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      To my fans who wanted to know how the story of Genevieve and Christian began, this prequel is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          England, Summer 1818

        

      

    

    
      Genevieve Marshall gazed out of the coach’s window, her joyful anticipation of reuniting with her friend fading at the sight of the dark, grotesque abbey. Why, all it needed was the clichéd dead tree, complete with a cawing crow, to make an ideal setting for a Gothic novel. Genevieve couldn’t imagine a drearier place in which to have a house party.

      “I can hardly believe Matilda grew up here,” Genevieve murmured.

      Indeed, the structure seemed determined to inspire melancholy rather than Matilda Widtsoe’s irrepressible liveliness.

      Mama pushed back the curtain and peered out. Auburn ringlets, the same color as Genevieve’s, framed her face and contrasted with her lace cap. “Good heavens, what a cheerless dwelling.”

      Chuckling, Papa set aside his newspaper to admire the view. “That ‘cheerless dwelling’ is Bainbridge Abbey, built in the eleventh century to withstand sieges.”

      Genevieve sent him a wry smile. “I don’t suppose you can promise a few ghosts to add to the ambience?”

      “I’ll speak to Admiral Widtsoe.” Papa’s chocolate brown eyes crinkled.

      “Tell your ghosts to stay out of our bedchamber,” Mama said primly. “I’ll not have our privacy invaded by their shenanigans.”

      “I’m sure they can be reasonable,” Genevieve quipped.

      She studied her Mama for signs of undue fatigue or distress. One can never be too careful with a weak heart. However, despite a two-day journey, Mama’s color remained good at the moment. Still, as soon as they reached the abbey, she’d see to it that her mother rested.

      Genevieve resettled into the seat cushions and imagined her reunion with her friend Matilda Widtsoe. It seemed a decade since they’d last conversed, but it had only been a year. Letters were no substitute for lively conversation, although the capitalized and underlined words and the prolific use of exclamation points certainly reflected Matilda’s passionate manner of speech.

      And who was this young gentleman who’d captured her friend’s heart this Season and occupied a large portion of Matilda’s letters? Genevieve fairly tingled with anticipation. She must determine if this young man was worthy of her friend.

      The coach bumped over the curving road and stopped in front of the to the ominous structure’s main entrance.

      As Genevieve took Papa’s hand and stepped out, she looked up at the dark building. “Oh, my.”

      “Look at the gargoyles on the parapets.” Papa pointed. “This is truly a well-preserved structure. I’m happy to see they didn’t make any additions to try to modernize it.”

      “Mrs. Widtsoe said they’ve updated inside,” Mama said. “They even have modern bathing rooms with shower baths.” She raised her brows.

      A bath sounded delightful after the dirt and grit of the road. But not as delightful as reuniting with Matilda.

      While footmen shouldered the family’s trunks, Genevieve followed her parents up the front steps. They’d no sooner been admitted into a cavernous great hall than a squeal of delight and a bundle of ruffles launched itself at Genevieve and hugged her until she let out a squeak herself.

      “Oh, Jenny, you’re here at last! I have so much to tell you!” Matilda drew back enough to let Genevieve breathe.

      She’d forgotten their height difference. Though Matilda stood at average height, Genevieve barely reached the tip of Matilda’s perfectly English nose. They grinned at one another.

      Matilda curtsied to Genevieve’s parents before resuming her bobbing as if her excitement refused to be contained, her honey-colored curls echoing every bounce. “Welcome, Captain Marshall, Mrs. Marshall. We’re so happy you’re all here. I trust your journey was not too tiring?”

      Before Mama and Papa got off more than a few words, Matilda said, “Good, good. Mrs. Pearce will see you settled.” She took both of Genevieve’s hands into hers, and Matilda’s words started tripping all over themselves in her excitement. “Oh, Jenny, I can’t wait for you to meet him. He and his father are attending the house party. Isn’t that wonderful? His father is an earl, you might recall, so it’s quite an honor that they’re coming, but of course, that’s not why I adore him. Oh, Jenny, he’s handsome and stylish and polite and even a bit mysterious, but I’m sure he’ll be more forthcoming here with so many opportunities to converse.” With her hands still entwined with Genevieve’s, Matilda started hopping up and down with more vigor, her curls keeping pace.

      Genevieve laughed weakly in the face of such a force of nature. “I look forward to meeting him. I only hope he’s good enough for you, Mattie.”

      “Wait until you meet him! Oh, just wait!”

      “Good heavens, child, show some decorum,” came a voice from behind them. Mrs. Widtsoe approached, shaking her head, a resigned smile touching her lips. “Welcome, Captain and Mrs. Marshall, and of course, welcome to you, Miss Marshall.”

      Admiral Widtsoe arrived, greeting Papa heartily and bowing to Mama and Genevieve.

      Mrs. Widtsoe asked, “Would you like refreshment first, or to rest in your rooms?”

      “Tea would be lovely,” Mama said. “But I do believe I ought to rest soon thereafter.”

      Genevieve cast an anxious look at Mrs. Widtsoe. Catching her meaning, the perceptive lady suggested, “Shall I send a tea tray to your chamber so you might rest without delay?”

      “Thank you, that might be just the thing,” Mama agreed.

      Genevieve disentangled herself from her exuberant friend with a promise to return momentarily. After ensuring Mama got her tea and was resting comfortably, her heart medicine within reach if needed, and good-naturedly enduring Mama’s calling her ‘little mother,’ Genevieve changed out of her carriage dress, freshened up, and followed a maid to the parlor. The longed-for bath would have to wait until after Genevieve enjoyed a coze with Matilda.

      In the parlor, decorated in shades of rose and pink, Matilda arose from a settee where she’d been perched and cast a glance at her mother who sat speaking with a group of matrons. “We’re going for a walk, Mother.”

      The lady nodded and gave them a loose wave. Matilda glided, with hardly any bouncing, to Genevieve. Taking her arm, she tugged her outside. The moment they stepped through the French doors onto the terrace, Matilda’s flow of words began, as did her bouncing. With her blue eyes shining and her cheeks pink, she painted a lovely picture.

      “Oh, Jenny, I have been waiting for this moment for ages! I just know you’re going to love him. I declare that I will do anything to secure a place in his heart. Wouldn’t it be lovely if he chose the house party to propose?”

      Genevieve nodded. “Indeed it would.”

      Matilda pressed a hand dramatically over her heart. “There has never been a more perfect man in all the earth. I am most violently in love with him!”

      Smiling, Genevieve couldn’t help tweaking her friend just a bit. “Weren’t you violently in love with the Duke of Suttenberg last year?”

      Matilda waved away the past. “Oh, well, I admit I did have a bit of a tendré for him—he’s so handsome and proper, and of course comes from ancient lineage—but we hardly exchanged two words. It was more like admiration from afar than true love.”

      “And this is true love?”

      “Oh, yes! He is mysterious and quiet. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was shy. But that’s quite unheard of for such a handsome man of fashion, and an earl’s son besides. He’s merely thoughtful and doesn’t speak unless he has something important to say. Oh, and he’s so artistic! I asked him to paint my portrait while he was here, and do you know he agreed? He painted the loveliest portrait of the Duchess of Devonshire. It’s simply exquisite! He’s developing quite an impressive reputation as an artist of both landscapes and portraits. I vow half of the fashionable houses in London are graced with one of his paintings.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen landscapes and portraits of his.”

      “I wish he had a twin so you could have one of him, too. He has brothers but none of them are coming. The eldest, the viscount, is off visiting his aunt and uncle somewhere, and the next eldest is at sea—a pirate, if you believe rumor, although I can’t believe anyone in that family being such a scoundrel. And the next one is in London, but he seems to shun society. Scarred, too, I hear. Oh, but Christian is so handsome. He and his father look a great deal alike, both tall and broad-shouldered and blond. Mama says he looks like Hercules, but I think of him as Adonis.” She sighed theatrically and pressed both hands over her heart.

      Genevieve smiled at the romantic image her friend created. “Your mother approves, I take it?”

      “Of course! And Father has already said he’ll give permission promptly and not tease Christian when he seeks him out. Can you imagine? Me? Married to such a handsome man, and the son of an earl? Why, all my friends will be green with envy! Except you, of course, Jenny. You’re a true friend.”

      Genevieve squeezed her hand. “I hope he makes you happy, Mattie, I truly do.”

      She made a silent vow to give this paragon a careful study to be sure he wasn’t a clever roué who trifled with her friend’s heart. After all the losses her dear friend had suffered, Matilda deserved true happiness. Genevieve would do anything to ensure Matilda found it.

      Matilda sighed. “I suppose we ought to return to the others. Mama wishes me to help her greet our guests. The guest list is quite impressive, I assure you. Oh, Jenny, I hope someone comes who is suitable for you. It would be lovely to have a double wedding!”

      Smiling, Genevieve said, “I hardly think a week-long house party is adequate time to fall in love with a stranger and decide to marry.”

      Earnest blue eyes met hers. “Sometimes love happens instantly and you just know.” She pressed a hand over her heart. “It was that quick for me.”

      Genevieve nodded and kept her doubts to herself. She sent up a silent prayer that if this so-called perfect Christian Amesbury weren’t good enough for Matilda, his flaws would become apparent before Matilda suffered true heartbreak.

      They turned back to the house as more guests arrived. Carriages lined up and servants scurried to settle the arrivals.

      Matilda halted before they entered the great hall. She took both of Genevieve’s hands and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I’m so glad you’re here, Jenny. It’s been torture to be in such raptures without anyone to share it with who really understands and listens.”

      Her words trailed off. Genevieve followed her gaze to a tall, distinguished older gentleman with silver streaks brushing his dark hair. He stood amid the chaos of boxes, trunks, and scurrying servants, surveying the scene with barely suppressed disdain. Sophisticated in his stylishly tailored riding clothes and lean form, he fingered his riding crop as if wishing he could control the servants the way he controlled his horse.

      Matilda lowered her voice. “That’s Lord Wickburgh, a viscount and an acquaintance of my father’s.”

      “He’s a very elegant gentleman.”

      “Yes. Very.” For once, Matilda didn’t elaborate.

      Lord Wickburgh’s gaze passed over the great hall. As his focus landed on Genevieve, he looked so hard at her that she turned her gaze downward. His stare contained a chill that settled into her backbone.

      Admiral Widtsoe greeted the impressive lord, and soon the viscount ascended the staircase, presumably to his bedchamber. Genevieve let out a breath and worked the feeling back into her toes. Others arrived, and Matilda greeted them with her mother. Genevieve hung back so as not to be in the way and offered assistance when possible.

      A young gentleman arrived with a couple. The bright-eyed older woman reminded Genevieve of a sparrow with her bright black eyes and the way she fluttered about. Matilda introduced them to Genevieve as Mr. and Mrs. Ashton and their son.

      The young Mr. Ashton bowed low over her hand and offered a wan smile. “Delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Marshall.” The kindness in his eyes was at odds with the monotone quality of his voice and he gave her a rather lingering look.

      Genevieve murmured a reply and blushed under Matilda’s delighted grin.

      Later came a very young man who didn’t appear to have reached his majority, with his brown hair in the youthful-looking Cherubin style which sported short curls all over.

      Mrs. Widtsoe clasped his hands. “So happy you are here, Sir Reginald. I hear you earned your degree from Oxford?”

      “Yes, indeed I have, ma’am. My mother sends her love.” He turned warm eyes onto Matilda. “Always a pleasure to see you, Mattie.”

      Matilda grinned. “Good afternoon, Reggie. I suppose you feel all grown up now, eh?” All at once, Matilda let out a strangled sound of glee, clearly forgetting Sir Reginald, and grabbed Genevieve’s arm. “He’s here!” Her urgent whisper drew Genevieve’s focus.

      Matilda gestured toward a breathtakingly perfect young gentleman. Genevieve had frequented art museums with sculptures and paintings of mortal men and gods, some so beautiful she could almost fall into a swoon over them. But never in her life had she seen one come to life. Though she’d always had a preference for dark-haired men, probably influenced by her penchant for reading Gothics, this stunning vision was a study in gold, from the gold of his glorious hair, to the lightly golden tones of his sun-kissed skin, even the gold threads in his waistcoat. His riding coat brought out the summer-sky blue of his eyes that glanced about and then darted to a man who could only be his father—a thinner, older image of the blond vision. The young gentleman’s eyes narrowed in concern as they focused on his father.

      This beautiful young man must be Christian Amesbury. No wonder Matilda was besotted!

      In a hushed voice, Matilda said, “His father is the Earl of Tarrington.”

      The young Mr. Amesbury spoke quietly to his father, but the earl waved off his son’s words. A faded version of a smile touched the older gentleman’s mouth as he greeted Admiral and Mrs. Widtsoe. Matilda barely managed to pull her gaze of his son to greet the earl.

      As if feeling the weight of Genevieve’s stare, the stunning Mr. Amesbury glanced at her briefly before lowering his gaze, a half smile curving his full, shapely lips that conjured visions of stolen kisses underneath rose bowers.

      Genevieve flushed. A pity she’d left her fan behind. Ashamed she’d been mooning over her friend’s preference, Genevieve cast an anxious glance at Matilda. Her friend stared rapturously at the vision, her hands clasped to her bosom. Good. Genevieve’s guilty secret remained safe.

      Silent while his father greeted the hosts, Mr. Amesbury only looked her in the eye for an instant. But oh, what an instant!

      A timeless sense of recognition hit her with all the fanfare of a royal parade but light as a cat’s whisker. The empty place deepest inside her heart, one she’d not before known existed, cried out for its other half.

      This must be what Matilda felt.

      It must never happen again.

      Genevieve was here to meet the gentleman of her friend’s dreams, not form dreams of her own. She squared her shoulders and vowed to discover if his heart were as fair as his face. Most especially, she must learn whether he was worthy of her dearest friend.
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      Christian Amesbury greeted his hosts, the Widtsoes, while keeping an eye on his father, the Earl of Tarrington. Leaving the healing waters of Bath and traveling to this house party might prove too taxing to the earl’s failing strength. But this had been the first social event his father had expressed a desire to attend since Mama’s death, so Christian had encouraged their attendance.

      While still in the Widtsoes’ hall, Christian searched for signs that their decision to come would prove too dangerous to his parent’s health. However, besides fatigued, Father seemed well enough at present, even showing a keener interest in his surroundings than he had in months. Perhaps the trip would boost his flagging spirits and revive his vitality in a way Bath had failed to do.

      Besides, Christian had never visited this rugged terrain before, and his artist’s eye had already found new subject matter to paint. Not to mention, Admiral Widtsoe had commissioned him to do a painting of the abbey, and his lively daughter had already begged him to paint a portrait of her. The trip might be good for his father and him.

      Father drew Christian into the conversation as he greeted his long-time friends. “You remember my son, Christian—my right-hand man.”

      “Certainly, my lord,” the Admiral said. “Welcome, Mr. Amesbury. We hope you will enjoy yourself here. I hope you don’t mind if I whisk your father away from time to time so we might catch up.”

      Christian inclined his head. “Of course I won’t mind, Admiral.”

      “And you remember our daughter, of course,” Mrs. Widtsoe said, gesturing to the pretty girl.

      If memory serves, Christian had danced with Miss Widtsoe this past Season—only to humor his father.

      Miss Widtsoe beamed at him with unabashed adoration. Christian resisted the urge to tug at his collar. The pretty girl watched him too closely. And she quivered a bit, rather like a poodle one of his mother’s friends used to carry about under her arm everywhere she went. Still, as the daughter of their hosts, Miss Widtsoe deserved courtesy. He’d just have to be careful not to raise her expectations.

      Christian bowed to Miss Widtsoe. As he lifted his head, he froze. Behind the hosts’ daughter stood a young lady who captured Christian’s attention. With a fascinating shade of auburn hair, the flawless skin of a doll, and exquisitely delicate features, beautiful seemed too blasé a word to describe her. She fixed a pair of rich, brown eyes on him. A shifting sensation inside him left him oddly off balanced.

      “Lord Tarrington, Mr. Amesbury,” the young Miss Widtsoe greeted them, although her eyes rested solely on Christian. Her smile revealed practically her entire set of pearly teeth. “I can’t wait to show you around! I’m sure you, as an artist, will find many views of interest to paint here! And it’s the best time of year, too, with all the summer blooms!” Though she never raised her voice above normal speaking tones, her enthusiasm turned her statements into exclamations.

      Christian nodded, his only other defense when no appropriate reply came to him. Again, his gaze strayed to the exquisite young lady behind Miss Widtsoe. His fingers twitched in desire to paint her, to capture that air of purity and serenity he seldom found in adults; normally only children had such undimmed light. A sense of timelessness crept over him. As if aware of his focus, she glanced his way again. Her brown eyes, ringed with an unusually thick fringe of lashes, moved about as if she searched his face for secrets best left hidden. He looked away before he tainted her beauty with his darkness, and instead studied the patterns on the floor.

      Miss Widtsoe spoke again, reaching behind her and drawing the auburn-haired beauty next to her. “Genevieve, please allow me to introduce the Earl of Tarrington and his son, Christian Amesbury. My lord, Mr. Amesbury, this is my dearest friend in all the world, Miss Genevieve Marshall.”

      Genevieve. He tasted her name, repeating mentally, Jenn-a-veeve. Then he switched to the French pronunciation, Zhahn-vee-ev. A lovely name for a lovely girl. Of course, he could never call her by her given name. She must always be Miss Marshall to him.

      As they exchanged their customary bows and curtsies, Father asked, “Are you related to Captain Marshall?”

      Surprise widened her eyes and a smile curved her plump, kissable lips. “He is my father, my lord.” A sweet contralto voice belonged to the vision.

      “A good man,” Father said. “Is he here?”

      “Yes, my lord. He and my mother are resting after our journey.”

      “I look forward to renewing our acquaintance.”

      “As are they, I am sure.” Her smile warmed.

      Miss Widtsoe wrapped her arm around Miss Marshall’s and smiled so hard Christian wondered if it caused her pain. Miss Widtsoe stood almost a head taller than her tiny, fairy-like friend, and where her figure was full, Miss Marshall’s was lithe, graceful, as if she truly had been crafted to wear a pair of wings and flit among the flowers.

      As a nod to his father’s rank, the hostess took it upon herself to show them the way to their bedchambers rather than leave that task to a servant. Christian offered an arm to his father, but he waved off the aid and leaned on his cane instead, probably so as not to reveal the depth of his illness to his friends. How he’d managed to serve in Parliament this past Season was a mystery to Christian.

      As they took their leave of the admiral, Miss Widtsoe curtsied. “I look forward to seeing you all at dinner tonight.”

      Her sunny smile brought an answering one to his lips. It was hard not to be cheerful amid such liveliness. She turned a pointed smile upon Christian. He bowed to all, his focus resting again on the beautiful Miss Marshall, and turned to follow the hostess.

      After getting settled in his bedchamber and changing out of his traveling clothes, Christian checked on the earl. He found him reclining on a settee, sipping tea.

      “Well, Son, you have already conquered the ladies without speaking a word, I see.”

      “Really, Father, we aren’t at war. No conquering involved.”

      “This matchmaking business can feel like a war of sorts. Take no prisoners, Son.”

      Christian scoffed. “I’m not here to make matches. Do you require anything?”

      “If I do, I’ll ring for my valet. No need to fuss. I’ll rest until dinner. Go amuse yourself. And for once, speak to a young lady. Or, if you can’t think of anything to say, steal a kiss.”

      The image of the sweet, auburn-haired Miss Marshall edged into Christian’s thoughts and heated his face. He nearly tugged on his collar.

      The earl leaned his head against the tall settee. “You know, Admiral Widtsoe hopes you’ll choose his daughter.”

      Christian cleared his throat. “Er….”

      The earl’s mouth curved in a ghostly reminder of the ready smiles he once wore when Mama was still alive. “But if you aren’t ready to settle down, you could sow some oats—not with a lady of course—but in a new place with new possibilities, there are often willing women… maids—”

      Christian had heard enough. “Rest well, sir. I shall see you at dinner—or tea if you are feeling well.” He made his escape before the earl could begin ribbing him about his shyness around women or spout stories of how generations of Amesburys deserved their reputations of being philanderers. His father had wooed ladies of all classes and moral codes before he found and married Mama. His older brothers, Cole and Jared, seemed to share the earl’s views. What his other living brother, Grant, thought of women was a complete mystery. But Christian never forgot his mother’s admonition to treat the fair sex with respect, whether an innkeeper’s daughter or a duchess.

      Besides, wooing would involve speaking, and he’d rather face an opponent at fisticuffs or fencing than have to think of something clever to say to a lady.

      He stopped by his room long enough to grab a sketchbook and an artist’s pencil and went outside. Pausing, he turned slowly to find a good spot. Ah. There. A nearby hill. He took the shortest route out of the gardens to the hill to get a good view of the abbey. This seemed a good place to begin. He’d do several sketches first, all of different vantage points, before determining from which angle to create the final painting.

      After finding a comfortable spot to sit, he eyed the structure. The multi-leveled tiers faintly reminiscent of Westminster Abbey but adorned with gargoyles and built out of dark stone, certainly created a forbidding, and fascinating, scene.

      A replica of the abbey took form underneath his pencil. After adding details, he shaded in long, late afternoon shadows which only added to the ominous air. Just for fun, he added a gargoyle springing to life and flying off the building. He smiled. The earl thought his art a great waste of time, especially with the little fanciful turns it often took, but Christian couldn’t have given up art any more than he could give up food. If only he could study under masters at the Royal Academy of Art. But he daren’t follow that dream with his father so ill. And his family had always expected him to become a vicar.

      Immersed in his work, he glanced up and gave a start. Two pairs of eyes stared at him. The Misses Widtsoe and Marshall stood watching him, with expressions of rapture and solemn contemplation, respectively.

      He sprang to his feet. “Ladies.” His pencil and pad of paper tumbled to the ground. With his face heating, he retrieved the items and offered a bow.

      As they both curtsied, Miss Widtsoe giggled, her wide smile reappearing.

      Miss Marshall held out a tiny gloved hand. “I apologize if we startled you, Mr. Amesbury. Please, resume your drawing.”

      He made a loose gesture to his paper. “I’ve finished this aspect.” He would draw the abbey from a different vantage point another time. He tucked the paper under his arm and bowed to take his leave.

      “We missed you at tea,” Miss Widtsoe said. “People asked about you, but I didn’t know what to tell them. Your father said you’d probably wandered off to draw somewhere, and it appears he was right.”

      “Er, yes.” That explained his hunger. He hadn’t noticed the passage of time while he’d sketched, but his stomach reminded him of the lapse. If the earl were at tea, he must be feeling well, an encouraging thought.

      “Shall I have something brought to you? Cook makes the most amazing scones, as light as you would ever taste, and delicious with clotted cream! Or do you prefer lemon cake? I love lemon cake, and seed cake, too, but I’m careful not to overindulge, lest it adversely affect my figure.” She struck a pose designed to attract his attention to her figure.

      He only allowed himself a glance, but she was, indeed, very well endowed.

      Before he thought of a response, she continued, “Anyway, I’m happy to order something brought to you. We try not to starve our guests, even those who wander off and miss tea.” She grinned, revealing all her pearly teeth again.

      Miss Marshall studied him with that quiet, assessing gaze. “We were about to return to the abbey to dress for dinner. Do you wish to walk with us?”

      Unable to think of a gracious way to extract himself, Christian gripped his pad and pencil as he offered an elbow to each of them. Miss Widtsoe clung to him possessively, but Miss Marshall rested her hand on the crook of his arm with a feather touch. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder. Her petite form instilled a sense of protectiveness in him. She smiled gently at him.

      He focused forward and headed down the path leading to the outer gardens. She glided without making a sound next to him as they walked. Everything about her was restful, and an answering calm came over him.

      As Miss Widtsoe walked, she bounced as if barely containing great amounts of energy. “When do you plan to start painting the abbey?”

      “As soon as I’ve decided which angle to use.” There. He’d spoken without getting tongue-tied.

      “And don’t forget you promised to do my portrait, too. I saw the portraits you did of the Duchess of Devonshire and of Mrs. Clemmons, and I love your work! I simply must have a portrait, too! You haven’t forgotten you promised to do my portrait, have you?”

      He smiled, recalling the elegant Duchess of Devonshire and those moments when she’d revealed warmth underneath her frosty exterior. Perhaps he’d discover depth to Miss Widtsoe as he painted her. “I haven’t forgotten.”

      Miss Widtsoe opened her mouth to speak but stopped when Miss Marshall asked quietly, “How do you choose which angle to use when painting a structure like a castle?”

      “I sketch it from many different locations first, then choose my preference among them.” Was it the topic that put him at ease or the lady herself?

      “How did you like today’s sketches?” she asked.

      He glanced at the pad in his hand. “I only did one today.”

      She made a loose gesture to his pad. “Would it be prying to ask to see it?”

      “Oh, yes!” Miss Widtsoe, who’d been uncharacteristically quiet, exclaimed. “I’d love to see it!”

      He hesitated a moment but couldn’t refuse Miss Marshall. If she disliked the additional live gargoyle, it made no difference to him.

      Both ladies leaned over and studied the drawing. Miss Marshall let out a long breath, her eyes alight. “It’s magnificent—so detailed and realistically proportioned. You have a unique flair. I love the gargoyle coming to life.”

      Miss Widtsoe shivered. “It looks like something out of a nightmare.” As if fearing she had insulted him, she added hastily, “But it’s very good! I can’t wait to see the final product!”

      Christian sifted through possible responses and finally said, “I hope your father will be pleased.”

      “I’m sure he will if this is any indication! You’re so talented and it was so kind of you to accept his commission! I’m sure you have a great many other duties to attend to, but we’re so glad you’re here!”

      Christian almost cringed under the praise she heaped upon him.

      Then she landed the final blow. “I’m sure it will be simply perfect.”

      Perfect. How he’d grown to detest that word after the way his brothers had thrown it at him in that mocking, sing-song voice. The perfectly perfect Christian. Even years later, it still set his teeth on edge. Of course, with Cole so detached after he’d returned home from the sea, and Jared still away, and the always-aloof Grant taking up residence in London, Christian would rather bear that awful nickname if it meant having his brothers home. But no, they’d left for the war and hadn’t truly returned.

      Then Mama died and Father began to fade away too. It seemed everyone he loved left eventually, beginning with Jason’s tragic death, a death that would forever haunt Christian and doom him to eternal loneliness.

      “Are you well, Mr. Amesbury?” Miss Marshall’s hushed voice pushed away his ghosts.

      He snapped his head up. “Of course.”

      Her dark, assessing eyes peered at him. In a purely defensive, and probably cowardly measure, he turned his attention to Miss Widtsoe. “Can you tell me of the abbey’s history? It might help me capture a unique tone in the painting.”

      With her usual exuberance, Miss Widtsoe launched into a history of the abbey while Christian tried to pick out the relevant parts that might prove useful to add mood to his painting. Her narrative filled the time that it took to arrive at the front steps.

      “Thank you, Miss Widtsoe; that may prove helpful. Until dinner.” He bowed to them both, not allowing his gaze to rest too long on either lady, but for entirely different reasons, and excused himself.

      After pilfering a snack and dressing for dinner, Christian accompanied the earl down the stairs. In the drawing room, other guests gathered for drinks and conversation.

      Wearing an abundance of bows and white silk, Miss Widtsoe beamed from across the room and bobbed slightly on her toes. How could he make it clear that he did not return her affection without wounding her sensibilities? Miss Marshall stood between an older lady with the same color hair, clearly her mother, and her friend. Also in fashionable white, she wore a simple, tasteful gown with clean lines that flattered her slender form. A green ribbon threaded through her auburn curls caught up in a more elaborate style than her chignon of this afternoon. She stood straight and still, focusing on every word her exuberant friend uttered, smiling with the sort of indulgent tenderness one often views in a parent when gazing on a favorite but mischievous child.

      “Did you enjoy yourself this afternoon, Son?” the earl asked.

      Christian removed his attention from Miss Marshall and focused it on his father. “I did a sketch of the abbey.”

      The earl made no comment. As his health declined, he’d grown more resigned, or perhaps apathetic, towards Christian’s artistic pursuits—an improvement over the past when he vehemently criticized the waste of time. Besides, the admiral had made no secret about his delight over Christian accepting the commission. Perhaps Admiral Widtsoe’s interest lessened the earl’s disappointment in Christian.

      The butler announced dinner and Christian found himself in the uncomfortable position of escorting Miss Widtsoe into the dining room where he sat between the girl and her friend.

      How the deuce should a gentleman extract himself from such an uncomfortable position? If Miss Widtsoe continued to make public claims on Christian, he’d be labeled a cad for raising her expectations and failing to come up to scratch. Moreover, his actions might call into question her reputation and harm her future prospects. Agreeing to paint her portrait sounded worse and worse.

      He glanced at his father seated to the hostess’s right near the end of the table, his conversation remained focused on Mrs. Widtsoe. She was an elegant, thoughtful woman with lively eyes; perhaps her daughter would follow suit as she matured and make a good wife—for someone else, not him. Christian had resigned himself years ago to living out his life alone.

      On his left, Miss Widtsoe chattered, requiring few answers from him. On his right, Miss Marshall glanced at him throughout the meal, as if she viewed him as a puzzle that must be solved. Perhaps she was trying to ascertain if he were good enough for her friend, but he couldn’t shake the fear that she saw too deeply inside him and wouldn’t rest until she exposed all his dark secrets.
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      Genevieve divided her conversation at the dinner table between Christian Amesbury and an older gentleman with thick mutton chops sprinkled liberally with gray. Matilda kept up a stream of diverting chatter, her usual charming wit and cheery disposition amusing everyone within earshot.

      The mutton chop gentleman seated to her right launched into a tale of a recent safari. “Capital game there, Africa. Never knew if I’d be the predator or the prey, though.” He chuckled.

      “What was it like?” she asked out of pure courtesy.

      As he rhapsodized about the land, with all its animals, her attention and, unfortunately, her vision, often strayed to the enigmatic Mr. Amesbury sitting at her left. He was a study in polite reserve and impeccable manners. Once he shifted in his seat, and a masculine combination of bergamot and a spice she couldn’t identify wafted to her. She inhaled, letting the scent inspire images of strength and gentleness and something rather sensual. His hands, those strong but long-fingered, artistic hands, wielded his utensils as if performing a graceful ballet.

      When Matilda finished relating an amusing story of a recent trip, Mr. Amesbury asked Matilda in his soft, rich tones, “Do you wish to travel then, Miss Widtsoe?”

      Matilda paused. “I…” she watched him with searching eyes, as if trying to choose an answer that would please him. “I suppose I would like to, a little, especially if my future husband wishes to do so. But I’d also be content to stay home with my children when the time comes.” She shot an almost panicked expression at Genevieve, looking for reassurance.

      Genevieve nodded her encouragement lest Matilda become overset about a perceived failure. Matilda’s features relaxed and she returned her focus to Mr. Amesbury to judge his reaction.

      He nodded and said, “I hope you are successful.”

      As the mutton chop gentleman wound down his description, Genevieve murmured a suitable reply and turned her focus back to her friend and her intended beau. A brief uncomfortable silence had fallen between them.

      Genevieve rushed to the rescue. “Do you have any desire to travel, Mr. Amesbury?”

      He paused and cast a glance down the table at his father. “I doubt my responsibilities will allow me that luxury.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can if you really wish to do so.” Matilda touched his hand and then withdrew her touch lest it be viewed as inappropriate. “Surely your father can do without you while you travel. A grand tour, perhaps?” Her face clouded. “That would take a goodly amount of time, though, wouldn’t it?”

      “Regretfully, a grand tour is out of the question at present,” he said, his deep voice filled with regret. “I cannot be away that long.”

      Quietly, Genevieve asked, “What is it that ties you here?”

      When he glanced at her, everything inside her went still. She’d almost forgotten how blue his eyes were, like the blue of a summer afternoon sky. His lips parted, again, filling her with visions of kisses.

      What was wrong with her? Her self-appointed task was to ensure he was good enough for Matilda, not fantasize about kissing him. What kind of disloyal tart had she become?

      He hesitated before speaking, “I don’t dare leave with the earl’s health so poor.”

      Interesting that he referred to his father as ‘the earl.’ “Because you oversee estate matters for him?” she asked.

      Matilda cocked her head. “But you’re the youngest. Doesn’t one of your older brothers do that?”

      His posture grew rigid. “They are all either out of the country or otherwise indisposed,” he said stiffly as if he viewed her question as mildly insulting. The comment about him being the youngest, perhaps? But why should that irritate him?

      He gentled his voice. “I’ve been doing it for years. I know how my father wishes matters to be handled.”

      “So, you don’t travel lest the entire earldom fall into disrepair?” Genevieve gave him a teasing smile to soften the impertinent question.

      He blinked, and his mouth curved, his body and features relaxing. “That, and to ensure the earl follows doctor’s orders.” A wry tone touched his voice.

      She nodded. “How well I understand that. Mama doesn’t always remember her medicine and must be coaxed into taking her walks and her naps. My dear Papa doesn’t keep it straight, and the servants are too easily disregarded.”

      Matilda giggled. “Genevieve’s mama calls her ‘little mother’ because she can be such a hen.” She smiled at Genevieve.

      For some reason, that interjection rankled. Surely Mattie meant it to be kind, or funny, and not condescending. Remembering her other dinner partner, lest she be considered neglectful, she turned to the mutton chop gentleman, but he’d turned his head to the lady on his other side and launched into a story about a herd that had stampeded.

      From down the table, a dark-haired gentleman who had spoken with monotone voice looked her way. As their eyes met, he lifted his glass to her and gave her a kind smile.

      After politely nodding at the gentleman whose name she could not recall, she returned her focus to Mr. Amesbury. He offered well-thought-out answers to Matilda’s queries, even posing a few questions of his own. Contrary to his reticence that afternoon, he was much more engaging this evening. Perhaps he wished for solitude when he painted but expected conversation at dinner. Nothing in his manner gave Genevieve reason to disapprove of a match between him and her friend; therefore, there was no reason why she should continue to ask him questions designed to reveal his character.

      Yet he fascinated her. She held her tongue so as not to intrude on Mattie’s dialogue with him. Unfortunately, her friend continued to rain besotted expressions upon Mr. Amesbury. In turn, the object of her affections grew more and more stiff and quiet as dinner progressed. Was he uncomfortable with Matilda’s openness, or did he fail to return her obvious preference for him?

      Oh, dear. If he didn’t return her feelings, Mattie would be crushed. True, she’d developed a ‘grand passion’ for any number of other gentlemen, but if this were real love, she would not so easily recover. Perhaps Genevieve could help Mr. Amesbury see Matilda’s many qualities and why she’d make a desirable wife.

      Dinner ended and the ladies left the gentlemen to their brandy and snuff. As she trailed out the door, Genevieve glanced over her shoulder. Christian Amesbury had declined snuff and picked up his half-full wineglass from dinner rather than accept port. Good. He seemed to lack many of the vices of other men. Genevieve left the room, plotting how she could help matters between Matilda and her chosen love.

      An instant before she stepped out of the dining room door, another pair of eyes caught her attention. Lord Wickburgh, the thin elegant gentleman, eyed the entire length of her. She almost put her hands in front of her to ward off his improper stare. Genevieve hurried out.

      As she followed the group of ladies to the drawing room, she cast off the improper stare Lord Wickburgh had given her. Instead, she turned over possible matchmaking encounters for her friend. Not being privy to planned activities, she couldn’t very well arrange romantic meetings between Matilda and Mr. Amesbury. Perhaps the next time she had the opportunity to converse with Mr. Amesbury, Genevieve would mention Mattie’s many accomplishments, and how kind she was and what a good wife and mother she’d make. Would that appeal to him?

      She reviewed his qualities, what she knew of them. Responsible, judging by the way he managed his father’s vast estate. Devoted, since he cared so much for his father. Respectful and thoughtful, by the way he spoke after giving careful consideration. Artistic, obviously. Cautious, if he had not yet made up his mind about Matilda. And sensitive that he was the youngest, which implied he’d been mercilessly teased by his older brothers, and perhaps snubbed by a lady of his choice who sought a marriage with an heir.

      Genevieve set her teeth. A sudden desire to give a scathing set down to that unknown lady who’d mistreated such a kind gentleman seized her with such force that it quite halted her steps. Surely the love of a good woman would heal his wounded heart. Matilda’s love, of course.

      Perhaps those traits which he possessed were those he desired in a bride. Genevieve would simply have to ensure those sides of Matilda’s personality surfaced in his presence. Matilda could be responsible, devoted, respectful. And while she lacked his artistic skills, she was an accomplished pianist. He was quiet and reserved compared to Matilda’s enthusiasm and zeal for life, and that made them complementary.

      Matilda appeared at her side. “What are you doing?” she said sotto voce. “Trying to make me look bad?”

      Halting, Genevieve turned to her friend. “What do you mean?”

      Clearly struggling against tears, Matilda tugged her arm to draw her away from the others. “You kept asking him all kinds of questions and hanging on his every word.”

      If Matilda had struck her, Genevieve would not have been as surprised. “Mattie, how can you say such a thing? I was only trying to help keep the conversation going for your sake. For a few moments, you both seemed uncomfortable.”

      Matilda blinked back her tears but still looked uncertain. “Then you meant nothing else by it?”

      “Well, I admit I was trying to learn more about him so as to make a better determination of his character. I must satisfy myself that he’s good enough for you. A handsome face and ancient family lineage are not enough to ensure a happy marriage, and I want you to be happy.”

      Pink colored Matilda’s pretty, round cheeks and she chewed her lower lip. “Oh.”

      “Did I do something wrong?” Genevieve touched her arm and peered carefully into Matilda’s eyes. Where Christian Amesbury’s eyes were the crystal blue of a cloudless winter sky, Matilda’s reminded Genevieve of a deep mountain lake.

      Matilda let out a half-laugh, half-sound of distress. “No, Jenny, you’ve done nothing wrong. Forgive me. I’m afraid I questioned your motives and became a bit jealous. I shouldn’t have.”

      “Jealous? Whatever for? You know I’d never come between you and your happiness.”

      Matilda’s eyes grew shiny. “Oh, I know, but you’re so beautiful. Most of the men in the room couldn’t keep their eyes off you tonight. I’d forgotten how much they always do that.”

      “Oh, what a lot of poppycock! You’re a perfect china doll. If you and Mr. Amesbury make a match of it, you’ll have beautiful children, with big blue eyes and golden hair.”

      After fishing her handkerchief out of her reticule, Matilda dabbed at her nose. “You don’t know what it’s like going to social events with you, watching everyone stare at you and fall all over themselves to talk to you.”

      “Stop exaggerating. You are never at a loss for partners and you know it. My entire reason for being here is to spend time with you and to help you secure the proposal you desire. We need a plan.”

      Matilda’s face lightened and she put away her handkerchief. They entered the drawing room painted to appear made of sand-colored bricks. Murals of white-clad, dark-eyed Egyptians wearing dark eye paint and posed with their arms bent at the elbows such as one would expect to see in a pyramid covered every wall.

      Matilda made a dismissive wave at the decorating style. “Father’s latest passion is Egypt… stuff.” She led Genevieve to a settee carved curiously to resemble an Egyptian sarcophagus. “Now, then. What do you suggest?”

      They sat with their heads together, discussing ways to feature Matilda’s accomplishments and personality to her full advantage. To her credit, Matilda did an admirable job of keeping her voice down despite her energy while Genevieve made every helpful suggestion that came to her.

      “What are you two whispering and giggling about?” Mrs. Widtsoe asked as she approached.

      They both straightened guiltily. As Matilda blushed, Genevieve said, “We were speculating on what activity you have planned for this evening and what our role ought to be.”

      Matilda’s mother smiled as if she knew the truth. “When the gentlemen arrive, I thought a few games of charades would be in order.”

      “How delightful,” Genevieve said. “Perhaps until then, Matilda might favor us with a few pieces on the pianoforte so that the gentlemen can enjoy it as they arrive.” She shot a meaningful look at Matilda.

      “Oh!” Her friend sprang up, honey curls bobbing. “Yes, of course. You’re so clever, Jenny.” She went immediately to the pianoforte in the corner, surrounded by carved black Egyptian cats, and began a sonata.

      Mrs. Widtsoe let out a contented sigh, her focus riveted on Matilda. With the setting sun bathing Matilda in golden light, filtered by sheer curtains over the windows, and a dreamy smile, she created a picture of such beauty that Mr. Amesbury would be a fool not to appreciate the sight.

      “I hope she catches him,” Mrs. Widtsoe said softly.

      Genevieve stood next to her friend’s mother and said in a low voice so as not to be overheard by other guests. “Mr. Amesbury?”

      She nodded. “She certainly has set her cap at him. I hope she isn’t in for another heartbreak.”

      Genevieve hoped so, as well. If only Matilda didn’t give her heart away on a whim so often. Perhaps she couldn’t help it. After all, deep down inside, everyone desires to be loved.

      And Mr. Amesbury seemed easy to love.

      “He seems a fine man,” Genevieve offered.

      “Young, but much to recommend him.”

      Genevieve smiled. Apparently, Mrs. Widtsoe shared Mama’s opinion that most men were too young for the role of husband and father until the age of thirty. Mr. Amesbury looked as if he were only in his mid-twenties. “He seems steady and responsible, despite his youth.”

      “I believe you’re right.” The older lady’s smile turned sheepish as she met Genevieve’s gaze. “And one of the most handsome young men in all of Christendom.”

      “Oh, indeed.” Genevieve returned her gaze to Matilda. It would not do to reveal the depth of her agreement with the lady’s opinion. From now on, she’d dedicate herself to showing Mr. Amesbury all the many ways her friend deserved his consideration and love.
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      When Christian followed the gentlemen into the drawing room to join the ladies, he glanced at his father. The earl moved slowly, his shoulders rounded in signs of fatigue.

      Christian spoke softly so the men wouldn’t overhear. “Shall I take you to your room, sir?”

      “No need. I’m well enough.”

      “You look tired. We traveled all day; there’s no shame in wishing to rest—”

      “Yes, well, I came to spend time with friends, not hibernate in my room like an old bear.”

      Christian said nothing further. He’d get more insistent if his father appeared to be overtaxing himself. Still, the light in his eyes was an improvement over the apathy of most of the past year. Perhaps this house party would revive him.

      The sweet chords of piano music beckoned to Christian as someone played with admirable passion and sensitivity. He entered the drawing room and paused to admire the Egyptian décor. The colors had been blended with skill to paint realistic-looking clay bricks. The Egyptian people, larger than life-size, were a bit stark but a fair imitation of their original inspiration.

      Father looked mildly amused. “Egypt seems to be all the rage these days.”

      The last rays of evening sunlight slanted in through the windows and cast a glow on Miss Widtsoe sitting at the pianoforte, burnishing her gold curls and making her white gown luminescent. She was the creator of such a heartfelt performance? Surprising. But it shouldn’t have been. She obviously held a great emotion under questionable restraint.

      Seeing her in the unusual setting, bathed in sunlight, Christian paused, considering her portrait. He would have her turned sideways on the bench, not playing, but looking as if she had just completed a piece and was about to stand to receive her applause. It would reveal her talent for music and show her figure to full advantage. He’d give her face an angelic glow. Yes, that should please her and her parents. And her future husband—whomever that may be.

      Off to one side, watching Miss Widtsoe with an expression of almost maternal pride, stood Miss Genevieve Marshall. She exuded an aura of innocence and serenity as well as a restraint that her friend lacked. Her russet hair lit by sunlight created a dazzling contrast to her peaceful expression. Delicate as a pixie, she belonged in a garden surrounded by flowers and waterfalls. Yes, that’s how he’d paint her if he were commissioned to do so, though it would be inappropriate to paint her without permission.

      “Pretty girls,” the earl murmured. “Have you chosen a favorite or do you want them both?”

      Christian’s face flashed hot. “No.”

      “No matter. Plenty of options here, including the maids.” He winked.

      Christian drifted to an empty space near a group of men who were still engrossed in a discussion over the declining health of the king and whether the Prince Regent would become less dissipated once he took the throne.

      Nearby, three young ladies whose names he couldn’t remember sat discussing something about bonnets with Italian flowers, whatever those were. Miss Widtsoe’s piano music blended with snatches of conversation that swelled and ebbed around him like an ocean current.

      Miss Marshall sat in a nearby group of girls. She glanced over her shoulder at him but returned her gaze to the group. “Doesn’t Miss Widtsoe play beautifully?”

      The girls all murmured their agreement.

      “She sings like an angel as well,” she added. “Perhaps someone should play for her so she can entertain us.”

      “Do you play, Miss Marshall?” asked one of the girls.

      “Oh, not well enough to accompany a singer of Miss Widtsoe’s talent.”

      “Mr. Amesbury plays, don’t you?” someone said.

      His face flushed under the focus of so many pairs of eyes. “Er, yes.”

      Miss Marshall clasped her hands together. “Oh, that’s perfect.”

      He winced. There was that word. He needed to build up an immunity to that word.

      “You could play, and she could sing. You will, won’t you? Please?”

      The earnest pleading in Miss Marshall’s big brown eyes, not to mention her exquisite face, propelled him into action. He stood. “If that is your wish.”

      She smiled and he almost took a step back from the sheer brilliance. A dark corner of his soul seemed cleaner somehow, less dark, from that single blast of pristine joy. She beckoned to him and led the way to the pianoforte just as Miss Widtsoe ended the piece she’d been performing.

      “Matilda, Mr. Amesbury has agreed to accompany you as you sing. Will you do it?”

      Miss Widtsoe’s eyes widened and her tooth-revealing smile appeared. “Oh, I’d be happy to. Do you know ‘The Soldier’s Adieu’?”

      “I know it in the key of B-flat.”

      She beamed. “That’s well within my range.”

      Christian glanced at Genevieve Marshall, but she’d already taken a seat nearby. She faced forward as if anticipating her favorite opera rather than an informal and impromptu performance in a room full of people more absorbed in conversation than music.

      As he played an introduction, Miss Widtsoe glanced over her shoulder at him, adoration clear in her cobalt eyes. How the deuce was he to make it clear he didn’t return her affections? Accompanying her as she sang certainly wasn’t helping his cause. His gaze strayed to Miss Marshall again. She’d set him up, the little matchmaker. He’d have to be wary of her, too. As he reached the vocal beginning, he nodded to Miss Widtsoe. She began to sing and did, indeed, have a lovely voice. He followed her carefully to give her full advantage.

      He glanced about the drawing room. More and more eyes turned their way. The Widtsoes beamed in approval—hopefully of their daughter, not at him paired with her. Another young man with brown curls stared at Miss Widtsoe wearing a hopelessly besotted expression. Hmm. Perhaps he could be an ally in Christian’s attempt to step out of Miss Widtsoe’s favor.

      Lord Wickburgh, the viscount, whom he’d only met today, stared in fascination as well, but not at Miss Widtsoe. No, his whole being focused on Miss Marshall. Rather than the interest of a prospective suitor, or the adoration of a lover, he watched her like a hunter sizing up prey and calculating the appropriate trap. A chill ran down Christian’s spine and he played a wrong note but covered it up with a triplet that brought the melody back in correctly.

      At the song’s conclusion, Miss Widtsoe trilled beautifully. The listeners in the room applauded, some politely, others in clear appreciation.

      After curtsying, she smiled at Christian. “I had no idea you played so beautifully. Do you know any piano duets? Do you know Mozart’s The Sonata for Two Pianos K. Four-Forty-Eight? Or Fantasy in F minor by Schubert?”

      Say no. Say no. He glanced at Miss Marshall. A mistake. She smiled as if he’d just handed her a longed-for gift. “I… do know them both.”

      He winced. Stupid! Playing duets with Miss Widtsoe would only raise her expectations. But he could not disappoint Miss Marshall. He couldn’t begin to guess why.

      “Let’s do the Mozart,” she suggested.

      He scooted over on the bench to make room for Miss Widtsoe. She sat so close that their legs almost touched. He edged to the far side of the bench. If only he could extract himself from this. But he was already committed, for the duet, at least.

      Letting her set the pace, he followed her. As the piece progressed at a satisfactory rate, his attention returned to Miss Marshall. Lord Wickburgh had moved in and now bowed to her. Mrs. Widtsoe gestured as if to make introductions. Miss Marshall looked up at the lord, her eyes wide and her smile forced.

      Christian missed a note. “Sorry,” he murmured to his duet partner.

      Lord Wickburgh eyed her and fingered his cane as he spoke. Miss Marshall’s glances became more furtive, her hands fidgeting in clear distress. How could Christian rescue her? He gritted his teeth. It wasn’t his place. But he longed to intervene.

      When they finished the duet, Christian glanced at his partner. “I believe your friend is in need of company.”

      Miss Widtsoe blinked, hurt and confusion in her eyes. He nodded his head meaningfully at Miss Marshall and Lord Wickburgh. She followed his direction.

      “Oh. Oh!” She leaped to her feet. “Yes, thank you.” She all but rushed to Miss Marshall’s side. For all her faults, she was admirably devoted to her friend.

      Christian sauntered to the group as if out for a stroll when his muscles raged at him to run. “Good evening,” he said to one and all. He eyed Lord Wickburgh pointedly.

      “Good evening,” the lord replied, barely glancing at Christian. He continued to finger his ornately carved cane.

      Christian took a closer look. When they’d first been introduced, Christian had only made a cursory glance at the slender, elegant older gentleman with a taste for fashion and an air of cold superiority worn by most peers. Now, a deeper chill revealed itself. The lord glanced at Christian dismissively as adults often do to children and returned his focus to Genevieve. Wickburgh looked her over from head to toe, but instead of with appreciation for a fine piece of art, or even a leer for a desirable woman, something akin to puzzlement crossed his expression as if unable to determine why a girl half his age had captured his attention.

      “Suffolk?” he said as if repeating something Miss Marshall had said. “Yes, I have land in Suffolk, among other places. I don’t spend a great deal of time there, more’s the pity. I divide most of my time between my county seat and London.” He smiled coolly. “I assume you’ve been to London for the Season, bowed to the queen and all that?”

      “Er, no, my lord,” she said in subdued tones. “I’ve been to London—once—but not for the Season, and I’ve never taken my bows to the queen.”

      The normally buoyant Miss Widtsoe planted her feet and wound her arm through Miss Marshall’s. “Miss Marshall and I have only been ‘out’ two years, you see, my lord, so even if she had been to London for the Season, it’s unlikely her path would have crossed with such a mature lord as yourself.”

      Christian almost smiled. Touché. A clever way to remind the man he was too old for Miss Marshall. Miss Marshall had a loyal friend.

      Lord Wickburgh’s eyes narrowed. “Our paths have crossed, child, you recall.”

      “Well, yes,” returned Miss Widtsoe, practically quailing under his unnerving stare, “but only because you know my father.”

      Miss Marshall stood and dropped a hasty curtsy. “If you will excuse us, my lord, I believe—”

      He brought up his cane, blocking her path. “Stay.” He tried to soften his sharp command with a smile. “I beg you.”

      Christian’s hackles rose. “Forgive the interruption but I am come to ask Miss Widtsoe and Miss Marshall their opinion on a setting I’m considering for painting Miss Widtsoe’s portrait. If I may show you both what I have in mind, I welcome your insight.”

      “Oh how lovely!” Miss Widtsoe enthused.

      Christian nodded a farewell to Lord Wickburgh and held out an arm to the ladies. They each took an arm, offering him equal expressions of gratitude and relief as he led them to a far corner of the room.

      “Thank you,” Miss Marshall said quietly.

      “What did you have in mind?” Miss Widtsoe asked. She practically batted her eyelashes at him.

      Christian faltered. Surely Miss Widtsoe knew he’d contrived that statement as an excuse to extract Miss Marshall from the unwelcome attention of a gentleman. Perhaps she intended to ensure the ruse appeared believable.

      He gestured to the pianoforte. “I thought perhaps I could paint you at the piano.” He led her to the instrument. “Sit on the bench as if you are playing. Good. Now, act as if you have completed and are turning to receive your applause. There. Hold that pose. Miss Marshall, if you would be so kind.” With her arm still on his, he stepped back to give her a look at the setting.
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