced the couple.
         “That’s her,” Tristan said.
      

      
      Hawk squinted. “Who?”

      
      “The lady I spoke to earlier. She is standing with Broughton and his wife.”

      
      “Lord help us. It’s Miss Mansfield.”

      
      Miss Mansfield? She was a virtuous, unmarried lady? The devil. He’d almost made her an indecent proposition.
      

      
      Hawk laughed. “You’ve never heard about her?”

      
      “You’re obviously itching to tell me,” he grumbled.

      
      “She makes matches for every ugly duckling in London,” Hawk said, wagging his brows.

      
      Tristan scoffed. “You’re funning me.”

      
      “I’m not jesting. She’s not called Miss Mantrap for nothing,” Hawk said. “The woman is a menace to bachelors. Good old Broughton
         is a prime example.”
      

      
      Good old Broughton gazed down at his pretty blond bride. The man looked as if he were suffering from unbridled lust, a term
         women euphemistically called love.
      

      
      Hawk regarded Tristan with suspicion. “Why are you so interested in her?”

      
      “Mere curiosity,” he said with a shrug.
      

      
      Hawk smirked. “Cut line. You thought she was available for dalliance.”

      
      He’d never admit it. No doubt she was as poor as a church mouse, without noble family connections. She probably found matchmaking
         preferable to taking a position as a lady’s maid or governess. Most likely, she’d only received an invitation to the ball
         because she’d made Broughton’s match.
      

      
      He wished she’d not refused his offer to pay for the fan. But he understood her pride all too well, and though he thought
         her chosen career odd, he couldn’t deny she’d made a successful match for Broughton.
      

      
      Tristan’s skin tingled. No, he would not stoop to hiring her to find him a bride. He could practically picture the news in
         the scandal rags. The Desperate Duke has hired a matchmaker.
      

      
      He was not desperate. He was a bloody duke. With a mere crook of his finger, he could have any woman he wanted. The problem
         was he didn’t want just any woman. He’d formulated requirements for his ideal bride.
      

      
      All he needed was to find someone who met them.

      
      He thought about spending week after week trolling for a wife in ballrooms. He thought about fetching fans, handkerchiefs,
         and parasols. He thought about his need for an heir. His chances of finding his perfect duchess seemed remote at best.
      

      
      Tristan glanced at Miss Mansfield again and reconsidered. She needed money. He needed a bride. For the right price, Miss Mansfield
         would keep her involvement a secret from all but the chosen girl and her grateful family.
      

      
      He frowned, realizing he was basing his decision on one example—Broughton. Hiring Miss Mansfield meant taking a risk, but if her efforts proved unsatisfactory, he could dismiss
         her. Truthfully, a larger risk loomed. Marriage was for life, and as matters now stood, he was in serious danger of tying
         himself forever to an unsuitable wife. Or no wife at all, at this rate.
      

      
      Tristan sized up the situation and realized he had two choices: continue his haphazard search or hire Miss Mansfield. After
         weeks of pure hell shopping at the marriage mart, the matchmaker won hands-down.
      

      
      Of course, he had no intention of enlightening his friend. “I’m off to pay my respects to Broughton and his wife.”

      
      Hawk snorted. “This marriage business has addled your brain.”

      
      “I fail to understand what you find so amusing.”

      
      “Miss Mansfield is a happily-ever-after spinster.” Hawk clapped him on the shoulder. “Congratulations, old boy. You’ve just
         chosen the only woman in the kingdom who won’t wed you.”
      

      
      Tessa Mansfield wanted to kick herself.

      
      Heaven above, she’d practically flirted with that rake, the Duke of Shelbourne. She’d never seen him before tonight, but she’d
         heard about his reputation. The gentleman rake, they called him. Everyone said he didn’t gamble to excess. They said he never
         seduced innocents. Every other female, however, was apparently fair game.
      

      
      She prided herself on her ability to spot a rake at twenty paces. This particular rake had fooled her with his agreeable manner.
         But she knew rakes used their charm to disarm their intended victims. She recalled the duke’s slow smile and could not deny she’d let his handsome face turn her head.
      

      
      Tessa cringed as she recalled the way she’d chattered like a monkey. He must have thought she’d dropped her fan on purpose
         like all those silly girls she’d read about in the scandal sheets. Oh, how lowering.
      

      
      She took a deep breath, reminding herself she was unlikely to encounter him again. Thank goodness.

      
      “I am glad to see you, Tessa. I’ve missed you so.”

      
      Tessa returned her attention to Anne, her former companion and dearest friend in the world. “I missed you as well.”

      
      Anne’s eyes misted. “I never imagined I would make such a happy marriage. You made all my dreams come true.”

      
      For nearly a year, Tessa had promoted the match between Anne Mortland and Lord Broughton. More than once, Tessa had feared
         all would come to naught, but true love and a dusting of luck had culminated in this fairy tale marriage.
      

      
      Tessa glanced at Lord Broughton. “You both look well, my lord.”

      
      Broughton gazed at his bride with adoration. “I am the happiest of men.”

      
      Tessa’s heart contracted with a yearning for something she could never have.

      
      Anne clasped her arm. “Tessa, look quickly. You do not want to miss seeing Jane dance.”

      
      Tessa lifted up on her toes to see past the crowd. She caught a glimpse of her new companion, Jane Powell, but the fast approach
         of two fashionable and handsome gentlemen diverted her attention. As they neared, her heart thudded. She recognized the taller man with tousled black hair. It was the Duke of Shelbourne.
      

      
      She turned round, hoping he’d not seen her. To her mortification, Shelbourne and the other gentleman approached Lord Broughton.

      
      “Shelbourne, Hawk, this is an unexpected pleasure,” Broughton said, rubbing his hands.

      
      Tessa gazed up at the chandelier, wishing she could melt like the wax oozing from the candles. When she’d run away, he’d probably
         thought she wanted him to chase her. Belatedly, she realized her behavior only made her look guilty and a little foolish.
         She planted a serene smile on her face as Lord Broughton introduced her to the duke and Lord Hawkfield. Then she curtseyed
         and rose to find Shelbourne gazing at her. In the light of the chandelier, she could see his eyes were marine blue and fringed
         by thick black lashes.
      

      
      “Miss Mansfield and my wife are friends,” Lord Broughton said. “She is the one responsible for our happy union.”

      
      Lord Hawkfield raised his brows in an exaggerated fashion. “I say, a matchmaker? If only I had known of your skills when my
         sisters were single, Miss Mansfield. You might have saved me the trouble of finding them husbands.”
      

      
      His mocking tone vexed her. She’d encountered plenty of his kind before, always quick to ridicule her avocation. “I had no
         idea I had a competitor. Or do you only make matches for relatives?”
      

      
      Before Lord Hawkfield could reply, the duke cut in. “His self-proclaimed talent is highly overrated.”

      
      She arched her brows. “Should I be relieved?”

      
      “He never stood a chance against you.”
      

      
      His distinctive baritone voice sent an exquisite shiver along her arms. She mentally shook herself. He’s a rake, he’s a rake, he’s a rake.
      

      
      The music ended. Lord Hawkfield excused himself and disappeared into the crowd. The duke glanced at her, and then he closed
         the distance between them.
      

      
      She looked at him warily. Could he not see she wished him to leave her in peace?

      
      “I apologize for detaining you so long earlier,” he said. “Without a proper introduction, I fear you might have taken offense.”

      
      He’d apologized in a gentlemanly manner, even though she was equally at fault, perhaps more so, since she’d done most of the
         talking. “No apology is necessary. The circumstances were unusual.”
      

      
      He inclined his head. Though he did not smile, there was a natural curve to his full lips. His was not the pretty face of
         a dandy, however. Oh, no, not at all. His thick brows, angular cheekbones, and square jaw were all male. Little wonder women
         reportedly swooned at his perfection. No, not quite perfect, she thought, detecting a faint shadow along his jaw and above
         his full upper lip. His valet probably had to shave him twice a day. Her skin prickled at this evidence of the duke’s masculinity.
      

      
      “There is something I wish to ask you.” His voice rumbled, a sound as rich and irresistible as a cup of chocolate.

      
      Her heart thumped at the low, seductive notes in his voice. She’d thought herself unsusceptible to such tricks, but evidently
         her traitorous body was not.
      

      
      “May I call upon you tomorrow afternoon?” he asked.

      
      “Your Grace, if this concerns my fan, I beg you to forget the matter.” There, that should settle his concern once and for
         all.
      

      
      “It is not about the fan,” he said. “I have appointments early in the afternoon. May I call at four o’clock?”

      
      She regarded him with suspicion. “Why not tell me now?”

      
      “I prefer to discuss it in private, if you are amenable.”

      
      In private? Did he mean to make her a dishonorable proposal? Then her common sense prevailed. A handsome rake like him would have no
         interest in a plump spinster.
      

      
      His mouth curved in the merest of smiles. “You hesitate. I can hardly blame you after I discomposed you earlier.”

      
      She lifted her chin. “I was not discomposed.” What a bouncer. She’d fled as if the engraving on his card read His Grace, the
         Duke of Devilbourne.
      

      
      “I will of course abide by your decision.” Then he gazed into her eyes with such intensity, she stilled like a rabbit in the
         woods. He drew her in, mesmerizing her with his arresting blue eyes. She felt the pull of his will like a swift current. And
         everything inside her said yes. “Very well,” she said breathlessly.
      

      
      “Thank you. Until tomorrow.” He sketched a formal bow and walked away.

      
      She let out her pent-up breath. Good God, he’d seduced her into agreeing.

      
      Anne approached, using her fan to shield her voice. “What were you and the duke discussing?”

      
      Tessa thought it best not to reveal his intended visit until she knew his purpose. “Nothing of consequence.” But he wanted
         something from her. She suppressed a shiver.
      

      
      “He spoke to you at length,” Anne said. “You must tell me what he said.”
      

      
      “You make too much of the matter.” Why had she let him turn her head?

      
      “He looked at you like a starving wolf. Stay away from him,” Anne said. “He is well-respected for his politics, but even Geoffrey
         admitted the duke has a notorious reputation with women. He probably has one hundred notches in his bedpost.”
      

      
      Tessa scoffed. “I’m sure he has no interest in carving one for an aging spinster like me.”

      
      “You are only six and twenty,” Anne said. “Why must you always demean your charms?”

      
      She ignored her friend’s question. “Do not worry. I am in no danger of falling for a rake’s wiles.” Even if he’d persuaded
         her to let him call tomorrow, and she’d accepted against her better judgment.
      

      
      Anne drew closer. “He has a reputation as a legendary lover. Women throw themselves in his path. I heard he can persuade a
         woman to do his bidding with his eyes.”
      

      
      Tessa gulped, knowing it was true.

      
      Anne surveyed the crowd and grabbed Tessa’s arm. “Look, there he is now by the hearth. Do you see that woman with him? That
         is Lady Endicott, a formerly respectable widow—until she met Shelbourne.”
      

      
      Tessa glanced in that direction. A tall, raven-haired beauty with jade feathers in her bandeau slid her finger along Shelbourne’s
         lapel. Then the widow leaned against him and whispered in his ear. He turned his head and flicked her earbob.
      

      
      Tessa gasped. Stars above. She’d invited that shameless rake to her drawing room.

      
      His teeth flashed in a roguish grin. Then he winked at the lady and strode off.
      

      
      “How could he engage in such brazen flirtation when his sister is present?” Anne said, her voice outraged.

      
      Tessa swerved her gaze to Anne. “His sister?”

      
      “Lady Julianne,” Anne said. “She is dancing with Lord Holbrook.”

      
      The dark-haired young woman laughed as she skipped past her partner. Her complexion glowed with the radiance of youth, and
         her gold-netted gown set off her slender figure to perfection. A sliver of envy lodged in Tessa’s throat. Long ago, she’d
         missed her own opportunity to have a season. Most of the time, she refused to dwell on the past, but once in a while, regret
         shadowed her heart.
      

      
      Anne regarded Tessa. “Lady Julianne is purported to have declined more than a dozen marriage proposals since her come-out
         three years ago.”
      

      
      “She sounds very particular.”

      
      “Perhaps it is her brother who is particular,” Anne said. “Some say the duke believes no man is good enough for his sister.”

      
      Tessa stilled. Did he mean to ask her to make a match for his sister tomorrow? No, surely he would rely on his mother’s advice.
         Why then had he insisted on calling?
      

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter Two


      
      
      At half past three o’clock, Tessa set aside her book, walked over to the window, and peered out the wavy glass. Shadows from
         her town house crept halfway to the wrought-iron gates. A curricle with enormous yellow wheels rumbled past, splashing puddles
         from an earlier shower.
      

      
      What did Shelbourne want? The question played like a refrain in her head. She’d tossed and turned for hours last night, trying
         to guess, but she’d not thought of a single reasonable explanation.
      

      
      Gravesend shuffled inside, wearing a solemn expression on his heavily lined face. Tessa smiled at her faithful butler. “You
         are looking dapper today,” she said.
      

      
      He tugged on his lapels. “Everything is in readiness for the duke’s visit.”

      
      “Thank you, Gravesend,” she said. “That is a relief to me.” She watched her elderly butler exit with a smile on her face.
         He’d served her late uncle for many years and refused to retire with a pension, because he felt an obligation to her.
      

      
      “Oh, I’ve made a shambles,” Jane Powell said.

      
      Tessa padded over to the round table where her new companion sat ripping out stitches. “Troubles?”

      
      Jane set aside her needlework and brushed back an auburn curl. “I confess I’m all aflutter. In all my wildest dreams, I never
         thought to meet a real duke.”
      

      
      “You need do nothing more than stitch quietly.”

      
      “I promise not to utter a sound,” Jane said, her expression anxious.

      
      “I’m sure you will do fine.” Tessa sat next to her. “Before the duke arrives, there is one issue I must address. Whatever
         transpires today must never leave this room.”
      

      
      “Oh, yes, of course. My lips are sealed,” she said, tracing her finger over her mouth.

      
      The rap of the knocker downstairs startled Tessa. A glance at the clock showed it was a quarter of four. Was the duke early?
         She walked over to the settee and perched upon the cushion, not allowing her spine to touch the mahogany back carved in the
         shape of shields.
      

      
      When footsteps sounded on the stairs, her stomach flopped like a hooked fish. She told herself she had nothing to worry about.
         It was only the unknown making her nerves jangle.
      

      
      Gravesend entered, puffed out his chest, and announced the duke.

      
      Tessa smiled at Gravesend, rose, and curtseyed as Shelbourne strode inside.

      
      When he bowed, his movements were quick and efficient. “Miss Mansfield, thank you for receiving me.”

      
      She introduced her companion and then indicated one of the armchairs across from her. “Will you be seated?”
      

      
      Her chest constricted as he crossed over to the chair. In the light of day, his imposing height and powerful physique dominated
         her drawing room. Every sculpted and commanding inch of the man bespoke an ancestry of warriors. She could easily picture
         him, broadsword in hand, storming castle walls.
      

      
      After they were seated, Tessa looked inquiringly at him. “May I offer you tea?”

      
      “No, thank you.”

      
      She gazed at him expectantly. He tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair as he surveyed the drawing room. She imagined
         it from his perspective. No doubt he found the pale green walls with plasterwork of gold swags and ribbons entirely too feminine
         for his taste.
      

      
      He returned his gaze to her. “Is your family from home?”

      
      A tiny pin pricked her heart. “I have no living family.”

      
      “My deepest sympathy for your misfortune,” he said.

      
      “I consider myself quite fortunate. I have wonderful friends, and Miss Powell is a perfect companion.”

      
      He considered her for a moment. “You have taken charge of your life in spite of a difficult situation. An admirable quality.”

      
      His unexpected praise surprised her. She knew the ton looked upon her independence with suspicion.

      
      After an uncomfortable silence, Tessa realized she would have to start the conversation. “Lady Broughton pointed out your
         sister to me last night. She is a lovely young woman.”
      

      
      “I thank you on her behalf.” He glanced at Jane and then returned his attention to Tessa. “Miss Mansfield, I wish to discuss a matter with you in private. With your permission, of course.”
      

      
      Tessa hesitated. Meeting a gentleman alone wasn’t strictly proper, unless a couple rode in an open carriage. Clearly he had
         no intention of speaking in front of her companion. Practicality must prevail—or she would go mad with curiosity.
      

      
      “Jane,” Tessa said, facing her companion. “The light is growing too dim here for needlework. You may return to your bedchamber
         to finish.”
      

      
      Wide-eyed, Jane quit the drawing room, leaving behind her sewing basket. Tessa suppressed a smile at Jane’s forgetfulness.

      
      When the door shut, Shelbourne squared his shoulders. “I must apologize for asking you to meet me alone. In doing so, I am
         putting your reputation at risk. I would not have asked if I did not believe it necessary.”
      

      
      “I take responsibility for all my decisions, Your Grace. Since the matter is a sensitive one, it is in both our best interests
         to ensure the conversation remains private.”
      

      
      “Thank you,” he said.

      
      She respected him for acknowledging the risk to her reputation, but he’d yet to state his purpose. “You have kept me in suspense.
         How may I help you?”
      

      
      “I wish to hire you.”

      
      She stiffened. He’d insisted on speaking to her privately. Did he mean to hire her as a—a mistress?

      
      He regarded her curiously. “Last night, I understood you offer matchmaking services.”

      
      Her shoulders slumped with relief. “My matchmaking is not a business.”

      
      “Nevertheless, I will compensate you for your efforts,” he said. “Name a fair price, and I’ll see you’re paid half upon agreement, and the remainder upon a successful conclusion.”
      

      
      “I have no need of remuneration.” Thanks to her late uncle, she had inherited a considerable fortune.

      
      His dark brows drew together. “Surely you expect something in return.”

      
      She shook her head. “My matchmaking endeavors are entirely altruistic.”

      
      “Very well,” he said. “I am prepared to provide you with the necessary information to aid in your search.”

      
      So he meant to ask her to make a match for his sister after all. “While I am flattered, I fear your mother would object if
         I were to make a match for Lady Julianne.”
      

      
      He frowned. “You misunderstand. I am not seeking your services for my sister.”

      
      Oh, dear, she’d made a mistake. How many times had Uncle George warned her never to make assumptions? “Your Grace, who is
         the lucky bride-to-be?”
      

      
      The corners of his mouth lifted just a little. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t need your assistance.”

      
      She gaped at him. “You want me to find you a bride?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      She couldn’t countenance any man seeking her services, let alone a duke. “You are the most sought-after bachelor in England.
         Why do you need my help?”
      

      
      “Finding a suitable bride on the marriage mart is a chancy business. Since I never leave matters to chance, I decided to consult
         an expert.”
      

      
      Tessa figured he’d grown weary of dodging fans, handkerchiefs, and parasols. “There is a certain amount of luck involved in
         all matrimonial matters. I simply facilitate opportunities for those who have few choices.” She smiled. “You have the opposite problem.”
      

      
      “The number doesn’t signify,” he said. “What matters is making the right choice. And that is the crux of my problem.”

      
      “I do not understand.”

      
      “Do you read the papers, Miss Mansfield?”

      
      “I am aware of your situation. Is it causing difficulties for you?”

      
      “With such fame, I dare not ask a lady to dance for fear the scandal sheets will print my engagement the next day.”

      
      “Oh, dear, that is a problem,” she said. “If it is not too impertinent, may I ask if there is a particular reason you’ve chosen
         to marry now?”
      

      
      He tapped his fingers again. “I have recently set my affairs in order.”

      
      She narrowed her eyes. “What affairs?”

      
      His fingers stilled. “I beg your pardon?”

      
      “If I am to agree to this match, I must first assure myself that you are a man of good character.” She already knew he was
         a rake, but she intended to make him squirm.
      

      
      He regarded her from beneath his black lashes. “Do you often allow men of bad character into your drawing room, Miss Mansfield?”
         he drawled.
      

      
      “Oh, did you not see them lined up at my door? It is truly amazing how many knaves, rogues, and rakes seek to make respectable
         marriages.”
      

      
      When he smiled, his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Are you always this satirical?”

      
      He’d neatly diverted her, but she’d not forgotten. “About your affairs?”

      
      His smile faded. “I inherited a number of debts more than a decade ago, but the estate is now solvent.” He paused. “Some might
         find my decision to postpone marriage foolhardy under the circumstances.”
      

      
      She filled in the blanks. He’d refused to marry in order to replenish the ducal coffers. A rake he might be, but he wasn’t
         a fortune hunter. “I find your decision honorable.” If only all gentlemen were so honorable, her life might have turned out
         differently.
      

      
      “I took a risk, one that left the dukedom unsecured for a number of years.” His tone and his expression held a challenge.
         “I have no heir, Miss Mansfield.”
      

      
      She could not help but admire him. His decision must have been a difficult one, and yet he’d taken the rocky path rather than
         the smooth one. “You made the right choice.”
      

      
      His eyes registered surprise, but he quickly hid it. “Have I answered to your satisfaction?”

      
      “Well, I am curious why you have not sought your mother’s advice.”

      
      A cynical expression crossed his face. “She refused to help.”

      
      Tessa’s lips parted.

      
      “My mother and I do not agree on the subject of my bride.” He paused and added, “She has rather decided opinions.”

      
      Tessa nodded. She’d met more than a few strong-willed mothers and knew the havoc they could wreak. Obviously the duchess had
         tried to impose her will on her son. Tessa believed ladies and gentlemen should choose with their hearts. “I always listen
         to those who seek my aid and try to meet their needs.”
      

      
      “Your professionalism is precisely what I am seeking.”

      
      Thus far, he’d reassured her, but she could not forget he was a rake. “If I am to make this match, you must agree to one condition.” Even as she spoke, she knew he would balk.
      

      
      “What is the condition?” he asked.

      
      She lifted her chin. “In order for there to be marital accord, you must agree to honor your wedding vows.”

      
      Mischief lurked in his blue eyes. “If I recall correctly, there are several parts to the vows. Is there one in particular
         that concerns you?”
      

      
      Warmth crept into her cheeks. “You must agree to forsake all others.”

      
      He leaned forward, looked over his right shoulder and then his left. “Where are they?”

      
      She frowned. “Who?”

      
      “The ones I’m supposed to forsake.” He gave her a roguish grin. “I assume you require proof.”

      
      “You mock me, but your reputation precedes you.”

      
      “Is that why you ran away last night?” he said, his voice rumbling with sensual overtones.

      
      Her face flamed. “I did not run. I hurried back to my friends.”

      
      His knowing smile incited her temper. “Unlike you, I take the matter very seriously,” she said, “and I have it on the best
         of authority that you are an infamous rake.”
      

      
      “I’m thirty years old, a bachelor, not a monk,” he said.

      
      “I saw you flirting with Lady Endicott last night,” she bit out. “Do you deny seducing a respectable lady?”

      
      “While I owe you no explanation, I will deny your unfounded accusation,” he said in a deceptively mild yet dangerous tone.
         “I’ve never seduced anyone. All of my paramours consented freely. All were worldly widows. I make no apologies for my past
         liaisons.”
      

      
      Oh, he was unrepentant, every bit as bad as Anne had said. “Your past is an indicator of your future conduct. I can only conclude
         you see nothing wrong with taking a mistress after your marriage, and I do not condone infidelity.”
      

      
      “Neither do I,” he said in a solemn voice.

      
      Her lips parted. She could hardly believe her ears.

      
      “You’ve made an assumption when you do not know me,” he said. “I expect marital fidelity from my wife, and I will remain faithful
         to her in return.”
      

      
      She regarded him with suspicion. A man of his lusty appetites would yield to temptation. “How am I to know you will keep your
         word?”
      

      
      His eyes glinted with a devilish expression. “Perhaps a record of my attendance at church would satisfy you. Or maybe a character
         witness? My friend Hawk is a disreputable fellow, but I’m sure he’d vouch for me.”
      

      
      She sniffed. “I ought to make you do it.”

      
      “Upon my honor, then.”

      
      Well, she could not express her doubts without besmirching his honor. Gentlemen were touchy about such things.

      
      His blue eyes twinkled. “Did I pass the test?”

      
      “So far,” she said. Once again, he’d tried to charm her. She’d best watch out.

      
      “You would make a formidable barrister,” he said.

      
      “No, but I believe I have developed some talent at matchmaking.”

      
      “Apparently Broughton agrees, and I respect his opinion.”

      
      No one had ever spoken of her career with such esteem. Excitement coursed through her veins. Finding a bride for the Duke of Shelbourne would be the ultimate feather in her matchmaking cap. Why, she would have no trouble at all making
         a match for him. He was handsome, honorable, and agreeable. And he’d promised to be true to his wife. What woman would not
         fall in love with him?
      

      
      The potential benefits crashed in her head like the waves at Brighton. If she successfully married off the duke, other gentlemen
         might seek her services. Then she could match them with all the unfortunate young ladies who tearfully sought her help. At
         long last, she would earn the respect she deserved for her career. She imagined the whispers of the ton as she strolled through
         a ballroom. There she is, the Duke of Shelbourne’s matchmaker.

      
      “Do you require a contract?” he asked.

      
      She blinked. “No, that is unnecessary.”

      
      “Ah, so you operate on the basis of a gentleman’s agreement?”

      
      “Um, I suppose one could call it that.” Instinct told her something was awry. She weighed her vague misgivings against the
         advantages to her matchmaking career. How could she possibly turn down the opportunity to make the match of the decade? The
         century!
      

      
      Elated at the prospect, she rose and beamed at the duke. “Yes, I will be happy to assist you.”

      
      He unfolded from his chair, crossed the room, and held out his palm. “Will you shake hands to seal our agreement?”

      
      “Very well.” When their palms met, a giddy sensation, like champagne bubbles, raced to her head. His hand, so much larger
         than her own, engulfed hers, making her feel strangely possessed. The warmth of his long fingers contrasted with the cool
         metal of a ring. As if she were dreaming, she slowly lifted her gaze past his imposing chest and tipped her head back, only to find herself drowning in his vivid blue eyes.
      

      
      The thick fan of his black lashes lowered just a little, and the sultry expression in his eyes ensnared her. The subtle scent
         of sandalwood invaded her senses, making her dizzy with forbidden longing.
      

      
      When he released her hand, she exhaled, though tension still vibrated all along her limbs. What was the matter with her? She
         decided it was only the excitement of knowing she would make one of the most prestigious matches in society.
      

      
      When he reached inside his coat, she glimpsed a heraldic shield on his gold band. Then he pulled out a folded piece of parchment
         from his coat and offered it to her. “Here is a description of the bride I am seeking.”
      

      
      A twinge of unease skittered down the back of her neck as she unfolded the paper and read the page.

      
      My bride should be at least twenty-one years of age, never married, and of noble birth. The candidate must have training in
            planning social entertainments and managing servants. Her conversation should be of an intelligent nature, extending beyond
            balls and bonnets. Sound judgment based on rationality rather than emotion is a requirement. Other desired traits include
            gracefulness, dutifulness, modesty, and decorum. Above all, she must be virtuous and have an unassailable reputation.
      

      
      A great clanging, like the bells at St. Paul’s, echoed in her ears. He’d written the description as if it were an advertisement
         for a servant.
      

      
      “There is one important quality I neglected to include.” He paused a moment as if assessing her. “I should be able to detect
         a hint of… passion in the lady’s nature.”
      

      
      Her jaw dropped.
      

      
      He looked amused. “Have I shocked you?”

      
      She tapped his paper. “You said you want a respectable bride.”

      
      “I do, but I plan to remain faithful and want a wife who will abandon her inhibitions,” he said.

      
      She huffed. “No, you want the impossible—a virtuous courtesan.”

      
      “I want an angel in the ballroom and a temptress in… private.”

      
      Heat scorched her face. “You cannot taste the wine and decide it is not to your liking. There is no way for you to know such
         a thing.”
      

      
      His gaze dipped to her mouth. With agonizing slowness, he lifted his lashes. “I’ll know,” he said.

      
      His low, velvety voice stirred heat low in her belly. Fearing she would melt in a puddle at his feet, she returned to the
         settee, set his paper aside, and applied her fan.
      

      
      When he settled in his chair, she glanced at him. At the knowing look in his eyes, she snapped her fan closed. “You’ve forgotten
         the most important ingredient to a happy marriage.”
      

      
      “Oh, and what is that?” he asked.

      
      She lifted her chin. “Love.”

      
      His eyes filled with cynicism. “I think people often mistake love for something baser.”

      
      Lust. The unspoken word hovered in the air. A lady should blush at his scandalous meaning, but if she did, he would only enjoy
         his triumph over her. And she took greater offense at his cavalier disregard of the heart. “I believe love is what sets us
         apart from the animal kingdom,” she said.
      

      
      “I think reason and rationality set us apart from the beasts,” he said.
      

      
      “I’m afraid there has been a misunderstanding,” she said. “I only make love matches.”

      
      “Miss Mansfield, in the matter of tender words or gestures, I’ve nothing to recommend me. But I take my responsibilities seriously.
         All who depend on me know safety and security. I cannot promise to marry for love, but I will promise to treat my wife with
         respect and dignity.”
      

      
      Tessa hesitated. There were plenty of single ladies of little fortune and no marriage prospects who would leap at his offer
         in order to secure their uncertain futures. Yet everything inside her rebelled at promoting a cold marriage of convenience.
         She had spoken at length with many of these desperate girls, and in every instance, all had admitted a yearning to marry for
         love.
      

      
      She recalled her uncle’s words spoken that day eight years ago that had changed her life forever. I would never allow you to spend a lifetime of misery with a man who does not love you.

      
      As an ignorant girl, she’d not realized her uncle’s beliefs were so different from those of society. Since then, she’d heard
         of far too many young women forced into arranged marriages. Most parents of the ton cared only about noble titles and wealth.
         Those parents wielded a great deal of power over their daughters and sons.
      

      
      Tessa shivered. She could not make a match where there was not even a prayer of love developing.

      
      She drew in her breath, prepared to refuse him. His jaw hardened, an indication he knew. No doubt he was accustomed to everyone
         complying with his wishes, but she would not sacrifice her principles, not even for a duke.
      

      
      And yet, if she refused him, he would make a loveless marriage. But if she helped him, she might succeed in convincing him to marry for love.
      

      
      She recalled something her uncle George had told her on his deathbed. Things happen for a reason.
      

      
      Pins pricked the backs of her hands. That was the moment she knew it was her destiny to open the duke’s heart to love. “Very
         well, Your Grace. I will assist you.”
      

      
      He looked taken aback, but he recovered quickly. “Excellent. Shall we agree on one week?”

      
      She blinked. “For what?”

      
      “For you to introduce me to my future bride,” he said with a shrug.

      
      Did he plan to propose on the spot? She cleared her throat. “Usually there is a courtship involved.”

      
      His chest shook with unsuppressed laughter. “Ah, yes, of course. A brief courtship will allow me to verify the candidate is
         suitable.”
      

      
      “You delight in teasing me,” she said.

      
      “All teasing aside, I expect you to commence immediately. I’ve already wasted a month and have no wish to delay further. Once
         I make a decision, I will act quickly.”
      

      
      Apparently the man didn’t have a romantic bone in his body. Once again, doubts plagued her, but if she did not help the duke,
         he probably would find someone willing to do his bidding. Someone who would not care whether he made a happy marriage or not.
      

      
      Of course she must dissuade him from choosing a wife based on his ridiculous description, but she would address that issue
         when he was ready to listen. “There may be more than one young lady who meets with your approval.” Given his finicky requirements, she suspected he would object to one candidate after another.
      

      
      “Do you have more than one lady in mind?” he asked.

      
      “Yes, but I wish to give the matter careful study first.”

      
      He looked skeptical.

      
      She rushed in before he could object. “Would you be willing to consider more than one? I would hate to rule out a young lady
         you might find agreeable.”
      

      
      “I suppose so, although I think it highly unlikely you will find more than one. Still, it speaks well of you to be prepared.”

      
      She smiled. If all went well, her career would soar as a result of this match.

      
      “I have one other requirement—of you,” he said. “I prefer we keep our arrangement a secret.”

      
      She averted her gaze, so he would not see her disappointment. He didn’t want anyone to know because he didn’t really respect
         her career.
      

      
      “I want to keep our dealings quiet. I’m weary of all the notoriety,” he said. “The papers have made a jest of my honorable
         intentions.”
      

      
      “I understand,” she said, “but I cannot promise secrecy when everyone is watching you.”

      
      He let out a gusty sigh. “No matter what I do I cannot avoid drawing attention.”

      
      “I can make one promise to you,” she said, meeting his gaze. “I will never reveal our conversations to another soul.”

      
      “Thank you. Do you have any questions before I leave?”

      
      “Not at this time.” When she rose, he came to his feet and bowed. Then he regarded her with a perplexed expression. “If it is not too impertinent, perhaps you might satisfy my curiosity. Why did you become a matchmaker? Obviously, it is
         not for money.”
      

      
      She shrugged. “It just happened. One evening at a ball, I saw the poor ignored girls sitting miserably by the wall, and I
         decided to help them.” She did not tell him that her own shattered dreams had led her to make love matches for the girls whose
         prospects were grim.
      

      
      The clock chimed five times. “I must leave,” he said. “Is one week sufficient for you?”

      
      She hid her crossed fingers behind her skirt. “Yes, I believe so.”

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter Three


      
      
      Tristan felt like a foreigner in a feminine country.
      

      
      The babble of voices and laughter died the minute he stepped inside Miss Mansfield’s spacious drawing room. In the silence,
         the clink of teacups and saucers boomed like cannon. He stood there, dazed, gazing at a crowd of young chits and matrons.
         They perched upon chairs set in a wide semicircle. He recognized a number of his mother’s fellow she-dragons. They stared
         at him as if he were the last morsel of food on earth.
      

      
      Clearly Miss Mansfield had made a mistake in her invitation.

      
      The rustle of fabric drew his gaze to her. She wore an elegant yellow gown that billowed round her voluptuous figure as she
         came forward and curtseyed. When she rose, her serene smile was the portrait of feminine poise.
      

      
      He respected her for maintaining her composure. “My apologies, Miss Mansfield,” he said. “Obviously there has been a mistake.”

      
      “No apology is necessary, Your Grace. We’ve been expecting you.”
      

      
      What the devil? Shock reverberated throughout his body. The little witch had tricked him.

      
      “Come now, Miss Mansfield,” Lady Verstan called out. “You’ve kept us in suspense long enough. What can you mean, inviting
         Shelbourne and our daughters to call?”
      

      
      “Have no fear, Lady Verstan,” Miss Mansfield said. “I intend to enlighten everyone.” She glanced at him. “Will you follow
         me, Your Grace?”
      

      
      The temptation to walk out the door gripped him, but doing so would only create a scene. “Allow me to escort you,” he said,
         offering his arm. Her lips twitched, but she complied. The light touch of her hand on his sleeve stirred an odd, tight feeling
         in his chest. Probably a digestive disorder.
      

      
      She slid her hand away when they reached the hearth. “Could I have your attention, please?” The buzz of voices quieted. After
         a moment’s silence, she spoke. “I know you are all curious. It is no coincidence that I invited England’s most eligible bachelor
         and twenty-four single young ladies.”
      

      
      That pronouncement brought about a flurry of whispers. Tristan kept his stony gaze on Miss Mansfield. What mischief was she
         brewing?
      

      
      “Before I explain,” Miss Mansfield continued, “it is important to consider a little background. This may surprise many of
         you, but rank and power can sometimes be a burden.”
      

      
      Lady Durmont snorted.

      
      Miss Mansfield’s lips thinned, but she recovered her poise. “Imagine if you will,” she said, “what it is like to be a man of Shelbourne’s consequence. Everyone around you sees only the prestige of your title. Such an exalted position has
         many advantages, but the disadvantage is that no one sees you for who you really are.”
      

      
      He arched his brows, wondering how long she’d practiced her pretty little speech.

      
      Miss Mansfield walked a few paces with her hands behind her back, gazing at the rich carpet as if pondering some great philosophical
         question. Suddenly, she halted, scanning the rapt faces before her. “What must it be like to find a wife in such circumstances?
         Any eligible single girl would naturally feel constrained in the duke’s presence. She would feel awed and would confine her
         conversation to topics deemed suitable by society.”
      

      
      No, she would simper, giggle, and drop her fan.
      

      
      Miss Mansfield’s eyes glowed with fervor. “How, then, can the duke possibly find the duchess of his dreams?”

      
      Several young ladies sighed. Damn and blast, they’d actually fallen for her sentimental drivel.

      
      After a lengthy pause, Miss Mansfield eyed him. “When the duke sought my help a week ago, he was quite clear about the qualities
         he sought in a duchess. After due consideration, I made a list of single ladies who might qualify, but I encountered a problem.”
      

      
      He narrowed his eyes. “And what problem was that?”

      
      “No one met all of the requirements.” After a stunned silence, she continued. “So I made a decision. Twenty-four of you received
         invitations because you most closely fit the duke’s vision of a bride. However, it is not for me to judge who is best suited.
         I am leaving that decision to His Grace. He will choose during a special courtship involving all the young ladies.”
      

      
      Tristan ground his teeth. He’d trusted her, and she’d dared to manipulate him. If she thought he’d stand for her tricks, she
         was sorely mistaken. He opened his mouth to put a stop to her nonsense, but before he could utter a word, Lady Verstan snapped
         her fan closed. “Miss Mansfield, are you suggesting that the duke court twenty-four ladies?”
      

      
      “Only for the first week,” she said.

      
      His jaw worked. She would pay for her deception.

      
      “Preposterous,” Lady Durmont said.

      
      Several other dragons murmured their agreement. No doubt they would all refuse to allow their daughters to participate in
         this sham of a courtship. When they did, he would dismiss Miss Mansfield, and that would ruin her career.
      

      
      A pretty, blue-eyed blonde raised her hand. “Miss Mansfield? I hope it is not too impertinent of me to ask, but you said the
         duke would court all of us for only the first week. After that, will the courtship be limited to one of us?”
      

      
      “A good question, Lady Georgette, and the answer is no,” Miss Mansfield said. “The actual courtship period will last several
         weeks. Each week some of you will be eliminated, based on the duke’s choices. Those chosen will receive an invitation to return
         the following week.” She paused and then said, “Of course, no one is obligated to participate, which brings me to my next
         point. Those of you who do not want the duke to court your daughters, please raise your hands.”
      

      
      None of the dragons lifted a finger.

      
      “Your Grace,” she said in a deceitfully sweet voice. “Do you have an objection?”

      
      “How could I possibly object?” Thanks to Lucifer’s handmaiden, he couldn’t refuse without insulting forty-eight ladies.
      

      
      Apparently she missed the sarcasm in his voice because she clasped her hands like a gleeful child. “Well, then it is all settled.”

      
      It most certainly was not settled. There had to be some way out of this fiasco. He could imagine all too well the notoriety
         the bizarre “courtship” would engender. Damn it all. He didn’t want to subject his mother and sister to a barrage of gossip,
         but it was too late now. By tomorrow, the entire kingdom would know.
      

      
      Once again, matters had spiraled out of his control. After weeks of finding himself the unwilling subject of the scandal sheets,
         he could bear no more. Yet he couldn’t conduct even a traditional courtship without the inevitable scrutiny of the ton.
      

      
      He would find a means of eliminating all but one of the young ladies. But if he courted one lady, the damned papers would
         print his impending engagement long before he’d made up his mind. Whether the lady in question suited or not, he might find
         himself obliged to offer because of her family’s expectations and those of society. However, if he courted several at once,
         he could avoid that trap. Of course he’d no intention of courting twenty-four of them.
      

      
      Miss Mansfield leaned closer to him. “I have several plans for the courtship,” she murmured.

      
      He’d have to be daft to trust her now. An idea occurred to him, one that would eliminate most of them. He leveled a stern
         look at Miss Mansfield. “I have a proposal for the first session.”
      

      
      Her smile froze. “Oh, how lovely.”
      

      
      “In fact, we can begin today, if the ladies can spare another half hour or so.”

      
      “What did you have in mind?” she asked.

      
      “A test.”

      
      Her brows furrowed. “What sort of test?”

      
      Tristan took a menacing step toward her. “A duchess test.”

      
      He insisted on supervising the test.

      
      Tessa sat beside the duke near the wall in her dining room. The twenty-four young women labored over their compositions at
         the mahogany table. The scratch, scratch, scratch of quills filled the room. With a sigh, she vowed to exercise patience with
         Shelbourne.
      

      
      What in the world had possessed him to propose this test? Surely he wouldn’t choose a bride based on a paper? Especially one
         titled “Why I Would Make the Perfect Duchess.” Poor man, he had no notion how to court a woman. It was fortunate he’d come to her for help.
      

      
      She glanced at him, only to find him watching her through narrowed eyes. Tessa lifted her chin and pretended to ignore him.
         From the moment he’d entered her drawing room, she’d sensed his disapproval. He’d not believed her when she said no one met
         all of his qualifications. But she would not let him intimidate her. Eventually he would realize she’d done him a favor.
      

      
      The duke consulted his watch and announced, “Fifteen minutes remaining.”

      
      Tessa hoped Jane was faring well entertaining the matrons in the drawing room. Her companion’s eyes had widened in terror
         at the prospect of being left alone with the most fearsome ladies of the ton. To prevent disaster, Tessa had taken drastic measures. She’d brought out the sherry decanter
         and told Jane to top up the glasses at every opportunity. A little happy tonic might tame the dragons.
      

      
      A feminine gasp followed by several muffled giggles drew Tessa’s attention back to the bridal candidates. Miss Amy Hardwick,
         the plainest young woman in the room, picked up the quill she’d evidently dropped. Ink spots spattered her page. All the other
         young ladies stared at her with obvious disdain.
      

      
      Tessa rushed over to Miss Hardwick. “Do not fret. Here is another sheet of paper.”

      
      Miss Hardwick rubbed at the ugly ink stain on her finger. A frizzy red lock fell over her forehead.

      
      “Do not worry about the stain,” Tessa whispered. “Just copy what you’ve already written.”

      
      Miss Hardwick flushed. She hunched her shoulders and picked up her quill, her movements hesitant. Tessa backed away, fearing
         to add to Miss Hardwick’s embarrassment. With all her heart, Tessa wished she could provide encouragement to the young woman,
         who had not taken well with the ton. After four seasons, she had not received a single marriage proposal.
      

      
      A girlish voice startled Tessa. “Your Grace,” Lady Georgette said, “how much time do we have left?”

      
      He consulted his watch. “Nine minutes.”

      
      The other girls gasped and started writing. Lady Georgette smiled at the duke, revealing her twin dimples. Then she dropped
         her paper on the floor. “Oh, dear.”
      

      
      He started out of his chair, but Tessa shook her head at him. Then she walked over to Georgette, picked up the paper, and
         placed it on the table. The little flirt ignored her and waved her fingers at the duke. Tessa moved to block Georgette’s view of her prey and pointed at the quill.
      

      
      “I’m done.” Georgette offered the paper to Tessa.

      
      Tessa folded her arms. “Leave it on the table.”

      
      She returned to her chair and leaned toward the duke. “Have a care,” she whispered. “You’re distracting the girls.”

      
      “I am not,” he said.

      
      “Lower your voice,” she whispered.

      
      He made an exasperated sound.

      
      She shielded her face with her hand. “You mustn’t encourage flirtation. The girls need to concentrate.”

      
      A slow, wicked smile spread across his face. He bent his head and whispered, “Lady Georgette finished.”

      
      His breath stirred the curl by Tessa’s ear, making her shiver. The lingering scent of sandalwood tickled her senses. When
         he sat back in his chair, he gave her a roguish grin. Her cheeks grew hot at his knowing expression. Oh, why had she reacted
         so foolishly to his practiced wiles?
      

      
      The duke consulted his watch again and spoke in a low voice. “After everyone leaves, and that includes Miss Powell, you and
         I will have a private discussion.”
      

      
      “Yes, of course. We need to evaluate the papers,” she said in an undertone. She ought to tell the duke his test would not
         work, but undoubtedly he would defend his decision. He would discover soon enough he couldn’t choose a bride on the basis
         of hastily scrawled compositions.
      

      
      After everyone else departed, Tristan walked to the hearth in Miss Mansfield’s drawing room and pivoted to face her. “Now
         you will explain why you tricked me.”
      

      
      The compositions she clutched fluttered to the carpet, scattering round her feet. “Oh,” she said, her voice squeaking.
      

      
      Why did women drop things all the time? Was it something he did? Irritated, Tristan walked over to her and knelt on one knee
         to gather the papers. When he handed them to her, an odd sensation gripped him. The devil. He must look like a besotted swain
         about to propose.
      

      
      That thought brought him to his feet. He straightened his sleeves and regarded her coldly. “Well?”
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