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Noah Shelton, Earl of Ipswich, was neither old nor unpleasant to look at. His holdings were impressive—at least they would be once he inherited. That inheritance had seemed certain until his uncle’s steward, Mr. Hill, arrived with unsettling news. Noah leaned back in his study chair, struggling to process the situation.

He stared at the cream-colored paper in his hands. Noah tried to maintain his composure as he read through the expectations set by his uncle, the former Earl of Ipswich. But each line made his fingers crumple the corners of the parchment. “I do not understand. I thought the deal was complete.” He lifted a hand to the bridge of his nose. “How can an arranged marriage give one such a headache? I believe I put all the particulars in place so that I would not have a headache when contemplating my future.” He looked at Mr. Hill, waiting for the man to speak, as if he would have all the answers.

Mr. Hill shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the other, avoiding eye contact as he looked around nervously. “I’m not sure what happened, m’lord. When you left for Italy, there was no indication that Miss Campbell would refuse your very generous offer. In fact, we had reason to hope for the exact opposite. Alas, the circumstance did not turn out. Miss Campbell has married another, and a duke besides. The family was very clear that your situation in life was not what they were looking for in a prospective husband for their daughter.”

Noah rolled his eyes. Mr. Hill seemed intent on highlighting his deficiencies. The Campbells had aimed higher than an earl and succeeded. To them, an earl was inadequate compared to a duke. Though Noah hadn’t seen the letter himself, Mr. Hill had relayed the scathing details. The accusations were sharp, questioning his time abroad and casting a potentially scandalous light on his actions. But Noah had been the epitome of propriety during his travels. Surely, Society wouldn’t share the Campbells’ harsh judgment?

“There is no need to remind me of what the Campbell family thinks of me. You’ve made it abundantly clear. I am grateful you spared me the worst of it.”

“I doubt you’d want to see the letter. It was quite … unfavorable.”

Noah pushed those thoughts aside, focusing on the pressing issue. “We have a much bigger problem now. I have wasted months of my precious time. Why is it I am only being informed of this now?”

“Begging your pardon, Your Lordship. We weren’t certain a message would reach you.”

“I don’t suppose that there is any chance my uncle would grant me an extension on this lunacy.” Noah examined the steward closely.

Long beads of sweat rolled down Mr. Hill’s forehead. He shook his head. “You have less than a month to secure an engagement, or you will not inherit.”

“That makes no sense,” Noah said, slamming his uncle’s letter on the desk, the gesture making the steward jump. “I had secured it, Mr. Hill. That should count for something, shouldn’t it? Surely, my uncle will see that I tried.”

Mr. Hill shook his head, looking distressed. “I’m sorry, Lord Ipswich. I am only the messenger. The title is still yours, of course. But the land will be sold. I have my orders to follow. The tenants will be informed of the change, of course.”

“Have they been informed already?”

Mr. Hill hesitated. “Not yet, m’lord. But I will see to it immediately while I am here.”

Noah held up his hand. He couldn’t have such a thing announced to the tenants. He’d already begun forming acquaintances with them this week. Noah didn’t want them to worry that the land and their homes that they’d been on for generations would be lost under his stewardship. He would not let that happen. “Not so fast, Mr. Hill. You said I have a month.”

Mr. Hill pulled at his collar, his gaze wandering around the room. “It’s a little less than a month.”

“Then there’s still time,” Noah said. “We just need some faith. Have you sent out other inquiries?”

The steward cleared his throat. “Under the circumstances of you traveling, I didn’t think it wise …”

Noah blew out a breath. Mr. Hill seemed to follow protocol, which spoke something of his character. But blast, could the man not think for himself? Noah waved a hand in the air, interrupting whatever Mr. Hill was going on about. “I need to find a bride in less than a month, Mr. Hill. Preferably one who will not break an engagement before I have a chance to meet them. You know the timing, and my uncle’s most ridiculous rules on the subject.” He gestured to the letter on the desk. “Now, where should we start?”

“We, Your Lordship?”

Noah refrained from rolling his eyes. He stood, unable to sit any longer. This whole situation was out of hand. He only needed to take charge again, and in no time, plans would be back on track. “Yes. We. I’ve lost my first option, and now I require help to make a match before I run out of time.”

“I would do anything for your uncle, and now that he has passed the title and his estate onto you, I shall do the same for you,” he said with a small bow.

“Let us not be too hasty. I will not have the estate, lands, or funds until I fulfill my uncle’s deal.”

Mr. Hill nodded. “Of course, m’lord. I imagine it will not be long.”

“We shall prepare for London. There is nothing else for it.”

Mr. Hill’s eyes widened. “But, my lord, the Season has already started. It is well underway. Showing up now—”

“Is better than staying in the country,” Noah said, cutting off Mr. Hill’s protests.

“Perhaps you should wait—” Mr. Hill started again.

But Noah wasn’t going to listen. He had to take action immediately. “I don’t have time to wait. If I am to secure a bride in less than a month’s time, I must go to the marriage mart. No other place will do. Please send word to my uncle’s home in London posthaste. I shall arrive in two days’ time.” He may not own the London house yet, but his uncle would take no issue with him using the vacant house, especially when his uncle was traveling with his new bride.

“This is madness,” Mr. Hill muttered.

Noah nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.”


CHAPTER TWO
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“Iwonder at you always wanting to be out so early,” Faith Campbell said to her twin sister, Felicity, as they strolled arm in arm in the small park close to their uncle’s row house. They’d been in London for a full six weeks now, and almost every morning they’d walked through the park. It was not the fashionable time of day. Indeed, they were out much earlier than most people in London.

“It’s the morning air. It reminds me of the country.” Felicity spread her arms out wide, as if she were drinking in the sun and the fragrant scents of the country spring blossoms that permeated the air. Her vibrant Pomona green dress seemed to glow in the morning light.

Faith took a deep breath. She and her sister had the same golden hair, the same dark blue eyes, and the same features. If they were wearing the exact same dress, no one would be able to tell them apart by looking at them. But even with so many similarities, they were still different. While Felicity favored bolder colors and patterns for her dresses, Faith was drawn to softer colors. Faith’s pale lavender dress today was no exception.

Felicity preferred the outdoors, spending her time walking and riding. Faith enjoyed those things too, but her view of the outside world was usually captured and enjoyed through her paints and brushes. And she had none of those with her at the moment.

Still, after observing her sister take in the beauty that surrounded them, she could agree that she enjoyed nature and walks, especially when she was with her dearest sister. “It is definitely not the same as the fragrant country air where there are fields of flowers for miles in every direction.”

Felicity turned them down a smaller gravel path. “I know it is not quite the same, but it is still something. So far, the London Season has far exceeded my expectations.”

“It has been a delightful diversion, I suppose. But tell me, is there a particular reason you are thinking about such things this morning? Could it be the ball from last night? Are you very much in love with any of the gentlemen you’ve met while in London?” Faith asked, knowing that this London Season could change her and her sister’s lives forever. Felicity had been her dearest friend since before she could remember. What would life look like once they were being courted? Their world would never be the same.

“There are several that have been enjoyable to dance with,” Felicity said, with no kind of commitment.

“Yes, but does one base their entire future happiness upon merely one dance that one enjoys in the middle of a crush?”

“I suppose we must each decide that,” Felicity said. “But you ask so many questions, dear sister. What about you? Has anyone captured your fancy?”

Faith smiled, raising her eyebrows so Felicity wouldn’t see her reluctance. “Not yet,” she said. “I confess, until I am truly swept off my feet, I have no desire to enter into matrimony.”

Felicity eyed her sister, and Faith did her best to smile. Sometimes, it was strange to be a twin and constantly see her own reflection in the face of another before her. But Felicity was not smiling back. “Faith, what is wrong? You were so excited to come to the London Season. And now you say that you do not wish to marry so soon. I do not understand.”

“I confess the Season has been a bit overwhelming. And I cannot quite settle my emotions on the subject. I am beyond grateful that we have the opportunity to have a Season. It is truly a blessing. But so far there is no one that I would wish to spend a lifetime with. And with each social event, the inevitability of us both growing up and getting married seems to hit me with greater force than before.”

Felicity took her sister’s hand. “Faith, we will still be the best of friends and sisters, even when our situations change.”

Faith nodded, wanting to believe her older sister. Though they were only minutes apart, somehow Felicity seemed to be much wiser beyond their age. “Thank you, Felicity.”

“Let’s take this turn here,” Felicity said. “There is a beautiful cluster of wildflowers up ahead. Perhaps we shall find some flowers for you to watercolor.”

“I should like that,” Faith said, encouraged that Felicity let go of the talk about marriage for the moment at least. It wasn’t that Faith was trying to avoid it. But in her mind, her older sister would be married before she was. Until Felicity formed an attachment, there was no reason for Faith to think on the subject with any urgency.

They walked down the path, arms linked together. Felicity squeezed Faith’s arm a little and stopped on the path. “See there, just beyond the trees? Those are the flowers I was talking about.”

Faith smiled, already feeling lighter. “They are lovely. I should like a closer look. I wish I had thought to bring my sketchbook, but it is no matter.”

“We can always come back with easels, and you can paint here until your heart is content,” Felicity said.

Both girls picked up their skirts to avoid getting their hems dirty. Faith navigated the muddy sections with ease, stepping on the soggy grass instead.

“You’re right. This would be a beautiful spot to paint in,” Faith said, taking in the colorful tulips, crocuses, and violets. “I can almost believe we are back at Cherrywood Manor.” Faith let out a happy sigh. This walk was lifting her spirits.

“It’s true, sister. And look at that. There’s a cherry tree at the edge of the pond over there. I would know those pale pink blossoms anywhere.” It felt like a piece of home, blossoming in the midst of the lively city.

Faith embraced her sister. “Thank you, Felicity. This is such a beautiful place. I am glad we are here before the crowds will come upon this picturesque moment.” She bent down to admire the small forget-me-nots that hid under the daffodils’ leaves. She studied the detailed dark veining on the tiny, blue flower petals, committing the beauty to memory to sketch later. She was caught up in the loveliness of the flowers, completely absorbed by the way each type of flower had a distinct color and texture. The entire garden bed was a beautiful bouquet with all the elements working together, and there was no way she could remember it all. She would need to come back with her art supplies to fully create what she was observing.

“Do be careful,” Felicity said, as Faith bent down closer to the flower beds to see all the details.

“I am always careful.” Faith looked past her sister and smiled. “It appears we no longer have the entire park to ourselves.” In the distance, a small dog walked leisurely along.

“Perhaps it is time for us to return to Uncle’s house,” Felicity said.

“I am almost finished examining these flowers.” She admired the way the flowers were arranged in such a particular way.

“Faith, look out,” Felicity said, her tone panicked.

Faith looked up at her sister, and out of the corner of her eye saw the reason for her sister’s warning. A sudden frenzied barking jolted her from her reverie. The boisterous terrier bounded towards them, leaving behind a trail of paw prints on the soft earth. Faith stood and lifted her skirts. The animal was heading right toward her. She scurried toward her sister, but it was no use. The animal changed directions, and within a few seconds, the exuberant canine leaped upon Faith, its paws landing squarely on her pristine lavender gown.

“Good heavens!” Faith cried out, struggling to maintain her balance as the dog continued its overzealous display of affection. Unfortunately, her attempts proved futile, and she found herself tumbling into the mud, her once-pristine gown now sullied beyond repair.

“Be gone,” Felicity said, trying to encourage the dog to leave, but her words seemed to make the puppy more excited.

The puppy barked with enthusiasm, running around Faith and nipping at her hems.

Felicity pointed. “You there, dog. It is time to return to your master. You’ve made a scene.”

Faith held out her hand for the puppy to sniff. The puppy responded by licking her thumb, and the movement tickled. Faith scratched the top of his head, then the puppy licked her again. Faith laughed. “I do not think the dog is listening to you, Felicity.”

Felicity shook her head. “Why are you not listening?” She scowled at the puppy, who added more muddy paw prints all over Faith’s dress.

“Winston, come here!” A deep voice of a gentleman could be heard from somewhere down the lane.

The puppy froze at once, then tilted his head. At the mention of his name again, the puppy went scampering away.

“Faith, are you quite all right?” Felicity asked, visibly flustered by the turn of events.

“I believe so.” Faith felt her arms and legs. Nothing felt overly tender, though the knock to the ground hadn’t been pleasant. “Nothing seems to be broken. But I fear this dress is completely ruined.” She attempted to brush the muck from her skirts with little success. The paw prints were still very visible.

“That dog could have bitten you,” Felicity said, horrified.

“He was too little to do any actual harm,” Faith said.

Suddenly, a flustered gentleman approached, the rogue puppy now at his side. The man had light brown hair and bright blue eyes. His muscle in his firm jaw twitched as he took in the scene before him. His flushed cheeks seemed to grow redder as his eyes widened. “I am terribly sorry. Please forgive me and Winston. He was staying next to me until he caught a glimpse of a squirrel and then I’m afraid I lost all control of him.”

“Your dog has caused quite the inconvenience,” Felicity said, her eyes flashing.

The man eyed Faith on the ground and extended his gloved hand to her. She placed her gloved hand into his, and with a firm grip, he helped her to her feet with such strength she almost bumped into him. “Thank you for your assistance.” She swallowed as she took in his whole person. He was handsome, to be sure, but there was a confidence about him that seemed to make him even more agreeable.

“I am indeed most sorry.” He winced as he took in the sight of her dress, while her hand remained in his. “Winston must have taken quite a liking to you if you caught his attention away from that squirrel.” He smiled at her, the movement revealing a small dimple on one corner of his mouth.

Faith smiled, the incident of falling completely evaporating from her mind. She was charmed by the earnest man in front of her, and his wayward dog. “Your Winston is quite an enthusiastic animal. I am grateful the squirrel was able to get away. As you can see, I am perfectly well. No lasting harm has been done.”

“Except for your dress, which is now completely ruined,” Felicity said, turning to the stranger. “What do you propose we do about that?”

He cleared his throat. “I do apologize, and I am most willing to pay for a replacement. Winston is still getting used to London, I’m afraid. We have not been in Town long. He is a little rambunctious.”

“He should be on a lead,” Felicity said.

“It is fine,” Faith said to Felicity, trying to placate her sister. “I am unharmed.”

“It is most certainly not okay,” Felicity said back, her voice quieter.

“Please allow me to pay for a new dress as a replacement. There is a shop not too far from here.”

Faith studied the man in front of her. His eyes were kind, his concern for her genuine. There could be no problem in accepting such generosity. “That is most kind of you—”

“But that will not work in the slightest,” Felicity said, cutting her sister off. Shock was evident on her features, and she raised her eyebrows at the stranger. “What you suggest is scandalous. It would be highly improper for you to accompany us to a modiste. We do not know you or your reputation. We have not been properly introduced, nor is this circumstance fit to break tradition in that regard. Good day to you, sir.” Felicity looped her arm through Faith’s and pulled her in the opposite direction of the gentleman, though now they would have to take the long way out of the park.

Faith looked behind her to see the man’s face. Was he confused or simply affronted by her sister’s rudeness? She whispered, “You were harsh with him, sister. That is unlike you.”

Felicity shook her head. “He is a stranger, Faith, and we do not have a chaperone with us. It would be foolish to be too friendly.”

“You were not in danger of being too friendly at all.”

“Please, wait,” the man said, running past them to stand before them on the path. His dog stayed faithfully next to him, wagging his tail, and seemed to enjoy his owner’s burst of speed. The man put his hands up. “I apologize for my unpolished manners just now. As a defense, may I just admit that I’ve spent my last several years abroad where tradition and introductions are handled much differently, in Italy.”

“Italy?” Faith asked, excitement in her voice. “I’ve always wanted to travel there. I have a book about Italy and all its art.”

Felicity glared. “Where you have been does not matter to us.”

The man looked properly chagrined. “I understand. And I won’t try to introduce myself to you again. We will find an acquaintance for that. Please accept my calling card. You may send the bill for the dress to me there.” He held out a card.

Felicity shook her head. “We shall not take a calling card. That is about as scandalous as introducing oneself.”

He sighed. “I am trying to make amends to rectify this most unfortunate situation. How shall I pay for the damage my dog has done if there is no way to do that?”

Faith couldn’t bear the turmoil she saw in the kind stranger’s face. He was only trying to be a gentleman, and Felicity was making that very difficult. Surely, she could fix this. It would be okay. “Kind sir. This is my older sister. I do apologize for her behavior. We do not mean to be rude, do we, sister?”

Felicity crossed her arms, unwilling to answer her sister.

Faith ignored the glares she was sure her sister gave her, and continued, “It is most kind of you to offer to pay for a dress, and I will accept it as amends, holding no ill will toward you or your dog.”

“Thank you, miss. And how should I go about paying for it so that no scandal is caused?”

“My uncle lives in that row of townhomes, just over there. If you truly wish to settle the payment, you may do so with him. I shall make sure he is aware of this situation. I believe that should be enough to avoid a scandal. We will visit the modiste and have another dress fitted.”

“I shall call on your uncle tomorrow then,” he said, his voice sounding cheery once again.

“Number fifty-seven,” Faith said, smiling.

Felicity huffed. “That is enough, sister. We should be on our way to the modiste if we are to get you fitted before our other engagements.”

The man stepped off of the path to make way for the two women. As they passed by him, he tipped his hat, then caught Faith’s eye. “I should very much like to meet you again.”

“Perhaps next time you won’t have your dog without a lead,” Felicity said.

“I will make sure that Winston is better behaved,” he said to Felicity, and then turned back to Faith. “The next time we meet, I hope we are able to secure a proper introduction. I should very much like to know your name.”

Faith smiled at the stranger, her pulse speeding up at his desire to seek a proper introduction. “I should like that very much.”

“Come, sister. We’ve stayed long enough,” Felicity said, moving down the path ahead of Faith.

Faith knew that she couldn’t prolong this conversation too long, but she turned back to him one more time. She whispered so quietly that she wouldn’t be in danger of her sister hearing, and said conspiratorially, “My name is Miss Campbell.” She smiled at him. “I do hope we meet again soon.”


CHAPTER THREE
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Noah watched the two sisters depart, a pit filling his stomach. He’d known coming to London had its risks and its dangers, but he had naively assumed that he would be able to navigate them with ease. London was not going the way he had planned, and he’d already made a fool of himself. And in front of none other than Miss Campbell.

Miss Campbell. And she was with her older sister—the Miss Campbell he had been engaged to. Did the older sister know who he was? During their arrangement, they had never seen one another. He had not even learned her Christian name. Noah had been in Italy. But surely, the older Miss Campbell must have known exactly who he was, somehow. That would explain why her entire conversation had been dripping with disdain.

Noah kicked the ground with his boot. Winston just looked up at him.

He could account for no other reason other than she knew exactly who he was. Mr. Hill had filled him in on the prejudices the Campbell family held against him and how they’d felt about the idea of being connected to him. And he’d witnessed it in person.

But he had not been the one to dissolve their arrangement. And if the information from his uncle’s steward was correct, the elder Miss Campbell had married the duke before the Season started. He held no ill-will to the duchess, and he would see the duke in Lords and be able to wish him well. But the morning’s event of chasing after his dog, and the subsequent meeting with the woman who had broken an engagement with him and her sister pushed through all other thoughts, so he was unable to think of anything else as he walked with Winston through the park.

At least the younger Miss Campbell had been polite and cordial to him, but would that change once the older sister revealed who he was? Perhaps there was a way to avoid both of the Campbell sisters during the Season. He didn’t need to be reminded of his failure to win a bride through an arranged marriage.

He scuffed his boot along the gravel. This would not be easy. But he didn’t have the luxury that everyone else did during the Season. He didn’t have time to spend thinking about the Campbell sisters—the one who’d already rejected him, but still harbored something against him, and the other, whose dark blue eyes had captured him. He shook his head. He couldn’t think about the younger Miss Campbell’s eyes.

Humiliation burned. How dare this Campbell sister be beautiful with eyes that sparkled and a humor in her upturned mouth.

He’d been under the impression that the elder Miss Campbell was older than a debutante on the marriage mart. But of course she was here, and haunting him. His steward had impressed on him the severity of the Campbell family and their feelings toward him as a whole. It had been so scathing that his steward had spared him the actual words from the letter, and the ones he had shared were enough for Noah to gain the full meaning. No, he must put them out of his thoughts. Especially since the younger Miss Campbell would likely know who he was now, thanks to the elder sister.

He closed his eyes against the memories that stung. Pushed aside the feelings of never being good enough, though they tried to surface over and over.

He was an earl now. He would inherit land and money, sums larger than he would have thought possible, if he could procure a proper bride with no scandal attached. It shouldn’t be difficult to insert himself into the Season. It had only begun a few weeks ago.

But coming face to face with the woman who’d already rejected him… that was painful and left him on an uneasy footing.

Blast, he much preferred to think of her and her sister as unworthy of an earldom—it would have lessened the blow. But now he had to confront the actual truth that it was he who was lacking.

Noah stormed back to his townhouse, then sent for his uncle’s steward. He didn’t have time to be distracted. He needed to stay focused on his purpose. Originally, he had been excited about the prospect of seeing the younger sister when he went to call on their uncle. But now he knew that would be impossible. The family had made their opinion of him very clear. It would just bring up the failings. He had been passed over for someone else, without even knowing his bride to be, and without her even knowing him.

He couldn’t let that stop him. He had to procure a bride as soon as possible.

He paced his uncle’s study. Correction, it was now his study, though everything in this townhouse reminded him of his uncle, not himself. His uncle’s words were firm. And without his inheritance, he would have little to live on—a man with a title and nothing else. He gritted his teeth, wondering if his uncle would really know if he didn’t complete the assigned task on time. If his uncle really wanted him to marry for love, instead of wealth or rank or to secure his own inheritance, then why did he give him the deadline at all?

Mr. Hill was announced, and he stepped forward timidly into the room. “You wanted to see me, m’lord?”

Noah stopped his pacing. “Yes, please come in, Mr. Hill. I have some business I would like to discuss with you.” He told him about his unfortunate morning—well, it had been a fortunate meeting, until he’d learned who he’d stumbled upon. “I require your services to see to it that Miss Campbell’s dress is paid for. Will you ensure that this is taken care of with her uncle? It requires discreet action.”

Mr. Hill gave a nervous nod. “You can count on me, just like your uncle could count on me.”

“That is most reassuring,” Noah said, pleased that the matter could be taken care of without him having the pain of seeing the Campbell sisters again.

“Should you like me to arrange any more meetings this week? I have a few more ladies in mind,” Mr. Hill said hopefully.

“No, thank you, Mr. Hill. I think there are a few things that I need to do myself.”

He dismissed Mr. Hill. Though he’d delegated the duty of repaying Miss Campbell’s uncle to Mr. Hill, for the express purpose of avoiding seeing her again, still he couldn’t get Miss Campbell out of his mind. Those dark blue eyes! She’d looked at him with such gratitude when he’d helped her up from the mud. She was a vision, even with her dress ruined.

He shook his head. He couldn’t continually think about this woman or her family anymore. Noah had a purpose for being in London during the Season, and it wasn’t to waste time contemplating the beauty of a woman’s eyes—especially a woman whose family despised him. He needed to stay focused on finding himself a wife.

Perhaps he needed a professional to help him. Time was running out. And he wanted to avoid continually making a fool of himself in front of the ladies of the ton. He knew he needed to be bold, but that was quite difficult in his current state of mind. He needed advice. So there was only one thing for it. He needed to visit Ivy Manor.
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Noah leaned forward in his chair in one of Ivy Manor’s drawing rooms, after explaining his situation to the Marchioness Lansdowne. Lady Lansdowne was one of the most connected and influential people in London. If there was anyone who could help him find a bride quickly, it would be her. She was known as the ton matchmaker. Even his own uncle had praised the marchioness’s skills in the art of matchmaking.

“Do you think you can help me?” Noah asked, filling the silence in the room.

“I must say, coming into the Season in the middle is always quite the challenge.” Lady Lansdowne was dressed in the latest fashion in a bold royal blue gown. She looked regal enough to be royalty as she sat on her red velvet chair. She set her teacup down on the saucer with grace and poise.

“I know it might be a challenge. I apologize. I wish circumstances were easier,” he said, wondering how significantly it would affect his chances of finding a bride.

Lady Lansdowne smiled widely. “There is no need for apologies here, Lord Ipswich. One thing you will quickly learn about me is how much I enjoy a challenge. Oh, it is always more thrilling when things work out if it is harder in the beginning. You wish to find a love match before the end of the Season.”

“Partly that is true, m’lady. But I should like to expedite the process. I do not have all Season.”

“Of course not. You weren’t even here until now.”

“I have less than a month.”

Lady Lansdowne blinked. “Less than a month. Well, I say, you have given me quite the challenge. It’s been a very long time since I’ve been challenged like this. Never you fear, we can figure this out. Love will be in the air in no time. I can sense it.”

“Love, m’lady, is not as important as the timing. I’m not above an arranged marriage.”

The blue and gold feathers in Lady Lansdowne’s hair seemed to dance when she laughed. “You wish for an arranged marriage during the Season? My dear boy, surely you jest?”

“I do not jest. I am serious.”

She narrowed her eyes. “But that is not how it is done. The London Season is a time for romance. A marriage of convenience is best had at any other time of the year.” She took a sip of her tea, watching the earl’s every move.

Noah scraped a hand through his hair, not caring that his appearance was now likely disheveled. He wasn’t trying to impress Lady Lansdowne, he merely needed her help. “I tried it at another time in the year, and it didn’t work. I was hoping you might have some insight. I am running out of time, I’m afraid.”

Lady Lansdowne shook her head. “Lord Ipswich, I am sorry. I do not know how I can help you. I like a challenge, and I’m not opposed to finding matches for even the most difficult and complex situations. However, all the debutantes that are in London want to be here, or at least are hopeful of falling in love before they are proposed to. It is why the marriage mart works as it does.”

“But my uncle has spoken many times about how you arrange all the marriages in London. He has praised your abilities very highly.”

A self-satisfied smile was on Lady Lansdowne’s lips. “I cannot deny that I deserve that praise.”

“So you can arrange a marriage for me? I am not particular.”

Lady Lansdowne raised an eyebrow. “Lord Ipswich, I work with circumstances and subtlety. I do not go around like a common matchmaker. My job is much more artful … an introduction here, a few words of encouragement there … I will never be accused of meddling.” She made a face as she said that last word, as if she’d eaten a sour grape. “No, no. I never meddle. I only encourage and because of that, I am known to be the most helpful woman in London toward the unions of others.” Her eyes sparkled.

“But you absolutely meddle. You just admitted it.”

Lady Lansdowne let out an exasperated sigh. “Yes, dear boy, of course I do. But I do not want it to look like meddling.”

Noah threw up his hands, frustration filling him. He wanted to be back in Italy, not confined to the stifling, ridiculous standards of the ton. “What am I to do then? I’ve been here a week, and so far, I have managed to make mistakes everywhere. I have less than a month. I can’t afford to make any more mistakes.”

Lady Lansdowne looked up from the small notebook that was in her lap, where she’d been taking meticulous notes before she’d rung for tea. “Mistakes, how? What one considers a mistake can often turn into a grand opportunity.” She raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to continue.

Noah closed his eyes, wanting to forget the entire last week. Nothing had gone according to plan, and he was nowhere closer to having a bride. He’d already lived through the humiliation all week, but Lady Lansdowne was not a woman to trifle with. He started with the first of a long list of problems. Taking a deep breath, he said, “I went to a ball.”

Lady Lansdowne’s lips twitched. It looked like it was taking all of her practiced etiquette to keep from laughing. She waved a hand in the air. “Naturally, it is the thing to do when one comes to London, especially during the Season. Nothing in the country can rival the thrilling experience of being in the center of a crush in the middle of a London Season. Who did you dance with?” She leaned forward.

“I’d rather forget who I danced with.”

“Surely, it cannot be that bad. I have had years of experience with this sort of thing. You are not the first to come to me, feeling intimidated by the crush.”

“It wasn’t the crush, per se. I have lived abroad for most of my life. My dancing is ancient compared to these new steps. I stepped on the woman’s feet the entire time. After that, I couldn’t bring myself to subject any other woman in the room to the same fate.”

“I see. Dancing has not been a success. We will … think … on that one. What other grievances do you have with the Season?”

“The theatre.”

Lady Lansdowne blinked. “What was wrong there? Surely, they have theatres abroad. I cannot imagine that being so out of your experience.”

Noah cleared his throat, willing the humiliation to sink lower into his stomach instead of rising at each mention of another memory. “My uncle’s steward arranged for me to meet some people there, but they did not show. A note was delivered to me, but only after the intermission. It was embarrassing to rent out a box and sit there by myself.”

“The theatre could still hold an opportunity, though I agree, there is no sense in pursuing people who do not show. Very poor taste and manners. You should not wish to be saddled in such a marriage. Anything else?”

Noah nodded. “This last one is the most difficult of them all. It happened in the park.”

“A carriage accident?” Lady Lansdowne guessed, hope shining in her eyes.

He shook his head. “My dog ruined a lovely woman’s dress. I offered to pay for a replacement.”

Lady Lansdowne’s voice rose in pitch, excitement evident on her face. “The dog knew how to pick a beautiful woman, and you groveled. How excellent.”

Noah drew a hand over his face. “Perhaps.” He did not want to share the rest of the story—how he already knew this family, and nothing good would come from that pursuit, no matter how beautiful the memory was of Miss Campbell’s eyes.

“Anything else of interest happen this week?”

“No, that covers all of it,” Noah said.

“I must say, Lord Ipswich, you have had quite the exciting week.”

“Exciting is not exactly the word I would use to describe it, Your Ladyship. Humiliation is closer to my feeling.”

Lady Lansdowne waved her hand in the air. “You may describe it how you wish, and I will describe it how I wish. Let’s review. A no-show at a theatre isn’t something I can work with. As for the dance partner, you must remember her name, or at least give me a very detailed description before we can pursue anything there.” She tapped her quill on her notebook. “But this park disaster could be something to work with. If only you knew her name.” She eyed him carefully.

“There was no one to make an introduction,” Noah said, unwilling to tell her the rest of the story. “But I don’t think that pursuing that particular woman is going to work. I think I need to start fresh.”

Lady Lansdowne handed him a card. “Very well. You will see this dancing instructor tonight and tomorrow. He will work with you so that you will be proficient in dancing. It will not take you long to learn, and I will make sure that the selected dances for at least the first few hours at Almack’s will be simple. Look for me at Almack’s, and I will introduce you to everyone who has not yet formed an attachment this Season. You will have the most enjoyable time. We will find you someone there.”

Noah turned over the card in his hand. Could it be possible to learn enough dancing steps in the next two days before the ball at Almack’s? The marchioness proclaimed it with such sincerity that he had no reason to doubt it. “Thank you, Lady Lansdowne. You do not know the amount of hope you have given me.”

Lady Lansdowne smiled broadly. “I believe, Lord Ipswich, that I do, in fact, have some idea.”


CHAPTER FOUR
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Faith’s delicate brush strokes brought the verdant meadow to life, each wildflower a testament to the vibrancy of spring. The canvas whispered tales featuring sunshine across the scene, though rain filled the entire morning. Faith had planned to go to the park to work on her watercolor so she could be inspired by the beautiful spot she and Felicity had stopped at the other morning.

But alas, the rain continued to pour, as it had all morning. Large drops of water landed on the glass of the drawing room window, making it appear as if it were framing the outside world in its own watercolor, where the paper had been soaked to indistinguishable shapes. Faith moved her brush from paint pot to canvas, letting her mind wander beyond the petals and blossoms that came to life on her page to the stranger she had only seen once in the park.

“Painting indoors is not as amusing as outdoors,” Felicity said, looking up from her own work.

Faith smiled at her sister. “I know. I feel the same way. You are most kind to put up with my desire to paint, even when it’s confined to the indoors.”

Felicity smiled. “If I were as talented of an artist as you are, I’m sure I should enjoy it more.”

Faith kept her brush on her canvas, creating small strokes to add the veining details of the flowers. “If you would sit still for longer than five minutes without becoming restless, I’m sure that you would improve your skills.”

“Yes, but with a sister as talented as you are, there is no need for me to improve on that skill. I can always have you do the art for me.”

Faith laughed. “I’m always happy to give you art, you know that. But you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. You have talent and skill as well.”

“Yes, but as you say, I just don’t enjoy sitting for this long.” To prove her point, Felicity dropped her brush into the water, letting the colors swirl around, and stood. She paced the length of the room, finally coming over to see Faith’s painting up close.

“Faith, those flowers are perfection. You truly capture the world, even when it is not in front of you.”

Faith beamed at her sister. “It is made easier when I have painted some of these flowers before. I would love to paint in that spot before the cherry blossoms are blown away. I hope this rain doesn’t knock them all off the branches before I have a chance to paint it up close.”

Felicity put her arm around her sister. “If it is sunny tomorrow, we should take our paints into the park.”

“I like that idea.”

“What is that you are painting?” Felicity asked, pointing to the brown smudge. “It is too high to be the dirt.”

Faith lifted her brush from the paper, her hand hesitating in the air. She should have waited until her sister was occupied before she let her thought about painting an enthusiastic dog amidst the blooms take hold. “It is nothing … just adding a little character.” The memory of the adorable chocolate-colored dog with boundless energy stole through her mind, along with its owner. The man had been charming, but she had yet to learn more than the dog’s name.

“Faith,” Felicity's voice cut through her thoughts. “You must anchor yourself in realism. Thinking about that handsome stranger and his dog will serve you no good.”

The admonishment drew Faith's gaze; she watched as her sister's frown seemed to mar the otherwise perfect symmetry of their twin features. Felicity stood resolute, her arms crossed against her chest as if to shield herself from the whimsy of her sister's heart.

“Perhaps you're right,” Faith conceded, setting down her palette and brush, though her mind continued to paint a portrait of the man in her mind. He had remained anonymous, a gentleman whose presence graced her uncle's ledger only through the impersonal touch of a steward's hand delivering payment yesterday. His secrecy hung between them, a question cloaked in the fine mist of intrigue.

“Indeed, I am,” Felicity replied, her tone softening as she peered over at the canvas. “He didn't even bother to present himself to Uncle. That is most peculiar, don’t you think?”

“Quite peculiar.” Especially when he had seemed to care so much about finding out who they were. Faith's thoughts drifted to the walk she and her sister had taken yesterday in the park. She’d hoped she would see him again. She’d kept a look out for anyone who had a dog with them. More than once she’d thought she’d seen him. Anticipation had filled her, creating an odd sensation in her chest. Her pulse had quickened for a moment, when she’d seen a figure in the distance that reminded her of him. As she and her sister drew nearer, he had seemed to vanish like a specter before she could muster the courage for a closer look. It could have been anyone with a dog. There were plenty of gentlemen that had dogs in London. But she’d thought it was him.

The silence stretched thin as Faith turned away from her unfinished painting. “I believe I shall retire to my room to prepare for this evening’s ball.”

Felicity followed her out of the drawing room. “That is a wise idea. Grace was very kind to procure us invitations to Almack’s. We must put our best foot forward while we are there.”

Faith spent the next hour in front of the looking glass as her maid helped her dress and did her hair. Curls were piled atop Faith’s head, making her look a little taller than she was. White feathers plumed higher than the curls, waving each time she moved her head from side to side.

“Shall you need me for anything else, miss?” her maid asked.

Faith shook her head. “You have outdone yourself, there is nothing else I need. Thank you, Sarah.”

“Of course, miss. If I may say so, you look like royalty in that color.”

“Thank you, Sarah,” Faith said, taking in the lavender silk fabric that cascaded over her. The color was much lighter than the deep hues the royals wore, but she appreciated the compliment anyway. When her maid was gone, Faith picked up her reticule and placed it on her wrist, then went into her sister’s room.

“You look beautiful,” Faith said to her sister. Felicity was radiant in her celestial blue gown, her maid adding in pearls to her sister’s hair.

Felicity smiled. “Thank you, Faith. You look lovely as well. I am looking forward to tonight’s crush. What about you?” Felicity lifted an eyebrow. “Still hoping to be introduced to that man from the park?”

“Promise me you’ll be kind to him, should he be there tonight," Faith implored, her eyes searching Felicity's reflection for understanding.

“Kind, yes,” Felicity acquiesced, as her maid secured a final pin into her elaborate coiffure. “But I shan't throw myself at his feet. Civility is all that can be afforded until we know more.”

“Of course, but you can be civil with a smile. We will be in a room full of people, he will not be a stranger to us long, should he be there,” Faith replied. Faith sat down on the small stool next to Felicity and adjusted the ribbons of her slippers, the soft color echoing the hue of her gown.

Her heart fluttered with a mixture of nerves and excitement at the prospect of seeing the handsome man again. They would finally be introduced. The very idea of putting a name with his face sent tingles up her arms. Hope bubbled inside of her at the possibility that he might ask her for a dance.

When Felicity’s maid finished with her hair, she excused herself, and Faith found the opening she was looking for. She sat on a small chair next to her sister. “Tell me, sister,” Faith began, her voice soft as the feathers adorning her hair. “Why do you not like him?”

Felicity met her gaze in the reflection, the blue of her gown seemed to ripple with unspoken disquiet. “It is not a matter of liking,” she confessed, the words spilling out like a cool draught through an open window. “We did not have a chaperone with us, and there were no others around. I was shaken by his lack of manners. Until we know who he is, we cannot be too careful. After all, it was incredibly forward of him to talk to us, and the way his dog behaved, I cannot get over it. For all we know, we could have been in the middle of a scandal with a foreigner. And surely, it must reflect poorly on the master if the dog misbehaves in public in such a manner.”

Faith watched as Felicity fiddled with the delicate lace at her wrist, a nervous gesture that belied her composed exterior. It was rare for her sister to admit to such feelings.

“Felicity, I do not think we were close to scandal, in fact, I believe it was quite the contrary. He was only forward because of the way Winston had behaved. I am the one who bore the brunt of that encounter.” Faith's laughter rang clear, trying to dispel the tension that the topic of the stranger had created. The memory of the ruined dress and the rambunctious dog came back to her, yet it was difficult to hold onto any vexation when the image of the handsome stranger filled her thoughts.

"Indeed, you did,” Felicity conceded, her eyes softening as she turned away from the looking glass to face Faith directly. "The sight of you trampled beneath that beast was horrifying. And yet, you stand here, unmarred by resentment."

"Because there is none to harbor," Faith replied, her hands smoothing down the fabric of her gown as if to reassure herself. The truth was, she could not quite explain why the incident had left her with more intrigue than ire towards the enigmatic man. “I should like to have a fresh start with him today. I promise I will not cause a scandal with a foreigner, and as he said, he’s only been traveling abroad. He’s still an Englishman. Could you try to look past your first impression of him tonight, for my sake?”

Felicity drew in a deep breath, then squeezed Faith’s hands. “Very well. Perhaps it is time I relinquish my misgivings,” Felicity murmured, moving closer to adjust the fall of Faith's shawl around her shoulders.

“Truly?” Hope laced Faith's inquiry, her heart fluttering like the wings of a caged bird suddenly glimpsing the sky.

"I will do my very best,” Felicity promised, though her voice carried the weight of reluctance. "For you, dear sister, I will endeavor to forgive."

"Thank you.” Faith bounced on her toes, excitement filling her.

Felicity smiled. “Now, let us go forth and conquer Almack's, not as adversaries to the gentlemen of London, but as the incomparable duo they cannot help but admire."

"Indeed," Faith agreed, her spirit buoyed by the prospect of dancing under crystal chandeliers and perhaps, just perhaps, a chance encounter with a certain gentleman whose image was painted in her mind.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Noah escorted his fourth dance partner of the night from the dance floor at Almack’s.

“Thank you for the dance, Lord Ipswich,” the bright-eyed debutante said.

Noah bowed. “The pleasure was all mine. Thank you, Miss Reeves.” He left Miss Reeves to the care of her chaperone, and headed toward the refreshment table, grateful for a small reprieve between sets. Living in Italy had not prepared him for the energy required to dance in London, especially in such a crush.

True to her word, Lady Lansdowne had made sure that all of the dances so far were ones that Noah had reviewed with a dancing master over the previous two days. He wasn’t the most proficient on the dance floor, but he had done tolerably well, and had avoided stepping on any of the women’s feet. The small success was hardly something to be proud of, but at least he wasn’t making a fool of himself tonight.

Noah took a small cup of punch from a refreshment table as he took in the scene, taking a moment of reprieve. The gleaming chandeliers cast a soft radiance over the throng of London's finest, their laughter mingling with the strains of a lively quadrille. Noah took in the scene, content to be removed from it for a moment. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the two beautiful Campbell sisters, dancing with their respective partners. Aside from the differences in their dress color, it was difficult to tell the sisters apart. From this distance it was difficult to determine which one his dog had jumped upon, and which one had been so cross with him—and had already rejected his marriage arrangement. He watched them dance for a few moments, then looked away. It didn’t matter which one was which. Theirs was not a family to be connected with. He’d learned that from his steward.

It was best to avoid both sisters for as long as he could. Nothing good would come from it, though he had thought several times of the Miss Campbell who’d been in the lavender dress in the park. In fact, in the last two days, he’d thought of little else. He shook his head, willing the thoughts to dissipate. Their family had made their sentiments known, and he only had a limited amount of time to secure a match. He could not be distracted by the beauty of a woman whose family would never approve of him.

He left his glass on the table and weaved through the crush, acknowledging the people he knew, and nodding at those he did not. He stopped in the middle of the floor, next to the marchioness who seemed to know everything about everyone in the room. Here at least he would be safe from pondering about the Campbell sisters.

“Lord Ipswich, you are dancing remarkably well this evening,” Lady Lansdowne said when he joined her.

“Thank you, Lady Lansdowne,” he said, taking her gloved hand and placing a courteous kiss upon it. “I feel much better than I did during the last ball, so I feel I have improved. I have not stepped on any toes this evening.”

“Speaking of that, have you seen the woman you danced with at your first ball? Perhaps it is time to ask her again and make a different impression.”

Noah scanned the room. “It’s impossible to know, m’lady. I was so embarrassed by my dancing, I cannot recall her name or what she particularly looks like.”

Lady Lansdowne waved a hand in the air. “That is no matter. We shall find you partners enough for the whole of the evening. I have not forgot your purpose in being here.”

He nodded. “The looming deadline is unforgiving, I am afraid. Your introductions have been most helpful. But at the moment I am quite content to enjoy the introductions away from the maddening crush.”

“And is a maddening crush to be viewed so negatively? I have always been under the impression that that is the precise reason why everyone wants to attend Almack’s. It is the very epicenter of such madness.” Lady Lansdowne's gaze followed his, a knowing smile playing on her lips. “Perhaps there is someone who I can particularly introduce you to?” she asked as the dance ended.

“No one in particular.” He rushed his words together. Both Campbell sisters were coming toward the crush of people. He needed an escape. Perhaps it hadn’t been a sound idea to be in the middle of the crush after all. “I believe I will take more refreshment before I dance again. I am feeling a little parched.” And with that he left Lady Lansdowne in the middle of the crowd and pushed his way toward the table. The punch was sour, but he forced the liquid down, his lips puckering with every sip.

He only needed to occupy himself for a few minutes away from the crush. Once the next dance started, he would be able to move freely about the room without fear of running into either of the Campbell sisters again. He turned his back on the dancing, studying the vase and plant in the corner as if he were in an Italian gallery.

Noah kept his eyes trained on the thick and thin lines of the vase, though the scene didn’t hold his attention at the rate he gave it. When the strings of the quartet started playing their next melody, he breathed out a sigh of relief. One more dance where he could avoid the beautiful Miss Campbell he’d thought about since Winston had ruined her dress.

He glanced down at his almost full cup of punch. He couldn’t stomach any more of the tart liquid, and now he wouldn’t have to pretend to keep drinking it. Now was the perfect time to return to Lady Lansdowne, and procure more introductions. He turned away from the vase, intending to put his cup down on a small table. It was right behind him, an easy place to put it. But as he spun around on his heel, his hand bumped into something. His hand stilled, but the contents of his glass did not follow suit. The punch spilled over the rim and splashed toward a beautiful gown. A beautiful lavender gown. He cringed as the woman spoke.

“Ooh, my dress,” a very familiar voice said.

Noah had just spilled his punch on a woman’s dress that was very near him. “I apologize most profusely,” he said, his eyes moving from the bottom of the dress he’d soaked in punch, up the woman’s face. Two dark blue eyes stared at him, a mixture of curiosity and disbelief were found in Miss Campbell’s eyes—though he wasn’t sure which sister it was yet.

Miss Campbell’s eyebrows rose high on her forehead. “I’m beginning to think that you have a disdain for the color lavender.”

Noah cleared his throat. “Not at all, I can assure you. I did not realize that you were standing there, and—”

“And you turned most carelessly into me.” She smiled, amusement sparkling in her eyes.

“I apologize again. Have I now ruined two of your dresses, or perchance did I last ruin your sister’s dress?”

“You have the luck to have ruined two of mine.”

Noah blew out a breath of relief. The younger sister. The one who hadn’t treated him with disdain the last time, but probably only because she hadn’t been properly introduced to him. Blast her sparkling eyes and good humor over another ruined dress. Last time it was not entirely his fault, though he’d let Winston run free through the park. This time, he alone, deserved wrath. “I am most sorry, though I do not believe that the stain will be very noticeable for much longer. If you stay out a set or two, you may be able to avoid having anyone see your dress in such a state.”

“Thank you for your advice. I must admit I am shocked you would be so generous with your thoughts, considering that it is obvious that you are trying to avoid me, and also my sister.” Though she smiled sweetly, her direct gaze held a challenge. She was not fooled.

Noah couldn’t deny it, so he nodded, and owned up to her assumption. “Wouldn’t you, if you were me? I have now been in your company twice and both times your dress has been ruined.”

“I daresay that is not something to brag about, is it?” Her beautiful pink lips quirked up in a smile.

He laughed. He couldn’t help it. The coincidence was rather amusing. “No, it is not anything to brag of, to be sure.”

“Perhaps we can start over.”

Noah sobered and shook his head. “We have not been properly introduced.” And once he was, he would have to share the even more upsetting news of who he was. It was better not to have an introduction, wasn’t it? He could avoid the awkwardness, and they could continue to meet briefly, only saying a word or two at each encounter. And hopefully next time he wouldn’t ruin her dress. But he wouldn’t be able to avoid an introduction forever. Eventually she would find out his name, and the thought of what would happen after that, saddened him.

“That was a problem in the park, but that is certainly not a barrier here. We are at Almack’s. Introductions can be very easy.” She gestured around the room.

“I do not think that a wise idea,” he began. “I know hardly anyone here.”

Miss Campbell raised her brow again. “Then it is precisely the time to get to know others.” She turned over her shoulder, and waved her hand in the air. In a few moments, Lady Lansdowne, of all people, was summoned beside her.

Noah wished he could send Lady Lansdowne a note at that moment to change course. Blast. He should have just told Lady Lansdowne the woman’s name from the park, then he wouldn’t be in this situation.

Lady Lansdowne greeted Miss Campbell with a kiss on each cheek. “How are you enjoying yourself this evening, Miss Campbell? I’ve seen you have not been in want for partners. And even now your sister has been most advantageously matched on the dance floor. She is a jewel in Society.”

“That she is. And I am enjoying myself immensely, m’lady, but I should ask a favor.” Miss Campbell gestured toward Noah and continued talking to Lady Lansdowne. “I met this gentleman in the park a few days ago, but we have not been properly introduced. I wonder, if you might know him so that we can become officially acquainted.”

“You met in a park, did you say? What a wonderful place to meet people.” Lady Lansdowne looked at Noah, her eyes seeming to laugh at him. “As it happens, I do know him. Miss Faith Campbell, may I present Noah Shelton, the Earl of Ipswich. Lord Ipswich, this is Miss Faith Campbell. She and her twin sister, Felicity, are here for their debut Season in London.”

Miss Campbell curtsied. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lord Ipswich.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Miss Campbell.” Noah bowed formally, wishing he’d known the name of the Campbell sister that he’d originally been engaged to. But it must have been Felicity. Miss Faith Campbell didn’t respond at the use of his title, and she was still all politeness. He hoped that he was guessing right in his assumptions. If only he would have known the woman’s name before now, it could have made this moment easier. But alas, there was no way to go back and change the circumstances, so he proceeded forward as best he could. “I apologize for the state of now two dresses.”

Miss Campbell curtsied. “It is no matter. As you can attest, I have seen more substantial damages done to a dress before.” She laughed at their joke. “I believe once the dress dries it will hardly be noticeable.”

Lady Lansdowne looked between the two of them. “You’ll have to forgive Lord Ipswich, he is newly back from traveling and—”

“Yes, from Italy, I remember,” Miss Campbell broke in.

“Yes, and he is unaware of some of our customs. Lord Ipswich, there is nothing wrong with asking her for the next set although the dance has started. You may join in at the end of the line.”

Miss Campbell blushed. “Oh, Lady Lansdowne, I did not seek an introduction, merely to beg for a partner. I—”

“Oh, I know that, my dear. Nevertheless, there is no sense in wasting this very fortunate opportunity, wouldn’t you agree, Lord Ipswich?” Lady Lansdowne's tone held an unspoken challenge.

Noah's gaze flickered between the two women, a maelstrom of reluctance swirling within him. He wouldn’t be rude, and he silently hoped that Miss Felicity Campbell wouldn’t see them dancing together. He didn’t want to feel the icy wrath from this woman’s sister. “Indeed, my dear Lady Lansdowne, you are correct. Though Miss Campbell may regret the choice once she has seen my dancing. I may end up stepping on your toes.”

“I imagine you are a fine dancer, m’lord.”

Noah smiled at her. “Miss Campbell, might I have the honor?”

“You may.” Miss Campbell smiled brightly.

“I hope you will overlook the current state of my dress,” she teased.

“As I am the one who caused the disaster, I believe it is only fair.” He smiled at her, hoping to put her at ease. After all, he was the reason that there was a small stain on the front of her gown. He extended his hand, his heart unprepared for the sensation when Miss Campbell placed her gloved hand in his. He caught himself from inhaling too sharply. He would not be affected by the younger Miss Campbell’s charms.

He led her to the dance floor, his movements hesitant at first as they joined in at the end of the line. The musicians played a lively country dance, beckoning the room to join in. The dance was faster than he had learned it, and he did his best to keep time with the rest of the dancers.

This was one dance to appease Lady Lansdowne, nothing more. He would need to explain the whole of the history between himself and the Campbell family to Lady Lansdowne in private later, so that Lady Lansdowne wouldn’t have any more ideas about matching him up again with the lovely Miss Campbell. They would not suit. Her family had already given their opinions on such matters. There was no way to escape this awkwardness, and if he were honest, he didn’t want to escape this moment. Surely, he could dance with her once without her family’s repercussions, couldn’t he? He swallowed, unsure.

At the first opening of conversation during their dance, he said, “I promise I will try my hardest to be equal to your dancing, but as I am still learning all of the steps, I feel it is only fair to warn you that I may step on your toes.”

She spun around him, the movement making his head spin. “You are doing well, m’lord. Indeed, you do not need to make excuses to me.”

“It is not an excuse, just a sufficient warning.”

Miss Campbell’s gaze remained locked on Noah’s. “You are an excellent dancer. A misstep here or there will stay our little secret.” She laughed, the sound mingling with the strings that kept the beat of the music.

"Your generosity knows no bounds. But I shall not be hurt if you take back your words once we have finished dancing,” Noah replied, the corner of his mouth lifting despite himself. His chest expanded as he took a deep breath. He could be in the company of a woman he found attractive. But the absurdity of his reluctance struck him with renewed clarity. Her family was a stumbling block. Why would he put himself in this situation? It was madness. How could he reconcile this moment? It was more difficult than he thought.

A crease formed between Miss Campbell’s eyebrows. “Is something wrong, m’lord? You look troubled.”

Noah smoothed his brow. He couldn’t let the future repercussions ruin this moment. “It is … nothing. I was consumed for a moment by a circumstance I must confront later, but it is not worth going into detail about at this precise moment.”

“I see,” she said. “Then perhaps you can answer a question for me?”

“I should be happy to.” Noah smiled. A change of topic would be nice—welcome, even. He needed something to focus on, and he had been bombarded with the same questions from debutantes all evening. Surely, there was nothing that Miss Campbell could ask about that he didn’t already have an answer for.

“The question I most wish to know, though I have plenty of other questions for you, is why have you been avoiding me?”

Noah was shocked by her forward question. It was a valid question, but he was not prepared with an answer. He had expected her to ask a routine question, but Miss Faith Campbell had a mind of her own. She was surprising. And her own candor made him feel braver than he actually was in that moment. “Is it not obvious? I was engaged to your sister, Felicity.”

She laughed. “That cannot be. My sister has never been engaged.” Her eyes widened, her mouth forming a perfect O. Understanding had dawned on her face. “You are that Earl of Ipswich? No, no it cannot be.” She looked him up and down from his shoes to his eyes, taking in his entire person. Shock filled her face at the revelation.

Noah nodded. “I am indeed that Earl of Ipswich. And your sister was originally engaged to me. No doubt that is why she was quite cold at our meeting in the park.” And now she knew the whole of it. He braced himself as they moved through the steps of the dance.

Miss Campbell danced with another partner, and he did the same. When the steps of the dance brought them together again, Miss Campbell shook her head. “You are mistaken, Lord Ipswich.”

“I am not. I was engaged to your older sister, Felicity.”

“You do not know what you are saying, m’lord. Felicity is one of my older sisters, you are correct. However, she has never been engaged to anyone. You have her confused with our elder sister, Grace. She has lately been married to the Oliver Hayward, the Duke of Norfolk.”

“You have another sister who is older than you?” Noah’s head reeled. He certainly should have found out the Christian name of the woman he had assumed he would marry. It would have taken the confusion out of this moment.

“I do.” She tilted her head. “And I still can’t get over one point. You cannot be the Earl of Ipswich.” She eyed him again and shook her head. “No, no. You are not the Earl of Ipswich.”

He wasn’t sure if he should be offended or not by the woman’s declaration. He raised an eyebrow, keeping eye contact as they danced down the line of couples. “I am most sorry to disappoint you, but I can be the earl and I am.”

“I am not disappointed, only shocked. You are not at all what we expected. Our whole family has been under a different perspective.”

"Oh?” Noah raised an eyebrow, intrigue piqued. Would she give the reason why her family didn’t approve of the match between him and the eldest daughter? He couldn’t imagine such a polite, well-mannered woman making a scene like that in the middle of a dance at Almack’s. "And what, pray tell, did you expect?”

“According to all reports that we received, you were supposed to be an aged, bald gentleman, perhaps with a monocle and a penchant for long-winded stories about his youth," she teased, her smile disarming in its warmth.

"Ah, then I am glad to disappoint." He bowed his head slightly in mock solemnity. Noah tried to hold in his laugh, but he was not completely successful. “Perhaps you are thinking of my uncle, who recently gave me the title after he fell hopelessly in love with an American.”

“Why would your uncle want to marry my sister if he was already in love with an American?” Faith asked.

Noah shook his head. “It was not my uncle who requested your sister’s hand. It was me. I had received the title before I tried to have a marriage arranged.”

The dance steps brought her closer to him, and she lowered her voice. “I do not understand. Why should you have wanted an arranged marriage? None of this is making sense.”

Noah opened his mouth and then closed it. He already knew what Miss Campbell’s family thought of him. He was unsuitable. He pushed down the frustration that came to the surface of his thoughts. “I have my own reasons for an arranged marriage, and I still do.”

She blinked. “You still want an arranged marriage, and yet you’re here in London?”

“What better place than London? It is the epicenter of all Society during this time of year.”

“I see. It is a most intriguing idea to look for an arrangement. So, now that you know that Felicity was not the sister that you were engaged to, are you still going to avoid us?”

“I do not think your wardrobe can withstand the damage I bring to it. Avoidance still might be best. I feel bad for this ball gown,” he said.

She laughed. “Perhaps, that is true, but surely you can make it up to me.”

“I shall make sure that my steward pays for your gown.”

She shook her head. “This one will easily be cleaned without too much trouble. I daresay, it is nothing.”

“Then how shall I make up the inconvenience to you?” Whatever it was, he would pay it. He couldn’t be indebted to the Campbell family. He wouldn’t. It was a matter of pride.

“I should very much like to see your dog again,” she said.

That took him by surprise. “Why would you ever want the creature to come near you again? Wouldn’t you be concerned about a repeat offense?”

“Do not mistake my sister’s ire for mine, m’lord. And even my sister has quite forgotten the incident.”

“But why should you wish to see my dog again?”

She bit her bottom lip slightly. “He is a beautiful dog and has so much energy. I should dearly love to see him again so that I may do him justice in my watercolor.”

She spun away from him for a moment, but when she returned, her cheeks were filled with color, her eyes bright.

He tried not to take in all of her beauty, but she was beautiful. “Do him justice?”

Miss Campbell smiled. “I do not believe I truly caught the correct color of his coat. I added him into a watercolor I did of some flowers. It was on a rainy day, so I did everything from memory from the trees and flowers to your adorable dog. I would much rather paint a subject that I’m looking at, so I can accurately capture the light and the feeling of the moment into the painting.”

Miss Campbell was a most intriguing woman. And before he could talk himself out of the idea, he found himself saying, “Very well, Miss Campbell. If that is what you wish, my dog and I shall be at your disposal. Just name the day you wish to paint in the park and we will be there.”

“Would Friday morning be agreeable to you, if the weather is nice? We like to paint early in the morning when we are outside. I prefer the light and less crowds.”

“Friday is agreeable to me. We will meet you in the bend of the path where we first met, if that suits you. And I shall endeavor to make sure Winston is better behaved.”

“It is no matter, as I shall be wearing a painting apron over my dress.”

“That is most generous of you,” he said. “I shall look forward to Friday.”

“As will I,” she said.

The dance ended, and Noah escorted Miss Campbell off the dance floor. He left her with her chaperone and bowed. Before he moved ten more steps through the room, Lady Lansdowne was next to him, introducing him to another debutante that he asked to dance with. The pattern continued for the next several dances, but no one was as intriguing or interesting as his partner in the lavender gown.

Miss Campbell certainly intrigued him. He could not ask her to dance again tonight, but he looked forward to Friday morning, praying that the weather would hold so that they could keep their engagement. Though her family had reservations against him, still he could do her the courtesy of letting his dog scamper about while she attempted to capture his likeness in her painting. Surely one morning of not pursuing a bride would make little difference.


CHAPTER SIX
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Faith dipped her brush into the blue paint and added some delicate shading to the fur around Winston's eyes. The exuberant terrier had run circles around his Master and Faith for the last quarter of an hour, barking happily as he jumped up on Faith’s apron and wagged his tail. Faith had scratched under the dog’s chin. Now, finally, with some coaxing and a small biscuit, the little dog was content to sit still. Lord Ipswich rubbed Winston’s head and under his ears, and soon the dog snoozed on the grass, oblivious to being the subject of Faith's latest watercolor.

“Winston is so well behaved when he wants to be,” Faith said, focusing her concentration between the subject and her painting.

“It helps that he burned off all of his energy. Good boy.” Lord Ipswich stood, watching the dog. Winston didn’t open his eyes, but one of his ears twitched slightly. Lord Ipswich moved silently away from Winston and came to stand by Faith’s chair.

Faith kept her attention on her painting, not wanting to be distracted by the man who was watching her every move. She added in a darker chocolate color on Winston’s coat, giving it a layer of richness and warmth. The morning sun cast a warm glow on the scene, illuminating the delicate array of watercolor supplies that lay meticulously ordered before her.

“I must say, Miss Campbell, when you asked if you could paint Winston, I did not know what to expect.”

She looked up from him, holding her brush aloft in the air. “Surely, you’ve seen paints and brushes before, m’lord. I am told the art in Italy is exquisite.”

“Of course, I understand the medium of the art, Miss Campbell. However, I was unaware of your artistic prowess. You have captured Winston very well.”

“Thank you, Lord Ipswich. It is easy with such a well-behaved subject.”

Faith was pulled toward the earl. His eyes were as bright and lively as the dappling light filtering through the leaves above. He would be the perfect subject to paint, capturing the way his light blue eyes reflected the green surroundings in the park and the golden sunshine filling the space. The desire to add him into her scene next to the dog grew, so she could capture his blue eyes more completely. Heat bloomed on her cheeks. But no, that would not do. She had asked the earl here so that she could paint his dog, not himself. She turned back to her painting, needing a reprieve from his direct gaze.

“Well-behaved? Hmm ... I daresay it was the treats I brought him. I am grateful he is not ruining your dress again. And your art is captivating.”

It was he who was captivating, but she would never say it. Instead she focused on keeping her words steady and unaffected. “Captivating? My, we do aim for flattery today, don't we?” Faith's brush continued to dance across the paper, her hands deftly commanding the colors to obey her vision.

“Truth, Miss Campbell, not flattery.” Noah leaned in closer. "The way you wield those brushes... one might think they're an extension of your own fingers."

"Thank you, my lord," she said, heat rising again in her cheeks despite her best efforts to remain composed. "Though I must confess, it is Winston who makes a rather patient and handsome subject. Not every day does one get to paint nobility, canine or otherwise." She dipped her brush into the paint again, finishing a few more strokes before she looked at her painting with a critical eye. It was a very good likeness, though it was only half finished. She stood and stretched. At the earl’s questioning look, she said, “Watercolor is a difficult medium. It requires patience. This section needs to dry before I can add more color to it.”

She looked to the other side of the path where her aunt and sister sat as chaperones. Then she walked over to Winston, who stirred as she approached. Winston opened his eyes in a lazy manner, his tail wagging when Faith rubbed his head. “What a good dog you are. I should say that you are not the same dog I first met.”

“As long as there are no squirrels around, he should behave, but I cannot vouch for him when he is on the hunt. Everything is exciting to him then.”

“Will you tell me about Italy?”

“What would you like to know? Perhaps you want to know all about the art and the museums?” he asked.

“Of course, which are your favorites? Did you travel all over the country or stay in one place? I imagine there is so much adventure when one travels abroad.”

He raised his eyebrows. “So many questions. I should think that you would like to travel there and see it yourself.”

“I would very much like to travel there. Maybe someday I will,” she said, looking over her shoulder at her sister. “We have not seen much of the country, let alone the world, but the few places we have traveled to, have held their own special charm. But you must tell me more about Italy.”

“Northern Italy is beautiful. The countryside rolls on for miles. If you ever have the chance to see Milan, there is a magnificent Duomo there. There are too many statues to count, but it’s a sight to behold. Not far from it is Leonardo da Vinci’s masterpiece of ‘The Last Supper.’ It is bigger than one would expect.”

“Did you see Florence?”

“The home of Michelangelo?”

She smiled. “Yes, and also Raphael and Botticelli.”

“You know your artists.”

“I have several publications with reproductions of some of their art. I was always fascinated as a child by them. My cousin brought me several prints and sketches, nothing too grand, but they are treasures to me.”

“You should see them in person. You might be among the very few who would admire all of the art and history properly.” He told her more about the individual places he went and things he had seen.

“It sounds like a very idyllic place,” she said.

“Most of the time it is, but I was once caught in a heavy rainstorm in Rome.”

She raised her eyebrows. He’d captured her attention. “Oh? Did you head indoors to get out of the rainstorm?”

“Of course. Though it did very little good at the time.”

“Why?”

“I was near the Pantheon. A friend and I ducked inside while it rained, but the most intriguing thing about the building is the fact that it has a large hole in the roof.”

“Someone should patch that.”

He shook his head. “It’s done on purpose. It is the only source of light in the building and it has a special significance. The floor is slanted and helps to drain the water. Rumors say that the rain hardly ever falls inside the dome; however, my friend and I found that to be untrue when we were stuck there for a few hours.”

“What an adventure,” she said.

“It was definitely a moment I will remember.”

“Next time you find yourself in a rainstorm, I imagine you will check the roofing before you take shelter.”

“A very wise idea, Miss Campbell.”

“Thank you. Have you been to Venice?” she asked.

“A number of times. And I’ve been lost there just about as many times.”

“Lost?”

He nodded. “The waterways are easy enough to navigate, but the streets are a whole different matter. It’s a maze in Venice, with no ability to climb a hill to make sure you are going the right way. The labyrinthine streets twist and turn, but only come up to bridges for crossing the water at certain intersections. It is quite confusing. As I was finding my way back to my lodgings, I stumbled upon a masked ball in full swing.”

“A masked ball in Venice! How thrilling! Pray, what happened next?”

Lord Ipswich chuckled softly. “Well, I decided to join the revelry incognito, donning a mask of my own. Amidst the swirling dancers and the strains of music, I found myself embroiled in a case of mistaken identity. For the entire night, I was taken for a notorious Italian count by a gaggle of enthusiastic admirers.”

Faith laughed, delighted by the image painted by Lord Ipswich's words. “What an amusing escapade, my lord! It sounds like a scene straight out of a novel. Did you ever correct their false assumption?”

“I tried for a while, but my insistence was combatted with their refusal to believe it. Of course a count wanting to stay hidden would say the same things, and I suppose their logic made a lot of sense at the time.”

“How amusing. I have never been mistaken for royalty, but occasionally, my sister and I have been mistaken for each other.” She smiled.

He raised his eyebrow, his eyes laughing at her. “Mistaken for your identical twin sister? I cannot imagine how that could possibly happen.”

She laughed at his joke. “It is very hard to imagine, nevertheless, it has happened quite often.”

“And do you correct the mistake?”

“That is quite personal information, Lord Ipswich. You should first ask if we had planned to be mistaken or if it was just by chance.”

“Indeed—you purposefully try to be mistaken for each other?”

She lifted a shoulder. “It has been years since we’ve really played such games, but it is quite amusing to see how long it takes for people to notice the difference. Once when we were very young, we switched places for an entire week before our parents were sure of the deception.”

“An entire week?”

“Oh yes. It was only our instruments and our art that eventually gave us away. It was much too difficult to try and recreate each other’s practicing habits when we were so young. Now it would be a little easier.”

“I cannot believe you would do that.”

She laughed, wondering why she had just revealed such a closely-kept secret that she and Felicity shared. It was not like her, and yet she felt comfortable sharing it with Lord Ipswich. “Can you not? You must allow that if you had an identical twin, the ability to get away with such silly things would become more of a temptation.”

“Perhaps. As long as my twin liked the vegetables I did not.”

She shook her head. “That is the trick though. You’d easily be discovered at the first meal if something you didn’t like all of a sudden became palatable to you. Much better to not despise food so entirely that you cannot swallow it down when pressed.”

“Very true, Miss Campbell. It is clear that you have thought about this a great deal. I take it you have very personal experience with that.”

“Perhaps just once or twice, m’lord.”

Lord Ipswich glanced back toward the watercolor. “How long will it be before the painting is dry enough to continue?”

Faith lifted an eyebrow, amused. “Are you growing impatient so soon, my Lord? Pray, do not let me keep you if there is somewhere else you’d rather be.”

“I beg your pardon, I do not mean to be rude. I was simply wondering about your process.” He smiled widely. “I have no pressing matters I must attend to this morning, so I am completely at your disposal.”

Faith smiled, wondering how one would capture the marked attention of this man, and why she cared so deeply to know. “I should be able to resume in a few minutes. What are these most pressing matters that you allude to? Shall I venture a guess?”

“It is not a secret,” he said, smiling at her.

Her heart fluttered for a moment, but she brushed it aside. She enjoyed her banter with the earl, but there was nothing between the two of them. He wanted an arranged marriage—something she still found highly suspect. She decided to broach the subject with him. “Tell me, Lord Ipswich,” Faith began, sparing him a mischievous glance from beneath her lashes. “Why would a man of your enviable position seek an arranged marriage? Surely the ladies of the ton would be at your feet if you but glanced their way.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Noah looked at the woman in front of him. Miss Campbell’s teasing words were like a light rapier's touch, playful yet pointed. Noah felt himself momentarily disarmed. It had been some time since anyone had dared to challenge him thus. The last time she’d asked him about it, he’d dismissed her question. But this time was different. Miss Campbell’s dark blue eyes captured him, expressively searching for the answers as if they could be written on his very face.

Noah held out his arm to the woman in front of him. He kept his tone even, though her question had piqued his pride. More than once since meeting Miss Campbell, he’d asked himself similar questions, and the realization stung. “If your painting needs a few more minutes to dry, perhaps we can walk while I attempt to answer your question.”

Miss Campbell looked back toward her aunt, and seeming to receive approval, Miss Campbell took his arm. “I would be delighted to stroll with you, m’lord.”

Winston’s head came up as they passed him, but he settled back down, content where he was.

“I believe you think me foolish for my choice,” he began, glancing at the woman next to him out of the corner of his eye.

She bit the bottom of her lip. “I reserve judgment until I understand the whole of the matter. I cannot say one way or the other if you are foolish.”

A small chuckle escaped him. “Then you are more generous than I am with myself.”

“How so?”

“I never saw myself as one to pursue a marriage of convenience in the way I have. My uncle does not want the title, or the lands, or anything but to go to America with his new bride. The conditions of my inheritance are quite unique. And the deadline is looming.”

“Why?” she asked.

“My uncle and his bride will return to England in a few weeks. They will be here long enough to see that their possessions are packed and to sign over the paperwork to me, assuming that I have kept my end of the bargain.”

“To find a match?”

Noah nodded. “My uncle has found his love match, and I am happy for him. His union is the reason that I am back in England at all. I thought I would live out my life as an Italian. I love Italy, and never had plans to come back to England.”

“Then why did you?”

“I care for my uncle’s land, and his tenants. If I do not inherit, their futures become uncertain, as the land would be sold, and not likely as one large piece. My uncle has disconnected himself from England, as he focuses on his future he will make in America. I don’t think he’s trying to be neglectful in his duties to his estate, but …” Noah let his voice trail off as he kept his gaze forward.

“But what?” she asked, after a few moments of silence between them.

He’d been lost in his own thoughts—his own concerns. He was giving Miss Campbell the history and the long answer. He didn’t want to bombard her with all of the details. “I shouldn’t have burdened you with this information. It’s not even what you were asking about.”

“You were speaking of the tenants. You care a great deal for them?” Her eyes were soft, full of concern and compassion.

Noah swallowed. “I do. I do not wish to abandon them. I do not think my uncle believes he is abandoning his duty here, but I believe he hasn’t thought much about it since falling in love. Everything else has become secondary. I grew up on that land, knowing his tenants. It is true that I have been away for a very long time. But in my heart, I do not wish for those tenants to feel abandoned.”

“And this is the reason why you must find an arranged marriage? There is no way for you to make a love match?”

“Love is the luxury my uncle has now. And while it would be the ideal, and something to hope for, I cannot look at it as a luxury that is mine. Time is not on my side. Necessity of following my uncle’s charge, before he returns is paramount. If I fail, I do not inherit. It’s more than just the estate and the land. It’s the people. And I can’t dismiss that or take it lightly.”

He chose a path, taking them back toward the direction they’d come.

“I think it is noble of you,” she said, her voice quiet. “To choose practicality over passion is no small thing.”

“Practicality is all I can do when I am under such a strict deadline.” He felt the weight of his duty settle upon his shoulders once more. He had to remember his purpose for being in London during the Season. “In many ways an arranged marriage makes sense for the timeline. It ensures that I will inherit, and I will be securing the ability to care for tenants and anyone else in my charge.”

“I see," she said softly, though whether she truly understood or merely accepted his explanation, he could not tell. “Practicality seems to be the burden of the nobility.”

It was a burden, but it was one that Noah was willing to shoulder. Besides, not everyone could expect to find a whirlwind romance the way his uncle had found love. It was completely out of the question for him to get his hopes up and think that it was possible for him too. His uncle had given him a deadline. How could something like finding love be found on a deadline? It was impossible to think that it happened frequently. His uncle was the exception, not the rule in that case.

As they approached her easel and paints, Noah asked, “Do you think that your watercolor has had sufficient time to dry?” He wasn’t ready to relinquish walking with her, if the paints were still wet.

Miss Campbell smiled. “There is only one way to find out.” She put her finger to the edge of one corner of a flower. Nothing smeared. “It is dry enough.”

She resumed her painting, the earlier playfulness giving way to something more thoughtful.

Noah watched her return to her work, the clear spring light glowing around her, illuminating the golden curls that peeked out of her bonnet. She radiated. His heart pounded in his chest, straining against his coat. For a moment, he allowed himself the luxury of imagining a different world—one where choices were made by the heart and not by necessity. But no, it was not for him to indulge in such fantasies. His choice was made for him—it was a choice that was bigger than his own selfish desires.

Noah's gaze lingered on the delicate curve of Miss Campbell’s cheek as she dabbed her brush into a swirl of azure, then to sapphire, melding the hues with a deft stroke. Her focus was absolute, not straying from the vibrant painting before her.

"Tell me, Lord Ipswich, was my sister privy to the details of your arrangement? Did my sister, Grace, know about your need to marry in order to inherit when you sought an arrangement with her?” she asked, the sudden question slicing through the quietude like a well-aimed arrow.

The query took him by surprise, jolting Noah from his silent admiration. She did not look up, her eyes still focused on the task of bringing Winston's likeness to life with each stroke. But he felt the weight of her attention, insistent and probing.

"Most decidedly not," he confessed, shifting uncomfortably on his feet. The thought had nagged at him, an itch in the back of his mind he had endeavored to ignore. “And I did not know all of the reasons why she would agree to an arranged marriage either. All of the negotiations were handled by my uncle’s steward while I was in Italy.”

“You anticipated coming home and having a bride picked out for you. That is most fascinating.”

“I suppose it would have been, if it had worked out. But as you know, the engagement had never been officially announced before your sister broke it off, so thankfully our reputations are still intact after the incident. Only the stewards were privy to the arrangement since they were involved in the negotiations as a way to preserve decorum.”

"Ah, decorum," she mused, finally glancing up at him. A strand of golden hair had escaped her bonnet, catching in the breeze. "A convenient shield behind which one can hide all manner of discomfort, is it not?"

"Indeed," he admitted, though the acknowledgment tasted of ash in his mouth. He found himself disarmed by her frankness once more. "But it is also a means to protect those involved from undue distress until matters are settled."

"Until they are presented with a fait accompli, you mean." The corner of her mouth quirked upward in what might have been amusement or challenge—he couldn't be certain which.

"Perhaps it is a blunt tool," he conceded, his own lips twitching in response to her teasing tone, despite the gravity of their discourse. "But it is the way of our world, Miss Campbell. Not all traditions bend to the whims of the heart."

"Traditions," she echoed, turning her attention back to the watercolor which was becoming more complete with each passing moment. The bristles of her brush danced across the paper, leaving a trail of color that seemed to mock the drabber shades of propriety and duty.

"Indeed, traditions," he repeated, feeling the familiar tug of obligation binding him, yet strangely resentful of its constraints in her presence.

“I confess I do not see arranged marriage as a tradition. I believe that my sister, Grace was willing to enter into such an arrangement because she was thinking of her sisters. But I believe that things have worked out the way they should.”

“Yes, she is now the fortunate wife of a duke.”

She nodded. “And you may go on pursuing matrimony as you choose, even if you believe that you must arrange a marriage.”

“Miss Campbell, I have less than a month to make a match. It seems prudent with that amount of time to find an arrangement that would be suitable to both parties.”

“There is that practicality again,” she said, adding in a few more colors onto her painting.

The woman was slightly infuriating. If he wasn’t doing her a favor by letting her paint his dog, he would leave. It made no sense to stay when she refused to see the truth that he was trying to impart. “And what would you do in my case if you didn’t have practicality as an anchor? I have a deadline, or I will not inherit. It is not simply for my own comfort that I am approaching my duty in this way. I have others to think of. Should I dismiss my duty and only focus on my desires?”

“It does make your case pitiable. I should wonder at an uncle who would put such restrictions on the heart. A month is scarcely enough time to tell if there will be a lasting connection between two people.” She stopped speaking abruptly, swirling her brush into the already murky water. “Actually, m’lord, I do not believe that. My sister, Grace, found love quickly. And I believe that if you truly wanted to find love, you wouldn’t be so concerned about the timeline. You could get to know someone and form a real attachment with them in under a month’s time.”

Lord Ipswich laughed. “Some are fortunate to find love quickly. But what if I cannot in such a short time? Love is the ideal, but it is a rarity that I cannot wait to achieve. Matches are made sight unseen all the time, and people can still create a life together from that moment, even if it isn’t filled with romance. How much of the short time should I spend looking for a deep and abiding connection? It feels a selfish thing to do. It would bolster my hope that it is possible, and then I should be even more disappointed when it doesn’t come to fruition.”

Miss Campbell looked up at him. “That does seem to be consistent with your actions.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your steward tried to arrange a marriage for you while you were out of the country. It does appear that you cannot be bothered with such things.” Her eyes were alight with a playful spark as she pulled out a smaller brush and dipped it into the paints, adding in fine lines around the flowers and in the dog’s fur. “You claim you care about your uncle and his happiness, but what of your own? What qualities do you seek in a wife? Surely a man of your discerning taste has given it considerable thought.”

Noah found himself momentarily distracted by the glint in her eye, reminiscent of sunlight on the Thames. "Intelligence, certainly," he replied, regaining his composure. "A degree of grace is essential, and, if I may be so bold, an appreciation for the arts. A shared interest can be the foundation of amicable companionship."

"Amicable companionship," she mused, dabbing her brush to a palette splashed with vibrant hues. "An admirable pursuit." She applied a stroke to the paper, her hand steady and sure. "And what of love?"

"Love," he echoed, his voice betraying a hint of wistfulness. "An ideal, perhaps, but not a requisite in matters of practical union."

"Practicality above passion," she summarized with a delicate arch of her brow. The breeze teased another strand of hair from her bonnet, framing her face in a disarming manner.

"Indeed," Noah conceded, his gaze following the brush in her hand, which seemed to move with a will of its own. "Passion is a flame that can flicker and fade. Stability endures."

"Ah, but the warmth of a steady flame can be quite comforting," Miss Campbell countered, tilting her head to examine the progress of her painting. "Especially on a cold winter's eve."

"Perhaps," he said, the slightest hint of amusement touching his lips. "But such matters are often left to fate, are they not?"

"Or to opportunity," she interjected, setting down her brush and regarding him with an air of casual suggestion. "The upcoming musicale, for example. A gathering of society's finest, all under one roof. An opportune moment to meet someone amenable to your... practical considerations."

"An interesting proposition," Noah admitted, intrigued despite his initial reluctance. "Though the notion of searching for a bride in such a setting seems rather daunting."

Miss Campbell laughed. “You cannot have it both ways, m’lord. You cannot say that you wish to find a wife in London Society and then not be present in that Society. Unless you are planning to have your steward arrange another engagement for you, you may want to be present when you decide on the person that you choose to marry. What better place than a musicale. It is one of the most agreeable places to find someone suitable.”

“That is a fair point,” Noah conceded, more distracted by Miss Campbell’s beautiful laugh than bothered by the truth that she spoke. “But again, I cannot say with certainty if I will find someone there.”

“I am sure no one would expect you to know anything for certain when it comes to where you will find a potential prospect for marriage. Life is a grand adventure, my lord," Miss Campbell declared, her eyes gleaming with mischief once more. "One must occasionally embrace the uncertainty of the quest to discover true treasure."

"True treasure," he repeated softly, his gaze locked with hers. In that moment, with the gentle rustle of leaves and the distant sound of laughter from children at play, Noah felt an unfamiliar flutter within his chest—a sense of possibility that was both exhilarating and terrifying.

"Indeed, Lord Ipswich," Miss Campbell said, breaking their lingering gaze as she picked up her brush once more. "Your ideal match may be closer than you think." She cleared her throat. “London is full of possibilities. You may find the exact person who would suit you, if only you spent a little effort in the process.”

“You may be right,” he admitted, though he wasn’t sure that he could stomach the idea of rejection if it came from someone that he developed feelings for. It was one thing to not find love in a marriage of convenience, but if the thing he sought was love, would he actually find it, or would he be disappointed? It didn’t seem to feel as if love could be rushed during such a short time frame.

Watching Miss Campbell finish her painting, Noah found himself wrestling with an unfamiliar sentiment. It crept upon him like the subtle shift from dusk to twilight—an admiration for Miss Campbell that extended beyond her artistic prowess. She was sharp-witted, unpretentious, and possessed a clarity of vision that defied her genteel upbringing.

Her family’s opinions were an obstacle to address, but was there a possibility that somehow he was wrong?

After all, Miss Campbell had spent the better portion of an entire morning with him. They’d talked and laughed and spoken of some of the most deeply personal things on his mind. Miss Campbell’s sister and aunt were also in the park, without an objection to him spending time with Miss Campbell. Could he have misunderstood the letter the steward had received from the Campbell’s?

Miss Campbell had admitted when they were dancing together at Almack’s that he was not at all what they were expecting. Could it merely have been the misunderstanding that had caused the confusion? Perhaps there was hope. Perhaps he could win Miss Campbell’s good opinion after all. Maybe she didn’t hold him in the contempt that he believed she did. His chest expanded, filling with hope.

“My work here is complete,” Miss Campbell said, laying down her brushes.

The watercolor was beautiful. Winston was curled up among the flowers, his head tipped, his ears characteristically tilted as if he were listening for a squirrel. His eyes were full of emotion. The background of the trees was faded and muted, a perfect representation of how the park looked before the morning fog lifted in the sunlight. The entire painting captured the moment exactly.

“Remarkable,” he breathed out, his voice tinged with genuine admiration. He looked her in the eyes, caught by the raw emotion that he saw there. “You capture not just the image, but the spirit of your subject. You have a rare talent, Miss Campbell.”

"Flattery again, Lord Ipswich?" Miss Campbell teased, her smile suggesting she knew the game they played all too well.

He took her gloved hand in his. “You paint a rather unfair portrait of my motives in questioning me.”

She looked down at their hands, then back up to his face. “Do I? You seem to lavish the praise and flattery without thought.”

“There is nothing wrong with stating facts, even when those facts may be flattering. You are talented. I am not an artist, but I can recognize talent.” He gave her a small smile, his breath hitching when she smiled back.

“You are most kind, Lord Ipswich. I-I do love to paint.”

“You make it look very easy—as if anyone could do it. That takes talent to make it look so effortless. I believe that my hands would shake if I were to attempt such a feat. Your hand is steady, Miss Campbell, yet there's a tenderness in how you apply each hue."

“Art requires a soft touch and a firm resolve. In some ways, it is much like navigating the intricacies of Society. Shadows and highlights abound, similar to the rules and the expectations in Society. Yet, each must be in balance for everything to work properly. Wouldn’t you agree?”

"Indeed," he chuckled, acknowledging the truth in her words. "A delicate balance must be struck."

“If you will permit me,” Miss Campbell said. “I should like to take the painting home and create a copy of it before I give you the original. Would that be agreeable to you?”

He smiled. “Very agreeable. I had not considered receiving a painting at all.”

“I shall do my best to duplicate this quickly so you may have it. I imagine that as soon as you’ve secured a match this Season you will leave London?”

The abrupt thought of leaving London saddened him. He should like nothing more than to enjoy more mornings in Miss Campbell’s company, watching as she brought something to life on canvas that hadn’t existed before. It was enjoyable watching her create something, especially when it turned out so beautiful. But he had his duty to think of. He was finding that through the course of their morning, he had to constantly remind himself of that fact. “That has been my plan. I’m eager to be established at my estate and become better acquainted with all of my duties.”

“I will work to finish the copy quickly then. It seems that once you have set your mind to something it will not be long before you accomplish your aim.” She began putting her brushes and paints away, and Noah helped her.

Three servants came to carry the chair and easel and most of the supplies away. Noah took the box holding her paints. “May I escort you back to your townhouse?”

Miss Campbell looked at where her aunt and sister were busily talking on a bench not too far from them. “That would be most kind of you, Lord Ipswich. Thank you very much.” She held the canvas carefully.

Noah whistled to Winston, who was immediately next to him, as he walked her home, wishing that he could think of another time to see her. The entire morning had been a welcome reprieve from the rest of London Society. If every day was filled with something similar, he wouldn’t complain.

“Miss Campbell, I shall attend the musicale tomorrow night. Will you be there as well?”

She smiled. “I plan on being there, m’lord. I always find the musicales to be a most intriguing place for not only analyzing the music and the pieces chosen, but also an interesting study on the people there as well.”

“I should very much like to see you there. I should love to hear your opinions on what you find amusing during the evening,” he said awkwardly. And he would very much like to sit next to her during the event.

“So you shall, though I warn you I have a lot of opinions at such functions. And why now a sudden interest in the musicale? You were not excited about the idea when I first brought it up.”

He laughed. Miss Campbell was refreshing. “You have convinced me that a musicale may be a perfect place to find a wife.” And perhaps he didn’t even have to go as far as the musicale to find the person who would suit him the best. Miss Campbell would be an excellent choice—if only her family hadn’t rejected him. The reality stung.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Faith walked next to Lord Ipswich as she made her way toward her uncle’s townhouse. Lord Ipswich was taking her advice and willingly going to the musicale tomorrow night in search of a wife. At least that was a little better than going to arrange a marriage.

Faith kept the bubble of laughter from spilling out. “An excellent place,” she agreed. “And perhaps you will propose marriage to someone who plays and sings with such beauty and grace.”

Faith was not going to fall in love with someone who only wanted an arranged marriage. That was for certain. But the prospect of watching the way Lord Ipswich went about his process intrigued her more than she wanted to vocalize. Part of her wanted to prove him wrong in his ambition.

Would he really secure a bride without thought to anything but it being scandal-free and possibly having an interest or two the same? Such a thing felt like the course of desperation, and not a member of the Peerage in search for a perfect match.

“I suppose that would be an added benefit to finding someone there,” he said.

An added benefit? What did that mean? He was altogether quite confusing.

How strange to have the social standing to choose your course and then to so easily dismiss it. Her sister, Grace, had wanted to secure a good standing for her family—to make a way for her sisters to have the opportunity for a love match. And though Grace had secured that in a different way than she’d originally planned, still, the desire had been there.

And here the Earl was, completely unaware of just how privileged he was to choose his own match, and yet he only wished to settle for an arrangement so that he could inherit.

Perhaps she couldn’t blame him on that point. Still, to be resigned to a fate of helplessness the way he spoke of it, was foreign to her. If it wasn’t so pitiable, she would burst out laughing in front of him.

Instead, she allowed him to carry her paints back to her uncle’s house, and she walked next to him, continuing their conversation, all while her brain thought through this strange predicament.

She would not fall in love with the Earl. She would not. Of course, she had to admit that she had felt the attraction to him since she first met him, but that was only a passing fancy. She would not give up her London Season to a man who didn’t care who he married. What kind of a life would that be?

Still the moment struck her as intriguing. She wanted to see what would happen. She wanted to know how the earl’s story would turn out, if only to ease her conscience that she had made a wise decision in her own mind to only marry for love.

An idea struck her, and she voiced her thoughts aloud. “And perhaps I shall help you at the musicale, since you were so kind to lend your dog to me today.”

The earl tilted his head. “What do you mean? You wish to turn pages for me? Because let me assure you, that I will never play at a musicale.”

Miss Campbell laughed. “No, perish the thought. I would never dream of turning pages for you. How silly. I should then have to watch the pages to know when to turn them. You should not find me very helpful in that regard.”

“Then how should you help me?”

Faith smiled. “If you are truly anxious to meet the love of your life tomorrow, I should be very happy to introduce you to anyone you do not know. Then you will be more likely to find a match.”

“That is most generous of you. Thank you, Miss Campbell,” Lord Ipswich said. He bowed over her hand and kissed the top of it. “You are a very good friend to me.”

An eruption of butterflies swooped in her stomach, leaving her feeling a little more lightheaded than she was a moment ago in the park. Perhaps she had been in the sun too long today. That must be it. She couldn’t account for her feelings any other way. After all, her mind was master over her heart, and it would listen to her when she said that she would not fall in love with an earl who was not even looking for love. Faith knew she wouldn’t be happy with an arranged marriage. That could never be something she would do.

“Any other friend would do the same,” she finally said, trying to keep her breathing steady.

“You are a better friend than most if you think that,” he said.

Faith reined in her emotions, focusing her gaze between his eyes instead of looking directly at him. “Nonsense. I am merely curious on how you will propose marriage tomorrow night to the woman you meet.”

The earl laughed. “I have limited time, Miss Campbell, to be sure, but that does not mean that I must ask for someone to marry me tomorrow.”

“We shall see, m’lord. You are determined to not waste any time. I shall expect to see the announcement in the paper by next week.”

“Perhaps I am prepared with a special license and do not need to have the banns read,” the earl said.

She shook her head, but laughed. “In that case, I will make sure to finish my copy of this painting with haste, or you’ll be gone from London, with a wife in tow.”

“You seem to delight in teasing me on this subject,” he said, his gaze piercing hers.

Heavens, how was one supposed to respond to those eyes, and that tone of voice? He did not understand his ability to capture a woman’s attentions. Hopefully, the woman he set his cap on would realize his charms. It sounded as if he really did want to see her tomorrow. Of course, that was because Faith had offered her services in introducing the earl to anyone he didn’t know. It wasn’t to see her particularly. “It is only because you are so easy to tease on this subject, m’lord.”

She needed a distraction from his eyes, so she crouched down and scratched Winston between his ears. “Good day, Winston. Thank you for being such a well-behaved puppy today. I enjoyed taking your likeness in watercolor.”

She lavished continual praise onto Winston, who licked her hands and wagged his tail happily.

Soon her aunt and sister came up the street. Faith stood, though Winston kept trying to get her attention. Her aunt and Felicity greeted Faith and Lord Ipswich, and then headed inside the townhouse.

Faith turned back to Lord Ipswich. “Thank you, again for allowing me to paint your dog.”

“It was my pleasure. I am glad he redeemed himself in your eyes.”

“There was no redemption necessary. He is a sweet dog.”

Lord Ipswich shook his head. “He has you fooled.”

She laughed lightly at his comment, and he joined in. His rumbling laugh resonated, and she found she liked it when the earl laughed. Heat crept into her cheeks at the realization, and she looked around for something else to focus on. Winston made a whimpering sound, and both Faith and Lord Ipswich bent down at the same time, knocking into one another.

Faith’s head collided with the earl’s shoulder, and the impact jostled her brain. She felt a sudden dizziness that made it hard to keep her balance.

In a swift motion, the earl’s hands were grasping firmly onto her arms. “Faith, er, Miss Campbell, are you all right?”

Faith smiled, though now it felt that she had a whole new wave of dizziness that had nothing to do with the collision. She blinked, focusing back on the eyes that she still wanted to capture in watercolors. “Yes. It was a shock, but I am fine. At least there is no damage to my dress this time,” she said, making light of the situation and drawing them both back into their personal joke.

His brows were drawn together in concern, and he did not join in the laughter as she thought he might. “A dress is replaceable, as we have found out. A beautiful head is not. I am sorry.”

“It was not your fault. We both moved at the same time.”

“Still, it was my shoulder you ran into. Are you quite sure you are all right?”

“Yes, I am all right. I believe that we will both recover without any trouble. You do not have to send for a doctor.” Faith bent lower and gave Winston one more pat on the head.

Lord Ipswich put his arm around her as he helped her up the steps.

“Thank you, again, for walking me home and for the use of your dog today.” She held up the painting in front of her, and scrunched her eyebrows together in deep thought. “I believe it turned out well.”

The butler opened the door, and without any hesitation took the paints from Noah.

“You did an excellent job, Miss Campbell. I will take my leave. I look forward to seeing you at the musicale tomorrow evening.”

A rush of excitement filled her at his words and heat crept onto her face. She nodded. “Good day, Lord Ipswich.” She dipped a curtsy and hurried into the house.
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“You’re in a very good mood, Faith,” Felicity said, when Faith joined her in the drawing room the next evening.

“And why shouldn’t I be?” Faith said, smoothing down the light pink gown. “You know I love going to musicales.” And this one was sure to be the most amusing one she’d been to. Not only would she and her sister play a duet, but the earl would be there, and she was determined to match him up with someone, though she hadn’t decided who that would be yet. She smiled at the thought.

Felicity gave her sister a discerning look. “Are you sure that is all? It appears to me that there might be another reason for your smiles?” Felicity raised her eyebrow slightly.

“If you must know, the earl will be there and—“

“I knew it. I knew you were forming an attachment with the earl,” Felicity cut in.

Faith shook her head emphatically, her cheeks growing warm. “No, there is no attachment in the way you mean. He is looking for an arranged marriage, not a love match.”

“I am confused,” Felicity said.

Faith did her best to explain the earl’s situation, though it didn’t make much sense to her either. Finally she said, “The earl is making the choice that he believes is best for his situation. And so, I am determined to help him with it.”

“Why should you want to do that?” Felicity asked. “He has not asked you to be his matchmaker, has he?”

“He hasn’t asked me, but I thought I would offer to introduce him to someone suitable.”

“But, why should you feel the need to do that?” Felicity’s eyes were perceptive.

Faith opened her mouth to speak, but then quickly shut it. She had no answer for her sister. Why was she so intent on introducing the earl to someone? He was a grown man. Surely he could take care of himself in this matter. She bit her lip. “We are friends, Felicity. Shouldn’t I want to help a friend?”

“It is always noble to help a friend, but surely, your time would be much better spent tonight seeking your own introductions to eligible gentlemen, wouldn’t you agree?”

Faith nodded. “I don’t see why I can’t do both.” She didn’t want to bring up to Felicity just how responsible she felt for the earl. After all, it was their sister who refused to marry him. Had Grace kept the arranged marriage, Lord Ipswich wouldn’t be in this predicament. She was happy for her sister, because Grace had been brave enough to find love, in the face of convenience and comfort. Surely, helping Lord Ipswich would somehow make amends. Her heart was still pulled in his direction, but she couldn’t let her partiality for him eclipse his own view. He wasn’t looking for a love match, and she would most definitely be unhappy without one. She wanted to follow after her sister, Grace, who defied the odds, and found love in an unexpected way.

“It is a matter of where your focus is. If your focus is on the earl, you will not spend time on finding your own match.”

Faith sighed. Her sister was likely right. But so far in the London Season, no one had piqued her interest the way the earl had. Was it wrong to want to spend time with someone that she found was an interesting conversationalist and so different from the rest of the gentlemen she was meeting? Not that it signified. She wasn’t searching for an arranged marriage, and the earl most certainly was. It was a conundrum. “Do not worry, Felicity. I shall spend time meeting people as well.”

Felicity nodded. “That is the spirit. Grace and Ollie will be there tonight too.”

Faith’s eyebrows rose. “That is news to me,” Faith said, excitement filling her. The Duke and Duchess of Norfolk had their own agenda during the Season. Faith and Felicity had dined with them and had seen them at functions, but Grace had wanted both of her sisters to enjoy their Season without her hovering over them.

“Grace sent a note this afternoon informing us of the change.”

Faith nodded. “Grace and Ollie know everyone. They will make sure we have any introduction we would like.”

“Precisely, Faith. And that is why it’s important for us to focus on our own matches this evening, and not on someone else’s potential matches.”

“I will do my best,” Faith said, knowing that there was a way to balance both. There was plenty of time for her to secure her own match when the timing was right and when she felt a pull toward a particular person. But the earl didn’t have the leisure of time. He needed to find someone within a month. Surely, his urgency to find a match was higher than hers.

If she focused on helping him find someone at the musicale that would be a good option, that surely would be fine. His pressing timeline loomed, though why she wanted to focus on him, she didn’t want to say.

She pushed aside her own feelings. She wouldn’t fall for someone who only cared about arranging a marriage to secure an inheritance. That was not what she wanted.

“See that you do spend time focusing on your own prospects,” Felicity said. “If you are seen talking with the earl too often, without any motive of forming an attachment of your own with him, you could cause a scandal. Or worse, you might give off the impression that you are no longer available—scaring off other worthy gentlemen from forming an attachment with you.”

“I will take your words to heart.” Faith was grateful for her sister’s opinion, but in this point, Faith knew that she would be able to do both without a problem. Helping a friend was also a worthy pursuit during the Season.

“I still can’t believe that Lord Ipswich isn’t old,” Felicity mused. “That was quite a shocking realization. I had not expected him to be so young, based on the reports we’d received.”

Faith nodded. “It took me a few minutes to reconcile that fact, but his title is newly inherited, and so I can see how we were all mistaken.” Faith looked at her sister, a sudden panic filling her. “Oh, Felicity. If Grace and Ollie are there tonight, and so is the earl … won’t that be extremely awkward? Grace will have to realize that she also rejected someone based on something that wasn’t true.”

Felicity’s gaze seemed to read beyond the verbal question that Faith asked. “I wonder if they’ve already met since he’s been in Town. If not, I’m sure everything will still go smoothly. The Duke and Duchess will be the utmost of polite society. If there is any awkwardness on their part, they will never show it publicly.”

“It might be extremely awkward for Lord Ipswich though,” Faith concluded.

“Perhaps, but again, he is a gentleman with manners. I am sure that he will not wish to make a scene. No one else in the ton will know of the broken engagement, and we will keep it that way from our end.”

“Of course,” Faith said, feeling a little better. Faith pushed aside the feelings growing inside her. It was no use thinking about them. She needed to get her head on straight. He wasn’t interested in her, and so she shouldn’t hope to pursue something with him. He’d agreed to her help without any reservation. He did not look as if the news affected him. He did not see her as an option, and after the history he had with her family, she really couldn’t blame him.

This was why she needed to help Lord Ipswich find a match. The sooner he made a match, the sooner he would be out of the marriage mart and out of her mind. Then she could focus on making her own match. And hopefully if she repeated those words often enough in her brain, she would begin to actually believe them.


CHAPTER NINE
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The musicale was everything lively and showy. Noah watched for a moment before the sea of people pulled him into the room. A gentleman could drown in a place full of ribbons and lace like this. He rubbed his hands together and tugged on his cravat to try and loosen it. He was unsuccessful.

The hostess stood at the front of the room, commanding everyone's attention as she announced the beginning of the program. He scanned the crowded room in search of Miss Campbell. She was easy to spot, but unfortunately there were no empty seats near her. If only he had arrived earlier, he could have spoken with her before the event began. It had only been a day and a half since they last saw each other when she painted his beloved dog, but it felt like ages ago. He reluctantly settled for a seat in the back row, tugging at his cravat once more. Why had his valet tied it so tightly tonight? He would definitely have words with the man when he returned home.

Noah bounced his leg up and down in an agitated manner as the performance started. Despite his best efforts, he found that he couldn’t relax. He felt the expectation of the moment.

Everything about the evening was set up to encourage courtship. Several heads turned his way, then whispers started. He hoped that Lady Lansdowne had been discreet about who she had informed that he was looking for a bride.

Not that he didn’t want that information known. It would make things easier, but he just didn’t want the precise details of needing an arrangement known. It would make things more complicated.

Fans fluttered, and there was enthusiastic applause after the first two performances. Noah joined in, clapping loudly, though he thought that the first woman did a much better job than the second. The point of a musicale was to show off the talents and accomplishments of the young ladies.

A group of young bucks sat on the front row, clearly admiring every debutante who performed. As a new woman approached the pianoforte, Noah’s gaze landed on the two Miss Campbells. Though their features were identical, it only took him a moment to tell them apart. He was sure that Miss Faith Campbell was the one in the pink dress, as she smiled more readily and with less reserve than her sister. The Miss Campbell in the pink dress caught his eye and gave him a small wave. He returned the gesture and smiled, congratulating himself. It was definitely his Faith.

He stopped. She was not his Faith. She was just Faith. Just Miss Campbell. He only thought of her Christian name because there was two of them in the room at the same time. And he wanted to keep them straight.

Faith’s sister, Felicity, also turned in his direction, and as predicted, Felicity’s smile was kept more in check than her sister.

Noah spent the next three songs scanning the crowd, but all he really saw were rows of heads with curled hair and feathers. His eyes were perpetually drawn back to Faith, but Noah convinced himself that it was because he knew her better than anyone else in the room.

Soon both sisters were announced and played a song together on the pianoforte. Noah watched at the way the two looked so alike, yet he could notice the subtle differences between the two. Both played well and were refined, but Faith played with a little more spirit. Both smiled as they took their bows at the end of their performance—but Faith’s smile was wider, lighting up her whole face and making her eyes dance in the candlelight.

Noah stood, adding his hearty applause with the rest of the crowd. Faith’s eyes connected with his, a look of surprise on her face. He clapped louder and was rewarded with another smile from her that felt like it was only for him. He blinked away the notion. That could not be accurate.

For the rest of the musicale Noah tried to pay attention, but every other performance felt like it paled in comparison to listening to the Campbell sisters play together.

At the end of the performance, Noah made his way toward the Campbell sisters. They were talking with another couple when he arrived. Faith turned toward him, her smile bright as he approached. His stomach swooped.

“Lord Ipswich, I was just looking for you. I want to present you to my eldest sister, Grace, and her husband. Your Graces, allow me to introduce Noah Shelton, the Earl of Ipswich. Lord Ipswich, my sister and her husband, Oliver and Grace Hayward, the Duke and Duchess of Norfolk.” Recognition formed on the duchess’s face, as Faith made the introductions.

Lord Ipswich bowed to both of them, trying to keep his composure, even as his pulse sounded loudly in his head. This was a meeting that he was not looking forward to at all. Everything surrounding this situation felt awkward and unsure. Yet, he found his voice, and did his best to keep his tone steady. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

The duchess tilted her head slightly, and the duke spoke first. “And you, Lord Ipswich. I understand that the former Earl of Ipswich has recently been married and denounced his title in the process, if I remember correctly.”

Noah nodded. “He was living in Spain when he met his wife. She’s an American. They’ve been touring Europe these past few months, and soon they will be headed to America.”

The duke nodded. “That makes it rather hard to attend Lords if he plans to move to America.”

“That is precisely why he passed the title to me.” He looked to the duchess and offered her a smile, hoping that he was showing that he held no ill will toward her or her choice to marry the duke. Noah watched the way the duchess stayed at her husband’s side. She smiled at him in a way that he hadn’t thought would matter before. Clearly, she was in love with her husband, and she wasn’t shy about showing that fact—even in public. Faith was right. The duchess had found love, and he couldn’t begrudge her that choice. Now that he had met them, he felt that he was happy for them in his heart. “The change in the title wasn’t widely announced until the beginning of the Season, so it is understandable that there was some confusion on my identity.”

“And I hear you’ve done a fair amount of traveling yourself. Where have you been most recently?” the duchess asked.

“Primarily in Italy, though I’ve been all over as well.”

The duke smiled. “I should like to hear more about your travels in detail, Lord Ipswich. I should like to take the duchess abroad this summer.”

“If your travel includes Italy, I can certainly provide you with some recommendations and directions.”

“That would be most helpful. I should like that,” the duke said. “I am at the Club regularly. Perhaps we may find a time to discuss it in more detail there.”

“I would be happy to, Your Grace,” Noah said, surprised at how well the conversation went between himself and the Duke and Duchess, especially considering their history. If the duchess didn’t treat him with open contempt, was it possible that there was no longer animosity from her family toward him? The idea gave him hope. He turned to Faith, who’d been listening to their interchange. “You and your sister played remarkably well this evening, Miss Campbell. I enjoyed the performance immensely.”

Faith beamed at him. “Thank you, m’lord. That is most kind of you to say. I see that you did not bring Winston along with you.” Her eyes danced with amusement.

Noah laughed. “You tease me, Miss Campbell. Though I have not been in London long, I believe I have sense enough not to bring him with me to a musicale.”

“You must give him my regards as well as a biscuit from me if he is behaving himself.” Faith turned to the Duke and Duchess to explain. “Winston is Lord Ipswich’s dog. I’ve grown rather attached to the animal. He has the most adorable eyes.”

“He does seem to prefer your company to mine,” Noah said, before checking himself.

Miss Faith Campbell smiled widely. “I believe you are right. It is because of my watercolor skills. He is a very good subject.”

The two laughed for a moment together. Noah noticed the way the duchess watched him out of the corner of her eye.

“Miss Campbell, could I speak with you for a moment?”

She nodded. “Of course, Lord Ipswich. If you’ll excuse me,” she said to her relatives and then followed him out of earshot.

Before Noah could explain what he wanted to say, Miss Campbell looked around them, her features pinched for a moment before she smoothed them out. “I am remiss in my duties this evening, m’lord. I should introduce you to some ladies you do not know. Just tell me who you’d like to be introduced to.” She glanced around them for a moment before her gaze returned to his.

Noah watched Faith, captivated. If only he didn’t have to worry about a time constraint. The fastest way to fulfill his uncle’s requirements was to find a match. And the woman in front of him was determined to help him find one. “You are most kind, Miss Campbell, to take an interest in my plight. I confess I do not know who to be introduced to.” He’d much rather spend his evening talking with her. She was engaging and amusing. Who else would bring up his dog in such a place? The short interchange had had them laughing, and he craved more of that light-hearted, spirited conversation.

“Have you met Miss Littleton? She might suit you nicely.”

Noah looked in the direction Miss Campbell indicated. “I do not believe I know her.”

“I believe she fits all of your requirements,” Faith said. “Here, let me make the introduction.” She began walking without waiting for him.

He caught up to her in a few quick strides. He kept his voice low. “What do you mean that she fits all of my requirements? I did not give you a list.”

“She is an eligible woman who plays well, and I’m sure that you have some interests in common. She is not attached to anyone, and she’s beautiful,” Faith said, matter-of-factly.

Was that all that Miss Campbell had reduced his decision down to? “I do not believe I ever specified beauty to you,” he said.

She gave him a pointed look, as if she were a governess, and he a misbehaving school boy. “You didn’t have to. I added that one myself. Besides, you don’t have a lot of time.”

Faith stopped in front of a debutante in a pale cream dress with dark black hair who had played moderately well. She was not one of the shining stars of the evening, but her playing hadn’t been unpleasant.

Faith smiled brightly at the girl. “Miss Littleton, may I present my friend to you, Noah Shelton, the Earl of Ipswich. Lord Ipswich, this is Miss Mary Littleton.”

“How do you do, m’lord?” Miss Littleton said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Very well, Miss Littleton. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Noah bowed. “Have you been enjoying your Season in London?”

Miss Littleton nodded, but didn’t say anything.

Noah looked to Miss Campbell, who only gave him an encouraging smile. Noah reached for another question, but nothing was coming to mind. “Miss Littleton, do you enjoy watercoloring?”

Miss Campbell’s eyes widened at the question. Let her think what she would of that.

Miss Littleton shook her head, but still didn’t say anything.

He looked toward Faith to silently plead for some help, but she was now talking with someone else.

From there, the conversation with Miss Littleton went downhill. Noah asked half a dozen more questions but only received a quick head nod or shake in response. Blast, it was quite difficult carrying on a conversation where there was no interaction.

Finally he tried for a question that would force Miss Littleton to give an answer. “What was your favorite piece of the evening?” He smiled, knowing that she would not be able to simply nod or shake her head to respond.

Miss Littleton lifted one shoulder. “They were all nice,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Noah kept a smile on his face, unsure how to end this very one-sided conversation. He looked toward Miss Campbell, who by some luck was looking his way at that precise moment. He lifted his eyebrows at her, and she seemed to sense his distress. She gave a quick nod, finished talking with her other friend, and was back by his side.

“I apologize for stepping away,” she said to him and Miss Littleton. “Lord Ipswich, if you will permit me, I have a few other people I wish to introduce you to.”

“Of course,” Noah said, relief filling him that she had rescued him. “It was lovely making your acquaintance, Miss Littleton.” He bowed graciously.

Miss Littleton curtsied. “Thank you, Lord Ipswich.”

Noah tried not to let surprise show on his face. Those last four words were the most words he’d heard Miss Littleton say.

“How did you like Miss Littleton?” Miss Campbell asked when they were out of earshot.

Noah wasn’t quite sure what to say. “She doesn’t speak much, does she?”

“She is livelier once you get to know her,” Miss Campbell assured.

“I am not sure that I have time to see that. It felt like a one-sided conversation the entire time. She barely spoke two words together.”

Miss Campbell laughed, but when she spoke her words were a whisper. “Surely it can’t have been that bad? She is eligible.”

She looped her arm through Noah's. It was a perfectly acceptable way to walk with a woman, but Noah's brain focused on it. This was how it should feel to be next to a woman he was courting. Not the awkward silence of never having a response. Miss Campbell was all ease and excitement. She talked and laughed with him. He didn’t realize that that would need to be on his list.

“I may not be looking for a love match, but I should like to be able to carry on an enjoyable conversation the way we do,” Noah admitted quietly, noticing how Miss Campbell’s hand stiffened on his arm when he said the words. He covered her hand instinctively with his other gloved hand as they walked toward the refreshment table together.

She turned to him, a look of appraisal in her eyes. “Miss Littleton is a sweet girl, but I can understand your need for more conversation. Indeed, that makes sense. I believe the next woman I introduce you to will be able to carry on a conversation much better,” Miss Campbell said. “Oh, look who is coming toward us now? Miss Porter is here in her second Season. What a fortunate coincidence. You will find her conversation much livelier, to be sure.”

“Miss Porter, you must meet my dear friend, Noah Shelton, the Earl of Ipswich. Lord Ipswich, may I present Miss Porter.”

Noah took his turn bowing, and Miss Porter curtsied. It felt very familiar. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Porter.”

“Oh, thank you, m’lord. It is always so agreeable to meet new people at these functions, is it not?”

“I believe I will get myself some refreshment,” Miss Campbell said. “I shall return soon.”

Noah watched Miss Campbell wander over to the punch bowl and serve herself, joining a group of other women doing the same.

Noah, knowing that he wanted to have a conversation and not just receive answers to his questions, started out with the same question he ended his conversation with Miss Littleton on. “How did you enjoy the musicale, Miss Porter?”

Miss Porter smiled widely. So widely that he could see all of her teeth. “Oh, Lord Ipswich, what is not to enjoy? Everyone is here in their finery, though I must confess that some of the finery does not look as fine, wouldn’t you agree? Of course you do. Now, if you were specifically asking about the music, I must say, I wish there were more standards.” She drew out her fan and flicked it back and forth as if the very air around her was disagreeable.

Noah was about to comment on something else, when Miss Porter continued, “There should be a standard musical selection to choose from rather than letting everyone pick their favorites. It doesn’t seem to me that you can figure out the best musician when everyone just plays their favorites. Wouldn’t you agree, Lord Ipswich? Of course you do.” She waved her fan.

“Actually—” Noah tried to give his opinion, but it was to no avail.

Miss Porter said, “Of course everyone should sound well when they are playing something they’ve played for years. But I believe there are better ways to go about it. Now, as for the socializing, I believe one can find good conversation anywhere. And I am not opposed to good conversation, though I must say, I do not wish to speak this too very loudly, but the amount of gossip I heard during the musical numbers was appalling. Of course, I had to mention it to Miss Atwood next to me because I couldn’t wait to tell her what I had overheard from behind me. But I believe I was the exception to the rule of not talking during the musical. You catch my meaning, Lord Ipswich. I know you do.”

Noah spent the next ten minutes talking with Miss Porter. Except that wasn’t exactly accurate. He spent the next ten minutes listening to Miss Porter as she talked incessantly about everyone and everything. She had an opinion and did not require an answer.

Finally Miss Campbell was at his side again. Without too much thought he held out his arm for her, hoping she would take it quickly. Miss Campbell did, and the movement caught Miss Porter’s attention long enough for her to stop talking for a brief moment.

Lord Ipswich had finally created an opening in the conversation. “Miss Porter, it was so lovely meeting you. I must apologize that we cannot continue our discussion at present. I have previously promised I would speak to Miss Campbell about a few things.” He looked to Miss Campbell, hoping that she would confirm his story.

Miss Campbell smiled. “Yes, I need to speak with you quite urgently, Lord Ipswich. You do not mind, do you, Miss Porter?”

Miss Porter looked between Lord Ipswich and Miss Campbell. “Of course not. I’m sure I will see you again, Lord Ipswich. We have much more to discuss, do we not? I haven’t yet told you about last evening’s ball.”

“Another time.” He bowed as politely as he could, but felt exhausted from Miss Porter’s conversation. “If you would excuse me.”

Miss Campbell squeezed his arm gently as they walked away from Miss Porter. “What was that about? What conversation requires so much urgency?”

“I needed an excuse to leave the conversation.”

“I believe you owe me an explanation, Lord Ipswich. From where I observed the two of you from across the room, there was a considerable amount of conversation this time. I should think that would please you.”

“There was more conversation, at least on her side,” Noah said. “I don’t believe I said two words together.”

Miss Campbell turned to him and gave an exasperated huff. “You can’t have it both ways, Lord Ipswich. You can’t complain about someone who doesn’t talk and then get bothered when someone does talk. How is one supposed to help you?”

“I’d like to know someone who can hold a conversation, not a monologue.”

Miss Campbell laughed lightly. “I can converse with Miss Porter without trouble. Perhaps the issue is with you.”

Noah's lips twitched as he tried to keep in his smile. “What are you implying, Miss Campbell?”

“Merely that you are very difficult to please, especially for someone who says that their sole focus is to secure a marriage arrangement in less than a month.” She raised her eyebrows at him. The nerve.

“I am not being overly particular or hard to please. You should not wish to be married to someone who either doesn’t talk or talks incessantly. Both are exhausting in their own way.”

She arched her eyebrow at him this time, her gaze scrutinizing. “What does it matter to you who I wish to marry? That is not any of your concern or what we are speaking of.”

“I am only pointing out that you would not want to marry someone who talks too much or doesn’t talk at all. Am I wrong?”

“You are not wrong, but that is not the subject of our conversation.”

“I am just pointing out that I want to have conversations with the woman I marry. Is that too much to ask for?”

She smirked. “Of course it’s not too much to ask for, but you didn’t specify that in the beginning.”

“You can add it to the list you are keeping, now that you know.”

She shook her head. “My lord, I do not believe I will be able to help you. After all, you have requirements that you keep forgetting to acknowledge. How am I to guess at your next whims and fancies? You have less than a month. Perhaps you are being too particular.”

“It’s not too particular when I’m thinking about my future, the entire rest of my life.”

She laughed, then her voice dropped to a whisper. “You were willing to marry my sister, having never met her before, to secure your inheritance. At least now, you’ll be able to make a choice and know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“I can’t just choose anyone now,” he said slowly. “Not everyone suits me.”

She shrugged. “And that is the trouble with arrangements. Not everything will suit everyone.”

“I should like someone that I can talk to, as a friend.”

“Then you’ll have to find that kind of person,” she said stubbornly. “I cannot begin to guess the kind of conversation that you should like to have, nor how each individual woman would speak to a gentleman. You say Miss Littleton is not talkative, but I have had several conversations with her where she is animated. You do not like Miss Porter’s style, and yet, I’m able to also give my opinions and share in the conversation when I’m talking to her. Perhaps it is not the women that need to change, m’lord.”

“No, you have picked out two extremes. There has to be something between a mute and someone who makes my ears bleed. Is there no one in the middle? You are more in the middle of those extremes than anyone I have met. I should like her to converse the way you and I do.”

Miss Campbell laughed, the sound hitting him right in his core.

“Pray, what do you find so amusing, Miss Campbell?”

“Someone like me, Lord Ipswich?”

“Is that so hard to believe? You and I can converse without me absolutely dreading a conversation.”

She laughed again. “Such high praise you give of our conversations.”

“I am being sincere and logical.”

“Lord Ipswich, before this evening you were convinced that any woman would be tolerable to marry. But now, it sounds as if you do, in fact, have an opinion about the woman you marry. You are making progress. Now you can start to look for her.”

He tilted his head, studying her. “What are you looking for in a prospective husband?”

“Me, m’lord?” She looked down. “I do not see how that matters.”

“I am curious.”

“Very well, Lord Ipswich. If you must know, I am looking for love. Unlike yourself, I did not come to the Season with the idea of forcing a match, or arranging a marriage. I hope to find love through the process of getting to know others.”

“And what if you don’t?”

“That is a most ungenerous thought from you,” she said, lifting her chin. “But if I do not find love, then I shall not be induced to matrimony.”

Noah scrubbed a hand through his hair, unsure why Miss Campbell’s last words made him so frustrated. He already knew that Miss Campbell was not an option for him. She’d made that very clear to him before. But they were friends, and he found that he enjoyed her company, and preferred it to everyone else that he’d met this Season. Why should it sting to remember that she was not an option?

He knew what her family thought of him, and he didn’t want the reminder that even if he didn’t have a deadline to marry, she still wouldn’t be an option for even a love match. The thought cut deeper than it had before, especially since the meeting with the Duke and Duchess had not gone terrible. Perhaps they really felt no animosity toward him.

Miss Campbell was someone he looked forward to talking with every time he saw her. He didn’t want that to change over the next month while he looked for an arrangement. He would miss her. He had to find a way to salvage this conversation.

“I didn’t mean to offend you, Miss Campbell. I know your standards, and your wishes surrounding marriage. I apologize for being too forward. I have come to enjoy our conversations together. I am always interested in what you have to say. I was merely curious, and did not mean anything from the question.”

“It is no matter, Lord Ipswich. It was a fair question. I look forward to our conversations as well.” A crease formed between her eyebrows. “Perhaps it is best if I only introduce you to young ladies that you wish to be acquainted with. Then you can observe who you are interested in as potential matches without my help.”

Noah nodded, feeling a pang. “Perhaps that is best. After all, it is not your responsibility to help me. You are most gracious to even care about my plight the way you do. And perhaps I am being too particular in the matter.”

Miss Campbell swallowed and nodded. “I believe you should be particular, m’lord. It is a decision that will affect the rest of your life. Why not find exactly what you want in a wife? Do not try to convince yourself that it doesn’t matter, or that any eligible woman who is dancing at a ball or playing at a musicale will suit you. And I still believe that everyone deserves to find happiness in their choice … and love. I hope you are able to find what you are looking for in the time that you have.”

Happiness? Love? Those words felt like a dangling prize that he would not be able to win. More and more he questioned the lunacy of his uncle’s plan. “Thank you, Miss Campbell.”

“I know Lady Lansdowne will spend the next week introducing you through the rest of Society. She can’t help it, but please let me know if I can be of service to you,” she said, her voice sincere.

“I will,” Noah said, though he wasn’t going to burden Miss Campbell anymore. As he looked at the beautiful woman in front of him, it was clear he had a choice to make. He needed to decide on the direction he wanted to go—to follow his uncle’s decree or to follow his own heart. He couldn’t win Miss Campbell, he knew that—she was not an option regardless of what he decided about his uncle.


CHAPTER TEN
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Faith finished her fourth watercolor copy of Winston, and this time, she watercolored Winston’s owner next to him. She’d done the painting from memory, and she surveyed her work with a critical eye. Although it had been three days since she’d seen Lord Ipswich, she was able to capture the essence of him without him in front of her. She sighed, wishing that Lord Ipswich was in front of her now. She’d like to take his likeness, and more than that, she wanted to talk with him. She’d missed their conversation. Though she and her sister had gone out in Society every night for the last three days, her path had not crossed the earl’s.

Faith put the latest watercolor of Winston to dry, then took a fresh new paper. Painting was not working out her nerves the way it normally did for her, but still she persisted. This time her painting centered on the owner instead of the dog. It didn’t matter that she wanted to see his eyes to truly capture their spark—she’d do the best she could.

She swirled her brush into the water, creating clouds of color all mixed together. The water was muddied, just like her thoughts.

It hadn’t helped that Lord Ipswich had admitted that he wanted someone like her to be his wife—he hadn’t meant it the way it came out, of that she was certain. But it was then that she realized she couldn’t help him.

The truth was Lord Ipswich didn’t really know what he wanted in a wife, so how was she supposed to help him? It was a slight trick on her part to introduce him to Miss Littleton and Miss Porter one right after the other the way she had. She knew how they would speak to him.

True, she hadn’t expected Miss Littleton to be quite as shy as she’d appeared. The girl was quiet and shy, but Faith hadn’t realized the earl would render her quite so mute. Poor Miss Littleton. The Season had likely overwhelmed her, for she was slightly more talkative in the country with her friends. Miss Porter put on a performance that was even more than Faith could have expected. Faith wouldn’t have been able to script such a contrast if she’d tried.

Faith did feel a little miserable about it. She hadn’t meant to be too underhanded. She’d only wanted to let the earl come to a conclusion that though he thought any woman would do for him, that that was not the case. Surely, just finding someone to fulfill his uncle’s rules was fraught with peril. It was no use pointing that out to him verbally—she’d had to show him. She did want the earl to be happy, but he was going about it all the wrong way. He was trying to be logical and pragmatic. But trying to gain an arranged marriage during the Season wasn’t logical. Perhaps, he should consider that and the consequences of his actions. Conversations were an easy way to show that his expectations might need to change.

She shook her head. It wasn’t her job to help him see his own folly. If it was important to him, he would figure it out for himself.

Faith continued painting, adding in the shadows and spending most of her time on the earl’s eyes, adding the colors until the eyes staring back at her from the paper looked familiar. Her breath caught at the likeness. Those were the eyes that sparked with excitement when she was with him. They were the eyes that found humor and laughed with her. They were the eyes that captivated her when they were dancing.

She swallowed. Heavens, she couldn’t fall for a man who wanted an arranged marriage. She stared back at the eyes that were coming to life on her paper. Had she already gone and done that? Was she falling for this man? What would her life look like if it was reduced to that?

Faith put the painting aside and pulled out a final paper. She needed a new subject. She looked around the drawing room, trying to find a subject, but nothing jumped out to her. She couldn’t paint a dog or his owner’s eyes. No, she needed something that was not emotional.

She rolled her brush across the pink paint. She’d paint the cherry blossoms. They always reminded her of home. Cherry blossoms were just the thing to cheer her when she was in such a melancholy mood.
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Faith had put away her paints and supplies when the drawing room opened. Felicity and Grace came through the door.

“Faith, you missed a beautiful afternoon of shopping,” Felicity said. “I bought you a pair of new gloves and a lovely bonnet I think you will like with lavender trim on it.”

“That is very thoughtful of you, Felicity. Thank you,” Faith said.

“What were you working on that you couldn’t come with us?” Grace asked, walking toward the row of paintings that were next to the window.

“I owed a friend a painting, and I wanted to make sure it was right,” Faith said, which was partially true. She also didn’t want to go shopping down Bond Street, when there was a chance that she would see Lord Ipswich. Her emotions were still too raw although the musicale had been three days ago. She needed a little more time to get her emotions sorted.

“This is a beautiful dog,” Grace admired. “You always have a riveting way of capturing life. It’s as if I’m in this very spot.”

“Thank you,” Faith said. “I wanted to make sure that I had a copy of it after I give the original away.”

“It looks as if you have several copies,” Grace said, moving in front of each painting and studying them. “They all look very similar, but then I’m not the artist.”

Faith tucked a ringlet behind her ear. “I wanted to make sure they were exactly right, and some of them weren’t quite what I was looking for.”

Felicity walked over to the far end of the pictures. Thankfully, Faith had put a paper over the top of the painting of Lord Ipswich after it had dried. No evidence was showing that she had spent time on a portrait.

Felicity lifted up the blank sheet of paper with an amused look. “What is this, Faith?”

“Just trying to capture the owner from memory,” Faith said, heat rising in her cheeks.

Felicity smiled. “I believe it’s a very good likeness of Lord Ipswich. You did an excellent job, sister.”

“Thank you,” Faith said, hoping the subject would be dropped.

Grace turned back to Faith, amusement sparkling in her eyes. “This is Lord Ipswich’s dog?”

Faith nodded. ”The very one that ruined my dress. But he truly is the sweetest dog. If I were to have a dog, I should want it to be just like Winston. He is so playful and excited. Since the first mishap, he has been on his best behavior and has not ruined any of my other dresses.”

“And surprisingly, Lord Ipswich has also been on his best behavior,” Felicity said.

Faith raised a shoulder. “He is a friend, nothing more.”

Grace’s eyes pierced Faith. “Only a friend? He does seem quite attentive to you.”

“Only because I had promised I would help in his search for a wife,” Faith admitted, before she realized what she was saying.

“You are finding him a match?” Grace asked.

“Not anymore. He is fully capable of finding someone on his own, even with the tight deadline.”

Grace raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure that I understand. Perhaps you can enlighten me.”

Faith took a deep breath. Felicity already knew the whole of it and did not approve of Faith spending her time trying to matchmake for someone who only wanted an arrangement. Would Grace feel the same way as Felicity? Not that it signified because she had already relinquished her job as matchmaker for the earl.

Faith told Grace the entire story, sharing about the earl’s need for a wife to inherit, and about the different people Faith had introduced him to. She even told Grace about the two mishaps with her dresses.

The animated story had all three of them in fits of giggles as Faith recounted the moments. Laughing felt good. She’d needed a good laugh. Then she told them about how she’d introduced the earl to Miss Littleton and Miss Porter.

Grace straightened. “But I thought you said that you are no longer matchmaking. Those introductions sound like you are trying to match him.”

Faith shook her head. “It was after when he was comparing the two. He actually said he wanted to marry someone like me, because he enjoys our conversations.”

Both Grace and Felicity’s eyes widened.

“You never told me that part before,” Felicity said.

“It doesn’t signify anything, only that he doesn’t really know what he is looking for, and will only find fault with everything in front of him. That was when I realized I couldn’t help him in the timeframe that he needs a wife. Besides, though we are friends, I do not know him well enough to introduce him to someone that he will like. Felicity has been right this whole time. My efforts this Season are better spent on trying to find my own match.”

Grace nodded slowly. “And how is that pursuit?”

“Harder than I thought it would be. I am grateful to you and Ollie and my aunt and uncle for not publicizing our dowry, like so many debutantes do. I do not wish to be a prey for a fortune hunter, but Grace, we are not from the Peerage. My husband will become a brother-in-law to your husband, the duke, but that does not give a title or a standing, per se. It seems that so much of the Season is a game, where one weighs dowries and titles and prestige. It is not at all what I had expected.”

Grace put her arm around Faith. “I know, my dear. If the ton got wind of your dowry amounts, you would have suitors lined up, pounding down your door to get an audience with our uncle. I do believe it is smart for you not to let that information be widely known.”

Felicity rang for tea, and the three of them sat on the settees. Once the tea things arrived, Felicity poured and dished out the cakes and sandwiches.

“I must say that Lord Ipswich is not quite how I imagined him,” Grace said, smiling over her cup of tea.

“You did not know when you turned him down that the old Earl of Ipswich had already transferred his title to his nephew,” Faith said.

Grace nodded. “That is correct.”

A gnawing filled Faith. Though it was uncomfortable, she had to know what her sister thought. “Now that you know, do you regret breaking off your engagement with him?”

Grace smiled, but shook her head. “Of course not, Faith. I love Ollie more than I ever thought was possible. I never would have met him or fallen in love with him if I didn’t break off my engagement. I find it interesting that the earl is still looking for a match through an arrangement, but I do not regret my choice. Love found me because I was willing to be brave. I had to have faith that there was someone waiting for me. Ollie cherishes me, and I love him dearly. I cannot imagine life looking any other way.”

“That’s beautiful,” Felicity said, her eyes shining. “That’s exactly what I want, Grace. Someone to sweep me off my feet and cherish me. It sounds like a fairy tale.”

“Life can be that wonderful,” Grace said. “But sometimes it requires a leap to get there. Heaven knows my story was not smooth sailing. And there was no guarantee of how it would turn out. Thankfully, it did work out.” Grace looked Felicity and Faith in the eyes in turn. “I know life can work out for both of you too. You will be able to find what happiness and love look like for you.”

“The Season is drawing to a close,” Felicity said. “There is not much of it left.”

Grace smiled. “The Season does not determine love or happiness. True, it is a very distinguished place to meet people. There is a reason why it is called the marriage mart. But, it is not the only place to make a match. If you meet someone here and you determine that you could be happy with them, then that is wonderful. But the way I met Ollie was very unconventional—not that I would recommend that. However, it is just to say that when you are living life, love has a way of finding you. You don’t have to force it to happen. Sometimes it will happen under the most unlikely of circumstances.”

“You won’t be disappointed if we don’t both have a successful Season in London?” Felicity asked, her hands gripping the sides of her teacup with more force.

Faith took a deep breath as she waited for Grace’s answer to Felicity’s question. Felicity had expressed Faith’s own worry on the topic. Faith didn’t want the sacrifice of coming to a London Season to be wasted. Indeed, her family had prepared for this before Grace had even been married. Sending not just one, but two, daughters to London for the Season was no small thing. Their financial situation was different now. Still, Faith felt the weight of needing to secure an advantageous match while in London as a way to prove that the sacrifice was worth it.

Grace put her arm around Felicity. “Papa and Mama wanted you to have this Season. I want you to have this Season. That is independent from how you define your Season as successful. I knew that the two of you couldn’t be separated, and that it would not have been possible for three of us to go. I am happy that you are both here. I am glad that I met Ollie the way I did. I will have my share of Society as a married woman and enjoy it that way. If you choose to accept a proposal this Season, then I hope you will find happiness in your choice.”

“And if we do not?” Felicity asked.

Grace smiled. “If you do not accept a proposal this Season, that does not mean that your time in London during the Season is wasted. Only you can define success. Accepting a proposal to a man you do not wish to marry doesn’t sound like success. But so many are convinced that the marriage proposal is the success that should be sought, regardless of whether or not that is the person you want to spend the rest of your life married to.”

Relief filled Faith. She looked up to Grace and was grateful for the insight and wisdom that she provided. “Thank you, Grace. London life brings a frenzy all day long. It is nice to have a perspective outside of the marriage mart.”

Grace nodded. “That is why I am here. You have the freedom to choose what you want your life to look like. I believe love comes along at exactly the right time, and sometimes that comes when and where we least expect it.”

Faith finished her cup of tea and her cakes, thinking about what Grace had said. She didn’t have to ignore or pursue an attachment. That knowledge gave her permission to relax and let life happen, rather than forcing it to. It felt freeing. Her family desired her happiness, not simply for her to get married. That meant that she could take the time she needed to, to let the circumstances happen naturally.

She didn’t need to dance every dance and have every day filled with callers. She only needed to have the right people in her life at the right time. Lord Ipswich’s eyes filled her mind, and she tried to blink the thought away. It must have been caused by her recently painting them and staring at them for so long as she tried to get the flecks of green in his blue eyes exactly right.

Faith blinked when she heard her name. She looked from Felicity to Grace, not sure which one had said her name. “I apologize, I was woolgathering. What did you say?”

Grace smiled over the rim of her cup. “I was only thinking that we should hold a dinner at my house next week. Should you like to attend? Ollie has several people from Lords that he wants to have over, and I should love to include you both.”

Faith smiled at the way Grace said it. It sounded as if Ollie needed to talk politics, and Grace wanted to ensure that she had some company as well. After their conversation, Faith knew that Grace wouldn’t try to match her or Felicity up with someone. Grace had spoken of love and not forcing someone into a situation. This dinner would be exactly what she needed to take her mind off of Lord Ipswich. “I would be delighted to attend your dinner party.”

Felicity smiled widely. “As would I.”

The bold blue of Lord Ipswich’s eyes filled Faith’s mind again, but she pushed it aside. She tried to clear the thought from her mind. Lord Ipswich was constantly on her mind, but that was about to change. She’d finished the paintings and from now on she would have new subjects. This dinner would be a new beginning. She would get to know new people and not pine for an earl who only wanted an arranged marriage. She was determined to think of him no longer.

And she would prove it by sending the painting of Winston to the earl through a servant, instead of delivering it personally.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Noah's last week had been an absolute failure, and he was grateful for it. His failure all week long seemed like a success. And he was particularly indebted to Miss Faith Campbell, though she would never know that, for the way she’d started him out this week.

Noah paced his study as he waited for his steward to arrive, scuffing his Hessians along the dark wooden floor. Procuring a bride through an arrangement during the London Season felt impossible. And now he was grateful for that fact because it had opened his eyes in a way that they weren’t before.

Miss Faith Campbell had undeniably transformed his life. The introductions she arranged at the musicale a week ago had altered his world in ways he never anticipated. Who could have imagined that two simple introductions would have such a profound impact? Yet they did. He had returned home from the musicale, his mind reeling with newfound insights and a deeper understanding of himself.

Up until the night attending the musicale, he had truly believed that he could be happy as long as he fulfilled his uncle’s wishes and found a bride by the impending deadline. But a deadline simply for a deadline’s sake would likely lead him to disaster.

Since then Lady Lansdowne had introduced him during dinner parties, balls, and the theatre. He met dozens of women each day, and as he’d gone through the societal dance of meeting and conversing with everyone, he’d come to the realization that he did have an opinion on who he wanted to marry.

It was time to take his own life back and to make his own decisions. And if his uncle felt the need to punish him for that choice, well so be it. A life without an inheritance would be better than a life with the wrong woman—a woman he didn’t love, or a woman he couldn’t even communicate with. Yes, Miss Campbell had profoundly changed his view and his course, and for the better. A lifetime of happiness couldn’t be expected with a rushed decision, he knew that now.

Miss Campbell had been right—there was a need for thought and understanding. All of the debutantes were beautiful. All of them were accomplished. But he needed to know what it would be like to spend hours in company with the same person. If he was bored after the first five minutes with a woman in conversation, how well did that bode for a full life together?

With those first two introductions, Miss Campbell had forced him to imagine what his life would be like with those two women. Miss Littleton was beautiful, accomplished, and had many qualities to recommend her. But the woman was so painfully shy that attempting to hold a conversation with her had felt like he was pulling out teeth. Five minutes of that conversation had been enough for his lifetime.

He couldn’t imagine that being his experience at every meal and every evening. He owned that Miss Littleton may not stay so shy as she had appeared during their first encounter, but how long would it take? It wasn’t worth finding out for him. He wouldn’t want to put Miss Littleton, or any woman, in such a position where she was shy and reserved for every question. Perhaps Miss Littleton needed someone who was shy as well. They would at least understand one another, but that person was not him.

Miss Porter was equally beautiful, and equally accomplished from what he could tell after attending the musicale. Her conversation had been exhausting on the other end. She gave her opinions very decidedly and without any response needed. That was not the kind of conversation that he looked forward to either. Though he would never wonder what she was thinking, as he would with a life with Miss Littleton, he would never get a word in edgewise either.

He liked the interchange of conversation—a conversation like he had every time he was with Miss Campbell.

Through the entire week he looked more consciously at the interactions that he had with everyone he was introduced to. Lady Lansdowne was not deterred by his inability to find a match so far. She just kept introducing him to more. And they all felt like more of the same. One variation or another of the same manners, same conversation, same agreeable smiles. But none of them made him feel the way he did when he was conversing with Miss Campbell. Dancing with her was superior to the rest.

He hadn’t realized it, but he’d started by admiring the best. The choice that was for him was Miss Campbell.

He sighed as he thought of Miss Campbell again. A few days ago, her painting of Winston was delivered while he had been out. No note was attached to it, no message left. Just the beautiful painting. He lifted it up from the corner of his desk. He needed to have it framed properly. He wanted to send her a note, thanking her for it, but he wouldn’t dare send a message through the post without having an understanding with her. It would be scandalous.

A knock sounded at his door. “You may enter,” he said.

The butler announced Noah's steward, and Noah put the painting of the dog back on the corner of his desk. He ushered his steward forward, and took his place behind the ornately carved desk.

“You wanted to see me,” Mr. Hill said, his hands working the brim of his hat.

Heavens, the man was always nervous. But perhaps, like Miss Littleton, he was just shy. But could a man really be shy of his employer like this? Noah shook the train of thought away, as he focused on the man’s statement.

“Yes, I did,” Noah said, leaning back in his chair. “I am in need of some information regarding the Campbell family.”

Mr. Hill’s eyes widened. “I should think you would have nothing to do with them after the way they treated you.”

Noah looked from the watercolor on his desk to the stack of correspondence. On the top was a dinner invitation from the Duke and Duchess of Norfolk for a dinner party for tonight. He’d already accepted the invitation. He held up the cream paper. “That’s just it. They have treated me with kindness. And I’m invited to their house to dine this evening.”

“Are you sure you should be accepting such an invitation?” Mr. Hill asked. “Begging your pardon, but I don’t think it’s wise, considering the circumstances.”

Noah studied Mr. Hill’s furrowed brow. The man looked genuinely concerned.

Noah smiled, trying to set his steward at ease. “It seems that everything is amicable between us. Perhaps there was a little awkwardness when I first met the duchess, but I do not believe she holds anything against me. Miss Felicity Campbell was less than excited after Winston ruined her sister’s dress, but even Miss Faith Campbell has been kind and generous.”

Surely, someone who despised him as much as Mr. Hill had said would not go out of their way to include him in such an intimate dinner. Noah had even talked with the duke a few days ago at the Club, about Italy and his travels. Based on the evidence he’d seen, whatever animosity they’d held against him had long been forgotten.

Mr. Hill looked like he’d eaten a mouthful of rotten food. “I am happy to hear that there is no trouble between you.”

“I should like to know more particularly what they said,” Noah said slowly. “Do you have the letter from them breaking off the engagement?” He didn’t particularly want to see the information, but he wanted to know what he was up against. Perhaps, he could overcome whatever it was. Did he have a chance with Miss Faith Campbell? The idea filled him with hope.

Mr. Hill shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I burned that missive when it arrived. The things it said were too cruel to keep around.”

Noah raised an eyebrow. “In future, you will not make the decision of what correspondence is worthy of turning into kindling, is that understood?”

“Begging your pardon, m’lord. I meant no disrespect.” A small bead of sweat ran down Mr. Hill’s face.

Without the letter, it was a little difficult to bring up the subject, but perhaps he would try anyway. He could ask the duchess, and hopefully that would clear things up between them. Noah waved a hand in the air. “It is no matter. I was only curious about what it contained, but since I am on favorable terms with three of the family members, I will consider this matter dealt with.”

Mr. Hill nodded slowly. “I see, m’lord. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“That was the main thing I wanted. Will you please give me the direction to my uncle? I should like to write to him immediately.”

“I can always post it for you,” the steward said quickly.

Noah shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. I am able to deliver it on my own.”

“Perhaps it is something I can help you with? There is not a need to bother your uncle again. You only have a couple of weeks until the bargain is off.”

Noah nodded once, not needing the reminder from his steward. “That is precisely the topic I wish to discuss with him. I’ve decided I’m going to get married, and I hope he will be able to make it to the ceremony.”

The steward’s eyes widened. “I thought you were having trouble in that area.”

“I was, but I’ve come to the conclusion that I want him here, and there are many things I need to tell him on the subject.” Noah handed a paper and a quill to Mr. Hill. “The direction, if you please, Mr. Hill.”

Mr. Hill scrawled a few lines down on the paper. When he looked up, his face paled. “Your uncle will not approve an extension.”

“I intend to talk to my uncle about many things, but I doubt an extension is my concern. But do not fret for me, Mr. Hill, you have done your job as a steward, and I am most grateful for your help.”

“Who are you marrying?”

“That is yet to be determined exactly, which is why I need to write to my uncle. But, if I had my wish, it would be Miss Faith Campbell.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Mr. Hill said.

“So do I.” Noah held up the painting. “Do you know the best place in town to buy a frame?”
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The Duke of Norfolk’s London House on St. James Street was impressive. Noah approached the three-story structure, admiring the delicate vines that crept along the warm honey-colored bricks. He lived only one street over, but admired the street’s classical Georgian architecture. The butler opened the dark green front door and took Noah’s hat and gloves. Then he ushered him to where the rest of the party was already gathering.

“Welcome,” the duke said, as Noah entered the drawing room. “So delighted you could come, Ipswich.” The duke slapped him on the back good-naturedly.

“Your Grace and Your Grace. Thank you for inviting me to your home,” Noah said, greeting his host and hostess. He offered a small bow, and nerves filled him. Though he’d spoken confidently to his steward about his standing with the duchess and her family, still he wondered about it. He looked toward where Faith stood not too far from him, along with her sister, Felicity. Was there a way to bring up his concern to Faith? It was not likely when there were so many people surrounding her.

“We are happy to have you here,” the duke said. “I believe you know several of the guests here, but we will perform introductions for anyone you do not already know.”

“That is most kind of you. Thank you, Your Grace.”

Noah mingled for a moment with a few people, as he made his way toward Faith at the center of the room. But before he could reach her, the duchess came over to him.

“Lord Ipswich, I wonder if I might have a private word with you,” she said.

Noah nodded. “Of course, Your Grace.”

The duchess took his arm, and they talked as they walked around the room. Her voice was barely above a whisper when she began speaking to him. “I must say that I have had an uneasy conscience since meeting you in Town, m’lord.”

Noah cleared his throat. The fears and insecurities from earlier worked their way to the surface, though he tried to remain calm. “If I can be of any service to you, Your Grace, you have but to ask.”

“You are most chivalrous, Lord Ipswich. It is merely my need to ask for your forgiveness, if you will grant it me?”

Noah smiled, his ease growing. “Forgiveness?”

“For breaking off our engagement the way I did. I hope you hold no ill will toward me. I have found love and can wish the same good fortune to you.”

This was Noah's opening. “It is a thing of the past, Your Grace. What’s done is done, and I do not fault you. It is a blessed thing to find love and happiness from what I’ve heard.”

The duchess smiled. “It is a blessed thing. Though I have not been long married, I can attest to the truthfulness of the sentiment. But you are sure that we can meet as friends? I shouldn’t like to impede my husband in Lords and wanted to make sure that I secure your good opinion.”

“Yes, there is nothing I am holding against you, but could I ask if there was any … reason … for such a break in our engagement, aside from you finding love?” He had to know the answer, even if it was a painful one. He needed to know where he fell short in the eyes of the Campbell family.

Understanding seemed to cross her brow. “You deserve to hear the circumstances from me. I meant no slight on you particularly. There was never any malice between our families, or ill will, and I was grateful for the proposal. I was under the impression that your uncle still held the title of Earl of Ipswich. The thought of marrying a man twice my age was not agreeable to me.”

Shock filled Noah. He’d heard it directly from the woman who would know, that there was nothing that the Campbell family held against him. That was in such contrast to the letter the steward had quoted to him. Noah searched the duchess’s face for any sign of untruthfulness, but he could find none. In every respect she seemed to be open and honest with him.

The thought filled Noah with hope. Noah nodded, his chest expanding with this new information. Of course it would not be agreeable to her or any young lady to be put in such a situation. And clearly, the steward had not thought to clarify the misunderstanding. But maybe that fact had never surfaced before.

He looked at the duchess who might have been his own bride had things turned out differently, and he was thankful for the first time that she’d refused him sight unseen. It was clear the Duke and Duchess were made for each other. He could no longer harbor hurt feelings over having their marriage agreement called off. It may have just been the best thing for him. But there was still something on his mind.

“So there is no objection from your family now that I am not my uncle?”

The duchess glanced toward Faith and Felicity. “From my part, I can see no objection. But I am guessing that it is not my opinion on the subject that truly matters.”

Noah felt his face grow warm. The duchess fully understood his meaning, and he was relieved for the news. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

The duchess studied him for another moment, then said, “May I ask what you are afraid of? After all, you were willing to seek an arranged marriage with a complete stranger. So how could choosing a different path be more difficult?”

“The trouble now is that it is more than a matter of an arrangement. It is more vulnerable. Now I care more about the other person involved in such a match, not just in creating a match.”

The duchess nodded. “The weight might seem deeper since she knows that you were willing to have an arranged marriage before.”

“Yes,” Noah said, not pretending to hide the conversation behind a hypothetical situation. The duchess knew that he was talking about her sister, Faith.

“I doubt she will hold it against you for too long,” the duchess said. “Thank you for the turn about the room, Lord Ipswich. I believe dinner will be starting soon.”

No sooner had the duchess rejoined her husband’s side, than dinner was announced. Falling a formal order, dinner companions were assigned. Was it only his good fortune that had him paired up with Miss Faith Campbell as his companion?

Miss Campbell put her arm through his. “Good evening, Lord Ipswich. Did you have a good discussion with my sister?” Her eyes pierced him.

His pulse increased as they walked together. He’d missed this. He’d missed her. “Yes, I did, in fact. It was quite nice to clear the air between us,” Lord Ipswich said. “And how are you this evening, Miss Campbell?”

“Quite well. And yourself, m’lord?” She looked around them. “Are we in expectation of an announcement soon from you?”

“I should hope so in the near future, but I believe tonight would be too soon,” Lord Ipswich said. “I will impart that your introductions at the musicale were most successful.”

“Were they?” Miss Faith Campbell lifted her brows. “I had not realized you’d formed a connection with one of them.”

“Was not that the point of the introduction? To foster a possible match?”

“Of course, only I didn’t know it happened so soon.” Faith’s expression was one of unemotional stoicism, but Lord Ipswich thought he could see past the mask that she seemed to wear tightly.

He decided to test his theory. He needed to know she was agreeable to him before he explained himself. He couldn’t be too forward in such a large company. “Which do you think would suit me best?”

Faith’s eyebrows rose, but she did not give away any more signals than her surprise at the question. “I cannot begin to guess who would suit you best, m’lord. They are both accomplished. Either should work for your purposes.”

“But that is the trouble with it, Miss Campbell. I believe that I desire more than accomplishment and beauty in a wife.”

Miss Campbell smiled. “My, you are starting to compose a long list of requirements, are you not? I thought it was supposed to be a simple matter of arrangement.”

They sat at the table, and Lord Ipswich spread his napkin on his lap. “That’s just it, Miss Campbell. I have spent the last week rethinking everything. And it’s all your fault.”

“My fault? I shall take no blame, sir.”

“I do not mean it in a condemning way. I proclaim it with my humblest gratitude.”

When all of the guests settled into their seats, the first course was ceremoniously brought forth by servants, each bearing ornate silver trays laden with the dishes. The servants served the soup, along with crusty baguettes. Everything was done with exactness and precision. The butter was molded into delicate rosettes, adorned with flecks of sea salt.

He took a bite of the turtle soup, savoring the rich flavors. “This soup is delicious. Your sister is a wonderful hostess.”

“She is very well suited to be the wife of a duke. The two of them work very well together,” Faith said.

“I can see that, and I am truly happy for them.”

Faith smiled at his comment. “You still must explain your accusation, m’lord. Do not think that I have forgotten, merely because you changed the conversation to soup. What did you mean that it was my fault?”

“I mean, since the musicale I have met several dozen women.”

Faith raised her eyebrows. “Oh, is that so?”

“It is. Lady Lansdowne has been determined to introduce me to practically everyone in Society.”

Faith’s smile was small. “That is most helpful of her. She is certainly one of the most well-connected women in all of London’s Society.”

“And thanks to that, and to your help at the musicale, I’ve been able to decipher what I do and do not want in a wife.”

“That is something,” she murmured.

“And I am no longer content to just marry for the sake of inheriting. I want to marry for love.”

She smiled. “How exciting that you know what you want.”

“I think I’ve found her, and she’s been closer than I thought.”

“How fortunate you have found such a thing so quickly,” she said, her voice tight. Her shoulders drooped slightly and her eyes fastened on the dish in front of her.

The drop in her countenance gave Lord Ipswich a little bit of hope. He continued, “I do not believe it has been very quickly. It feels as if it’s been coming on gradually. But I should like to know what you think on the subject.” He looked at her with piercing eyes, hoping that she caught his meaning.

“What I think? You are the one getting married. It shouldn’t matter what I think on the subject.”

“I should very much like to hear your opinion on the subject. I have met several different women, but what I really want is someone like you.”


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Faith stared at the man next to her, forgetting her manners and letting her jaw drop in astonishment. Could he possibly be serious? “Someone like me?” She couldn’t jump to that conclusion without being sure. “I believe that a love match is worth finding. I applaud you for considering it with your other constraints. But I’m not sure I can find you someone like me.”

“Are you purposefully being obtuse?” Lord Ipswich said as he ate another bite of his soup.

“Lord Ipswich, I am not. But I shall not pretend to fully understand you either. I know your aim, and your motive. I cannot be blind to those facts, knowing that your deadline is looming to find a wife.”

“Yes, but I’ve done a lot of thinking about it. My uncle will be in Town in a fortnight before he heads to America. I plan to defy his edict and explain my desire to wed for love instead of just to receive my inheritance.”

Faith rose an eyebrow. “And what happens if your uncle denies you your inheritance?”

“He won’t.”

“You cannot be so sure. After all, it is precisely the seriousness of his threat being real that has put you in this situation. You must think practically through all of the circumstances.”

“If he denies me the inheritance, then I will make my own way in the world with a wife who I love by my side.”

Faith’s mind was spinning on what the earl was saying. She’d dreamed about those eyes that were staring at her. But, as much as she’d fallen for the earl, she had to know that he was being sincere. She’d been privy to his motive. Could he really change direction in so short a time? “Would you not find it more prudent to marry someone who has a dowry, so that you would have something to live on?”

Lord Ipswich’s eyes widened. “You reduce my situation to almost a fortune hunter if I were to take that into consideration.”

Faith lifted a shoulder. It felt important to know what he thought before she opened her heart. She had to know that he would choose love, not convenience. “You must admit, it would have some sway in your decision.”

He shook his head. “I will not let it sway me. Love cannot be tied to status or rank or wealth. If I were to let it cloud the decision, I should not truly be marrying for love as the primary focus.”

“It’s a lovely sentiment, m’lord. Let’s hope your intended can see as much,” she said.

“That is why I am bringing it up to you, Miss Campbell. Your opinion on the subject is the one I most wish to know. Could someone like you believe that I could be sincere in declaring myself, even though you’ve known my motive since the beginning?”

Faith looked at him, hoping the words would come, but fearing this moment all the same. Her mouth went dry as she swallowed. He was not proposing to her, and she was not accepting a proposal. He was merely asking for guidance and an opinion. She wanted to believe him. “I believe I should need to see you prove such things to me, before I can take you seriously on the matter.”

“How shall I prove it?” he asked quietly, his gaze earnest.

Tingles spread from her neck down to her fingers and back again. She fluttered her eyelashes. “You must court a woman. You cannot simply declare yourself without giving proof.”

Lord Ipswich smiled the smile that made his eyes sparkle—the small flecks of green in his blue eyes dancing in the candlelight. “May I be so bold as to ask you to accompany me on a ride through Hyde Park? I should very much enjoy your company.”

“You may, Lord Ipswich.” The idea of riding through the park with Lord Ipswich at the fashionable hour made her heart speed up.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
[image: ]



“Imust confess that I am more nervous for this ride than I expected,” Noah said, as he sat across from Miss Campbell in the open-top carriage, on their way to Hyde Park the next afternoon.

Miss Campbell looked at him from under her lashes. A large bonnet covered her golden hair, shielding her face from the sun. “And why is that, Lord Ipswich? You and I have carried on many conversations before now. Why does this one inspire your nerves to be on edge?”

Noah swallowed. “It feels more significant that we are talking like this, don’t you think?”

“We are friends, are we not? Can we not still speak as friends to one another?”

Noah nodded. “Of course we can. But you know that my intention is more than just friendship. You also are privy to some very condemning knowledge about my motives for being in London. Do you not see the difficulty in this situation?” He ran a hand through his hair, likely messing up the entire style that his valet had worked so diligently on this morning.

Miss Campbell laughed lightly. “Lord Ipswich, calm yourself. I should not inspire such words.”

“You do not have the slightest comprehension of what you inspire, Miss Campbell.”

She stilled. “Then perhaps you should tell me.”

“I have never met anyone quite like you,” he said.

“You’ve met my sister, and if you’ll recall, she looks remarkably like me,” she teased.

Noah looked Miss Campbell in the eyes. “She may look like you, but you are both distinctly different.”

“Are we? I have always thought that we were very similar.”

“Maybe in some regards. But since the beginning of our meeting, you have acted differently than your sister. I never did properly thank you for the exquisite painting you gave me of Winston.”

“It was nothing,” she said. “I was happy to do it.”

“And that’s my point, Miss Campbell. You were happy to paint a portrait of a dog who’d all but ruined your beautiful gown. Not many would do that,” he said. “Your sister certainly wouldn’t have.”

“That is because Felicity is shy about painting. She enjoys it just as much as I do, but painting something that moves is a difficult skill for her.”

“Perhaps, but she was also not very happy with me after that incident, so the skill level is irrelevant.”

Miss Campbell laughed. “She does not think so poorly of you now, m’lord. Sometimes first impressions can be changed.”

The driver turned onto a small, secluded lane in Hyde Park, with trees lining both sides of the path. Noah took courage from her words. “I am happy you think so, for I would not wish my first impression to be the only one you use, or even my second.”

“You are presuming that my first impression of you was unflattering, m’lord, but you are not privy to all of my thoughts on the subject.”

“I fear, I have ruined more dresses of yours than I wish to remember,” he said.

She laughed. “Winston played a part in it as well.”

“Yet, you forgave him enough to paint his portrait. Might you do the same for me?”

Her cheeks flushed. “Paint your portrait?”

“Forgive me. I do wish to earn your esteem, and your love.”

“There is nothing to forgive, Lord Ipswich. Truly.”

“And how do I earn your esteem?”

Her eyes widened. “Are you very sure you wish to court me, and not just try to satisfy your uncle’s rules that you may inherit?”

He cringed. “I should have kept all of that to myself, shouldn’t I?”

“No, I am happy to know it.” Her eyes searched his. “But I want to know that you are in earnest, that this isn’t just some way for you to make a convenient match.”

He took her hands in his own. “Miss Campbell, I have already determined to tell my uncle how I feel about his rules. This last week of social events and meeting dozens of people has taught me a lot.” He squeezed her fingers in his own. “I know what I want.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you. I started with the best. I am nervous to share my feelings, because I admire you so much. When I’m not in your company, I wish that I were. Nobody compares to you. But that’s not even the point. I was so focused on fulfilling my duty that I didn’t see what was right in front of me—until I started pursuing my duty without any luck. You have been right this entire time. I want happiness, and it comes so effortlessly when I’m around you.”

“Oh, Lord Ipswich,” Miss Campbell said.

“Please, call me Noah.”

“Noah, you make me happy too. But the arrangement with your uncle…”

“I understand the look of this, and how it might be construed as timing just to make a match. But, Miss Campbell—”

“Faith,” she said, her eyes shining.

“Faith, I’m willing to court you for longer than the arrangement set by my uncle to prove my devotion. I never want you to wonder the depth of my feelings, or to think that I simply want to marry you because of my uncle’s silly rules.”

“Those are very bold words, Noah.”

“I intend to prove them, Faith. However long it takes to court you.” He brought her hands to his lips and tenderly kissed her gloved fingertips. He meant the words.

“I should very much enjoy being courted by you,” she said, a blush filling her cheeks. She leaned toward him and brushed her lips against his.

As Faith leaned in, Noah felt the soft brush of her lips against his own, like the delicate touch of a butterfly's wings. Her breath was warm against his skin, carrying with it the subtle fragrance of roses and sunshine. Noah was lost in the moment of their kiss as Faith’s lips moved across his.

Their kiss was a tender dance, a meeting of souls in the quiet intimacy of the moment. Noah's hand instinctively found its way to the small of Faith's back, drawing her closer as he reveled in the sensation of her lips moving against his with gentle grace.

Faith's fingers twined delicately into the strands of Noah's hair, her touch sending shivers of warmth cascading down his spine. It was a simple gesture, yet it spoke volumes—a silent declaration of the depth of her affection and the longing that had drawn them together.

In that brief instant, Noah felt as if he had found a piece of himself he never knew was missing—a completeness that could only be found in the embrace of the one he loved. Noah's heart swelled with a profound sense of longing and belonging. It was as if he had finally found what he had been missing—a kindred spirit, a soulmate whose presence filled the empty spaces within him with light and warmth.

Sounds of nature and the reality of their place in Hyde Park broke their kiss. Noah wanted nothing more than to propose marriage on the spot after such a display of affection. But, he also wanted to prove to Faith that he was worthy of her—and she wanted to be courted. He had proclaimed that he would let her feel his sincerity, and that wasn’t just through one kiss.

She smiled at him, her eyes expectant. His gaze dropped to her lips again, wishing he could kiss her again right at this moment.

“Will you join me at the opera tomorrow evening?”

She smiled. “Thank you, Noah. I would love nothing more.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Faith bustled into Felicity’s room, her hair only halfway finished. “Have you seen my new pink ribbon? I cannot find it anywhere.”

Felicity smiled and pulled out a ribbon from her drawer. “I have this one. Will it suit?”

Faith examined the ribbon her sister held. It was a darker hue than Faith wanted. “I will manage, if you can spare it.”

“Of course.” Felicity watched her sister closely. “Does Lord Ipswich favor the color, or the person wearing it?”

Faith sat next to her sister. “Oh, Felicity! He has been quite the gentleman.”

“He is very attentive.” She furrowed her brows. “Still I wonder at his sincerity. You’ve told me enough about his schemes to make me wonder.”

“That is why he is taking his time courting me. He wants to prove his devotion, regardless of his inheritance.”

“And, is he aware of your own dowry?” Felicity asked.

“I’ve not mentioned it to him. And I would rather not let him know.”

Felicity nodded. “Will he be at the card party tonight?”

“Yes, and he has already asked if I would be his partner. You must come and play at our table with us.”

“I shall see if Lord Astill will join me. He has been most attentive lately.”

Faith smiled at her sister. “Has he? I haven’t noticed a particular regard.”

Felicity laughed. “That is because you have been wrapped up with Lord Ipswich. I doubt you notice anything around you.”

“Felicity, forgive me. I did not mean to be neglectful.”

“And so you have not.” Felicity raised one shoulder. “I do not think I am in love with him, at least not presently. My feelings do not mirror what your feelings are toward Lord Ipswich. Still, I should like to know him better.”

Faith’s heart went out toward her sister. In the last week, she’d seen Lord Ipswich almost every night, and though Felicity had joined them on some of the evenings, her sister had been right. Faith had been completely focused on Lord Ipswich. But tonight, she would make an effort to be more aware of Felicity and her needs. And she wanted to see for herself how Felicity and Lord Astill conversed with each other. “I shall endeavor to help you this evening, in whatever way I can.”

Felicity smiled. “You do not have to take time away from Lord Ipswich.”

“And so I won’t, especially if the two of you join us at the table.”
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The card party in the Patton’s drawing room was lively and full of people. Faith laid her playing card on the table, winning the hand for her and Noah. Noah smiled at her, and her heart warmed. “Shall we play another?” she asked.

Lord Astill looked toward Felicity, his partner. “What do you say, Miss Campbell? Shall we compete again against your sister?”

Felicity laughed. “At some point our luck must change, don’t you think, Lord Astill?”

He nodded. “We will play again.”

Noah gathered the cards from the table, shuffling and dealing them for the next game.

Lord Astill picked up his hand, sorting the cards, and said to Felicity, “Did I see you in the park the other morning, Miss Campbell?”

“I am often in the park in the mornings with my sister, m’lord. It is likely you saw us. We enjoy walking through the paths.”

“They also are remarkable painters,” Noah said.

“Is that so? I imagine there is plenty of inspiration in the park. What do you like to paint?”

“There are an abundant amount of flowers and trees to choose from,” Felicity said modestly as she studied her cards. “My sister painted Lord Ipswich’s dog among the flowers.”

“And a very good likeness it is,” Noah exclaimed, smiling at Faith.

Lord Astill raised an eyebrow, and looked at his partner, Felicity. “I should very much like to commission you to paint my dog, Truro. Would you do me the honor, Miss Campbell?”

Faith watched as Felicity’s jaw slackened. Her sister was not answering the question, but she could tell that Lord Astill was interested in Felicity. It would be a chance for them to spend more time together.

Felicity looked to her sister, her eyes wide. “I-I—”

“She would be happy to, m’lord,” Faith said filling in Felicity’s words for her.

Felicity nodded, but her face was still pale. “You pay me such a compliment in asking me.”

Lord Astill clapped his hands together. "Excellent! Let us discuss the details. Perhaps we might meet in the park tomorrow, if that is agreeable to you.”

“Tomorrow? That is quite soon.”

“I know. But I must go and visit my estate the following day, and shall be gone for a week.”

“Yes, of course. Thank you, Lord Astill,” Felicity said, her voice small.

“No, thank you, Miss Campbell. I am very much looking forward to our outing. Shall we say by the bend in the road, before it turns by the lake?”

Felicity nodded, but she seemed to be concentrating hard on the cards in her hand.

Faith couldn’t blame her. She and Noah had had the best of luck during their games, winning almost every trick. It was unlike Felicity to play so poorly. Lord Astill still looked to Felicity as if he required a response, but Felicity didn’t seem to notice.

“That is an excellent spot,” Faith said, happy that she was helping her sister while she was at the card party. “We know it well.” She played her cards, watching the way Noah’s lips lifted into a smile when he saw what she played. Her heart was beating wildly as she examined his soft lips—the ones that she had kissed just a week ago. Would he try and steal a kiss tonight? And would she let him? He hadn’t made any declarations yet; but it was clear from the way the rest of the gentlemen talked to her during social functions that they were aware of Lord Ipswich’s intentions.

Over the course of the next hour, Faith never had a single moment alone with Noah, and the drawing room was so crowded it was impossible to walk the room side by side for any appreciable length of time.

He helped her with her wrap when she left, then escorted her to her awaiting carriage with her sister. “I look forward to seeing you again,” he said, placing his hand atop hers while they walked to the carriage.

“I do as well.”

A servant held his hand open next to the carriage, and Felicity entered the carriage.

Noah then waved the servant away, and Faith felt a warmth as she placed her hand in Noah’s, as she was about to enter the carriage. Noah pulled her back for just a moment, his hand still wrapped around hers.

“Faith,” he said the word so quietly, that she almost missed it. It was the first time that he had used her Christian name so openly. His gaze pierced hers, direct and determined.

A small breath caught in her throat. The sound of her name on his lips had her heart picking up speed. “Yes, Noah?”

He squeezed her hand gently. “Might I call on you later in the week? There is something most particular that I wish to ask you.”

She nodded. “You may.”

He brought her hand to his lips, placing a kiss on each of her knuckles, before helping her into the carriage. When she was settled into her seat, he closed the carriage door.

Faith looked out the window and gave Noah a small wave, an exuberant happiness swirling around her as the carriage started down the road. She couldn’t stop smiling. Lord Ipswich was the person in her life who inspired a deeper feeling of happiness and joy than she’d ever known before.

“You do seem well suited,” Felicity’s voice was small. “I’m happy for the two of you.”

“Thank you, Felicity. I still can’t believe that this is really happening.” Faith turned to her sister.

“I am very happy that one of us at least had a very successful evening.” Felicity had a hand on her brow.

“Why, Felicity, whatever is the matter?”

“This evening was a disaster, Faith. You must see that.” She covered her eyes with her hands, as if trying to block out the blinding memories.

Faith pulled Felicity’s hands down, and put her arm around her sister. “That is nonsense, Felicity. I observed you throughout the evening, and there was no disaster at all. You had a most successful evening with Lord Astill. I daresay, he took the losing in stride and was quite agreeable about being your partner. Noah and I just seemed to have a large helping of luck tonight.”

Felicity shook her head. “The card game was of no consequence, though I agree with your assessment. Lord Astill was almost too pleasant about losing through the entire evening.”

“If it was not the game, then what is the matter? You can tell me anything, you know that.”

Felicity looked up, distraught. “Faith, I know you meant well, I know it as I know my own heart. But, how could you volunteer me for such an impossible task?”

“What task?”

“Painting Lord Astill’s beloved dog?”

Faith blinked. “You seemed to be having trouble answering him. I am sorry, I was only trying to help.”

“I was struggling to find a way to politely decline the task without offending him.”

“But why? It is clear that he likes you, and was using that as an excuse to see you again. He says he’s seen us in the park—”

“Faith, my talents pale in comparison to yours.”

“That is not true, Felicity. You are a talented artist.”

“I cannot paint under pressure the way you can, Faith. I never have been able to do it well. I cannot paint things that do not stay still. I am moderately good at flowers or trees because they don’t move. But a dog? I shall end up embarrassing myself if I try and paint an animal.”

“I think you put too much pressure on yourself, Felicity. I know that you can do this. You just need to believe in yourself and have confidence in your skills.”

“You flatter me, but it is no use. I cannot go through with this,” she said quietly. “Lord Astill will be sorely disappointed when the painting is not up to his expectations. I will not embarrass myself by attempting to paint a portrait that I cannot do justice to. I need to think of a graceful way to tell him that I am unable to do this.”

“Do you have feelings for Lord Astill?” Faith asked.

Felicity shrugged. “I do not know. I know that I enjoy talking with him at length. But I do not know if he is the person for me, the way you know about Lord Ipswich. But none of it signifies anything anyway. Once I disappoint him, I doubt my feelings on the subject will matter.”

Faith bit her lip, deep in thought as the carriage rolled on through the darkened streets. She’d only been trying to help Felicity; but in Faith’s attempt to help her sister find more time with Lord Astill, she’d made the situation infinitely worse. Felicity believed that Lord Astill would stop his attentions to her once she broke off her commitment to paint his dog. They just needed a little more interaction before such a thing took place.

“I must think of a way to tell him tomorrow morning before I paint. I do not wish to prolong the news, or to explain to him the situation in person.”

Faith squeezed her sister’s shoulders gently. “Do not worry about that tonight, dear Felicity. All will be well. I will help you think of something.” Her brain spun around a dozen thoughts that came flying at her like arrows to a target. Surely one of these ideas would be the right one, she only needed a little bit of time to sort through them.

Felicity managed a small smile. “Thank you, Faith. I do not know what I would do without you.”

Later that night, after the rest of the household had gone to bed, Faith quietly snuck into Felicity's room. Her sister was sitting up in bed, looking anxious.

“You are still awake, that is excellent,” Faith said, silently walking across the floor and sitting on Felicity’s bed.

“I cannot figure out the words to say to Lord Astill. I’m afraid I shan’t sleep a wink until I have the words formulated in my head.”

“Never you mind that. I’ve figured it all out for you,” Faith whispered excitedly, taking her sister’s hands.

“You have? What shall I say?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? Faith, I cannot just not show up. It would be worse than just telling him no at the beginning.”

“You will say nothing and you will not show up. I will go to the park and paint Truro for you. It is the perfect plan. But you must go shopping with aunt in my place. I believe Lord Astill will not be able to tell us apart, as long as we are not there together. It’s a perfect plan. I will paint the dog, and you will take credit for it.”

Felicity’s eyes widened in surprise. “But Faith, that would be dishonest. I cannot claim your work as my own.”

“And so you shall not. Even with Lord Ipswich I made copies from the original. I shall paint the original, and you will be able to paint a copy of it at your leisure. The work will be yours. You shall have painted the picture you deliver to your Lord Astill, and no one will ever have to know that you were not the one in the park painting the first version of it.”

Felicity shook her head. “I appreciate what you are trying to do for me, but it’s been ages since we switched places. It was fun when we were children, but—”

“It’s just for one day, Felicity. Please let me help you with this.”

“I can’t ask you to do this for me,” Felicity said.

“You aren’t asking me. I’m the one suggesting this. I’m the reason you are in this mess. Let me help fix it by doing this for you. And if one day we have to explain this switch to Lord Astill, we will figure it out then.”

Felicity hesitated, uncertainty etched on her face. “Are you certain this is wise?”

“I am sure it will work out perfectly. I will use your brushes and your paints. I will even wear whichever dress of yours you wish me to, even if it’s a bright and bold color.”

A small laugh escaped from Felicity. “Be careful, what you offer, sister dear, or I may just switch places with you all the time to enhance the color in your wardrobe.”

“Does that mean you’re agreeable to this plan?”

Felicity nodded and pulled Faith into a tight embrace. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “I do not deserve such a selfless, caring sister.”

Faith hugged her back fiercely. “Nonsense. That's what sisters are for—helping each other through anything. Now, you best go and sleep in my room tonight, and I will sleep in yours. Tomorrow I will be you all day long.”

“I wish to wear the rose pink tomorrow while I am painting for Lord Astill,” Felicity said.

Faith laughed. “Very well. I shall oblige. Please feel free to give any direction on how I look tomorrow, and give me guidance on how you wish me to talk to Lord Astill in your place.”

Felicity gave Faith another hug, then threw off the covers and scampered toward the door to go to Faith’s room. “Thank you again, Faith.”

“Of course, Felicity.” When the door latched behind her sister, Faith settled into her sister’s bed, drawing the covers around her. Pretending to be her sister was the right move, she knew it. Faith was going to help her sister tomorrow, not only in her painting of Lord Astill’s dog, but with Felicity’s relationship with Lord Astill as well.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Faith exited her uncle’s townhouse in her sister’s pink dress, with two servants carrying her painting supplies and her sister’s maid in tow acting as a chaperone.

Faith turned to her sister, Felicity, who was wearing Faith’s favorite lavender gown, and waved. “Goodbye, Faith,” she said, with a flourish.

“Enjoy your painting, Felicity. I am off to shopping,” Felicity said back, following her aunt down the road. Faith’s aunt and uncle were not privy to the change, and it was better that way.

Faith made her way to the spot that Felicity had arranged, and sure enough there was a handsome gentleman with a large greyhound waiting for her.

“Good morning, Lord Astill,” Faith said, doing her best to mimic Felicity’s tone of voice as she said the words. She dropped into a curtsy.

“Ah, Miss Campbell, there you are. I am thrilled that you have agreed to paint my dog for me.” Lord Astill smiled widely at her.

Faith had to remember that she was pretending to be Felicity, and not herself. She was not attracted to the man in front of her, but Felicity had been showing a preference for him, and so she would do her best to pretend to be Felicity in every respect. “I am honored to do so, m’lord.”

“This is Truro,” Lord Astill said proudly, gesturing to his dog. The greyhound sat on the ground in front of the roses just down from the spot where Faith had painted Winston.

Faith bent down and extended her hand to the dog, allowing him to catch her scent. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Master Truro,” she said addressing the dog. “I hope you will enjoy having your portrait painted today.”

The dog responded by sniffing Faith’s hand.

After deciding on the exact spot for the painting, the servants set up the easel and a stool for her. A second one was brought and Lord Astill sat very close to Faith as she painted.

Lord Astill’s conversation was polite and kind. Faith did her best to answer as Felicity would for each question, all the while trying to remember everything they talked about so that she could relate it all back to Felicity. The more Lord Astill spoke, the harder it was for Faith to keep track of all the details as she also tried to paint. Still, she made steady progress on the painting, surprised at how well-mannered the dog was. As far as living subjects went, he was one of the easiest Faith had ever painted.

When she was almost finished with the painting, Lord Astill said, “Miss Campbell, might I have a word with you?”

Faith put down her brush, allowing the watercolor to dry for a moment. “Of course, Lord Astill. Is that not what we have been doing for the last hour?”

Lord Astill glanced around them. “Yes, that is true. I know I asked you here to paint Truro, and it is looking beautiful.”

“I will still want to take it home with me to make a copy for myself, if you don’t mind,” Faith said, wondering if she should have mentioned that first.

“Yes, of course, of course. I shall be out of town starting tomorrow for a week.”

“That will give me enough time to replicate it. But do not fear, you shall have the original copy.” Or at least the original done by Felicity, which is what he had expected.

“May I be so bold as to ask to call on you again, once I return from my estate that is.”

Faith tried to will her cheeks to blush, but they didn’t. Felicity’s likely would have by Lord Astill’s attentions, but try as she might, she could not muster it. Still, she was acting as if she were Felicity. She smiled coyly, looking at him through her lashes. That is what Felicity would have done. “You do me a great honor, m’lord. I should like that.”

He took her hand unexpectedly, and Faith willed herself not to flinch. “Thank you, Miss Campbell. I look forward to getting to know you better. I feel that in all of our interactions that we have had throughout the last month, this is the most I’ve been able to get to know you. And I should like to continue that.”

“Of course, Lord Astill. I should be honored.” She looked to her paints. “If you will forgive me, I should finish this section of the watercolor before it dries too much longer.”

He took her hand and pressed it to his lips. “Of course, Miss Campbell. I do not mean to distract you. I should enjoy watching you finish the painting.”

Faith picked up her brush again, her mind in a whirl. Lord Astill’s attentions towards her were nothing in comparison to Lord Ipswich. Lord Astill might be perfect for her sister, but her heart was already claimed, and no amount of flowery words and compliments from a handsome man next to her, or kisses on her hand, could change that.
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Faith finished the Truro’s portrait in record time. She’d done her job in securing Lord Astill’s affections for Felicity, and now she wanted nothing more than to finish so that she could tell her sister everything. Faith was adding the finishing touches when she heard a familiar bark, and her heart leapt.

She turned to see Winston and Lord Ipswich coming down the lane toward her. After smiling in their direction, she returned to her watercolor. Her heart raced, and her paintbrush felt a little slippery in her hand. She blinked. She could not give herself away. She did not want the earl to know it was her. She could mimic her sister’s voice with precision, but she feared that looking into the Noah’s eyes would give her away.

“I am almost finished, Lord Astill,” she said, in her best imitation of Felicity’s voice.

Lord Ipswich acknowledged Lord Astill with a bow and a brief salutation. Then Lord Ipswich looked at her watercolor. “That is a beautiful painting, Miss Campbell.”

“Thank you, Lord Ipswich,” she said with the most aloof tone she’d ever given the earl. “My sister Faith and I are both fond of painting watercolors in the park.” It wasn’t a lie, though Felicity didn’t make it a habit of painting things that moved.

The earl merely lifted an eyebrow, a sign that she might not be fooling him after all. “Yes, your sister is a very talented watercolorist as well. She has a way of capturing the light and the emotion of a moment through her paints.”

Lord Astill stepped forward. “If I may say so, Miss Felicity Campbell is doing an excellent rendition of my dog, as you see. She is superior, by all accounts.”

Faith smiled at the way Lord Astill had so quickly come to Felicity’s defense. He was clearly more aware of Felicity than Faith had realized. Faith hadn’t noticed that Felicity paid particular attention to Lord Astill more than two dances at each ball and the occasional ride through the park. Faith’s only notion that Felicity’s feelings ran deeper was last night at the card party.

“I meant no disrespect on Miss Campbell’s ability.” He caught Faith’s eyes, and there it was, that penetrating gaze he always gave to her. “I find them both very talented.” He pursed his lips. Winston pulled on his lead, and Lord Ipswich loosened his grip.

The dog came closer to Faith, wagging his tail excitedly. Faith was torn. Felicity wouldn’t have petted the dog, but Winston wouldn’t understand the game she was playing. And she had pet Lord Astill’s dog before painting his portrait. Would it seem out of character to Lord Astill if she did not acknowledge Winston? What to do? There was only one thing for it. She reached down and pet Winston, talking to the dog with great animation.

Then she stood up, not wanting to stay much longer. “Lord Astill, if it is agreeable to you, I believe I will put the finishing touches on this at home, and I will see that it is delivered to you once I make a copy of it.”

Lord Astill nodded. “That is very agreeable. Thank you, Miss Campbell.”

“Miss Campbell, I should like to call on your sister later this afternoon. Do you know if she will be at home?” Lord Ipswich’s mouth twitched, as if it was all he could do to keep in his laughter—and the secret that he thought he’d uncovered.

Faith put on the best indifferent look she could. “I believe she will be at home later, Lord Ipswich, though I do not keep her schedule when she is shopping.”

Lord Ipswich touched his hat. “I shall keep that in mind.”

Lord Astill offered his arm. “May I escort you home, Miss Campbell?”

Faith smiled. “You may indeed, Lord Astill.”

Lord Astill tipped his hat to Lord Ipswich. “Good day, Ipswich.”

“Good day, Astill.” Then Lord Ipswich turned to Faith. “Please let your sister know I have something very particular I wish to say to her today. I shall call on her later.”

“I am sure she will be delighted by the news, Lord Ipswich. Good day.” Faith resisted the urge to look back at the earl as she walked with Lord Astill. But as Lord Astill engaged her in conversation as if she were Felicity, Faith only wished she was talking to Lord Ipswich.
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Noah watched as Faith walked away with Lord Astill. He’d been fooled only for a moment, but he could tell the two sisters apart. Faith’s eyes connected to his differently, and her eyes were slightly darker than her sister’s. But that didn’t quite give it away in the sunlight with her bonnet on. It was her manner, her look, her expression.

And then, if he had any doubt left, Winston had confirmed it for him. He’d loosened the dog’s lead on purpose, and Winston went up to her the way he always went up to Faith. Faith had a particularly kind way that she treated Winston, always patting him on the head and scratching underneath Winston’s chin. Not that Felicity was unkind, but she never greeted Winston the way Faith did.

Noah knew that Faith would be home presently, and he wanted to call on her as soon as he could.

Curiosity about why they had switched places niggled at his thoughts. If they’d switched places, he would need to make sure that both of them were at home before he could call on her properly.

So Noah ambled through the park, wishing Miss Campbell was at his side—not just any Miss Campbell, but Miss Faith Campbell. He’d call on her soon enough, and he was going to confess his love to her.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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After saying her goodbyes to Lord Astill, Faith stepped into her uncle’s house that was turned upside down in chaos. Servants rushed around, a door slammed, and Faith could hear her aunt’s wailing from the bottom of the stairs. Faith rushed up the stairs, not waiting for her maid or the footman to follow with her paints and watercolor.

She burst into her bedroom, to find Felicity in there, her curtains drawn closed, and a doctor examining her.

Faith rushed to her sister’s side. “Oh dear, what has happened?”

“Miss Faith has had a carriage accident,” the doctor said. “Not fatal, as you can see, but her wrist is badly injured. Her bone will need to be reset.” The doctor gave orders for what he needed, and servants left to retrieve items.

Faith moved closer. “Oh sister, what happened?”

Felicity gave her a small smile, but then her face contorted in pain. She grimaced. “Runaway carriage in the street. I was carrying an armful of hat boxes and didn’t notice. A gentleman pulled me out of the way and landed on my wrist. I am bruised but unharmed otherwise. Surely it could have been much worse.” Felicity shuddered and lines of pain filled her face again.

A servant came to the door and their aunt was called away from the room on a matter of urgent business.

The doctor instructed her to lie back on the pillows as he set her bones. Felicity cried out in pain several times. Faith stayed in the room, as close to her sister as the doctor would allow. She sang a song and just spoke about her afternoon painting in the park. Faith rambled, hoping the doctor would be done soon. Finally, he was finished.

The doctor spoke in low tones to Faith, asking Faith to watch for fevers or any sign of infection. There were a few cuts and scrapes on Felicity’s hands and arms, but Felicity didn’t seem to register pain from those areas presently with the intense pain she was feeling.

“See that she has willow bark tea four times a day. And this will also help.” The doctor pulled out a small bottle and gave her a draught of medicine. “Miss Campbell, you must rest in bed for at least a week.”

“I shall see to it that she rests until she recovers,” Faith said to the doctor, before he took his leave.

Faith stayed by Felicity’s side, and an hour later, Faith’s aunt came into the room. She addressed Felicity. “Faith, you’ve had a caller come, but I let him know that you were indisposed to see him at present. He didn’t take it well, I can tell you that much. It seems Lord Ipswich is one determined admirer. I imagine he wanted a private audience with you today.” Their aunt said the words with pride. “However, he said he also wanted to see Felicity, and I said I would send her down directly.”

Felicity’s eyes widened. She looked to Faith. “Tell her,” she whispered.

Faith sighed, but gave in. “Very well. Aunt, we have something to explain.”

“Yes, Felicity?” Her aunt looked directly at Faith.

Faith shook her head, feeling a little sheepish for deceiving her relations in such a manner. “I am not Felicity, Aunt. Felicity is in my bed. We switched places late last night.”

Her aunt’s eyes widened as she looked between the two girls. “And here I thought I was able to tell the two of you apart. Why would you switch places?”

Faith took a deep breath, explaining the full situation quickly.

“Are you very cross with us, Aunt, for keeping such a secret?” Felicity asked, her voice labored as she spoke.

Their aunt looked between the two girls and shook her head. “I am not cross with you. But, I believe I must make you aware of one other point in this matter.”

“What is that?”

“While the doctor was here, we had another visitor.”

“Who was it?” Faith asked, with interest. Surely, it couldn’t already be Lord Astill.

“It was a Bow Street Runner, of all people.”

Faith blinked. “What did he want?”

Her aunt narrowed her eyes. “I wasn’t going to mention anything because I didn’t want to worry you, but it appears as if the accident that Faith … I mean, Felicity suffered from was possibly not an accident at all.”

Faith’s eyes widened. “That cannot be. Felicity said it was a runaway carriage. The driver lost control of the horses.”

Her aunt shook her head. “According to the man who saved her, the horses were calm until she was already in the street, and then they charged at full speed.”

“What does this mean, Aunt?” Felicity asked.

Faith’s aunt shook her head. “I’m not sure. I suppose we need to wait to hear the report to know for sure.”

Faith did not like the idea of just waiting for a report. “What do we do in the meantime? There must be something.”

Her aunt shook her head again. “For a time being, we should act as if nothing unusual has happened. The servants believe that Faith was the one who was hurt, not Felicity. For now, I believe it will be best to continue that ruse.”

“You wish us to continue switching places?” Felicity asked.

“I do not see how we can do otherwise,” their aunt said. “Your uncle is working with the Bow Street Runners on this case. I do not know all that that will entail. But I do know that we must proceed with caution. If there was ill intent in this action, we must be careful. We must continue to have a presence during the Season, but Faith, you may have to attend events as both yourself and Felicity, starting right now.”

“What about Lord Ipswich?” Faith asked, thinking back on their time in the park today. “I shall not be able to fool him.”

“I have already informed him that Faith is indisposed for visitors, and he is expecting to see Felicity in the drawing room. Hopefully when your uncle returns we will have more information on what is to be done. For now, we must carry on as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. We will cope with Society later.”

Knots filled Faith’s stomach. She couldn’t outright lie to Lord Ipswich. Yes, he had been there in the park when she pretended to be Felicity, but how long could she keep this from him? It felt heavy, but her aunt had given a request that sounded more like a requirement than a simple suggestion. Faith nodded. “Very well, Aunt. I will do as you say.” Faith took a breath, before exiting the door. This ought to be interesting.

Faith did her best to keep her most Felicity-esque smile on her face—nothing too broad. A demure, practiced smile.

When she walked into the drawing room, and Noah bowed toward her. She wanted nothing more than to tell him exactly who she was and what had happened, but her aunt followed her into the room to act as a chaperone.

“M’lord,” Faith said, using Felicity’s voice. Felicity had not been given liberty to call Lord Ipswich by his Christian name, but it was incredibly difficult to refrain from calling him Noah. “How nice to see you so soon after our visit in the park.”

There was something about the way Lord Ipswich took her in that caught her attention. But she’d already committed to the falsehood, and she couldn’t very well get out of it now.

“Miss Campbell, a pleasure as always. I’ve heard your sister is indisposed, and thought I should pay my respects to you today, so you may relay them to your sister.”

Faith smiled. “With pleasure, m’lord. You have given me an easy task.” Especially since she was Faith. There would be no need to relay any message at all. She gestured to the settee. “Would you care to stay for tea?”

Lord Ipswich nodded. “Thank you, Miss Campbell, that would be most agreeable.”

Faith rang for tea, and when the tea things arrived she poured the tea for Lord Ipswich, making sure to ask him how he took his tea. She wasn’t sure that Felicity knew that information, though she already knew it herself. It was going to be a little more difficult to keep track of the things that only Faith knew about Lord Ipswich as she pretended to be her sister. She couldn’t know too much about him when she pretended to be Felicity, certainly not all of the things that Faith knew.

“Here you are, m’lord,” Faith said, passing the teacup and saucer to Lord Ipswich.

“Thank you, Miss Campbell,” he said, watching her as he drank his tea.

It was uncomfortable to pretend that she was Felicity in Lord Ipswich’s presence. She wanted to talk to him the way she always had, to ask him questions and have a conversation. But Felicity had shown no interest in that before, so she dismissed the questions one by one out of her mind, and waited patiently for Lord Ipswich to begin their conversation.

“Please give my regards to your sister, Miss Campbell,” he said finally.

“I will, m’lord,” she said, but then curiosity got the better of her. “Was there any other message that I can convey to her?”

The door to the drawing room opened, and a servant delivered a missive on a silver tray to her aunt. Her aunt took the paper, scanned through the contents and looked toward Faith, her face growing paler. Could they have received news so soon about their situation. “If you will excuse me,” she said quickly, before hurrying out of the room.

Lord Ipswich watched her aunt until she left the room, then he tilted his head. “I do not have another message for Felicity,” he said, his mouth twitching.

Faith coughed. “I am—“

“Pretending to be your sister,” he cut in.

Her silence on the subject only seemed to be all of the confirmation that he needed, and he continued, “But I cannot for the life of me understand why.” He raised both eyebrows, waiting for her response.

“I … I thought I was fairly convincing,” Faith said, heat rising to her cheeks. Although it was an awkward situation, she was happy that he knew the truth. And happier still that he had been able to tell her and her sister apart, even if he had had a little help from Winston in figuring it out.

“You play the part, but I should hope I have come to know you better than that,” he said softly. “I thought you had been exaggerating when you said you switch places with her.”

“It’s the first time we’ve switched in a very long time, though we used to frequently when we were little. Sometimes we would switch our ribbons in the middle of the day when we were wearing the same dress. With younger sisters requiring a lot of attention, it was fairly easy to convince others, especially for a short time. Sometimes we switched for as long as a week at a time. We found it was our own amusing game. But now we rarely do.”

“Why the charade this time?”

Faith bit her lip. Normally she wouldn’t have hesitated to tell Lord Ipswich about their games, and even why they had switched this time. But her aunt’s words about the Bow Street Runner’s suspicions of the incident gave her pause. What did it mean if the moment wasn’t an accident? The worry penetrated her mind.

Lord Ipswich moved closer to her. “My dear, Faith, whatever is the matter?”

Faith forced the corners of her mouth apart, hoping the gesture looked more like a smile than a grimace. “I am afraid my aunt suspects foul play.”

In a swift movement, he was next to her, and she crumpled into his protective arms. He held her close. She leaned her head into his shoulder, feeling his strength.

Faith breathed in this moment. The surrounding circumstance with her sister had felt heavy before, but she hadn’t realized the weight of it until she was in Noah’s arms. He’d lifted her, without even realizing.

“Faith,” he said softly. “What do you mean, foul play?”

She briefly explained what happened to Felicity. Then she said, “So you can see why it is imperative that for the present that we are to keep this situation only in the most trusted of confidences. It appears until the mystery is solved, I will be playing equal parts myself and Felicity when out in public, so that nothing is discovered of her injury.”

Lord Ipswich stood, pacing around. “Of course I will keep your secret. But, Faith, someone tried to hurt you today.”

She shook her head. “They hurt my sister.”

“Yes, but the two of you had exchanged places. Does that mean if it was foul play that they meant to hurt you?”

A shudder ran over Faith’s spine. “I-I do not know. I am not sure what to think.”

“Faith, my darling. You might still be in danger.” His eyes flashed. “I know discretion is imperative in situations like this, but I wonder if I should explain it to my steward? I know he has been a great help to my uncle in matters requiring delicacy.”

Faith nodded. Noah was a powerful earl, surely his steward would be useful in this case. “I am sure the help would be appreciated.”

He took her hand in his. “This was not what I was expecting with our meeting today. I had hoped to request a private audience with you today,” Noah said.

Faith leaned forward and pressed a small kiss to the corner of his mouth. The brief touch had her wavering in her resolve.

Faith rested her head against his chest, feeling his strength as his strong arms wrapped around her. “I fear it must wait,” Faith said, wishing it didn’t have to be put off at all. “My aunt expects that I have spoken to you in Felicity’s stead. But never fear, I shall tell her when the moment is right that you saw through our switch. I do not wish for pandemonium to invade the household again tonight. My aunt will not even share with the house that Felicity and I have switched places.”

“I understand,” Lord Ipswich said. “I shall leave you and shall reach out to my steward to see if he can help in this matter.”

Faith nodded, though now she was feeling a little unsure about the decision. “Do you believe him to be trustworthy in such matters of secrecy?”

“I would trust Mr. Hill with my life,” the earl said.

Faith nodded. “That is good to hear. I am sure that when my aunt learns of the help, she will be most grateful, as I am.”

“I only think of you,” he said, kissing the back of her hand once more before he bowed and retreated from the room.

Faith put her hand to her cheek, trying to cool the heat that remained there. Noah had very nearly proposed to her, and most likely would have, had she not been pretending to be Felicity to the rest of the world. It would do no good if the servants’ tongues started wagging about Lord Ipswich and Felicity.

A smile crept over her face, despite the somber situation with her sister. Noah would look for another opportunity to declare himself, and the next time he sought it, she would say yes. And she would be herself and not her sister.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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An exhausting week passed for Faith. She made appearances as both herself and her sister as her sister recovered. It was dizzying trying to remember which twin she needed to be at which event. So far nothing had gone amiss, and she was able to keep everything straight.

The servants were none the wiser about it, and only her and Felicity’s maids were privy to the change.

“Keep an eye out for a handsome gentleman,” Felicity said one morning a week after her accident. “I believe if he comes calling, I shall venture out of this bed.”

“Which handsome gentleman are you hoping will come? Could it perhaps be Lord Astill, the very man that I’m copying this watercolor for? He is back from the country.” Faith dipped her paintbrush into the rich green pot of paint, then let the color spread across the paper.

“No, not Lord Astill,” Felicity said, her voice soft and melodic.

Faith looked up from her desk to where Felicity sat up, propped against pillows in Faith’s bed chamber. It had been easier to switch rooms for the time being.

Faith had received a few callers over the last week, but in the house, with servants around, she could only receive guests as Felicity, not as herself.

The only person who knew her true identity was Lord Ipswich, though he had only called one other time this week to say that his steward was apprised of Faith’s situation and was looking into the situation with great energy. Faith was glad for the extra help.

The two times the Bow Street runner had met with her uncle and aunt, her aunt’s face was pinched. No leads had been found.

“Who then? I cannot make heads or tails of your look, Felicity. Last week you seemed to be halfway in love with Mr. Astill. Is that not why I am doing this painting for you, while your wrist is healing?”

“Mr. Astill is very nice. But I met someone else that I should like to know better.” Felicity’s eyes sparkled and danced.

“Who could it be, if not Lord Astill? I must say, I encouraged him at the last ball when I pretended to be you. He asked how the painting is coming. I didn’t confess that I hadn’t worked on it because after your injury, painting was the last thing on my mind. Of course, I didn’t tell him all of that. But, have you been interested in more than one gentleman? I cannot guess who it might be.”

Felicity’s face turned crimson. “You know me better than to assume I could encourage two gentlemen at the same time. He’s a man I’ve only spoken to once, but I have thought about him often since we met.”

“What’s his name?” Faith asked, putting down her paintbrush, and coming to sit next to Felicity. “I have never seen you like this before.”

A deep blush filled her cheeks again. “I do not know, Faith. He was the man who rescued me from the carriage.”

Faith’s heart pounded. “Felicity, you know nothing about that man. He is a stranger to you. You do not even know his name.”

“That is not entirely true, Faith. I know he is kind and has the most pleasing voice.”

“He landed on your wrist. He is the reason that you have a broken wrist.”

Felicity shook her head. “I do not see it that way. He is the reason why I am alive. I do not blame him for my broken wrist. I’m only grateful that he saved my life.”

“But you do not know who he is?”

Felicity’s brows drew together. “I do not. There was not time for a proper introduction. He carried me home, and he only said that he would get the doctor personally and inquire after my state later.”

“And you believe he will call on you?” Faith asked.

Felicity nodded, but she looked unsure. “We had a connection. We didn’t exchange introductions, but he calmed me until I was at home. He ensured the packages were taken care of. He did everything.” She described his features and the looks that passed between them.

“It sounds like you are quite smitten with this mysterious man.” When Felicity nodded, Faith continued, “I promise I will keep a lookout for a man who looks devastatingly handsome and wants to ask after your health. And I promise to be less encouraging for Lord Astill.”

“He will know me as Faith,” she said. “So if a gentleman comes calling asking for you, and you don’t know him, it could be him.”

“I promise I shall not turn him away without ascertaining his purpose.”

“Are you going shopping today?” Felicity asked, changing the subject.

“Yes, there are a few things that Grace is looking for, and I promised that I would accompany her. Then Lord Ipswich has asked if we would like to join him for lemon ice.”

Felicity beamed. “I hope you have a very enjoyable time with your Lord Ipswich.”

“He is hardly mine, Felicity,” Faith said.

“I have no doubt that the moment will be here soon enough, Faith. He seems to admire you greatly.”

Faith smiled, her whole center feeling happy and light. Felicity was rarely wrong in her presumptions. Happiness filled her. “I do hope so,” she said.
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Faith walked with Grace through a couple of shops, as Grace picked up presents to send home to their parents and sisters back at Cherrywood Manor. As they walked, Grace reiterated Felicity’s sentiments from that morning, sharing that she’d noticed a particular interest from Lord Ipswich.

“I daresay that he seems quite smitten with you,” Grace said, as she surveyed the ribbons in the shop. She picked out a few different shades of blue. “Now the question is, what do you think of the situation?”

Faith beamed. “Grace, I do not wish to seem overly forward, but I admire him greatly. I find myself smiling at the thought of seeing him. He is an excellent man.”

Grace put her arm around her sister. “I am so happy that you have found such a man. Your life will be blessed with such a partner.”

“He has not declared himself yet.”

Grace smiled. “I know, but it’s only a matter of time.”

“I hope so.”
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Faith waited outside as Grace went into one last shop to check on a pair of gloves for her husband. She surveyed the packages that a few footmen held for her, waiting not too far from where she was. Once Grace was done, they made their way to Gunther’s for lemon ice. A slight wind pulled at her bonnet. Faith tried to secure it, but the bonnet blew off. She picked up her skirts and ran after it, hoping it wouldn’t be ruined as it blew down a side street.

She grabbed the bonnet just below an open window. She was about to move back down the side street when all of a sudden, she heard her name. She looked around, but there was no one close to her.

Faith listened closely, holding her breath for as long as she could before taking a shallow breath. Two men were speaking next to a window. She glanced up to see one of them speaking.

“I don’t understand, sir,” the thin man with a long nose said.

“Don’t give me excuses,” the older man said with a gruff voice. Faith couldn’t see him from where she was. “I have it on very good authority that you almost killed the wrong twin.”

“That can’t be. I swear to you that I followed your instructions,” the first man stammered. “I specifically followed the one you said to through the whole morning. You asked me to follow Miss Faith Campbell, and I did.”

Someone had been following them, right from their house on the day of the accident? Faith’s blood ran cold even as her heart rate sped up. She had assumed there was a logical explanation for why a Bow Street Runner had been investigating the accident, but for Felicity to have been followed from the beginning of the day felt more serious than she’d comprehended. Though her aunt had told her they suspected foul play, to hear it being discussed openly by others sent a chill down her spine. Who were these men discussing her and her sister? She didn’t dare look up into the window to find out, but kept listening.

“You did a poor job of it. I was told from the earl himself that Felicity was the one who was hurt, not Faith.”

“I did my best. I followed the woman who said her name was Faith. Followed her around for hours through the shops until she was alone. I made sure to make it look like an accident.”

“You almost killed her,” the man said.

Faith held her breath. Could the man who was asking all of the questions be another Bow Street runner?

“The carriage accident should have been an easy way to kill her, sir, if not for the gentleman who saved her life.”

“What are you doing skulking in the corner—” Grace began asking her sister.

Faith’s eyes widened when she saw her sister. She shook her head frantically, putting a finger to her mouth. Thankfully Grace didn’t ask any questions, just waited next to Faith.

“You weren’t supposed to almost kill her. You were supposed to complete the job. You don’t get paid for almost.”

“There won’t be any problems the next time,” the thin man assured the other.

“There better not. It’s one simple girl. The Earl of Ipswich will not take kindly to his plans being changed,” the man said.

“I will take care of it.”

“No one must suspect this,” the man said. “The earl will let me know where she will be next. Do not mess this up.”

“I won’t let you down.”

“See that you don’t. No one must suspect.”

“I can make anything look like an accident.”

“It would be best if it was done publicly.”

“Do you care as to the method?”

“No. Just as long as you take care of the correct sister this time. And whatever you do, do not act until I have spoken with the earl.”

At the ending of the conversation, Faith dared to peek through the window as the two men moved and caught a glimpse of the man’s face who’d been giving the orders. She immediately covered her mouth with her hand, forcing a gasp to stay inside her. She recognized the man who’d been giving the orders. It was the Earl’s steward—the same man who’d come to her uncle’s house in the earl’s stead to take care of the payment for the dress.

Grace pulled on Faith’s arm, and without any resistance, Faith followed. Grace took charge, leading Faith to their awaiting carriage and making the necessary arrangements for their packages to be secured.

Once they were settled, Grace turned to her sister. “What did we just overhear?”

Faith gulped. “I hardly know myself. I am trying to make sense of it all.”

“Who were those men? Have you ever seen them before?”

“Unfortunately, I know one of them. He’s the earl’s steward. He came to see our uncle about repayment for a dress. I was expecting Lord Ipswich to come himself, and so I waited by the window of the drawing room for him to arrive, but to my disappointment it was his steward who showed up instead.”

“What does this mean?” Grace asked. “Did he not just confirm that he was going to meet with the earl to finalize some plans about a plot worse than a carriage ride?”

Faith shook her head, her mind whirling. Surely, Noah did not want her dead. “I … I do not think that I can say that with certainty. I hardly know what to think.”

“Faith, you need to think about this. We just learned something, and it must be reported.”

“I’m not sure what to do. We were supposed to meet Lord Ipswich for ice soon.”

Grace shook her head. “We must make our excuses. It is not safe for you to be out right now. We must alert someone about this incident. We must take this matter to my husband and to our uncle and aunt. They will contact the right authorities and we will have this settled in no time.”

Faith swallowed a lump in her throat. She couldn’t believe the worst of Lord Ipswich, but the evidence was enough to understand Grace’s caution in the situation.
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Faith knew that the Duke of Norfolk was not a man to be trifled with, but in the short time she’d known her brother-in-law, she’d never once seen him angry or upset.

But after giving an account of what she’d overheard while she was out with Grace, Faith was convinced that the duke couldn’t be more livid.

He gave orders to several servants, sending them off on errands with such haste, that Faith didn’t have time to catch her breath in between those who came and went out of the duke’s study.

After he’d sent a missive to both Faith’s uncle and aunt, and to the Bow Street runners, he finally stopped moving.

“I am unharmed,” Faith said.

He nodded. “And I shall see to it that you stay that way. I will speak to your uncle, but I believe it’s best for us to have a plan before you are moving about in Society again. Given the circumstances, it seems like it was very unwise to have you out in Society at all over the last week, since your sister’s injury. With your permission, I should like to have you stay under my protection and not return to your aunt and uncle’s house.”

Faith nodded, knowing that arguing with the duke would be fruitless. “What of Felicity?”

“I shall explain to your uncle this situation, and our need to move her here as swiftly and carefully as possible.”

Grace moved the topic of conversation to something lighter and very inconsequential.

Faith couldn’t focus on a word of it. Her mind felt like a thick fog, where everything was hazy. Clarity escaped in all directions behind the wall of fog, and she sat dazed through all the conversation for the rest of the night.

She was vaguely aware of the people around her who were making decisions for her, but she couldn’t quite connect all of the things they were saying. She only knew that at one point Grace led her to a spare bedroom in her house, and helped her get ready for bed.

A world of hurt and sadness wrapped around her. It all felt more than she could bear. Perhaps tomorrow she would realize something she had missed.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Noah stood on the doorstep of Faith’s uncle, Mr. Taylor’s house, as early as he could possibly call on Faith, his heart pounding with determination. Yesterday, instead of being greeted by Faith and her sister, the Duchess of Norfolk at Gunther’s Ice, he received a note saying that she would be unable to see him that afternoon.

Knowing the predicament her sister was in while recovering from her broken wrist, he’d thought nothing of the matter, until last night when Faith hadn’t shown up at Almack’s. Even Lady Lansdowne, who was often apprised of everything before it became gossip and fodder for the rest of the ton, had no news to share with him.

The imposing oaken doors before him were adorned with intricately carved motifs. Noah extended a hand toward the brass knocker, a lion head with its mouth opened wide, as if ready to swallow anyone on the steps.

“May I help you, my lord?” A voice interrupted his thoughts, and Noah turned to face a stern-looking butler, his posture rigid as a statue.

Noah felt the wrath of one who showed up before it was polite to. “I should like to call on Miss Campbell,” he replied, trying to maintain his composure. “Miss Faith Campbell,” he clarified.

“That is impossible. Miss Campbell will not be receiving visitors today, my lord,” the butler said icily, narrowing his eyes.

Noah bristled at the cold reception. With the twins switching places, perhaps he should have just asked to speak with Felicity to begin with, since he knew that Faith was masquerading as her sister in front of everyone, including the servants.”

“Then I insist on seeing Miss Felicity Campbell.”

He butler shook his head. “Indeed that is impossible. Even if she hadn’t been moved, she still does not wish to see you.”

Noah’s jaw slackened. To be spoken to by such a servant was unacceptable. Still, he latched onto a particular piece of information. “What do you mean she has been moved?”

The butler’s eyes widened. “You are not welcome here, and if you have qualms with that, you can take it up with the Duke of Norfolk.”

So this wasn’t Mr. Taylor’s choice, but the Duke’s. That was an interesting piece of information. He would not be deterred by a servant’s insolence. Noah tipped his hat at the butler. “I will do that. Thank you.”
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Noah’s carriage pulled up in front of the Duke of Norfolk’s house. He’d barely stepped down from his carriage when the front door swung open, revealing a stern-faced man with an unmistakable air of nobility.

“Lord Ipswich?” the duke’s voice held considerable confusion.

“Your Grace, I wish to request a private audience with Miss Faith Campbell,” he said, rushing his words together as his nerves got the better on him.

“How fortuitous that you are here. We were just on our way to come and find you,” the duke said.

“We?”

The duke came down the stairs, and two men followed him. Both were dressed well enough, though hardly wearing the latest fashion. A man with black hair spoke first. “Lord Ipswich, it will be better if you come without a quarrel.”

“What do you mean?” Noah asked.

The other man came to his side, roughly grabbing his arm and walking with him down the street. His hair was a light brown, but his eyes were very dark. “We mean, you need to come with us without causing a scene. We have several questions to ask you.”

“I demand to know the meaning of this,” Noah said, looking back toward the duke.

The duke shook his head. “It will be better if you cooperate.”

“Will you join us, Your Grace?” the man with black hair asked.

The duke nodded once. “We will attract less attention if we all leave together.” He pointed to his carriage, and they all entered. The duke rapped on the roof, and the carriage immediately started rolling.

“What is going on?” Noah asked.

“We’re asking the questions. But perhaps we should wait until we take him into headquarters.”

The man with the light brown hair shook his head. “We should ask him now, Everhart.”

“Ask me what? What is the trouble?”

Everhart nodded. “I agree, Wycliffe. You’ll be held in custody.”

“Under what charges?”

“Conspiracy to attempted murder, harboring a murderer, and several attempts at forgery.”

“Attempted murder? I would never.” His eyes raced wildly to the duke’s. “I’m not guilty of any of these crimes. Your Grace, please explain to these men that I am innocent.”

“I can’t, Lord Ipswich. The evidence is stacked against you. My wife and her sister both heard your steward share plans—your plans to murder Miss Campbell. She’s been shaken since learning of it.”

“Your Grace, I do not wish to harm Miss Campbell. I would never dream of such a thing. I wish to propose to her.”

Everhart surveyed him closely. “Are you aware that you have in your employment a Mr. Cedric Mortimer?”

Noah blinked. “I’ve never heard that name before. However, my uncle does have several tenants that I have not yet become fully acquainted with. It is possible that one of them is this person.”

Everhart shook his head. “Mr. Cedric Mortimer is certainly not a tenant. He has been going by the name of Mr. Johnathan Hill.”

Noah’s eyes widened. “Johnathan Hill? He is my uncle’s steward, and has been acting as my steward as well since I returned from Italy.”

“Acting is the right word for it,” Wycliffe said. “He is not really a steward. He’s a wanted criminal that we’ve spent months chasing down. He’d disappeared into thin air, until Everhart found him at a club, where he’d been bragging about his new position. They almost apprehended him, until the carriage accident happened.”

“I don’t understand,” Noah said, his mind reeling from this new information. He felt sick.

“We had surrounded him, watching all the entrances of the club he was in. He’d been coming and going under different names, sometimes passing himself off as a gentleman, and other times passing himself off as a member of the staff. But when the carriage accident happened, it was the perfect diversion for him to flee.”

Everhart shook his head. “It was my fault that day that he got away.”

“I’m not in league with him,” Noah said, trying to prove his innocence. “I have heard of none of this before now.”

“He used your name in communications several times.”

“Then he was using it falsely. Why would I want to kill someone that I want to marry?”

“Maybe you were hoping to secure her dowry,” Everhart said.

“That’s preposterous. I have my own inheritance to secure. And besides, I know that she doesn’t have any dowry to speak of.”

The duke raised his eyebrows at Noah’s comment, but did not respond.

“Mortimer has slipped through our hands again.”

“I’m sure I can help you locate him. If he’s not at the house, I know of a few places that he could be,” Noah said.

“It does no good. Every time we get close, he slips away.”

“He won’t suspect that I know any of this. I could find him first.”

Everhart looked to the duke and his other companion. “I believe that Ipswich is telling the truth. What do you think?”

“If you are not, I’ll personally flail you within an inch of your life,” the duke said, his expression menacing.

“I swear to you I am being honest. I will help you in this. I have been worried for Faith’s safety and her sister’s.” Noah’s eyes widened when he realized that he had used her Christian name in front of the duke, but the duke did not comment on that.

They came close to Noah’s house, but when they were still down the street, he said, “You should let me out here, so that it is not suspicious.”

Wycliffe ran his hands through his hair. “I will also get out and follow from a distance. If I suspect any hesitation from you, I will interfere.”

“You have my word I will do what I can. I will not try and run.”

Wycliffe nodded. “Very well. Let me out first.”

Wycliffe exited the carriage and then meandered in the opposite direction of Noah’s house, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, and as if he hadn’t just threatened Noah.

Soon Noah got out of the carriage and began walking toward his own house. He wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to help capture his false steward, only that his life and his happiness depended on him bringing his steward to justice.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Noah’s townhouse was devoid of his steward, and the butler hadn’t seen the steward since yesterday. Thankfully, the butler had the direction of his rented rooms, as correspondence had been sent there regularly, although Noah had never personally been there.

“Where is he?” Everhart asked, coming in after Noah, his head swiveling to watch every corner and door.

“Mr. Hill, or Mr. Mortimer as you call him, is not here,” Noah said.

Everhart’s gaze narrowed, his voice growing with impatience. “If you are leading us on a wild goose chase, I swear—”

Noah held his hands up in a sign of innocence. “We must check every place. I have the direction to his rented rooms.”

They hurried back to the carriage where the duke and Wycliffe were waiting. Noah gave the driver directions, and as soon as he was in the carriage, it rolled forward.

“We’re counting on you,” Everhart said.

Noah nodded. “I don’t take that lightly.”

“We don’t want to spook him,” Wycliffe said. “Lord Ipswich finding him at his rooms could arouse suspicion enough. Perhaps the rest of us should wait outside.”

Noah nodded. “I think that is wise. I can always explain an urgent matter that I need his help with. I am sure I will be able to allay his fears long enough for the three of you to move to action.”

Everhart straightened in his seat. “I cannot speak for everyone, but Ipswich is not trained to handle this. It would be much better if we all go and take him by surprise.”

“But we don’t want to risk him slipping through our fingers again,” Wycliffe said. “If we are waiting outside, he will not be able to escape.”

“He’s escaped countless times before. This time we must expect the unexpected.”

When the carriage pulled up to a small brick building, Noah felt a little cautious, but his mind circled around the idea of explaining himself at his steward’s rooms. When the carriage stopped this time, he settled on having some legal matter that he could not solve without the steward’s help. Hopefully that would be believable enough that Noah could get Mr. Hill to follow him.

He lifted the door knocker, letting it sound twice before releasing it. The landlord came to the door and filled the entire doorframe. He surveyed Noah warily. “How can I help ye?”

“I am looking for Mr. Hill’s rooms. Can you lead me to him?”

The man nodded once. “I will show ye to his room, though I doubt it will do much good.”

“And why is that?”

“He’s not here.”

Noah wanted to check for himself. “Will you take me anyway?”

The man growled, but stepped aside so that Noah could enter. He followed the landlord up the narrow steps for two flights, finally stopping at one door. The man lit a candle and opened the door. The walls of the rented room were cracked and peeling, revealing layers of dirty, faded wallpaper. The single candle flickered and cast eerie shadows on the grimy furniture and threadbare carpet.

“This is Mr. Hill’s room?”

The man shook his head. “It was his room until this morning. He left with his trunks.”

Noah’s heart pounded. “Did he say where he was going?”

The man lifted an eyebrow. “I do not give out such information of my tenants.”

“Mr. Hill is my steward. I have an urgent matter of business that I must resolve with him,” Noah said.

“His trunks were taken across the street to the tavern.”

Noah nodded. “Thank you for your help.”

The man grunted, leading him back down the stairs.

Noah immediately headed to the awaiting carriage, sharing what he had learned.

Wycliffe looked to Everhart. “You’ve been chasing him a long time. How would you like to proceed?”

Everhart’s brow creased. “Nothing too flashy. We won’t know how many people would come to his rescue if a fight broke out in such a place. If Noah can lead him outside, so much the better. I think it’s time to signal to Rawlings and the other Bow Street Runners.”

“Where are they?” Noah asked.

Everhart pointed toward the back of the carriage. “They’ve been following us since we left the duke’s townhouse. They’ve been our backup this entire time.”

“I had no idea,” Noah said.

“We like to keep it that way,” Wycliffe said. “They were our insurance on this whole operation.”

Everhart laid out the plan in detail, then the carriage drove down the street for a half block before Noah exited the carriage, and made his way discreetly back to the tavern.

Noah pushed into the dimly lit tavern, the air thick with pipe smoke and the scent of spilt ale. Men huddled around wooden tables, their voices low, while a barmaid navigated the room with practiced ease.

Noah scanned the faces, searching for any hint of recognition. Then, he saw him—Mr. Hill, his trusted steward, seated at a corner table nursing a glass of wine. The man's eyes widened in surprise as Noah approached, his weathered face paling.

“Mr. Hill,” Noah greeted him with a forced smile, trying to suppress the feeling of betrayal boiling within him. “I was hoping that I would find you today.” He sat down at the table across from Mr. Hill, in a chair that was between Mr. Hill and the door.

“You were?” Mr. Hill stammered, attempting to rise from his seat but faltering as the weight of Noah's stare bore down on him. “I… I was just…”

“I hear that you are leaving Town?” Noah asked casually. “I had not expected that.”

“M-my sister has fallen ill. I’m afraid I must be on my way to her.”

Noah raised an eyebrow. “How unfortunate you didn’t alert me of the circumstance sooner, as I believe I could have sent a doctor to help with her—what did you say her sickness was again?”

Mr. Hill gulped. “F-fever, m’lord. Sh-she’s had quite the go of it.”

Noah pressed his lips together, hating the fact that this man before him was lying to his face. Frustration filled him for being so gullible with Mr. Hill. But he couldn’t let that show in this moment. He took a deep breath, and said, “That is most distressing. Why don’t you come with me, and I will see that a doctor is sent to her immediately.”

“Oh, that is too generous of you, but I cannot accept. I must make my way on my own.”

Noah pulled him up from the table, his arm around the steward. If he could get him outside, they could avoid a fight in the tavern, and the Bow Street Runners would be able to take Mr. Mortimer into custody. “Nonsense, Mr. Hill. I insist on helping you. What kind of employer would I be, if I did not see to those in my charge.”

He walked a few steps toward the door, before Wycliffe, Everhart, and the duke came through the door. Noah’s eyes widened. This was not part of the plan. Had he taken too long in getting Mr. Hill to come with him?

“Mr. Mortimer, you’re coming with us,” Wycliffe announced loudly.

“What the devil—” Mr. Hill flinched at the use of his true name. He moved back, away from Noah, but Noah grabbed onto his coat sleeve. As Mr. Mortimer's fist collided with Noah's eye, the pain exploded behind his eyelid. Noah stumbled backwards.

Wycliffe, Everhart, and the duke ran forward, as Noah caught his balance and chased after Mr. Mortimer.

Mr. Mortimer threw a glass from a nearby table, shattering it on the floor. Noah lunged forward, gripping Mr. Mortimer tightly by the upper arm. The man was stronger than he appeared. He struggled against Noah’s hold, trying to break free.

“Let go of me, you fool!” Mr. Mortimer shouted, his face contorted in anger.

But Noah held onto Mr. Mortimer’s coat sleeve, refusing to let him escape. The tavern patrons had now gathered around them, watching the commotion with curiosity and excitement. Some were shouting and cheering, while others tried to push their way out of the crowd.

Boots scuffled across the broken glass as chaos ensued in the tavern. Noah landed a facer on Mr. Mortimer, and dodged two more blows.

A man with a long scar on his face held a tankard and came toward Noah, in defense of Mr. Mortimer. Mr. Mortimer struggled against his grip, but Noah held onto his arm tightly. Noah’s heart raced as he dodged another blow, using Mr. Mortimer as a shield against the man with the scar.

He glanced over to where Wycliffe and Everhart were locked in a brawl with two other men, while the duke stood back, surveying the situation.

Four Bow Street Runners burst through the door, running toward the back of the room, and pushing on the crowd that was involved in the fighting. Two of them grabbed Mr. Mortimer from Noah, and Noah realized that they were the ones who’d been following them for backup.

Noah turned around and was punched in the jaw. Noah fought back, punching the man hard in the stomach and causing him to double over. Wycliffe caught the other man by the arm and secured his arms behind him.

“Are you all right, Ipswich?” the duke asked.

Noah’s breaths came in gasps as he tried to steady his breathing. “I believe so.” He touched his lip, where the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. Everhart was firing off instructions to several people, and three others were apprehended with Mr. Mortimer.

“That was some expert fighting,” Everhart said, surveying the men as they were escorted out of the tavern.

“Pugilism was part of the school experience, was it not?” Noah said dryly. He touched his eye where Mr. Mortimer had first connected with him. The area felt tender and raw. It would be bruised before morning, of that he was certain. “This one was a rookie mistake. I should have been ready for it.”

“You still held your own,” Everhart said.

The duke looked around the tavern, where the rest of the men were staring at them. “I believe, gentlemen, that we should make our exit now. No good will come from lingering here.”


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Faith watched as Grace paced back and forth in the drawing room. With each lap, she pulled back the curtains and looked out the window.

“Grace, come sit and have tea. It will calm your nerves,” Faith said, as she poured the steaming liquid into a cup and held it out to her sister. “Truly, Grace. You’ll feel better once you’ve had some nourishment.”

“I do not feel like tea,” Grace said, looking toward the drawing room door, as if she could will it to open.

“That’s precisely when tea does the most good.” Faith set the cup on a saucer for Grace, hoping that she would drink it before it cooled down. She dished her sister up a few small sandwiches and a small cake.

“Where did your husband go that you should be so concerned about him?” Felicity asked from her place on the couch where she was resting.

Grace glanced to Faith for a moment, looked back to Felicity. “He is with the Bow Street Runners. For some reason he had it in his mind that he would be helpful in apprehending Lord Ipswich.” She came toward the settee, and sat down in a chair, taking the tea. “Perhaps you are right, Faith. Tea is just the thing.”

Faith put her own teacup down. It had been a couple of days since Noah’s title was mentioned. She reprimanded herself in her head. She must not think of him as Noah anymore. “And suddenly I do not feel like tea anymore.”

Faith turned away, fighting to keep her composure. Noah - no, Lord Ipswich - had broken her heart when he betrayed her trust. She had thought that he was a man of honor, but it turned out that he was just like all the other rakes and libertines of the ton.

Grace shot Faith a sympathetic look. She knew how much her sister had cared for the handsome lord. But they had all been deceived by his charming facade.

“We cannot change the past,” Grace said gently. “All we can do is move forward. Put him from your mind, dear sister.”

Faith nodded, blinking back tears. “I am trying.” She must be strong. What was done was done. Still, her heart ached at the memory of Noah's warm eyes gazing into hers. His smile haunted her, and the feel of his lips on hers … Was there even a chance that they had misunderstood the situation? She longed to hear that things were not as they appeared. She couldn’t think so ill of the man she’d come to esteem higher than anyone she’d ever known. But the fanciful thinking of how she wanted things to be couldn’t cloud the reality that was before her.

“How are you doing, Felicity?” Faith asked, eager to change the subject.

“I am putting the past behind me as well,” Felicity said. “I don’t even know the gentleman that saved me. How could I possibly form an attachment with someone I only met one time? It is absurd.”

“We are quite the pair, you and I,” Faith said, coming to sit by Felicity, and putting her arm around her.

Felicity gave a small smile. “Just one more way we are like each other.” She turned to Grace. “Do not worry, Grace. I’m sure the duke will return unharmed.”

Grace clasped her hands in her lap, but Faith could still detect the nervous fidgeting. “I hope you’re right,” Grace said. “We’ve been through dangerous things before, but—”

The drawing room door opened, and Grace jumped to your feet. “Ollie, you’re all right.” She ran to her husband without any hesitation, folding into him as he wrapped his arms around her. Her shoulders heaved up and down.

“There, there, my Grace. I am all right. It could have been much worse.”

“Do not say that. I do not wish it could be worse. This was agony.”

He held her close. “I have some important news to share with everyone,” he said a little louder. “We were able to arrest the person responsible for trying to harm Felicity and Faith.”

Felicity grabbed Faith’s hand, and Faith was grateful for the strength that her sister provided her in that moment.

“What happened?” Grace asked. “Do not leave anything out. I shall not be content until I know the whole of the matter.”

The duke nodded, bringing his wife toward the settees. “Very well. We were aided by the Bow Street Runners, who have been looking for Cedric Mortimer for quite some time.”

“Who is that?” Faith asked. One thing was for certain, it was not Lord Ipswich’s name. The idea gave her hope.

“You know him as Mr. Hill, Lord Ipswich’s steward.”

Faith’s eyes widened. She didn’t want to ask the question, because she didn’t think that she could handle the answer, but she had to know for certain. “So, Lord Ipswich was involved?” She held her breath.

“No. Not at all. He knew nothing of this plot. And after the way he helped in the capture of his steward and two other wanted criminals, I firmly believe that he is telling the truth.”

Faith released the breath she’d been holding and tears sprang to her eyes. “Truly?” Relief and hope washed over her. She put her hands to her heart.

“Truly. He is a little worse for the wear, but not too bad. He should be arriving any moment with one of the Bow Street Runners. They can finish telling the story of their own heroics. But both wished to come and pay their respects, if you are agreeable with that, Faith?”

“Of course,” Faith said. “I should like that very much.”

As Noah stepped through the door, Faith's heart skipped a beat. His presence filled the room with a mix of tension and relief. She couldn't help but notice the bruise blossoming on his cheekbone, a stark contrast against his otherwise handsome features. His eye was sporting a dark purple ring, and there was a small cut next to his lip. Concern welled up inside her, but so did admiration for his bravery.

"Are you all right?" Faith rushed to his side, her fingers grazing over the discolored skin with gentle concern.

Noah managed a weary smile, his eyes tired but filled with warmth as he met hers. “Just a little scuffle with the steward.”

“Don’t let him fool you, Faith,” the duke said. “The way he took down his steward was impressive. He fought off one of his steward’s accomplices, all the while making sure his steward didn’t escape.”

Her worry deepened, but she couldn't deny the surge of pride that swelled within her. “You're incredibly brave, Noah.”

He leaned in closer, his breath mingling with hers, and a tender intensity sparkled in his eyes. “I hope you will acquit me from any connection with him. I had no idea of the things he’d done, and the things he’d plotted.”

“I do, Noah.”

He nodded. “It took a little bit of time, but Everhart was impressive in his interrogation skills. I confess, I wouldn’t have guessed at the levels of deception that my former steward went to. He actually thought that my uncle would give him the inheritance, if he could keep me from accomplishing my uncle’s requests.”

“And he thought harming me was the key to that?” she asked. “Surely, you still would have fulfilled your uncle’s requests?”

“Mr. Mortimer believed that I wouldn’t if the woman I loved perished so tragically.”

Faith's heart fluttered at his words, her admiration for him growing stronger with each passing moment. She reached up, cupping his bruised cheek gently, her touch a silent reassurance. “Oh, Noah.”

Noah's hand found hers, his fingers intertwining with hers as he leaned down, his lips hovering just inches away from hers. “Faith, there's something I've been wanting to ask you.”

Faith’s heart pounded in anticipation, knowing what was coming. Yet, she was still unable to suppress the fluttering excitement within her. “Yes, Noah?”

Noah gazed into Faith's eyes with unwavering sincerity. “Will you marry me, Faith?”

Tears of joy welled up in her eyes, her heart overflowing with love for the courageous man standing before her. Without hesitation, she whispered her answer, her voice filled with love and certainty. “Yes, Noah. A thousand times, yes!”

With a tender smile, he closed the remaining distance between them, his lips meeting hers in a soft, sweet kiss. It was a kiss filled with unspoken emotions, a silent promise of love and devotion.

“Everhart, there you are,” the duke said loudly, pulling Faith away from Noah for a moment.

A tall man with black hair stepped into the room, his hat in his hand. There was a tear on his jacket, and a cut on his cheek.

Noah cleared his throat. “May I present our newest friend, George Everhart. Mr. Everhart, you already know the Duke and Duchess, but may I introduce you to two of the duchess’s younger sisters, Miss Felicity Campbell, and my fiancée, Miss Faith Campbell.”

Everhart’s eyes widened as he took in Noah and Faith. “Your fiancée? I-I had no idea.” His smile looked strained. “Congratulations to you both. I am … happy for the two of you.”

“Thank you, Everhart. You can see why it was imperative that I reinstate my good name, especially in light of these happy tidings.”

Everhart nodded. “Of course. It all makes perfect sense.”

Faith tipped her head, watching Everhart as he stared at her. Then she looked to Felicity, whose color had drained from her face. “Mr. Everhart, I believe there might still be a misunderstanding.”

He shook his head. “I only wish for your happiness and came here today to see that for myself.”

“That is most kind of you, sir, to come and ensure my happiness, especially when we have never met before.”

A muscle in Everhart’s jaw tightened. “It was the least I could do.”

Faith gestured to the settee. “My sister, Felicity, was pretending to be me on that fateful day when I believe you were the one who rescued her.”

Everhart looked toward the settee, taking in Felicity for the first time. He blinked.

Felicity held up her bandaged arm with a smile. “I do not think I ever had the chance to properly thank you, sir.”

Everhart moved toward Felicity, taking a chair next to where she sat. “Seeing your smiling face is thanks enough.”

“You are most generous, Mr. Everhart,” Felicity said, her cheeks turning a deeper shade of pink.

The duchess leaned over to her husband. “My dear, I believe that we should give these newly engaged lovebirds a moment to themselves.”

The duke nodded, following his wife and Felicity and Everhart out of the room.

Noah pulled Faith close to him. Cradling her cheek he bent down and covered her lips with his. As their lips met, it was as if time itself had slowed to a halt. Faith felt the warmth of Noah's kiss, a tender caress that sent shivers down her spine. His lips were soft, yet firm, against hers—a perfect fit that spoke volumes of their connection.

She melted into his embrace, her hands instinctively finding their way to his strong shoulders, pulling him closer as if afraid to let go. His arms wrapped around her, holding her with a gentle yet possessive strength that made her feel safe, cherished.

Their kiss deepened, passion igniting like a flame between them. Noah's kiss was a promise, a vow of love and devotion that sent her heart soaring. Faith surrendered herself to the moment, losing herself in the intoxicating sensation of his lips moving against hers.

The world around them faded away, leaving only the two of them locked in a tender embrace. In that moment, Faith knew with absolute certainty that she was meant to spend her life with this man, to share every joy and overcome every challenge by his side.

As they finally broke apart, their breaths mingling in the air, Faith gazed into Noah's eyes, her heart overflowing with love. She was safe in his arms, and together they would face whatever lay ahead. "I love you," she whispered, her voice trembling with emotion.

Noah's eyes sparkled with love and adoration as he pressed his forehead against hers. "And I love you, more than words can express."


EPILOGUE
ONE MONTH LATER
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Noah strolled with Faith—his beautiful new bride—as they left the church. The fair weather afforded them an excellent opportunity to hold their wedding breakfast outside in the park, close to the spot where they’d first met. The sun danced through the leaves of the grand oak trees, casting dappled shadows on the path. The warm morning air carried the scent of flowers.

“I daresay with some certainty that I am the happiest man alive, my dear Faith.”

“Don’t be silly, have you met every man alive, my dear Noah?” she laughed.

Noah paused on their walk, taking his bride gently in his arms. As he held her close, he felt her heart beating in time with his own. Her beautiful blue eyes sparkled with joy, mirroring his feelings exactly.

“I don’t have to know every man on earth to know that none shall be as happy as I. Is it not a great honor to be married to the remarkable Faith Shelton? I would be perfectly content to capture this moment forever. I love you, my dearest wife.” Noah was delighted to see Faith’s cheeks pink at the compliment, reflecting the warmth he felt in his own heart toward this amazing woman.

“My dear Mr. Shelton, how you make me blush!” she said as she ducked her head.

Noah raised her chin gently with his hand and brushed a tender kiss across her lips. This kiss felt different than before. As he felt her lips caress his, he knew they held a promise for something more, and a lifetime to learn how to master it.

Suddenly, a sharp bark sounded nearby and Winston bounded toward them at top speed, his tail wagging eagerly as he came to greet his master. Mud flew off his paws leaving no question as to where he had just been—the flower bed.

“Winston, stop!” cried Noah sharply, but to no avail. The exuberant pup was running directly toward his bride and her beautiful white wedding gown.

“Not again!” Without thinking, Noah charged the happy animal, who was clearly expecting a game as he dodged around Noah with ease.

“No, you don't, you scoundrel!” Noah laughed as he lunged for Winston’s collar. Winston's leaped up with excitement, leaving a few muddy paw prints on Noah’s trousers and waistcoat as he licked Noah’s face.

Undeterred, Faith bent down to pet Winston, her laughter mingling with the dog's joyful barks. As her fingers ruffled his fur, she gasped in mock horror as she saw Noah’s muddied waistcoat. Laughter bubbled from her.

“Do you find this amusing?” Noah asked, his lips twitching.

Faith covered her mouth, but more laughter escaped. “I do.”

Noah chuckled, shaking his head at the dog’s playful antics. Noah let go of Winston and the dog scampered away. Noah brushed himself off, though it did little good to repair the stained cream waistcoat.

“My valet is going to have a fit when he sees this.” He smiled.

“It appears that you have yet to learn your lesson around Winston,” she teased. “Perhaps if we didn’t wear such fine clothing around him, we would be safer.”

Noah laughed and wrapped his arm around Faith, pulling her close.

Faith looked down at where some of the mud was now on her dress. She smiled. “This reminds me of the day we met.”

Noah chuckled, shaking his head at their playful antics.

“Only this time it is not improper for me to buy you a new dress, my dear. And muddy or not, I am always happy to buy you a new dress.”

“I should think so, my dear husband,” she cooed softly. She turned to him and pulled on the lapels of his jacket, until his eyes were level with hers. “Our happiness has already begun,” she said, and pulled him closer to her, until their lips met, this time with more urgency than before. Noah wrapped his arms around Faith, knowing that whatever came their way, they would tackle it together.
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Did you enjoy A Leap for Faith?

Please leave a review for A Leap for Faith on Amazon.

(Other platforms like Goodreads and Bookbub also appreciated).

It is one of the best ways to say thank you to an author!

Cheers!

[image: ]


Have you read Grace and Ollie’s story?

She needs to get to her cousin’s house before nightfall. He needs a break from the prying eyes of Society. The snowstorm had other plans.

Start Reading Finding Grace now!

[image: ]


Did you read James and Emma’s story?

A woman determined to hide, a duke determined to fulfill his duty, and a London Season where neither expects to fall in love.

Start Reading The Duke’s Secret now!
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Welcome to my Regency World, where marrying for love is always fashionable!

See all of Allie’s books!
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Are you ready for another story?

Order An Alliance with the Earl now!

An Alliance is the only way they

will both survive the House Party.
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Welcome to My Regency World, where happily-ever-afters abound! You’ll find the most current list of all my books on Amazon, free to read as often as you like in Kindle Unlimited. My books are also available in ebook form and paperback. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I did when I was writing them! Cheers! ~Allie
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A woman determined to hide, a duke determined to fulfill his duty, and a London Season where neither expects to fall in love.

The Duke’s Secret is available now!
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Pretending to be in love was a mutual agreement. It should have been an easy task. But their hearts did not agree.

Besting the Earl is available now!
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A stolen kiss, a secret identity, and a thief that keeps the ton on its dancing toes.

Unmasking the Marquess is available now!
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A Bluestocking and the Viscount who vexes her at every turn.

Vexing the Viscount is available now!
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An Alliance is the only way to survive this House Party.

An Alliance with the Earl is available for preorder!
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She needs to get to her cousin’s house before nightfall. He needs a break from the prying eyes of Society. The snowstorm had other plans.

Finding Grace is available now!
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She will only marry for love.

He is in a bind and needs a wife.

A Leap for Faith is available now!
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Join Allie’s Regency Reader’s Club for a free book, behind-the-scenes information, and exclusive bonus content!

See all of Allie’s Books
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