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Prologue
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December 19, 1776

Convent des Jardinires de Marie, Paris

MIDNIGHT had come and gone. Helena heard the small bell of the church chime as she paused in the doorway of the infirmary. Three oclock. Ariele, her younger sister, was at last sleeping deeply; her fever had brokenshe would be safe enough in Sister Artemiss care. Reassured, relieved, Helena could again seek her own bed in the dormitory beyond the cloisters.

Drawing her woolen shawl about her shoulders, she stepped out from the shadows of the infirmary wing. Her wooden pattens clacked softly on the stone flags as she crossed through the gardens filling the convents grounds. The night was icy, clear. She was wearing only her nightgown and robeshed been asleep when the night sister had summoned her to help with Ariele. Common sense urged her to hurryher shawl was not that warmyet she walked slowly, comfortable in the moon-drenched gardens, confident in this place where shed spent most of the last nine years.

Soon, as soon as Ariele was well enough to travel, she would leave forever. Shed celebrated her sixteenth birthday three months ago; her future lay before heran introduction into society followed by marriage, an arranged union with some wealthy aristocrat. That was the way of her class. As the comtesse dLisle, with extensive estates in the Camargue and connected to the powerful de Mordaunts among others, her hand would be a sought-after prize.

The branches of a huge linden threw deep shadows across the path. Passing through them, stepping once again into the silvery light, she stopped, lifted her face to the infinite sky. Drank in the peace. So close to the Lords fete day, the convent was empty, the daughters of the wealthy already at home for the seasons celebrations. She and Ariele were still here only because of Arieles weak chest; shed refused to leave until her sister could travel with her. Ariele and most of the others would return again in February, and their lessons would recommence. Until then ... 

Peace lay heavy on the silver-tipped bushes, shimmered in the moonlight pouring from the cloudless sky. Stars twinkled overhead, diamonds strewn across nights velvet shroud. The stone cloisters stood before her, a familiar, comforting sight.

She wasnt sure what awaited her outside the convents walls. Helena breathed deeply, ignoring the chill, savoring the sweetness of the last days of her girlhood. The last days of freedom.

Dry leaves rustled in the night. She looked to where she knew an old creeper, gnarled and ancient, hugged the high wall of the dormitory, just ahead to her left. The wall was in shadow, dark and impenetrable. She narrowed her eyes, trying to pierce the gloom, unafraid, even at this hour; the convent had a zealously guarded reputation for security, which was why so many noble families sent their daughters there.

She heard a muted thud, then another, then, in a flurry of thumps, a body slid and tumbled from high on the wall, missing the edge of the cloister roof to land, sprawled, at her feet.

Helena stared. It didnt occur to her to shriek. Why shriek? The mana very tall, broad-shouldered manwas unquestionably a gentleman. Even in the uncertain moonlight she could make out the sheen of his silk coat, the gleam of a jewel in the lace at his throat. Another, bigger gleam adorned one finger of the hand he slowly raised to push back the locks that had pulled free of his queue to fall across his chiseled features.

He lay as hed landed, half propped on his elbows. The position displayed his chest to advantage. His hips were narrow, his legs long, with well-muscled thighs clearly delineated under satin knee breeches. He was lean and largehis feet were, too, encased in black pumps with gold buckles. The heels were not high, confirming her guess he had no need to add to his height.

Although hed landed on the stone path, hed managed to slow his fall. Other than a few bruises, she doubted hed hurt himself. He didnt look hurthe looked aggravated, disenchanted. But wary, too.

He was watching her intently. Doubtless waiting for her to scream.

He could wait. She hadnt finished looking.

Sebastian felt as if hed fallen into a fairy tale. Fallen at the feet of an enchanted princess. It was her fault hed fallenhed looked down, searching for his next foothold, and seen her step from the shadows. Shed lifted her face to the moonlight, hed stared, forgotten what he was doing, and slipped.

His coat had fallen open; beneath the thrown-back flap, he shifted his hand, fingers searching the folds. He located the earring hed come there to get, still safe in his pocket.

Fabien de Mordaunts family dagger was now his.

Another wild wager, another crazy exploit to add to his tallyanother victory.

And an unexpected encounter.

Some deeply buried instinct, long dormant, raised its headrecognized the moment, paid it due heed. The girlshe was surely no more than thatstood watching him calmly, studying him with an assurance that shouted her station more surely than the fine lace at the neck of her demure night rail. She had to be one of the convents highborn charges, still here for some reason.

Slowly, as smoothly as he could, he got to his feet. Mille pardons, mademoiselle.

He saw one dark, finely arched brow quirk; her lips, full but unfashionably wide, relaxed fractionally. Her hair, unrestrained, cascaded about her shoulders, wavy locks dead black in the moonlight.

I didnt mean to frighten you.

She didnt look frightened; she looked like the princess hed thought her, supremely assured, faintly amused. He straightened to his full height, but slowly. She was a small woman; he towered over herher head didnt reach his chin.

She looked up at him. The moon lit her face. There was no trace of concern in her pale eyes, large under their hooded lids. Her long lashes laid a faint tracery of shadows over her cheeks. Her nose was straight, patrician; her features confirmed her birth, her likely station.

Her attitude was one of calm expectation. He should, he supposed, introduce himself.

Diable! Le fou

He whirled. A clamor of voices spilled into the night, shattering the stillness. Flares sprang to life at the end of the cloister.

He stepped off the path, sliding into the shadow of a large bush. The princess could still see him, but he was hidden from the noisy crowd hurrying up the path. She could point him out in an instant, direct the guards his way ... 

Helena watched a bevy of nuns approach at a run, habits flapping wildly. Two gardeners were with them, both brandishing pitchforks.

They saw her.

Mamzellehave you seen him? Sister Agatha skidded to a halt at the end of the cloisters.

Seen a man. Mother Superior, already out of breath, struggled to preserve her dignity. The comte de Vichesse sent a warning about a madman intent on meeting with Mlle Marchand ... and that silly, stupid girl Even in the dark, the Mother Superiors eyes flashed. The mans been hereIm sure of it! He must have climbed down the wall. Did he pass you? Did you glimpse him?

Eyes wide, Helena turned her head to the right, away from the figure concealed by the bush. She looked toward the main gates, raised a hand ... 

The gates! Quickif we hurry, well have him!

The group charged off through the cloisters and plunged into the gardens beyond, fanning out, calling, beating the borders lining the drive, searching franticallymore like the mythical madman they sought than the man who had fallen at her feet.

Silence returned; the shouts and yells faded into the night. Rewrapping her shawl, refolding her arms, she turned to see the gentleman step from the shadows.

My thanks, mademoiselle. I am not, needless to say, a madman.

His deep voice, his cultured diction reassured her more than his words. Helena glanced at the wall from which hed fallen. Collette Marchand had left the convent the year before but had been returned to its safety two days ago by her incensed relatives, there to await her brother who would come to fetch her away to the country. Collettes behavior in the Paris salons had, it was rumored, caused quite a stir. Helena looked at the stranger, prowling nearer. What manner of man are you, then?

His lips, long, somewhat thin, fascinatingly mobile, quirked as he halted before her. An Englishman.

She would never have guessed from his speechhe spoke with no discernible accent. The revelation did, however, explain much. Shed heard that the English were often large, and quite mad, wild beyond even Parisians lax standards.

Shed never met one before.

The fact was clearly written in her expression, in those hauntingly lovely pale eyes. In the silvery light, Sebastian couldnt tell if they were blue, gray or green. And regretted that he couldnt dally to find out. Raising a hand, with the back of one finger he traced the upward line of her cheek. Again, mademoiselle, my thanks.

He tensed to step away, told himself he should, that he must. Yet still he hesitated.

Something shimmered in the gloomhe glanced up. Just behind her, a clump of mistletoe hung from one of the lindens branches.

It was almost Christmas.

She looked up, following his gaze. Considered the trailing mistletoe. Then her gaze slowly lowered, to his eyes, to his lips.

Her face was that of a French madonnanot Parisian but more dramatic, more vital. Sebastian felt a tug more primal than any hed felt before. He lowered his head.

Slowly. He gave her plenty of time to step back if she would.

She didnt. She tipped up her face.

His lips touched hers, then settled in the most chaste kiss of his life. He felt her lips quiver under his, sensed her innocence in his bones.

Thank you. That was all the kiss said, all he allowed it to say.

He lifted his head yet still didnt draw back. Couldnt bring himself to do it. Their gazes met, their breaths mingled ... 

He bent his head again.

Her lips met his this time, soft, generous, hesitant. The urge to devour was strong, but he reined it in, took only what she innocently offered, and returned no more than that. An exchangea promiseeven though he recognized the impossibility, and was sure she did, too.

Ending the kiss took effort and left him slightly dazed. He could feel her warmth along his body even though he hadnt touched her. He forced himself to step back, to look up, draw breath.

His gaze touched the mistletoe. On impulse, he reached up and snapped one trailing tendrilthe feel of the twig between his fingers gave him something real, something of this world, to cling to.

He took another step back before letting his gaze meet hers. Then he saluted her with the twig, inclined his head. Joyeux Nol.

He kept moving back, forcing his gaze past her to the main gates over which hed entered.

Go that way.

Her blood pounding in her ears, her head oddly dizzy, Helena waved him farther back, in the opposite direction to the main gates. When you reach the wall, follow it away from the convent. Youll find a wooden gate. I dont know if its unlocked or ... She shrugged. Its the way girls go when they sneak outside. It gives onto a lane.

The Englishman looked at her, studied her, then again inclined his head; his hand had shifted to his pocket, slipping the twig into its depths. His gaze remained on her as he stated, Au revoir, mademoiselle.

Then he turned and melted into the darkness.

In less than a minute she could no longer see or hear him. Hugging her shawl more tightly about her, Helena drew in a breath, held ittried to hold in the magic that had embraced themthen, reluctantly, walked on.

As if shed stepped from a dream, the cold she hadnt noticed cut through her gown; she shivered and walked faster. Raising a hand, she touched her fingers to her lips, gently, wonderingly. She could still feel the lingering warmth, the knowing pressure.

Who was he? She wished shed been bold enough to ask. Then again, perhaps it was better she didnt know. Nothing, after all, could come of such a meetingfrom the intangible promise in a kiss.

Why had he been here? No doubt she would learn from Collette in the morning. But a madman?

She smiled cynically. She would never trust anything the comte de Vichesse might say. And if the Englishman was in some way engaged in tweaking her guardians nose, she was only too happy to have helped.
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November 1783

London


COLLETTE had refused to divulge his name, her mad Englishman, yet there he stood, long, lean, and as handsome as ever, albeit seven years older. Surrounded by fashionable conversation, on her way from one group to the next, Helena halted, transfixed.

About her, Lady Morpleths soire was in full spate. It was mid-November, and the ton had turned their collective mind to the festive season. Holly abounded; the scent from evergreen boughs filled the air. In France, the approach to la nuit de Nol had long been another excuse for extravagance. Although the ties between London and Paris were slackening, in this, London still concurred; for glitter, for glamour, for richness and splendor, the tons entertainments rivaled those of the French court. In terms of honest cheer, they excelled, for here there was no threat of social unrest, no canaille gathering in the shadows beyond the walls. Here, those wellborn and wealthy enough to belong to the elite could laugh, smile, and freely enjoy the whirl of activities filling the weeks leading to the celebration of the Nativity.

The smaller room into which Helena had ventured was crowded; as she stood staring into the main salon, the incessant chatter faded from her mind.

Framed by a connecting archway, hethe wild Englishman who had been the first ever to kiss herpaused to chat to some lady. A subtle smile curved his lips, still thin, still indolently mobile. Helena remembered how theyd felt on hers.

Seven years.

Her gaze raced over him. She hadnt seen him well enough in the gardens of the convent to catalog any changes, yet he still moved with the prowling grace she remembered, surprising in one so large. Devoid of powder and patches, the planes of his pale face seemed harder, more austere. His hair, now she could see its color, was a honey-toned brown, wavy locks drawn back in a queue secured with a black ribbon.

He was dressed with understated richness. Every garment bore the subtle stamp of a master, from the froth of expensive Mechlin lace at his throat, the abundant fall of the same lace over his long hands, to the exquisite cut of his silver-gray coat and darker gray breeches. Others would have had the coat trimmed with lace or braid. He had left it unadorned but for its big silver buttons. His waistcoat, darker gray heavily embroidered with silver, glimpsed as he moved, combined with the coat to create the impression of sleekly luxurious packaging concealing a prize even more sinfully rich.

In the salon crammed with lace, feathers, braids, and jewels, he dominated, and not just because of his height.

If the last seven years had left any mark at all, it was in his presencethat indefinable aura that clung to powerful men. Hed grown more powerful, more arrogant, more ruthless. The same seven years had made her an expert; power was, to her, as blatant as the color of skin.

Fabien de Mordaunt, comte de Vichesse, the aristocrat whod exploited various family connections to have himself declared her guardian, exuded the same aura. The last seven years had left her both weary and wary of powerful men.

Eh, bien. How goes it, ma cousine?

Helena turned; she nodded coldly. Bon soir, Louis. He wasnt her cousin, not even distantly related; she refrained from haughtily reminding him of the fact. Louis was less than nothing; he was her keeper, no more than an extension of his uncle and master, Fabien de Mordaunt.

She could ignore Louis. Fabien shed learned never to forget.

Louiss dark eyes were roving the room. There are some likely prospects here. He leaned his powdered head closer to murmur, Ive heard theres an English duke present. Unmarried. St. Ives. You would do well to garner an introduction.

Helena raised her brows faintly and glanced about the salon. A duke? Louis did have his uses. He was devoted to his uncles schemes, and in this instance she and Fabien were pursuing the same agenda, albeit for different reasons.

For the past seven yearsalmost from the time the Englishman had kissed herFabien had used her as a pawn in his games. Her hand was a prize much sought after by the powerful and wealthy families of France; shed been almost betrothed more times than she could recall. But the volatility of the French state and the vicissitudes in the fortunes of the aristocratic families, so dependent on the kings whims, had meant cementing an alliance through her marriage had never been an option sufficiently attractive to Fabien. More attractive had been the game of dangling her fortune and person as a lure to draw those with influence into his net. Once hed gained from them all he wanted, he would cast them out and again send her into the Paris salons to catch the attention of his next conquest.

How long the game would have gone on she dreaded to thinkuntil she was too gray to be a lure? Luckily, at least for her, the increasing disaffection in France, the groundswell of discontent, had given Fabien pause. A natural predator, his instincts were soundhe didnt like the scent on the wind. Shed been certain he was considering a shift in his tactics even before the attempt to kidnap her.

That had been frightening. Even now, standing beside Louis in the middle of a fashionable salon in a different country, she had to fight to quell a shiver. Shed been walking in the orchards of Le Roc, Fabiens fortress in the Loire, when three men had ridden up and tried to take her.

They must have been watching, biding their time. Shed fought, struggledto no avail. They would have kidnapped her if it hadnt been for Fabien. Hed been riding past, had heard her screams and come galloping to her aid.

She might rail against Fabiens hold over her, but he protected what he regarded as his. At thirty-nine, he was still in his prime. One man had died; the other two had fled. Fabien had chased them, but theyd escaped.

That evening she and Fabien had discussed her future. Every minute of that private interview was engraved in her memory. Fabien had informed her the men had been hirelings of the Rouchefoulds. Like Fabien, the most powerful intrigants knew that a storm was coming; each family, each powerful man, was intent on seizing all estates, titles, and alliances they could. The more they built their power, the more likely they would be to weather the storm.

Shed become a target. Not just for the Rouchefoulds.

I have received strongly worded requests for your hand from all four of the major families. All four. Fabien had fixed his dark eyes on her. As you perceive, I am not aux anges. All four constitutes an unwelcome problem.

A problem indeed, one fraught with risk. Fabien did not want to choose, to commit her fortune and by inference his support to any of the four. Favor one and the other three would slit his throat at the first opportunity. Metaphorically, definitely; possibly literally. All that, shed understood; the observation that Fabiens manipulative schemes had come home to roost with a vengeance she had kept to herself.

It is no longer an option to approve an alliance for you inside France, yet the pressure to bestow your hand will only increase. Fabien had eyed her thoughtfully, then continued in his silken purr, I am therefore of a mind to leave this now-unsatisfactory arena and move to potentially more productive fields.

Shed blinked at him. Hed smiled, more to himself than her.

In these troubling times it would, I feel, be in the best interests of the family to develop stronger connections with our distant relatives across the Channel.

You wish me to marry an migr? Shed been shocked. migrs were generally of low social standing, those with no estates.

A frown had flitted through Fabiens eyes. No. I meant that if you were to attract the attentions of an English nobleman, one of station and estates equal to your own, it would provide not only a solution to our present dilemma but also a valuable connection against the uncertain future.

Shed continued to stare, stunned, surprised, her mind racing.

Misinterpreting her silence, Fabien had drawled, Pray recall that the English nobility is largely if not exclusively composed of families descended from William. You might be forced to learn their ghastly language, but all of any consequence speak French and ape our ways. It would not be so uncivilized as to be insupportable.

I already know the language. It had been all she could think of to say, as a vista shed never thought to see had opened before her. Escape. Freedom.

Seven years of dealing with Fabien had taught her well. She had held her excitement in, kept it from her expression, her eyes. Shed refocused on him. You are saying you wish me to go to London and seek an alliance with an Englishman?

Not any Englishmanone of station and estates at least equal to your own. In their terms, an earl, marquess, or duke, with considerable wealth. I need hardly remind you of your worth.

All her life shed never been allowed to forget that. Shed frowned at Fabien, letting him believe it was because she didnt wish to go to England and consort with the English, while shed assembled her plan. Thered been one very large hurdle in her path. Shed let disillusionment and disgruntlement color her face, her voice. So I go to London and glide about their salons, being oh-so-nice to the English milords, and then what? You decide you do not after all wish me to marry this one. And then later, maybe not that one, either.

Shed given a dismissive humph, folded her arms and looked away. There is no point. I would rather go home to Cameralle.

She hadnt dared peek to see how Fabien responded to her performance, yet shed felt his dark gaze on her, intent as always.

After a long moment, to her considerable surprise, he had laughed. Very well. I will give you a letter. A declaration. He had sat at his desk, drawn forth a piece of parchment, then picked up his pen. He spoke as he wrote. I hereby confirm that as your legal guardian I agree to your marrying a member of the English nobility of station equal to your own, of estates more extensive than your own, and with income greater than your own.

Shed watched him sign and hadnt been able to believe her luck. Hed sanded the paper, then rolled it and held it out to her; shed managed not to snatch it. Shed accepted the document with a resigned air and agreed to come to London and search for an English husband.

The document was secreted in her trunk, sewn into the lining. It was her passport to freedom and the rest of her life.

The Earl of Withersay is an amiable man. Louiss dark eyes had fixed on the portly earl in the group she had recently left. Did you speak with him?

Hes old enough to be my father. And not the right sort of man. Helena searched the crowd. I will find Marjorie and learn about this duke. There is no one else here suitable.

Louis snorted. For a week youve been surrounded by the flower of the English nobilityI think youre becoming too nice in your requirements. Given Uncles wishes, I believe I can find any number of candidates for your hand.

Helena shifted her gaze to Louiss face. Fabien and I have discussed his wishes. I do not need you tohow do they say it?scupper my plans. Her voice had grown cold. Holding Louiss stubborn gaze, she haughtily inclined her head. I will return to Green Street with Marjorie. There is no reason you need feel obliged to accompany us.

She stepped around him. Allowing her lips to relax into an easy smile, she glided through the throng. Marjorie, Mme Thierry, wife of the Chevalier Thierry, a distant kinsman, was her nominal chaperone. Helena had glimpsed her across the room. She headed in that direction, conscious of the male eyes that tracked her progress. Relieved that, in this season with society caught up in a frantic whirl, her entrance upon it had been much less noticeable than it would otherwise have been. Clusters of tittering ladies and garrulous gentlemen filled the room, spirits soaring, flown on the combination of her ladyships mulled wine and the goodwill of the season; it was easy to slip past with a nod and a smile.

Fabien had arranged for Helena and Louis to stay with the Thierrys in lodgings in the best part of town. There was never any lack of funds where Fabien, or indeed, Helena, was concerned. The Thierrys, however, were not affluent and were exceedingly grateful to monsieur le comte de Vichesse for providing lodgings and board, servants, and an allowance permitting them to entertain the numerous friends and acquaintances they had made in their single, regrettably expensive year in London.

The Thierrys were well aware of the influence Fabien de Mordaunt wielded, even in England. Helenas guardian had a notoriously long arm. They were eager to provide whatever services monsieur le comte required, perfectly happy to introduce his ward to the ton and assist her in securing an acceptable offer.

Helena had carefully nurtured the Thierrys gratitude. Despite the fact that Marjorie had a tendency to defer to Louis, she was nevertheless a fount of information on the eligibles within the English ton.

There had to be one who would suit.

She found Marjorie, a thin but elegant blonde of thirty, chatting animatedly with a lady and gentleman. She joined them. Later, they parted, and she drew Marjorie aside.

Withersay?

Helena shook her head. Too old. Too rigid, too demanding. Louis said there was a duke presentSt. Ives. What of him?

St. Ives? Oh, no, no, no. Eyes wide, Marjorie waggled her head and shook her hands for good measure. She glanced around, then leaned closer to whisper, Not St. Ives, ma petite. He is not for youindeed, he is not for any gently reared mademoiselle.

Helena raised her brows, inviting further details.

Marjorie fluffed her shawl, then leaned closer still. His reputation is of the most shocking. For years and years, so it has been. He is a duke, yes, and rich and possessed of estates the most extensive, but he has declared he will not marry. Marjories brief gesture indicated her incomprehension of such things. This, the society acceptsthey say he has three brothers, and the eldest of them is now married with a son ... Another Gallic shrug. So the duke is not at all an eligible, and indeed, he is ... She paused, searching for the right word, then breathed, Dangereux.

Before Helena could speak, Marjorie glanced up, then closed her fingers about Helenas wrist and hissed, See!

Helena followed Marjories gaze to the gentleman who had just stepped through the archway from the main salon.

Monsieur le duc de St. Ives.

Her wild Englishman, he of the cool, forceful lips gentle in the moonlight.

A picture of elegance, of arrogance, of power, he stood on the threshold and surveyed the room. Before his gaze reached them, Marjorie drew Helena around to stroll in the opposite direction.

Now you see. Dangereux.

Helena could indeed see, yet ... she still remembered that kiss and the promise inherent within it, the sense that if she gave herself she would be forever cherished. Elementally seductivemore potent than any lovers entreaties. He was a rake; hed perfected his art, she had not a doubt. Dangerousthat she would admit and wisely leave him be.

She would never be fool enough to escape one powerful man only to put herself in the hands of another. Freedom had become far too precious to her.

Luckily, monsieur le duc had declared himself out of her race.

Are there any others here I should consider?

Youve met monsieur le marquess?

Tanqueray? Yes. I do not believe he would meet monsieur le comtes stipulations. From what he let fall, he is in debt.

Very possibly. But he is a proud one, that, so I have not heard. Let us see ... Passing through a doorway into another salon, Marjorie paused and looked about. I can see none here, but its too early for us to leave. It would give offense. We must circulate for another half hour at least.

Another half hour, then. No more. Helena allowed Marjorie to lead her to a lively group. The conversation was entertaining, but as a newcomer she watched, observed, and remained for the most part silent. None knew her well enough to know that self-effacement was not her customary tack; tonight she was happy to hold her tongue and leave her mind free to wander.

Shed had more than enough of being Fabiens pawn, yet the law and society consigned her to his control, leaving her powerless. This trip to London was her best and perhaps only chance to escapea chance fate had thrown her, one shed used her wits to enhance, one she was determined to seize. With Fabiens declaration, in writing, signed and sealed, she could marry any English nobleman she chose, provided he met Fabiens stipulations regarding station, estate, and income. To her mind the stipulations were reasonable; there were English noblemen who might fit her bill.

They had to be titled, established and richand manageable. The fourth criterion shed added to Fabiens three to define the perfect husband for her. She would not allow herself to continue as a puppet with any man pulling her strings. Henceforth, if any strings were to be pulled, she would do the pulling.

She would not marry only to become another mans chattel, a thing with no feelings of consequence. Fabien cared nothing for others emotions beyond how they affected his schemes. He was a despot, a tyrant, ruthless in crushing any who resisted him. Shed had his measure from the first, and she had survived in his care with her spirit undaunted only because she understood him, his motives, and had learned to mute her independence.

She had never been foolish enough to embark on a crusade she could not win. This time, however, luck was on her side. Winning free of Fabien, free of all powerful men, was an attainable goal.

Well met, my dear comtesse.

Gaston Thierry appeared beside her. In deference to her rank he bowed low, smiling genially as he straightened. If you are free, I have received a number of requests for introductions.

The twinkle in his eye made Helena smile. The chevalier was a spendthrift, but an engaging one. She readily gave him her hand. If madame your wife will excuse me ...

With gracious nods to Marjorie and the others of their group, she let Gaston lead her away.

As shed suspected, the requests had come from a number of gentlemen, but if she had to spend time in Lady Morpleths rooms, then she might as well be entertained. They all did their best to accommodate her, putting themselves out to engage her, relating the latest on-dits, describing the most recent Christmas extravaganza planned by some inventive hostess.

Inquiring as to her plans.

On that subject she remained vague, which only increased their interest, as she well knew.

Ah, Thierrydo introduce me.

The languid drawl came from behind her. Helena didnt recognize his voice, yet she knew who it was. She had to fight not to whirl and face him. Slowly, smoothly, she turned, polite distance infusing her expression.

Sebastian looked down into the madonnalike countenance he had not forgotten despite the passage of seven long years. Her expression was as aloof, as self-contained as he remembered, a blatant challenge for such as he, although he doubted she knew it. Her eyes ... he waited until her lids lifted and her gaze rose to his face.

Green. Palest green. Peridot eyes utterly startling in their crystal clarity. Eyes that tempted, that would allow a man to see into her soul.

If she permitted it.

Hed waited seven years to see those eyes. Not the slightest trace of recognition showed in them, or in her expression. He let his lips curve appreciatively; hed seen her watching him, knew shed recognized him. Just as surely as hed recognized her.

It was her hair that had caught his attention. Black as night, a froth of thick locks framing her face, brushing her shoulders. His gaze had roved, taking in her figure, provocatively displayed in a sea green silk gown with brocade overskirt and petticoat. His mind had been assessing, considering ... Then hed seen her face.

The silence had grown strained. He glanced at Thierry and raised a brow fractionally, well aware of the reason for the mans reticence. The chevalier shifted his weight like a cat on hot coals.

Then the lady threw Thierry a glance and raised a commanding, rather more pointed brow of her own.

Ahem. Thierry waved. Monsieur le duc de St. Ives. Mademoiselle la comtesse dLisle.

He held out his hand; she laid her fingers on his and sank into a deep curtsy.

Monsieur le duc.

Comtesse. He bowed, then raised her. Quelled an urge to close his hand about her slender fingers. You have lately come from Paris?

A sennight since. She glanced around, as assured as he remembered her. It is my first visit to these shores. Her glance touched his face. To London.

Helena assumed hed recognized her, but there was nothing to confirm it in his face. His angular, chiseled features resembled a stony mask, eradicating all telltale expression; his eyes were the blue of a summer sky, impossibly innocent, yet framed by lashes so long and lush they dispelled any thought of innocence. His lips held a similar contradiction, long and thin, embodying more than a hint of ruthless will, yet, relaxed as they presently were, they suggested a subtle sense of humor, a dryly appreciative wit.

He was not young. Of those currently about her, he was unquestionably the most senior, definitely the most mature. Yet he exuded a vibrant, masculine vitality that threw the rest into the shade, made them fade into the wallpaper.

Dominant. She was accustomed to being in the presence of such a man, used to holding her own against a powerful will. She lifted her chin and regarded him calmly. Have you visited Paris recently, my lord?

Eyes and lips gave him away, but only because she was watching so closely. A gleam, a faint quirk, that was all.

Not in recent years. There was a time when I spent part of every year there, some years ago.

He placed subtle emphasis on the last three words; he had definitely recognized her. A frisson of awareness raced over Helenas skin. As if he sensed it, his gaze left her eyes, lowered to brush her shoulders.

I confess Im surprised we havent met before.

She waited until his gaze returned to her eyes. I visit Paris infrequently. My estates lie in the South of France.

The ends of his lips lifted; his gaze rose to her hair, then returned to her eyes, then lowered again. So I had surmised.

The comment was innocent enoughher coloring was indeed more indicative of the south rather than the north of France. His tone, however ... it was deep enough, murmurous enough, to slide through her, striking some chord within, leaving it resonating.

She flicked a glance at Gaston, still nervously standing by. Your pardon, Your Grace, but I believe it is time we left. Is it not so, monsieur?

Indeed, indeed. Gaston bobbed like a jack-in-the-box. If monsieur le duc will excuse us?

Of course. Amusement lurked in the blue eyes as they returned to Helenas face. She ignored it and curtsied. He bowed, raised her; before she could retrieve her hand, he murmured, I take it you will be remaining in London, comtesseat least for the present.

She hesitated, then inclined her head. For the present.

Then we will no doubt have the opportunity to further our acquaintance. He raised her hand; his eyes on hers, he brushed his lips across her knuckles. Releasing her smoothly, he inclined his head. Once again, mademoiselle, au revoir.

 To Helenas relief, Gaston did not pick up that once again. He and Marjorie were so exercised over her meeting St. Ives at allat his requesting an introductionthat they also failed to notice her abstraction. Failed to notice her fingers trailing over her knuckles where his lips had pressed. By the time they reached Green Street and entered the tiled hall, she had her reactions under control.

Another evening gone. She sighed as her maid hurried forward to take her cloak. Perhaps tomorrow we will meet with more success.

Marjorie glanced at her face. Its Lady Montgomerys drumit will be packed to the rafters. Everyone who is anyone will be there.

Bon. Helena turned to the stairs. It will be a good venue to go hunting, I think.

She bade Gaston good night. Marjorie joined her as she climbed the stairs.

My dear ... monsieur le duche is not a suitable parti. It would not do to encourage him to dally by your side. I am sure you understand.

Monsieur le duc de St. Ives? When Marjorie nodded, Helena waved dismissively. He was merely amusing himselfand I think he enjoyed discomfiting Thierry.

Eh, bienthat is possible, I grant you. Such as he ... well, you are forewarned and thus forearmed.

Indeed. Helena paused by her door. Do not trouble yourself, madame. I am not such a fool as to waste my time on a man such as His Grace of St. Ives.

 Finallythey have met! Louis dragged his cravat from about his throat, threw it to his waiting valet, then loosened his collar. I was starting to worry that I would have to make the introduction myself, but she finally crossed his path. It went as Uncle Fabien predictedhe came to her.

Indeed, msieur. Your uncle is uncannily prescient in such matters. Villard came to help Louis out of his coat.

I will write to him tomorrowhe will want to hear the good news.

Rest assured, msieur, that I will make certain your missive is dispatched with all speed.

Remind me of it tomorrow. Unbuttoning his waistcoat, Louis murmured, Now for the next stage.

 Helena met monsieur le duc de St. Ives at Lady Montgomerys drum, at Lady Furnesss rout-party, and at the Rawleighs ball. When she went walking in the park, by sheer chance he was there, strolling with two friends.

Indeed, wherever she went in the next four days, it seemed he was present.

She was, consequently, not the least bit surprised when he joined the group with whom she was conversing in the Duchess of Richmonds ballroom. He loomed on her right, and the other gentlemen spinelessly gave way, as if he had some claim to the position. Hiding her irritationat them as well as himHelena smiled serenely and gave him her hand. And steeled herself against the reaction that streaked from her fingers to her toes when, his eyes on hers, he pressed his lips to her knuckles.

Bon soir, my dear.

How such simple, innocent words could be made to sound so wicked was a mystery. Was it the light in his blue eyes, the seductive tenor of his voice, or the reined strength in his touch? Helena didnt know, but she did not approve of having her sensual strings so skillfully plucked.

But she continued to smile, and let him stand by her side and join them. When the group dispersed to mingle, she dallied. She knew he was watching, always alert. When, after a fractional hesitation, he offered his hand, she laid her fingers across his with a genuine smile.

They strolled; they had gone only a few yards when she murmured, I wish to talk with you.

She didnt look at his face but was quite sure his lips would have quirked.

So I had supposed.

Is there some place herein this roomin view of all but where no one will hear?

There are open alcoves along one side.

He led her to one containing an S-shaped love seat, currently empty. He handed her to the seat facing the room, then lounged in the other.

You perceive me all ears, mignonne.

Helena narrowed her eyes at him. What are you about?

His finely arched brows rose. About?

Precisely what do you hope to gain by hounding me in this fashion?

His eyes held hers, gaze-to-gaze direct, but his lips were not straight. He raised a hand, languidly laid it across his heart. Mignonne, you wound me deeply.

Would that I could. Helena held on to her temperjust. And I am not your mignonne!

Not his pet, not his darling.

He merely smiledpatronizinglyas if he knew so much more than she.

Helena clenched her fingers about her fan and fought the urge to hit him with it. Shed anticipated such a responsea nonresponseand had come prepared. She was, however, surprised by the depth of her irritation, by how easily he could make her temper soar. She was not normally so quick to prickle, to react.

As you will no doubt have guessed, omniscient as you are, I am searching for a husband. I am not, however, searching for a lover. I wish to have this clearly understood between us, Your Grace. Regardless of your intent, regardless of your expertise, there is no likelihood whatever that I shall succumb to your legendary charms.

Shed heard enough about these from a worried Marjorie and surmised even more from the whispers and wondering looks. Even talking in public as they wereif it werent for the fact she was twenty-three and highly born, she would have courted the danger of being labeled fast.

Her gaze locked on his, she waited for some flippant responsesome taunt, some crossing of swords. Instead, he regarded her thoughtfully, consideringly, letting the moment stretch before fractionally raising his brows. You think not?

I know not. It was a relief to grab the conversational reins again. There is nothing for you hereno hope at allso there is no reason for you to cling to my side.

His lips relaxed into a definite smile. I ... er, cling to your side, mignonne, because you amuse me. He looked down, resetting the lace spilling over one white hand. There are few in the ton who can accomplish that.

Helena suppressed a snort. There are many only too ready to try.

Alas, they lack the ability.

Perhaps your standards are set too high?

He lifted his head and looked at her. My standards might be exacting. They are demonstrably not unachievable.

Helena narrowed her eyes to slits. You are a pest!

He smiled, genuinely amused. That is not my intention, mignonne.

She gritted her teeth against the urge to screamshe was definitely not his mignonne! But shed planned for even thishis intransigence. Getting a habituated tyrant to accept defeat and go awayshe hadnt expected to succeed at first tilt. She drew in a breath, reined in her temper. Very well. She nodded, head high. If you insist on clinging to my skirts, you may as well be useful. You know all the gentlemen of the tonknow more, I daresay, than most regarding their estates and circumstances. You may help me select a suitable husband.

For one instant Sebastian didnt know what to say. The fact proved his thesis that she and she alone possessed the ability to honestly astound himand, yes, make him laugh. The impulse, even if he didnt give way to it, felt unexpectedly good. Refreshing.

He hadnt, however, gained his reputation by being slow to seeand seizeopportunity. It will be entirely my pleasure, mignonne.

The look she shot him was suspicious; he kept his intent from his eyes. Hand over heart, he bowed. I will be honored to assist you in looking over the field.

Vraiment?

Vraiment. He smiled, prefectly ready to indulge her. What better way to ensure she met no one of any note? And she would now permit him to remain close beside her while he considered ... 

He reached out and closed his hand over hers. Come. Dance with me.

He rose, rounded the love seat and drew her to her feet; Helena found herself acquiescing despite the command, no request. Despite the fact that she had until now avoided dancing purely so she could avoid having to cope with the sensation of his long fingers locked about hers.

A set was forming close by; they joined it. The first chord sounded, and she curtsied. He bowed. Then they linked hands, and the measure began.

It was worse than shed imagined. She couldnt drag her gaze from his, from him, even though she knew it would be prudent to do so, to pretend her attention was general and not fixed on him. Prudence stood no chance against his magnetism. Like some sensual lodestone, he drew and captured her awareness, until the dancers around them, the crowd, the room itself, faded from her mind.

He moved with the grace of a god, impossibly assured, impossibly controlled. She would have taken an oath he barely registered the musiche was expert enough, experienced enough, not to need to. She had danced the minuet from the age of twelve, but it had never been like this, as if she now danced in a dream where every movement, every gesture, every clash of eyes held power. A power shed never before felt, never before seen wielded with such consummate skill.

It was a net he cast over her. She knew what it was, what he was doing, knew in some corner of her bemused brain that at the end of the dance she could, and would, step free. But while they revolved and paced through the stately figures, she was caught, enthralled.

Fascinated.

She was aware of breathing more rapidly, of the sensitization of her skin. Aware of her body, her breasts, arms, hips, legs, as she never had been before. Aware that the fascination was mutual.

A heady experience, one that left her slightly dizzy when the music finally died. He raised her from her curtsy; she half turned from him. I wish to return to Mme Thierry.

From the corner of her eye she saw his lips lift; she looked, met his gaze, and realized that his expression was not one of triumph but of indulgent understanding.

Dangereux.

The word whispered through her brain. She shivered.

Come. He held out his hand. Ill take you to her.

Laying her fingers in his, she let him lead her across the room. Delivering her most correctly to Marjories side, he exchanged bows with Louis, posing beside Marjorie, then bowed formally to her and withdrew.

Mon Dieu! Helena

She raised her hand, cutting off Marjories words. I knowbut we have come to an agreement of sorts. He accepts I will not be his lover, butas he finds me amusing and there is no way I can see to dismiss him if he does not wish to be dismissedhe has consented to help me in finding a suitable gentleman to wed.

Marjorie stared at her. He has agreed ... ? After a moment she shook her head. The Englishthey are mad.

Louis straightened. Mad or not, he could be a valuable ally, a most useful source of information. If he is inclined to be indulgent, and he is so much older, after all

Marjorie snorted. He is thirty-seven, and if half I have heard is true, those of twenty-seven would be hard put to keep pace with him.

Be that as it mayLouis tugged at his waistcoat; he was twenty-sevenif Helena has made it clear she will not be his latest conquest and he is yet of a mind to be helpful, it would be foolish indeed not to avail ourselves of his aid. I am certain my uncle, monsieur le comte, would encourage us to accept monsieur le ducs offer.

Helena inclined her head. On that, I would agree. Fabien was ever one to use any tool that came to hand.

Marjorie looked uncertain but sighed. If you are sure that is what monsieur le comte would expect ... eh, bien, we will follow that road.






Chapter Two

[image: ch]


MARJORIE might have acquiesced to their scheme, but she remained unconvinced; every time Helena returned to her escorted by St. Ives, Marjorie behaved as if he were a wolf in temporarily amiable mood, but certain, when hunger struck, to revert to type.

There is nothing to fear, I assure you. Beside Marjorie, Helena squeezed her arm. They were standing in Lady Harringtons ballroom surrounded by holly and ivy; trailing leaves swirled about the ornate columns while red berries winked from garlands gracing the walls.

St. Ives had just arrived. Announced, he paused at the top of the steps leading down to the ballrooms floor, scanning the crowd, noting their hostess, then searching further ... until he saw her.

Helenas heart leaped; she told herself not to be silly. But as he descended, languidly elegant as always, she couldnt deny the excitement flaring in her veins.

Hes just helping me decide on a suitable husband.

She repeated the phrase to calm Marjorie, even if shed never believed the just. She might have told him she would not be his lover, but hed never agreed or accepted that. He had, however, said he would help her find a husbandshe believed he was sincere. It wasnt hard to see his reasoning. Once she was safely married to a suitably complaisant lord, he, St. Ives, would be first in line to be her lover.

And in such a position hed be doubly hard to resist.

A thrill of awarenessa presentiment of dangerflashed through her. Once hed helped her to a marriage such as the one she sought, hed be even more dangerous to her.

Then he was there, bowing over her hand, speaking politely to Marjorie, then asking her to stroll. She agreed; danger or not, she was already committed and could not easily draw back.

Easily escape his net.

The realization opened her eyes, had her attending more closely. He sensed it; she felt it in his glance, the brush of his blue eyes over her face.

I have no intention of biting, mignonnenot yet.

She slanted him a glance, saw the amusement in his beautiful eyes, and humphed. Marjorie is worried.

Why? I have said Ill help you find a husband. What is there to concern her in that?

Helena narrowed her eyes at him. You would be wise not to attempt ingenuousness, Your Grace. It does not become you.

Sebastian laughed. She continued to delight him, continued, at some level few had ever touched, to engage him. He steered her through the crowd, stopping to chat here and there, to point out this one or that, to admire the ice sculpture of an angel standing in a bower of holly on the terrace, the pice de rsistance of her ladyships decor.

He wished he could increase the pace, curtail this phase and hurry on to the stage where he could touch her, caress her, kiss her again, but given his intent, that wouldnt be wise. He was a past master at







































































































 
































































 






































































































































OEBPS/images/cover.png
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

[EPHANIE

A Christmas Novel





OEBPS/images/imprint.jpg
£ HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/images/chapterhead.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
The
Promise
in a Kiss

Stephanie

Laurens





