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      Hello Dear Reader,

      

      Welcome to Keeping Faith, Book 3 in my Fair Cyprians of London series!

      If you adore Victorian-era romances filled with redemption, second chances, and the promise of a heartwarming conclusion, then "Keeping Faith" is the perfect novel for you.

      Set amidst the glittering world of London's elite, Keeping Faith follows the journey of Faith, a young woman falsely accused of theft and forced to become one of  Madame Chambon's ‘Fallen Angels’, and to work in an exclusive brothel catering to the city's most influential gentlemen.

      As Faith navigates the treacherous waters of revenge and retribution, she unexpectedly finds herself falling for a talented and sensitive painter who could either be her salvation or her undoing. With each brushstroke, they paint a story of passion, secrets, and the transformative power of love.

      If you're seeking a feel-good escape that combines the best of Victorian romance with a satisfying and uplifting conclusion, "Keeping Faith" is the book for you.

      

      I hope you enjoy it!
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      “What did you learn last night?”

      “A gentleman must always believe he knows best.”

      Confident that her answer was pleasing, Faith reached across the table to help herself to a macaroon, but a sharp slap across the back of the hand stopped her progress by the silver teapot.

      Her smile of feigned contrition was rewarded with the briefest of nods from Madame Chambon. Not an invitation to partake of a macaroon though. The table laden with eclairs and petit fours in Madame’s private sitting room was merely for show.

      “Greedy girl, Faith! You can eat at Claridges Hotel tomorrow, and I daresay you won’t even spare a thought for the other girls who are justified in being somewhat jealous of your cosseted life.”

      Madame sniffed as she patted one of the grizzled orange curls of her elaborate coiffure. Faith suspected a squirrel’s pelt had made its contribution. “I’m sure they wonder every day why you never have to stir yourself, or anyone else for that matter, to get your fine clothes or a roof over your head.”

      Madame Chambon piled three macaroons onto her already laden plate, before making a sweeping gesture that encompassed the furnishings of her surprisingly decorous private sitting room with its gold-tasselled, green-velvet curtains and flock wallpaper. “What have you told them, Faith? About why you are here, I mean.”

      Faith’s stomach rumbled as she gazed from the prints of the famous artists that lined the walls to the fine fare in front of her, ordered from Fortnum and Mason. These monthly sessions in table manners were supposed to give Faith the practise she needed to deport herself like a lady when eating in public, though, under Madame’s guardianship, Faith never actually got to try the specialties.

      “Answer me, Faith. In all the three years that you’ve been here, you’ve had to do precisely nothing to justify your existence. Surely the girls have questioned you? I have my own version of the truth for them, as you know, but I’d be interested to hear what you have to say.”

      Faith didn’t answer. She already knew how lucky she was, but Madame was not ready to drop the subject, despite having just crammed an entire chocolate éclair into her mouth. Faith just managed to make out the muffled words, “Every night you lie peacefully in your bed while the other girls have to earn their livings.”

      Lying peacefully in her bed was not how Faith would describe the restfulness of her slumber. She was kept awake every night by the grunts and cries of ecstasy that penetrated the thin walls of her attic chamber.

      Still, she’d finally learned when it was wise to respond meekly, so she bowed her head and stared at her neat kid gloves while dreaming of the delicacies Mrs Gedge would order for them when Faith really was dining with her at Claridges Hotel the following afternoon. The Sacher-torte Mrs Gedge had ummed and aahed over before finally choosing the baked Alaska from the sweets trolley last month still haunted her. However, since part of Faith’s tutoring included how to win over reluctant gentlemen ‘and make them wild with wanting’ which is how Madame phrased it, then surely Faith could persuade her American benefactress to order the Austrian chocolate specialty?

      She was so busy rehearsing her words for tomorrow that she almost missed Madame’s prophetic and appalling statement.

      “Well, Faith, the time has come for you to start earning your way now.”

      It seemed the ground fell away from under her as Faith gripped the table edge. For so long, she’d known the reckoning would come. Yes, and with three years preparing for it, she’d believed she could meet it head-on with the necessary fortitude.

      But there’d been no warning.

      She began to shake, biting into her bottom lip and clasping her hands beneath the table to try and keep secret the manifestations of her terror from Madame, who’d only be spurred into gloating and make her suffer even more.

      “Mrs Gedge reported last month that she wasn’t entirely happy you were ready for what she has in store for you when she took you to tea, Faith.” Madame chewed noisily, unperturbed, it seemed, by the crumbs that landed on her gaudy vermillion skirts.

      Faith didn’t suggest that Mrs Gedge’s dissatisfaction was perhaps the fault of Faith’s tutor, the one sitting in front of her, who knew nothing about deporting oneself as a lady.

      With a dainty gesture using only her forefingers, Madame Chambon raised her plate and licked at the crumbs that had not been dislodged by her fat fingers before saying, “Fortunately, Lady Vernon is recovered at last from her long indisposition and has agreed to forget your rudeness to her from six months ago. In fact, she’ll be here shortly. Yes, she’ll soon have you passing the scrutiny of the most discerning duchess.” Madame gobbled down another macaroon with as much finesse as the dogs Faith’s father used to goad into fighting each other for the scraps from the scrubbed wooden table at the farm. Not that there’d been many scraps with ten children to feed.

      “Should we not have waited for Lady Vernon?” Faith suggested, daringly. But she had to say something to stop herself from launching into a volley of querulous questions about exactly what form this ‘having to earn her own way’ might take.

      Madame Chambon pushed aside an untouched plate of bread and butter to reach for another chocolate éclair and sighed. “There was just so much food on the table it seemed unnecessary to wait if her ladyship was going to be late. Ah! And here she is.” Madame’s orange-painted mouth turned up at a knock on the door. “Shoulders back, Faith! And make sure you don’t talk with your mouth full.”

      Since this was not a danger, Faith supposed there might be some compensation in having to face her former nemesis, who surely must subscribe to the belief that learning table manners required one having to eat.

      Madame threw her arms wide in a welcome as the door opened to admit the new arrival. “Good evening, Lady Vernon. We’re so glad you’ve recovered from your chest ailment,” she gushed. “A good rest has done you the world of good. Why, you look ten years younger. Just as you do every time I see you in fact. And we’re indeed humbled that you’ve consented to return.” Madame simpered at the elderly woman dressed all in black who looked, Faith thought, even more wraith-like than usual as she pinned up the veil of her bonnet and took the seat at the table proffered by Madame, who went on, “I’m sure you’ll feel even better once you’ve heard Faith’s heartfelt apology.”

      Faith blushed under the scrutiny of the two pairs of expectant, unforgiving eyes, and glanced longingly at the remaining macaroon.

      Yes, there were times when it was worth being abject. She mightn’t mean what she said, but if the last three years under Madame Chambon’s roof had taught her one thing, it was how to sound heartfelt and sincere when she felt anything but.

      “I’m sorry for my rude comments about…” Faith hesitated. Perhaps it was best not to stir up old memories. While it must be perfectly obvious to anyone who met Lady Vernon as to why an earl’s daughter could remain a spinster into her sixtieth year, it hadn’t been in anyone’s interest—Faith’s least of all, it turned out—for Faith to have gone into quite such specific and extensive detail regarding her thoughts on the likely reasons. “I behaved like a child, though it’s such a long time ago now, I can barely remember what was going through my head at the time. I was only seventeen and, in those days, prone to losing my temper, but now I’m eighteen and thanks to all your efforts in teaching me how to act like a lady, Lady Vernon, I’m so far from the rude and impulsive young thing I was before, you’d not recognise me today. Thanks to your thorough tutelage, I am determined that I will never speak out of turn to you, or anyone. Indeed, I have changed! I truly believe that confronted by a table of delicacies like this, for example, I would certainly not embarrass you or Mrs Gedge or any lovely young man or his mother who might take me out to tea by any show of greediness or lack of restraint.”

      Lady Vernon’s eyes remained fixed firmly on Faith for the duration of this speech with no indication of how forgiving, or otherwise, she might prove to be.

      After a long silence, she spoke. “Restraint?” She sniffed. “Restraint is the most important requirement of any young lady, Faith. I’ve told you this many times, so I’m glad it’s a lesson you claim to have finally learned.”

      Still with her eyes fixed on Faith, she reached towards the remaining macaroon that sat lonely on its plate just in front of them both, her long-fingered hand hovering just above. “Please pass that to me, Faith. I can’t seem to reach it.”

      Wordlessly, Faith complied, schooling her features into impassivity while she railed inside, I hate you! I hate you! Outwardly, she gave nothing away as she watched Lady Vernon transport the coconut confection to her thin, bloodless lips.

      “Delicious,” murmured Lady Vernon. “In fact, I believe it is the best macaroon I have ever tasted. You must surely agree, Faith, since the plate is now empty.”

      She looked pointedly at the two remaining crumbs that clung to the edge, as if to imply that Faith had eaten the rest. Then she indicated the plate of bread and butter near Madame Chambon. “Please eat, Faith. Madame Chambon and I have a leisurely afternoon at our disposal. She and I will partake of the remaining chocolate eclairs—” her pointed chin wobbled slightly, whether from the suppression of mirth, or the swallowing of bile, Faith could only guess, — “while you make good work of the bread and butter with all the ladylike restraint you’re so anxious to prove.”
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      Faith had learned to suffer in silence and to keep her thoughts to herself, long before she’d been brought to Madame Chambon’s. Madame might have been gloating the day before over her silly little bit of power play but in a few hours Faith would be sitting at a proper grand table laden with even nicer delicacies. Ones she could eat.

      Furthermore, she’d be free of Madame’s cloying presence for an afternoon, admired in public by women who would sweep past in fashionable gowns adorned with cascades of bows and swathes of silk and satin who would see that she was every bit their equal.

      Faith could barely suppress her excitement as Eloise, from the room below hers, pinned up her hair the following afternoon.

      “I’ll bring a macaroon home for you, Eloise,” Faith promised, sitting as still as she could while Eloise arranged a small jewelled comb amongst Faith’s fair curls.

      “I doubt your Mrs Gedge would take kindly to that. Wouldn’t she call it stealing?”

      Faith took a quick, surprised breath and glanced at Eloise. Her best friend at Madame Chambon’s had never before resorted to unkind digs. But perhaps Eloise was simply reminding Faith of the very real dangers of taking what Faith honestly believed had been promised; only to have it called stealing. It’s how Faith had found herself deposited at Madame Chambon’s, instead of before a magistrate.

      “You will get your macaroon, Eloise. And it won’t be stealing. I shall simply be practising what Mrs Gedge has instructed I be taught these past three years.” Faith smiled sweetly. “Deception. Taking what I want without the other party realising they’ve surrendered what they had not intended giving. Inveigling my way into their good offices.” Immediately, she felt overwhelmed by the unknown. “Do you think I’m up to the task, Eloise?”

      “Lord, Faith, I’m not used to hearing you talk like that, and it’s unnerving.” Eloise stepped in front of Faith, her eyes skimming the length of her ensemble, from the demure neckline to the simple and depressingly plain skirt. Faith had expected to be dressed with all the flamboyance exhibited by Eloise’s black and scarlet polonaise with its daringly low neckline and whisper of a sleeve. “You always sound like you know exactly how to get what you want.”

      “It’s what I pretend. To Madame and the other girls.” Faith squeezed her eyes shut briefly and flicked away a tear. “Well, she might think I’m beholden to her because I have nowhere else to go and because Mrs Gedge pays her to keep me, but I swear to you that there are some things I won’t stoop to, regardless of whether it’s in Mrs Gedge’s grand scheme for me.”

      Eloise looked at her enquiringly.

      It had seemed foolishly naïve to voice this determination in a bawdy house and to a friend who, every night, suffered what Faith was about to declare she’d never do.

      “I will never go with a man I do not love. Yes! You might smile, Eloise, but I have learning, and I have fine clothes, and I know how to behave like a lady. I’m cleverer than Madame Chambon thinks, and I am not afraid of Mrs Gedge anymore.” Her bosom heaved. Now that she was voicing her most fervently held innermost thoughts, there was no turning back. “No Eloise, I swear it! I will not be taken by a man I do not love.”

      “Ah Faith, now sit down again and let me repin that errant curl at the back.” Eloise’s tone was as light as her hands were on Faith’s shoulders as she resettled Faith upon the stool of her dressing table. “I believe that’s what Anastasia said too, which got the fire up Madame’s backside and all but condemned Anastasia to the very worst next gentleman. You be careful who you say such things to.”

      Faith glanced at the keyhole. They’d been foolish words and too loudly declared. What Eloise said was true.

      “How is Anastasia now?” she asked, biting her lip. “I haven’t seen her for a few days.”

      “That’s because she’s not here anymore. Didn’t you know?” Gently, Eloise began to massage Faith’s neck. “Once her bruises had faded, Madame said she couldn’t risk Anastasia ruining the reputation of a house to which gentlemen came expecting the loving comfort for which Madame Chambon’s is renowned. Now, you look beautiful, Faith. And I’m sure Mrs Gedge will think so too.” She smiled and touched Faith’s cheek, saying with genuine kindness, “And so too will the handsome gentleman Mrs Gedge has lined up for you. Indeed, I believe he’ll be so kind and gallant that you’ll fall instantly in love with him, and he with you, and soon you’ll be galloping into the sunset together to some gilded castle where you’ll enjoy a life of ease and domestic joy for the rest of your days.” She sighed wistfully. “And I will never hear from you again, but I will go peacefully to my grave knowing that at least you found happiness, Faith.”
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      “A good thing you know how to balance your appetite for the good things in life without spoiling your pretty figure, Faith.” Mrs Gedge’s American accent seemed more pronounced when she was in fine spirits. She smiled at Faith across the damask-covered dining table, before taking a sip of Rhenish. Her violet ostrich feathers, coloured to match the silk polonaise she wore, reminded Faith of bowing acolytes. Like the other women in the room, she exuded wealth and privilege. Faith felt dowdy in comparison. She’d truly believed Mrs Gedge was going to dress her up to the nines to show off her protégé. “I was a beauty in my day,” Mrs Gedge went on. “I worked hard at it, and I had many marriage offers.”

      A stroll through Hyde Park and an exhibition had followed their afternoon tea at Claridges, and now they were seated in a restaurant with hand-painted ceilings, attended by obsequious waiters while an orchestra played, partly visible through the sumptuous palm fronds that screened their table.

      Mrs Gedge put down her knife and fork and sent a considered look about her. “The power and wealth of the gentlemen in this room could tilt the world’s axis if they only knew how to work together.” Her nostrils flared. “If they only harnessed it for good rather than expended their energies on satisfying their personal desires. I brought you here for a reason, you know. Because someone of interest was going to be dining here. Do you recognise anyone?”

      Faith blinked at the abruptness of the question. She also put down her knife and fork and looked carefully at the faces of the dozen or so gentlemen dining with other men or, occasionally, a woman.

      “Several,” she said, returning to her food. The sole with chive sauce was delicious and not the kind of fare she generally enjoyed. The expense and effort to which Madame went to ensure the trappings of her sumptuous establishment and the outward appearance of the girls who represented it were only skin deep. Therefore, dining on something other than potatoes and gravy with the occasional piece of gristle made it worth pandering to Mrs Gedge.

      “I trust you would not be recognised?” There was steel behind the question, but Faith knew that being kept hidden from the gentlemen who visited Madame Chambon’s girls was an important clause in the contract Mrs Gedge had with the brothel keeper.

      “Of course not.” Faith dabbed delicately at her lips with her napkin and smiled again at her benefactress. “I recognise a great many people here in fact. That gentlemen dining with his mother over there is one of Eloise’s most regular clients—”

      “How do you know she’s his mother?”

      “Because I used to clean the grate and make up the fire in her bedchamber when she was a guest at Wildwood Lodge. She’s a friend of Lady Carmody’s. That red hair is hard to miss.” Faith hesitated. “Do you think she’ll come over and say hello to you?”

      Mrs Gedge shuddered. “Lord, I’ve worked too hard to ensure I’ll not be recognised these past few years. Like you. No, I no longer care to recall those days at Wildwood Lodge.” She picked at her food, sad and no longer the hard, determined woman Faith had always known. “Tell me, Faith, do you miss your friends from Wildwood Lodge?” Mrs Gedge’s laboured breathing seemed due to more than just the stress put on her corset by the large quantity of food and wine she’d just consumed. Her mouth trembled. “Do you resent me for taking you away from there? I trust you’ve had no communication with anyone from your old life. If you have, now is the time to tell me.”

      “You know my only friends are the girls at Madame Chambon’s.” Faith resented the intrusion and the suspicion in her benefactress’s voice, but she spoke the truth. “You made sure of that,” she added, spearing a Brussels sprout.

      “For your own good, Faith. I made you a lady. I think some sacrifices have been worth the position in which you now find yourself.”

      Faith offered the requisite smile, tilting her head to regard Mrs Gedge with a level stare and, in the process, intercepted the interested glance of a young man across the room through the fronds of the Kentish palm to her right. He was dining with an older gentleman and a woman. Parents, perhaps, in the way they communicated an expectation of filial obedience as they now rose, gathering gloves and cane.

      The young gentleman got to his feet more slowly, his eyes lingering on Faith. Though surprised, and somewhat unnerved, she did not look away as he brushed back the heavy hair that flopped over his brow, all the while keeping his eyes firmly on her. His lips curved slightly as he made some signal to his companions that he was about to follow them.

      Faith returned his level stare. Give nothing away. That’s what she’d been taught. Yet show that you have noticed him.

      She was brought back to the present by Mrs Gedge’s thoughtful tone. “My, my, I did not expect this.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Faith clasped her hands in her lap and returned Mrs Gedge’s look with unusual defiance across the table.

      Surprise still lurked in the other woman’s expression before Mrs Gedge laughed softly. “My dear Faith, you were magnificent.” She sat back, her bosom heaving. “That young man…you don’t know him surely?”

      “I’ve never seen him in my life.”

      “Did you think him handsome?”

      “Very.”

      “Why, pray?”

      Faith shrugged. “I like an athletic physique. And he had nice eyes. He looked…kind.”

      “Kind?!” The word snapped like a whip across the table, and Faith felt her mouth drop open.

      Before another beat had passed, Mrs Gedge had recovered herself. A slow smile curved her lips as she said slowly, “Why, Faith, this is a miracle. I cannot believe how easy this is going to be. You did not even try.” She took another sip of wine, then announced, “Tomorrow night you are going to your first soiree.”

      Faith jerked her head up.

      “I had not thought you ready, but it’s important to strike while the iron is hot, as they say.” Faith sent her a narrow look and wondered if Mrs Gedge had drunk too much. “I will not accompany you, Faith, of course. No, Lady Vernon will do that. A good thing she’s recovered her health for it’ll be a busy few weeks.” Businesslike, Mrs Gedge went on, “She will accompany you to a great many functions: balls, soirees, picnics – and she will report back to me, you understand?”

      Mrs Gedge finished her wine and put her knife and fork together. Faith waited. This was not some reward, she knew. She was expected to perform, though she wasn’t sure, exactly, how. Surprisingly, tingles in the tips of her fingers were echoed by a prickling sensation on the backs of her legs, and her breath was suddenly shallow. Fear? Anticipation? Excitement?

      Hope.

      In the end, she had to ask. “Is this…to be my purpose, Mrs Gedge?”

      A flash of triumph brightened the other woman’s eye. “Yes, Faith. For three years, you’ve been trained to behave like a young lady, and I’ve asked nothing in return.” Mrs Gedge had positioned herself so that she could not be observed by the company currently leaving; however, she could clearly see that the young man had stopped at the double doors for a final look over his shoulder at Faith.

      Looking from the handsome young man with the athletic physique and the kind eyes to Faith, she said softly, “I have waited a long time for this but…tomorrow you will begin to repay me.”
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      A strong smell of boiled cabbage permeated Lady Vernon’s musty lodgings.

      The hackney carriage had dropped her off in the cobbled street in front of the narrow terrace house, and having been ushered into an unused bedchamber, Faith’s earlier excitement was being sorely tested.

      She stared with dismay at the simple gown Lady Vernon held up.

      She was hardly going to make the grand entrance she’d envisaged in this plain, pale-cream silk ensemble trimmed with pink bows.

      “Very virginal, isn’t it, Faith? Not what you’re used to regarding as up to the mark in the household you inhabit.” Lady Vernon’s fingers pinched Faith’s flesh as she turned her around and, without ceremony, began to unbutton the back of her dress. “No, you fancy the tawdry, I daresay, because even if you’ve not yet had the pleasure of a man, you’re still no better than those other girls you live with.”

      “Lady Vernon, don’t you look just the thing!” Mrs Gedge, who’d just been admitted by the parlourmaid, interrupted the unwise response Faith was about to deliver. The American woman looked, in contrast to Lady Vernon, quite animated as she took in the gown that clothed the noblewoman’s frail frame. Perhaps it had been up to the mark a decade previously, but it had been obviously refashioned into a poor copy of the day’s fashions. The feathers in Lady Vernon’s headdress looked as tired as the grey-faced old woman who wore them.

      “And Faith, you know what is expected of you, don’t you?”

      Faith nodded as Lady Vernon peeled her blue day dress over her shoulders and down her hips, then began to button up the cream silk once Faith had stepped into it. She was so disappointed she thought she might cry. The previous week, when the dressmaker had fitted her with the calico toile, Faith had been led to believe the figure-hugging ensemble was going to be in bold, eye-catching colours.

      “And you, Lady Vernon?” Mrs Gedge began to circle.

      “I know exactly what is expected, Madam.” Lady Vernon’s tone was grim. “I will not let Faith out of my sight.”

      “And she is to come back here tonight. I don’t want to run the risk of her being followed. In fact…” Mrs Gedge sent them both a considering look. “Faith will stay here for the next few weeks. Lady Vernon, you will arrange for her belongings to be brought around and you, Faith, are to have nothing to do with any of the girls at Madame Chambon’s from now on.” She rubbed her hands as if in anticipation of something very pleasurable while Faith reassessed her idea of success. In the short term, success simply meant extricating herself from the smell of mould and boiled cabbage that pervaded Lady Vernon’s premises. She didn’t think she could bear it a moment longer.

      “Whatever you wish, Mrs Gedge.”

      Meanwhile, Mrs Gedge was reaching forward to take a tendril of Faith’s golden hair. “You were blessed, child,” she murmured. “Blessed like few others of your squalid upbringing. I wish you to turn expectation on its head. That’s what I wish for you tonight.”

      “And…who am I to play?”

      The question lingered in the damp air, clearly a source of amusement to Mrs Gedge.

      “Who are you to play?” Mrs Gedge laughed softly and turned to Lady Vernon. “Who is this shy beauty, Lady Vernon? Show me how well you know your part.”

      Lady Vernon inclined her head and intoned in a dry, unemotional voice, “I’d like to introduce my impoverished goddaughter rescued from an untenable situation in the north of the country. Well connected by birth but penniless.” She looked at Faith almost with dislike. “A penniless beauty.”

      Faith ran her hands down the princess-line gown and glanced again at her reflection. She had to admit that there was an elegant simplicity to the unadorned cream silk. A tiny row of pink bows down the front of her gown and one large pink bow at the back of the swathed bustle would make her stand out from the crowd, she knew. A simple cross on a chain at her throat completed the ensemble.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was the society event Faith had imagined but certainly not the grand debut.

      She and Lady Vernon stood out for the very fact that they stepped across the threshold into the dazzling ballroom and richly garbed crowd as, clearly, the poor relations.

      “Welcome, Lady Vernon. And who is the young lady?”

      Their hostess for the evening, Lady Griffin, seemed pleasant and welcoming. Even sympathetic when Lady Vernon explained she was taking her goddaughter to a few places during her first visit to the metropolis.

      “I agreed to sponsor the girl to the extent my limited resources will allow.” Lady Vernon sighed as if Faith were the greatest cross to bear. But then Lady Vernon seemed to regard any effort on her part as an imposition. “She’s the eldest of ten.” She sniffed. “Daughters, mainly, so I’m doing what I can for the family. If Faith is not successful in the few weeks she has in the metropolis, I’ll be sending her to Yorkshire where she’s to take up a post as governess.” She sniffed again. “It does seem a shame to see her wasted. Such a biddable girl, too.” Her brow creased as she added, almost in wonder, “Not the slightest bit vain. She’d suit a young clerk with prospects, perhaps.” Lady Vernon smiled hopefully at her hostess.
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      On the other side of the room, Crispin Westaway was trying hard to attend to his aunt, who was waxing lyrical on the play she’d attended the previous night. However, his gaze kept straying to the unusual pair speaking to their hostess beneath the Goya painting. He’d barely been able to believe his eyes when they’d alighted on the vision from the restaurant the night before.

      Now he couldn’t wait for an opportunity to address her in person.

      “The Prince of Wales is causing his poor mother headaches again,” he heard his aunt confide in her nasal manner to her friend, Lady Braxsted. “Have you heard, Crispin? What a trial one’s children can be.”

      Crispin didn’t care what the Prince of Wales was up to, but he was happy to corroborate his aunt, Lady Pymble’s mild outrage at the latest scandal while his gaze drifted to the humpbacked dowager in the far corner who seemed to be shielding her charge.

      The girl’s hair was like a halo of sensuous golden light, cascading down her back in fashionable ringlets, her small fringe highlighting her elfin face. He’d never seen anyone so lovely, and his fingers itched to grasp his paintbrush. It would be a challenge to capture the wistful half smile the girl directed at the woman when her companion made some remark.

      “Excuse me, who is that young woman over there?” he interrupted, causing his  gossiping aunt and her friend to stop midsentence and look at him in surprise. They squinted in the direction in which he pointed and shook their heads.

      “Never seen her in my life,” Lady Braxted said, “though it looks like Lady Vernon is sponsoring her tonight.” She gave a snide laugh. “Probably did it for money.”

      Crispin narrowed his eyes. “Money? It doesn’t look like the girl is blessed with a family who can expend much on the outward adornments.”

      His aunt made a tutting noise. “What a thing to say, Crispin. Most young men would not make observations about the plainness of her dress. They’d have eyes only for the beauty of the young woman.  I have to say, she is rather exceptional. Shall I make some investigations on your behalf?” She sent Crispin a sly look.

      He nodded. “I would appreciate that, Aunt.”

      His aunt looked on the point of happily announcing some scheme to facilitate Crispin’s wishes, for she was a woman who adored schemes and plots, before she was nearly knocked over by an enthusiastic young lady cutting a swathe through the crowd.

      “I am so sorry!” came the mortified, immediately identifiable mid-Atlantic tones of the young lady who’d inadvertently bumped into Lady Pymble. “I really have no idea how to behave, do I?” She put her hand to her mouth as she hiccupped. “Off the boat from New York last week and unleashed this evening for my first London soiree, and already I’m scandalising my English relatives. I’m Miss Amy Eaves, by the way. Pleased to meet you!”

      Crispin smiled inwardly as he witnessed the aversion his aunt had in taking the hand thrust into her face. He wondered if she’d go so far as to tell Miss Eaves that young ladies did not introduce themselves in such a manner in this country.

      To his surprise, she merely said, “You clearly have much to learn about English ways, Miss Eaves, but I daresay one has to start somewhere. I’m Lady Pymble, and this is my nephew, Mr Westaway.”

      “Oh, my! Lady Pymble, is it? My apologies again.” Now Miss Eaves was curtseying. Crispin didn’t know whether to be embarrassed or amused. He chose the latter.

      “Welcome to London, Miss Eaves. And what are your plans while you are in our fair city?” Miss Eaves was not a beauty in any conventional sense, but there was an enthusiasm about her that set her apart from the coy, well-mannered debutantes of his acquaintance.

      Miss Eaves replied with unsurprising directness, “Well, my father wants a title. That is, he wants me to snare one since he’s got everything else. Including the world’s biggest yacht which he’s sailing around the world.”

      “Indeed.” Lady Pymble seemed not to know what to say.

      Miss Eaves rubbed her little snub nose and frowned. “So, why are you a lady and your nephew is only a Mr?”

      Crispin and his aunt exchanged a glance. At least she looked more amused than scandalised now.

      “My nephew is in line for a title. Once his father dies. But let’s talk of other things, shall we?” She sent a searching look about the room and added, “I’m sure someone must be looking for you, Miss Eaves.”

      She took this for dismissal and nodded. “Well, I don’t know how well you know my uncle, Sir Albion McKinley, but everyone here seems to know everyone else, and if you can persuade him to let me get a job, I’ll be mighty grateful.”

      “A job.”

      Crispin wasn’t surprised his aunt sounded so scandalised.

      “Not for money, surely?” Lady Pymble went on.

      Miss Eaves nodded again. “I’ve asked my uncle if I can write about the artists who exhibit for him, and he says I might dip my ink in the inkwell if I choose, but that he won’t pay me a penny for my trouble and scandalise my father.”

      “I should think not,” murmured Lady Pymble.

      “Oh, I know ladies don’t get paid, of course. But I don’t want to be a lady.” Miss Eaves sent Crispin a considered look. “So, you needn’t worry you’ll hear from me when you land that title. Anyway…” She took a step away. “If you hear of some newspaper job going, please keep me in mind, only don’t get the message to me through my uncle.”

      “Your uncle is Sir Albion McKinley?” Crispin tried to see anything to connect the highly esteemed patron of the London Society of Artists with this brash young woman. “Not the greatest proponent of women’s suffrage I would have thought.” He envisioned the tight-lipped, balding and slightly stooped gentleman he’d met on the many occasions he’d ventured into the hallowed precincts of the Royal Society of Artists. Not that that had been for a while. Crispin’s passion for art had been effectively strangled by his father’s insistence he apply himself to following in the family tradition by entering the world of politics. It had been a long time since he’d picked up a paintbrush.

      “No, he is not. I might have earned a way into his good books if I’d had an ounce of artistic talent in my little finger, but I do not.” Miss Eaves shrugged. “No, I like to write, and I think I’m good at it. I also think it’s a mighty fine way for a woman to earn a respectable income but…” she sighed. “There you go!”

      “Yes, there you go,” Crispin repeated, stepping aside in order to facilitate a satisfactory end to the conversation, for it appeared Miss Eaves was ready to settle in for the night, and he was growing increasingly impatient to meet the vision of loveliness still alone with her chaperone on the other side of the room.

      With Miss Eaves finally despatched, Crispin was halfway towards Lady Vernon and her unknown charge when his father clapped him on the shoulder with a demand for an inventory on Crispin’s activities for the past week.

      Dutifully, Crispin outlined the tedium with which he’d occupied mind and body, surprised when Lord Maxwell remarked, “Your Aunt Alice thinks you look weary. Says she spied you across the street when she alighted from a hackney at Marble Arch, and she commented on your grey pallor and hunched shoulders, which she put down to the work in the satchel you carried.” Lord Maxwell’s craggy face grew more lined as he frowned, though Crispin recognised this as the ghost of a smile. “You’ll be doing well if you’ve inherited half her persuasive talents, for by the end of the conversation, I’d promised that I’d give you a fortnight off. Yes, a week to amuse yourself before you return to the studies required by your new position.”

      Crispin couldn’t have been more surprised.

      “A fortnight, Father?”

      “Possibly three, in fact, and funds enough to take yourself off to the South of France if you so wish.” His brows knitted. “Just make sure you’re ready to throw yourself back into work when you return and don’t get enticed away by some Frenchie vixen, mind.”

      Crispin grinned, and content with this out of character interview, was about to buoyantly head off in Lady Vernon’s direction when he saw that lady deep in conversation with Miss Eaves, who appeared to have wandered into their enclave with the same abandon she had when she’d met Crispin and his aunt.

      Better to wait, he thought, so he could have the field uncluttered. Meanwhile, visions of his week of pure pleasure floated enticingly about his head. Where would he go? What would he do?

      His friend Roger Jolimont had a boat. Perhaps they’d sail to the French Riviera. That could be jolly good fun at this time of year. If his father were in such an indulgent mood, perhaps he’d grant Crispin a month.
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        * * *

      

      Faith was bored. Tonight was proving a dismal failure. No one had come up to speak to them except for a talkative American young woman whom Lady Vernon had collared, no doubt to extrapolate information about her earlier conversation with the young man she’d noticed glancing at Faith all evening.

      Faith now knew exactly how things were to play out. First, Mrs Gedge had known the young man she’d seen at the restaurant would be there. And now he was here again. Clearly, he had been selected, for reasons that Faith would find out in due course. Faith’s job, of course, would be to entice him, seduce him, make him fall in love with her, and then break his heart.

      She was almost one hundred percent sure that this was Lady Gedge’s plan. It seemed the obvious reason for calling Faith her ‘beautiful revenge’ for all these years.

      And yet, why?

      The young man chosen was certainly a very handsome specimen, so of course that made Faith’s task so much easier. Her heart had even given a little jolt when she’d locked eyes with him through the Kentish palm at the restaurant the previous night. It was true that she’d declared she’d rather die than offer her body to a man she didn’t love, but what if she simply found him attractive enough not to be repulsed by what Mrs Gedge wanted her to do? That would surely be within her code?

      And she did need to eat. She had precious few alternatives other than the one Mrs Gedge intended for her.

      Faith studied the young man closely through lowered eyelashes while she sipped from her champagne flute. He was tall, with dependable shoulders, and when he spoke, there was an animation about him absent from so many of the bored gentlemen about town who frequented Madame Chambon’s.

      That was certainly in his favour.

      Faith decided she liked the way his mouth quirked when he was clearly amused, which, it seemed, he frequently was, and his quick, impatient gestures in raking his floppy fringe back from his face.

      She couldn’t decide whether he was of an artistic temperament or just filled with energy that needed to find an outlet. Part of her lessons at Madame’s had been in how to read a man. Not only had Faith attended sessions where young men willingly revealed themselves to a dozen or so of Madame Chambon’s girls for a practical demonstration of how easily they were aroused, and by what, but she’d had to listen endlessly to Madame discussing man’s many temperaments and how to pander to them for the greatest return.

      An artistic temperament required feeding a man’s passion by suggesting that one, alone, had what was required to unleash his genius.

      “There he is, Faith. What do you think?”

      As Lady Vernon had asked the question, Faith was less inclined to answer truthfully. And yet there were benefits since it would be reported back to Mrs Gedge and, in truth, Faith had hoped very much that she’d be able to please her benefactress. It made life so much easier.

      “He’s very handsome,” Faith conceded.

      “And you’ll be five hundred pounds richer once he seduces you.”

      Faith gasped and glanced about her, but they were within no one’s hearing. Surprised at her reaction, when she’d lived so long in a house of ill repute, she said, staring stonily ahead, “That will be between the gentleman, whose name I don’t even know, and myself.” She offered Lady Vernon her haughtiest expression. “I’ll thank you to keep your nose out of my personal affairs.”

      “It’s what I’m being paid for, and I am just as keen to earn my five hundred pounds and be rid of you, my girl.” Lady Vernon stared down her thin nose at Faith. “The sooner you complete the business, the better.” She hesitated. “Though there is a little more to the transaction.”

      “Yes, of course there is. Don’t I have to make him fall in love with me, then break his heart?” Faith thought the acid in her tone was justified.

      “Don’t pride yourself on being too clever. That was plain for anyone in your position to know.”

      “And why does Mrs Gedge wish her revenge on this man, in particular?”

      Lady Vernon shrugged, and the rise and fall of her bony shoulders accentuated her flat chest. Faith stared at the woman, unloved and bitter, but whose nature had perhaps never invited friendship, and decided she’d never be like Lady Vernon with a title and living a celibate life on a diet of boiled cabbage. No, Faith would make the most of her youth and beauty to find an escape from the evil house that confined her until she’d expedited Mrs Gedge’s plans for revenge. She’d find a rich and handsome man who’d love her despite her secrets and sordid past, and who’d marry her and give her a life of comfort and security.

      She sent her prospective gentleman another assessing glance. Perhaps he actually might be the one who would do all this for her.

      “Mrs Gedge is a woman who jumps to conclusions. I think you know that, Faith. She also harbours grudges. Grudges that are never laid to rest until she’s satisfied her requirements have been conquered.” Lady Vernon rummaged in her reticule and produced a lace handkerchief. “That American woman has too much time on her hands to brood and too much money, but if she wants to throw it in our direction, I’m not going to stop her.” She blew her nose. “Who knows why she wants revenge on him. Perhaps he’s the sacrificial lamb substituting for someone else? His father, perhaps. I really don’t care. I just want my five hundred pounds, as do you, I’m sure.” She gave Faith a warning glance. “Just don’t lose your own heart in all this.”

      “I’m surprised you care enough to warn me, Lady Vernon.”

      “Oh, I don’t care a jot. I’m just stating the obvious to fill in a little time and to find something to say while this young man makes his leisurely way over here.”

      Faith now saw that Lady Vernon was using her handkerchief as cover for a very close scrutiny of the gentleman who was perhaps ten feet away, when the old woman took Faith by the elbow and started leading her towards the door, not pausing as they passed by him.

      “Where are we going?” Faith asked. “It’s so early and…he was just about to speak to us!” She felt ridiculously disappointed all of a sudden. Was Lady Vernon suddenly deciding she needed to protect Faith from herself, or the young man, or Mrs Gedge?

      “Yes, I’m afraid we must go home now, Faith. My poor old back is hurting and I’m longing for my bed, but don’t make the mistake of thinking Mrs Gedge will be displeased.” Her lined face softened beneath a rare smile as they reached the double doors which were opened in unison by a pair of footmen. The cool night air hit them like a slap in Faith’s face. “Tomorrow or the next your work will begin in earnest. Soon, Mrs Gedge will understand I’m worth so much more than the paltry allowance she pays me.”
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      Crispin opened the book that teetered near the top of the pile his father had given him, and tried to focus his attention on its account of British and Prussian diplomatic relations in the past decade.

      An ornate gilt clock loudly proclaimed the passing of time, while the crackle of the small fire in the study grate on this unseasonably chilly day was even more distracting.

      Last night had been a bore. And a sore disappointment. There’d been no lively conversation; no interesting revelations. And the young lady he’d wanted to speak to had simply disappeared in front of his nose.

      He could picture her now, the golden hair that rippled down her back, the intricately coiffured curls complementing her fashionable hairstyle and contrasting with her spectacularly plain dress. Would she look more beautiful in bolder colours or did a more austere presentation highlight her beauty?

      His father had promised him three weeks of freedom and, of course, Crispin was itching to be gone from his books and the stifling timetable his father demanded.

      Yet, it would have been diverting to have made the girl’s acquaintance. It had been such a long time since he’d confronted such a vision that made him so ready to whip out his paintbrush and paints and set to work.

      After another half an hour of diligent study, Crispin was more than ready to entertain the interruption that came from one of the housemaids, who put her head around the door half an hour later to tell him he had visitors and should she show them in?

      It was more shock than surprise that tore through him when they were announced.

      “Lady Vernon?” he repeated. She was not someone with whom his parents were on any level of intimacy, though he knew of her. Her father had been a nobleman fallen from grace on account of some very shady dealings which his untimely death had fortunately meant were not fully investigated.

      Not that that was of any interest when the lovely creature in her shadow was materialising upon the threshold.

      Attempting to mask his delight, Crispin directed them to take a seat on the Chesterfield sofa positioned at right angles to the fire.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked, as he lowered himself into a leather wingback chair opposite.

      Lady Vernon clasped her black-gloved hands in her lap with the look of someone who has something very particular to say.

      Crispin glanced from her bony fingers to the interested expression on the face of the girl on the sofa beside her, and felt the heat rise in his cheeks and his body respond. He leaned forward and looked at the pair expectantly as Lady Vernon cleared her throat.

      “My charge, Miss Montague, is well practised at achieving the utmost stillness required of an artist’s model, though naturally I would be in attendance at all times, Mr Westaway.” She cleared her throat again. “That is, if you believe she is suitable.”

      Crispin drew back in surprise, but even before Lady Vernon finished, he was conjuring up exactly what hue he would pick to achieve the soft peach colour of the girl’s cheeks and the red of her Cupid’s bow. Her hair was an altogether thrilling proposition.

      Then common sense returned. In the next day or so he’d be heading for the French Riviera. After that, he’d be heading for Germany where he’d take up the life of diplomacy just as his father had done and his grandfather before that.

      Regretfully he said, “I believe there’s been a misunderstanding, Lady Vernon. I no longer paint, and I don’t know who gave you the impression that I would consider a painting commission.”

      The pucker between the old woman’s grey, bristly eyebrows indicated the disappointment he was at pains to hide.

      Crispin leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “I am preparing to take up a posting as British Third Secretary to the British Ambassador to Germany. My intended departure is a little over a month from now.”

      “I saw the portrait of Madame Lascelles. A beautiful and faithful rendition so true to life, for I know the young lady. You painted that, Mr Westaway.” There was the hint of aggression in her tone.

      “I did, but that was two years ago, and my career was not decided then. I was following my inclinations only.”

      “You wanted to be a great artist, I heard, Mr Westaway, and there were many who believed you could be. Sir Albion considered you the finest talent of your generation.”

      The jolt Crispin felt was not altogether pleasant. Sir Albion had found plenty to criticise in Crispin’s efforts. He was not a man to praise lightly. And yet he had always been encouraging. Crispin wondered with the vaguest tinge of regret, whether a more pointed word from the Patron of the Royal Society of Artists might have swayed him when his father was so intent that Crispin turn his back on his art in order to pursue a more serious path.

      He was about to respond when Lady Vernon went on, “It is why I assumed you’d be looking for a model when I learned of this newly announced and extremely prestigious art prize under the auspices of the Society. I hoped, in turn, that a painting by you might improve the marital prospects of my goddaughter, Miss Montague.”

      Crispin directed a surprised stare at the young lady whose cheeks were a far rosier hue than they had been. She’d not said a word, but she clearly was invested in the conversation.

      Lady Vernon’s crisp tones reverberated through the silence. “I want Faith to be noticed, Mr Westaway, and I thought that through your talents, she would be.”

      Crispin refrained from saying that he thought she needed no one’s talents to be noticed. Miss Montague was one of the most exquisite-looking young women he had ever encountered.

      “Mr Westaway, I have taken it upon myself to do what I can for dear Faith. It may well be a futile and thankless task for she is the youngest of ten with nothing to offer anyone except a pliant nature.”

      “And her beauty.” He swallowed. Had he actually said that?

      “Precisely. Some gentlemen would overlook her lack of dowry because of her beauty, which is why I want you to paint her and show her to society. To the world. It is the only plan I have. Otherwise, she must return to her disappointed family in a few weeks, before taking up a position as governess to a family in Yorkshire that has evinced interest in Faith’s keen grasp of politics and her interest in philosophy.”

      Crispin looked at the girl with even greater interest. “You have an interest in politics?”

      She nodded as she dropped her gaze from his. She seemed nervous, and suddenly he wanted to reassure her. He smiled encouragingly, and she murmured, “The young boy whom I shall tutor has a desire to become a diplomat. It was after I was engaged in conversation with his father that I was provisionally employed…” She hesitated before saying with what Crispin perceived as a touch of embarrassment. “That is, if my London debut is not a success.”

      “How can it not be, Miss Montague?” Crispin smiled warmly at her and was delighted at the reappearance of the rosy hue in her cheeks. “I predict you will take society by storm entirely through your own talents. You need no help from me.”

      He offered them tea and carefully steered the talk to other matters after they declined and he led them to the door.

      He said how deeply disappointed he was that he could not humour Lady Vernon, and refrained from saying that he was even more disappointed he’d see no more of Miss Montague.

      But he knew that with his departure so imminent, he could afford no distractions. Succumbing to his desire to paint would be dangerous.

      Succumbing to his desire to further his acquaintance with Miss Montague could prove fatal.
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        * * *

      

      Faith stood on the doorstep of Mr Westaway’s townhouse and plucked at the neckline of her blue cotton figure-hugging, but plainly adorned, polonaise, while she summoned the courage to do what Lady Vernon had insisted was their next step.

      It was true that she was more than just a little excited to see Mr Westaway again, but she wished she could do so wearing a more lavishly embellished and modish gown. However, now that Mrs Gedge had endorsed Lady Vernon’s plan of offering up Faith as a charity case, Faith had no choice but to adopt the role assigned to her.

      In the hall, she heard muted footsteps before the door was opened and the butler stared at her with astonishment.

      “I am so terribly sorry to disturb you, but my companion in the park just across the road has succumbed to a dizzy spell and begs for a glass of water,” Faith preempted him to explain her unchaperoned state.

      She was counting on the fact the butler would not leave her on the doorstep while he attended to her request so was relieved when he conducted her into the drawing room to wait.

      Lady Vernon was indeed in the park, and Faith had a few moments to carry out the other woman’s plan for Mr Westaway had been seen entering the house some minutes before. To Faith’s intense relief, it was Mr Westaway who happened upon her before she’d been spurred into snooping about in the hopes of somehow stumbling upon him.

      “Good heavens, Miss Montague!” he cried upon stepping into the drawing room, apparently deep in thought, before glancing up to see Faith gripping the back of the sofa.

      Almost giddy with relief, she said, smiling, “You remembered my name, Mr Westaway. I am so very pleased, for you can’t imagine how ashamed I was to enter your house unaccompanied by Lady Vernon. She’s in the park and not well, and so I came here as I recognised the area we were in yesterday.”

      Mr Westaway’s smile broadened before he quickly schooled his features into an expression more appropriate. “Your godmother is indisposed? I’m sorry to hear it. I passed my butler in the corridor who said he was fetching water for someone which I thought rather odd at the time. Now I understand. Please, take a seat while I go myself to ensure she’s all right.”

      Faith moved forward as if to halt him then stopped. “There’s really no need to do that. Lady Vernon regularly has dizzy spells. She’ll be up to the mark as soon as she’s rested a little and had some water.” She heard the nervousness in her voice and counselled herself to be more contained. “The truth is, I wanted to speak to you, alone, Mr Westaway.”

      He stopped and waited. He certainly didn’t seem as susceptible as she might have liked to the idea that she was alone in his home.

      Yet.

      Faith plucked at the fingers of one glove and avoided his eyes, before fixing him with a heartfelt look and launching into her hurried speech. “Please, Mr Westaway, are you certain you don’t want to enter the art competition? The prize money is unprecedented, and Sir Albion has proclaimed it a call to arms for the country’s greatest new generation of talents, of whom he numbers you amongst them. It’s true.” She tried for her most disarming smile, aware her mouth was trembling.

      In the silence, she could hear the maids talking somewhere in the corridor and the ticking of the clock. Now she was truly nervous. So much hinged upon her success in making him yield. Mrs Gedge had thought it would be easy. Lady Vernon thought it was no contest at all, given that painting was all he’d ever wanted to do, apparently.

      But now Faith’s future hinged upon Mr Westaway reneging.

      She gave a little sob as she sank against the heavy curtains in the window embrasure. “Please consider taking up the painting challenge, though I now beg you for purely selfish reasons.” She put her hands to her eyes. “Everything Lady Vernon said yesterday is true. If I do not have a marriage offer by the end of July, I shall be sent to a remote household in Yorkshire against my will.”

      “A marriage offer?” He raised one eyebrow, smiling as he repeated the words. “I take it you mean a marriage offer from some other gentleman who might be made…aware of you through the interest a painting by me of you will inevitably garner when it’s displayed amongst the competing entries at the Royal Society. An anonymously sponsored competition, which, I gather, has added to the sensation surrounding it.”

      She could see him wavering. Was it because of her or that the thought of wielding a paintbrush was so enticing?

      Faith was silent as she waited. He would have to make some kind of response, even if it were to regretfully inform her that her request was, after all, out of the question. But his silence did not mean she missed the way his eyes roamed over her.

      His awareness of her was thrilling. This was power. Yes, her first experience of holding the interest of a man. She was beautiful. She’d been told that, and although she hadn’t actually met any of the clients of Madame Chambon, when she compared herself to the girls who were the paramours of dukes and princes, she knew she was every bit their equal.

      What did it matter that Mrs Gedge was using her for some underhand purpose? That she called Faith her ‘beautiful revenge’? Faith’s greatest, perhaps only, power was in the allure she exerted over the male species, and now she was proving just how adept she was at her calling. Not her chosen calling but her calling by default. Succeeding in this arena was the only way she could survive, and the fact she liked this man gave her mission a life-and-death quality.

      He gripped the back of the sofa too, his hands only inches from hers, his body angled half towards her. She could feel his tenseness; his desire. He was intrigued. Her beauty was a gift to the painter, her vulnerability hard to ignore. In a moment, he would waver. She could see it happening already. Mr Westaway would be all hers, and Faith would notch up her first conquest in the elaborate dance that would bind him to her and make him her slave, just as Mrs Gedge required.

      “I believe my butler has taken your godmother a glass of water, Miss Montague.” His voice broke the spell, his body relaxing, the tension dissipating. With a polite indication of the door he said with genuine regret, “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but the truth is that as much as I would love nothing more than to idle away many pleasant hours doing justice to your beauty and wielding a paintbrush, I will be leaving the country in a couple of short months to take up a position in Germany. I have too much to learn about my duties there to be able to accede to your request.” His smile was kind. “As much as I would desire it.”

      Her mouth dropped open. She suddenly felt a fool. This was not how it was supposed to go. Failure? On her first attempt? Faith took a step towards the door and straightened her shoulders with as much dignity as she could manage.

      “I am familiar with the political situation that exists between the two countries,” she managed. “Great Britain and Germany. I could tell you about it while you painted me.”

      He laughed outright at that and Faith stepped across the threshold, defeated. “I did not mean to amuse you, sir,” she said stiffly. “Thank you for considering it, nevertheless.”

      “Please, Miss Montague, it was not my intention to embarrass you.” He extended his hand towards her, his kind eyes looking concerned, whereas she’d seen the amusement in his dismissiveness just before and it wounded her to the quick.

      “Good day to you, Mr Westaway,” she said, ignoring his overtures. “I wish you well for your new posting.”

      She avoided his attempt to stay her, gliding to the front door which the butler was holding open. Across the cobbled street, she could see the outline of Lady Vernon behind the railings of the park, no doubt congratulating herself prematurely on her success in sending Faith to personally petition for the dreams she was certain the young man would be unable to resist.

      But Faith had failed.
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