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NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR CANDACE CAMP
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A Winter Scandal

First in the Legend of St. Dwynwen trilogy

“A sweet small-town tale in a Regency trilogy…. Readers will enjoy the Austen-esque details of village life.”

—Publishers Weekly

And be sure to read about the unforgettable Bascombe sisters in her Willowmere novels…. Critics adore this breathtaking Regency trilogy!

An Affair Without End

“[A] delightful romantic mystery…. Cunning intrigue. With clever and witty banter, sharp attention to detail, and utterly likable characters, Camp is at the top of her game.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Sprightly dialogue… [and] a simmering sensuality that adds just enough spice to this fast-paced, well-rendered love story.”

—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars)

A Gentleman Always Remembers

“An intensely passionate and sexually charged romance…. A well-crafted, delightful read.”

—Romantic Times (4 stars)

“A delightful romp set in the Regency period. Ms. Camp has a way with truly likeable characters who become like friends. The action pops… and the relationships are strong.”

—Romance Junkies

“Where the Bascombe sisters go, things are never dull. Candace Camp delivers another witty, heartwarming, and fast-paced novel.”

—A Romance Review

A Lady Never Tells

“This steamy romp… will entertain readers.”

—Publishers Weekly

“With a bit of mayhem, humor, misunderstandings, and enough sensuality to please any reader, this consummate storyteller writes a well-crafted and enchanting tale.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

“Superbly written and well paced, A Lady Never Tells thoroughly entertains as it follows the escapades of the Bascombe ‘bouquet’ of Marigold, Rose, Camellia, and Lily in the endeavor to make their way in upper-crust London Society.”

—Romance Reviews Today

“A Lady Never Tells carries an allure that captures the reader’s attention. Ms. Camp brings a refreshing voice to the romance genre. The touch of elegance mingled with the downright honesty of the main characters takes your breath away…. One of those rare finds you don’t want to put down.”

—Winter Haven News Chief (FL)

“Filled with humor and charm…. Camp keeps A Lady Never Tells from becoming a clichéd romp with her fine writing.”

—A Romance Review (4 roses)

More praise for the irresistible works of Candace Camp

“When it comes to writing sexual tension, it doesn’t get better than this.”

—The Romance Reader

“A double helping of romance.”

—Booklist

“Will leave you breathless with laughter.”
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“A beautifully written charmer.”
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Entreat me not to leave you or to return from following after you…

Ruth 1:16
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One


Her body was warm and yielding in his arms, her mouth sweet beneath his. The very air around them was electric with promise. A breeze touched his skin, sending a shiver through him, and in the distance, there was a low rumble of thunder.

“Jocelyn,” he murmured, his arms tightening around her, and at that instant, she turned and slipped away from him, laughter trailing over her shoulder.

Alec started after her, his body thrumming with need, the thrill of the chase rising in him. She was white and silver in the moonlight, her gown fluttering behind her, dark gold hair streaming like a flag. Airy as a dream, she darted between the stones, always just out of his reach. He turned a corner, and she had vanished. He realized with a chill that the stones around them were grave markers.

Then her arms wrapped around him from behind, and her scent teased at his nostrils. Alec turned to her and claimed her lips, his hands sinking into the thick mass of her hair. Heat flared through him, his body hard and eager. She pressed up into him, her soft breasts flattening against his chest. He wanted her. Ached for her.

He lifted his head and gazed down into the huge amethyst pools of her eyes. Her alabaster skin gleamed in the moonlight, her thick black hair twining around his fingers. And in that moment he realized that she was not Jocelyn at all.

“Damaris!”

Thunder rumbled, and Alec jolted awake.

He lay for a moment, disoriented, the room unfamiliar, before his groggy thoughts gathered and he recalled that he was in an inn on his way to visit Lord Morecombe. Soft summer air wafted through the open window, stirring the sheer curtains, and thunder sounded again, low and distant. Alec’s body still surged with lust. Was it for Jocelyn, he wondered, or for Damaris?

Letting out an impatient sigh, he sat up and swung his legs out of bed. It didn’t matter. Either way, it was folly. Jocelyn’s place now was in the graveyard. She had never been his, not really. As for Damaris… His thoughts turned to the attractive young widow who was Lady Morecombe’s good friend. Hair thick and black as midnight… wide, expressive eyes of a deep blue, almost purplish hue, a distant look of cool amusement in them… an enticingly curved body that seemed to beckon a man’s hand.

Alec shook his head, as if to dislodge his thoughts. However alluring the lady might be, Damaris Howard was not for him. He had not, he reflected, made the best of first impressions upon her, storming into Gabriel’s house six months ago and launching into a fistfight with him. He had compounded his sins by being rude to the lady, flatly refusing her offer to show him the way to the village. Pride was a failing of his—an overweening pride, some might say—that disdained help as equally as it did pity or contempt.

After that inauspicious beginning, Mrs. Howard had regarded him with a prickly politeness that bordered on disfavor. That fact would not have stopped him from pursuing her, of course, for Alec Stafford was not a man to avoid a challenge. But she was a lady and, what was more important, a friend to Thea, one of the few people Alec respected, which meant that Damaris was not a woman with whom he could casually tumble into bed. And Alec was not foolish enough to be interested in a woman in any other way. Whatever mawkish feelings of love and marriage had once glimmered in him had died with Jocelyn.

He shoved away from the bed and strode to the window. The sheer curtain billowed out, brushing over his naked flesh, and he shivered once again, just as he had in his dream. There was no moon in the sky; it was growing close to dawn and the sky had begun to lighten.

Sleep, he knew, had been thoroughly chased off, so he turned away and began to pull on his clothes. It was less than a day’s ride to Chesley, where Gabriel Morecombe now lived with his new wife and the baby boy they had adopted. If he set out now, he could reach the village by midafternoon.

By the time the sun came up, Alec was well down the road. He stopped for breakfast and to rest his mount, but as the miles passed and the village of Chesley grew closer, his pace quickened and his stops were more and more infrequent. He was not sure where the restlessness that had plagued him the last few months had come from, but it was becoming more and more familiar. It seemed as if no place contented him for long now. After visiting Chesley for young Matthew’s baptism, he had returned home to dutifully escort his sister to London for the Season. A month later, boredom had sent him ricocheting back to Northumberland. But, unlike in the past, he had not been content at Castle Cleyre either. The days had seemed long and empty, the nights dull, until finally he had decided to return to the city early, making a side trip to visit his friends the Morecombes along the way, as if he had not just visited them in February.

It was odd behavior, he knew, but perhaps a man just grew bored when he reached a certain age. Or perhaps once Jocelyn had been found and he had been freed from his long, uncertain period of waiting, he simply no longer knew what to do with himself.

He came over a rise and saw Chesley before him, the Cotswold stone buildings gleaming a pale honey in the midday sun. In the distance, on the far side of the village, the square tower of St. Margaret’s rose bluntly into the sky. It surprised him to feel his spirits rise. It was here that he had learned the grim truth about Jocelyn, not only her death, but the full measure of her deceit. She had been lost to him more than a year at the time, but he had still stubbornly clung to some small measure of hope until the events at Chesley. The village should hold naught for him but sorrow and loss, but instead he had a certain fondness for it.

He nudged his horse into a trot and was soon at the outskirts of the village. He passed the Blue Boar, where he had stayed last Christmas. When he had come for the baptism in February, Gabriel and Thea had welcomed him into their home—but Jocelyn’s leaving had set the two men’s friendship on a perilous path, and it had been only tentatively restored last winter. So he hesitated now as he rode past the inn, thinking he should perhaps stop and claim a room there. Instead he pushed forward. The road that led out to the Priory went past Damaris’s home, and it would be only polite to call upon her… but better sense prevailed, and he continued to Gabriel’s home.

The footman who answered the door at the Priory was quick to bow and usher him inside. Just as the servant turned to lead Alec to the drawing room, there was a high-pitched squeal, followed by a peal of laughter, and a small child ran out of the great hall. His chubby legs were spread wide for balance, as were his arms, and the skirts of his gown were tucked up into his swaddling band to keep him from tripping. A gleeful expression lit his face. Alec’s heart clenched almost painfully in his chest. Behind him came a tall, slender woman dressed in a fashionable gown of sprig muslin. She, too, was laughing, her large expressive gray eyes alight behind her spectacles. Her cheeks were flushed, and several strands had escaped from her upswept reddish-brown hair to curl in an unruly fashion around her face.

The baby came to an abrupt halt when he saw Alec standing in the entry, and for a moment Alec thought that the child’s laughter might turn to tears of fright. Alec was a tall, even imposing figure, and there was a certain fierceness, he knew, in his ice-blue gaze and angular, strong-boned face that did nothing to soften his appearance. More than once, children had turned and run to hide against their mothers’ skirts when they met him. Matthew Morecombe, however, was apparently made of sturdier stuff, for after that brief pause, he grinned, let out a piercing shriek, and ran forward, holding up his hands to Alec. Alec gazed down at him in bemusement, not quite certain what he should do.

“Rawdon!” The woman hurried forward as well, now beaming at Alec. She let out a laugh. “You must pick him up, you know, or he will not give you an instant’s peace.”

Alec bent down and somewhat gingerly placed his hands on either side of the child’s waist, lifting him. Somehow Matthew settled naturally into the crook of his arm, curling his dimpled fist into the lapel of Alec’s coat. The boy was heavy and soft in his arm, smelling faintly of milk and lavender and child, and something in Alec’s chest went loose and warm. The baby looked down at the woman as she stopped before them, and he let out another happy crow.

“Yes, you like being up there so high, don’t you?” She beamed at the baby, then focused on Alec. “I am so happy to see you. Gabriel did not tell me you were coming; I shall have to scold him.”

“No, pray do not; I am the one at fault. I beg your pardon, Lady Morecombe, I did not write to warn you. I was on my way back to London from home, and I decided on the whim of a moment to pay a visit to my godson.”

There was a flash of surprise, quickly hidden, in Thea Morecombe’s eyes, and Alec flushed, deeply aware—though his hostess was too polite to comment on the fact—that the village of Chesley lay a good deal off the road from Northumberland to London.

“Well, we are excessively glad that you did,” Thea said with a warm smile. “But I thought we had agreed that you must call me Thea. We are, after all, almost kin, surely, since you are Matthew’s godfather.”

Alec smiled back at her, the harsh lines of his face softening almost imperceptibly. “I am honored. Thea.” Despite holding the child in his arm, he executed a precise bow. Matthew gurgled with delight at the movement and dug his fists more tightly into Alec’s coat. “But only if you will call me Alec in return.”

“Alec!” A tall, dark-haired man came striding toward them, grinning broadly. “Whatever are you doing here? It’s devilish good to see you.”

“Gabriel. Thank you. I fear I have dropped in quite uninvited.” Alec moved toward his friend, reaching out to shake the hand Gabriel Morecombe offered.

“Nonsense. You always have an invitation extended to you, whenever you should wish to take it.”

It felt quite natural to stand here with Gabriel—they had, after all, been friends since they were fifteen years old—but there was still a touch of awkwardness as well, for it was hard to forget the estrangement which had kept them apart for over a year. For a moment, Alec found himself at a loss for something to say. Then Matthew leaned forward, babbling and holding out his hands in a grasping manner to Gabriel.

“Are you leaving me, then?” Alec asked, amused. “Traitor.”

Gabriel chuckled and plucked the child from Alec’s grasp. “He is hopeful that my appearance means teatime is at hand.” He bent and nuzzled the baby’s neck, sending him into a paroxysm of giggles.

“I think, rather, that he is hopeful it means a bout of rolling about the floor with you,” Thea corrected drily, coming forward and reaching out to take the baby. “Come here, you, it’s time for your nap.” She smiled toward the men. “I shall take Matthew to his nurse and give you two an opportunity to visit.”

The two men stood for a moment watching her sweep up the stairs with the baby. “You must be very happy,” Alec said quietly.

“I am indeed.” The familiar white grin flashed in Gabriel’s face. “I hope that someday you will know such happiness.”

Alec smiled wryly, an expression he had perfected for countering such statements. “Alas, I fear I am destined by nature to be a bachelor.” He did not glance at his friend; Gabriel was one of the few who knew how much he had once hoped to deny that fact.

“I would have said the same myself a year ago,” Gabriel responded cheerfully. “Before Thea opened my eyes.” He gestured toward the rear of the house. “Come. Let’s wash away the dust of the road, and you must tell me how you are.”

They strolled down the hall to Gabriel’s study, chatting as they went. Alec was surprised at how easy it was to fall back into their old pattern of conversation. But then, Gabe had always had a gift for putting one at ease, a talent Alec had never had or even understood how to acquire. It was fortunate, he thought, that he had little need for it.

“I feared I might find you had removed to London or Morecombe Hall,” Alec commented as he settled down in a comfortable wingback chair. The darkly paneled study had a faint, pleasant scent of leather and tobacco.

Gabriel shrugged one shoulder negligently as he handed his friend a glass of Port, then sat in the chair across from him. “We spent a month at the Hall so Matthew could see his grandmother. And a while in London. Thea loved the plays, and I have never spent so much time inside bookstores and museums in my life.” Gabriel looked faintly amazed at his own actions, and Alec had to chuckle. “But, quite truthfully, we missed the Priory. And Chesley. I have become utterly domesticated.”

“It seems to suit you.”

Morecombe nodded. “Thea says Matthew has me wrapped around his little finger. ’Tis absolutely true, I fear. She does not mention the fact that she does as well.”

Alec was aware again of that feeling in his chest, a peculiar piercing mixture of pain and delight. “I could see Jocelyn in Matthew’s face.” He did not add that he had seen Ian there, too. Best not to think about that.

Gabriel’s eyes turned sober at his words, and he nodded. An awkward silence fell over them. Matthew’s mother, Jocelyn, was Gabriel’s sister, and when she had broken her engagement to Alec, running away from all of them, Gabriel had blamed Alec. It wasn’t until Matthew had shown up in Chesley, abandoned in the village church and discovered by Thea Bainbridge, the vicar’s sister, that the truth had come out. Pregnant by her married lover, Jocelyn had accepted Alec’s proposal but, in the end, had been unable to go through with the charade. She had fled to the Continent to have her child and had lived there until finally, dying of consumption, she had returned to England to entrust her baby to her brother’s care. She had not lived to bring Matthew all the way home, but everything had worked out finally and, as it turned out, the baby had brought Thea into Gabriel’s life as well. Married not long after Christmas, they were raising the endearing child as their own.

Alec shifted in his chair. “How does the rest of Chesley fare? The Reverend Bainbridge? The squire and Mrs. Cliffe? Mrs. Howard?” He tossed out the last name casually and turned his eyes down to the drink in his hand.

Gabriel glanced at him, and a flicker of amusement touched his eyes. “Thea’s brother is as ever. He will doubtless want to fill your ear with an article he read about Hadrian’s Wall. I fear he finds me sadly lacking in the qualities he would wish in a brother-in-law; I told him I had visited you at Castle Cleyre several times yet not once had gone to look at the wall.”

Alec chuckled. “That would, indeed, be anathema to him. I shall have to call on him. A scholar wrote me, asking if he could dig on my property for bits of some Roman encampment. I suppose I shall let him; I thought Bainbridge might wish to visit when he is there.”

“Good Gad. You will have a friend for life in Daniel if you do so.” He paused, watching Alec’s face as he went on. “We must have a dinner party while you are here. ’Tis too bad that Mrs. Howard is not in Chesley.”

Alec was aware of a distinct sense of disappointment, but he was too well schooled in concealing his thoughts to reveal it. “Indeed? I am sorry to hear it. I am sure that Lady Morecombe must miss her.”

“No doubt. But she will not be gone long—merely a trip to London. Shopping, I understand, was the driving factor.”

“Ah. Well, pray give her my regards.”

“Of course.” A mischievous light glinted in Gabriel’s eyes. “A beautiful woman, Mrs. Howard.”

Alec shot a sharp glance at his friend, but he had never been immune to Gabriel’s humorous bent, and after a moment, he chuckled. “Oh, the devil take you! I am not interested in Mrs. Howard.”

Gabriel made no answer, but the skepticism was clear on his face.

“I’m not,” Alec reiterated. “I can appreciate beauty without planning to acquire it.”

“Mm. And yet, how often are you taken with a work of art and do not purchase it?”

“If money were all that was involved, trust me, it would be a different matter,” Alec retorted. “But I fear that the price of a lady like Mrs. Howard would be far too high for me.”

The lighthearted humor dropped from his friend’s face, and Alec knew that Gabriel realized all too well what lay behind Alec’s disinterest in pursuing a lady of quality. Alec glanced away; he had no desire for any man’s regret or apology, still less for his pity.

“Well, we shall do our best to keep you entertained,” Gabriel said easily. “Even without the charms of the lovely Mrs. Howard. Come.” He set aside his drink and stood up. “Let me show you up to your room, else Thea will scold me for not giving you a chance to rest after your journey.”

“Of course,” Alec agreed, rising to his feet and following him. It made no difference that Mrs. Howard was not in town. He had come here to see his friends and his godson. Dreams did not matter in the light of day.

Gabriel was true to his word and kept his friend well entertained. In the country, it seemed, one could whip up a dinner party on a day’s notice, and though the squire’s family, the vicar, and a retired colonel were not exactly sophisticated, they were a convivial lot who, at least, were not too urbane to be amused. As Gabriel had predicted, Daniel Bainbridge was rendered almost speechless with delight at the prospect of getting to dig about in a Roman ruin, and he insisted that Alec come for tea the next afternoon to chat about the proposed visit.

But in truth, Alec derived the most amusement simply from being with baby Matthew. The sight of Matthew’s sunny face never failed to warm him and he found that if he held the lad high over his head, Matthew burst into a cascade of giggles. Sometimes it was as if a spectral hand clutched at his heart when he looked at the son of the woman he’d once loved.

Best of all was when, as now, Matthew came running at Alec as fast as his chubby little legs could carry him. Alec squatted down, his arms out to meet Matthew, who, much to Alec’s surprise, planted a wet, sticky kiss on his cheek.

“You look quite natural holding him,” Thea told him with a smile.

“Do I?” Alec raised his eyebrows. “I cannot imagine why. I can’t remember ever holding a child before.”

“No? I suspect it does not require a great deal of practice, only willingness. I knew scarcely a thing about them before Matthew.”

“He changed a number of lives, didn’t he?” Alec murmured, looking down into the baby’s wide blue eyes.

The nurse came to take Matthew up for his nap. Alec found himself oddly reluctant to hand the child over, but it was time to take tea with the vicar. He excused himself to Thea, and since it was a pleasant summer afternoon, he decided to walk through the ruins of the old abbey rather than ride his horse the long way around to the vicarage.

The Priory, where the Morecombes lived, and St. Margaret’s Church, on the opposite side of the ruins, were the only buildings remaining intact from the large convent that had once lain there. The cloisters and various outbuildings were now nothing more than a few partial walls and jumbled heaps of stones. Beyond the ruins lay the graveyard of the church, and seeing the stone markers, Alec was reminded of his dream the other night, in which he had run after Jocelyn through the gravestones. He thought of how he had caught and kissed her, only for her to turn into Damaris in his arms.

He pulled himself from his reverie and realized that he had come to a complete stop, lost in thought. He was utterly alone, with only the sturdy old stone church looming before him. On impulse, Alec turned toward the church instead of continuing across the little bridge to the vicarage.

The ancient wooden door closed firmly behind him as he passed through the vestibule into the sanctuary beyond. It was silent inside, light filtering in through the stained-glass windows lining the outer walls, casting soft colors across the high-backed wooden pews and ancient stone floors. The church, like many other old churches, was laid out in the shape of a cross, a shorter pair of arms thrusting out to either side just before the altar.

Alec drifted into the small chapel on the left side. It was partially separated from the rest of the church by iron fretwork and contained only a few short pews. Against the far wall, beneath the windows, lay two stone sepulchers of a long-ago lord and his lady, both topped with recumbent effigies. They were washed in the faint blue and yellow light streaming through the stained glass. On the wide wall near Alec stood a statue of St. Dwynwen, the Welsh patron saint of love, which that same medieval lord had taken from its place in Wales, along with a Welsh wife.

Damaris had recounted the legend to Alec when they were in the church for Matthew’s baptism—how the lord had credited the saint with winning his lady love for him and so had brought the statue home and built the chapel in her honor. Since that time, according to the local lore, prayers to the saint were granted if one prayed with a true and loving heart. Alec was not certain exactly what that entailed, but he noted that two candles burned in the votive stand beside the statue. Clearly someone believed.

He moved closer to the statue and stood for a moment gazing down at it. It was rough and obviously quite old, with a chunk missing here and there and a decided crack running through it. Yet there was something soothing about the crudely chiseled face, a look of peace, even love. Alec turned and sat down in the pew, gazing out across the church at the baptistry, which lay in the opposite short arm of the sanctuary. He thought about the day in February when he had stood there at the ornately carved baptismal font.

Gabriel and Thea had stood next to him, the baby in Thea’s arms, arms and legs waving about, as Daniel Bainbridge had read out the solemn words. And across from Alec, on the other side of the font, had stood Damaris Howard. She had worn a velvet cloak in the wintry chill of the church, and its dark purple had deepened the intense color of her eyes. He remembered gazing at her, his eyes caught by the thick gloss of her black hair, the creamy softness of her cheeks, the lush curve of her lips. He had, he recalled, indulged in decidedly unholy thoughts about her in this holiest of places.

He wondered what Damaris was doing in London. Shopping, Gabriel had said; that was no surprise. Every time Alec saw her, she was dressed in the height of fashion. No doubt she was visiting the theater and the opera as well. Dancing at parties. Perhaps if he’d remained in London, he would have run into her.

Not, of course, that that mattered.

He moved restlessly on the hard wooden seat, leaning forward to brace his arms on the pew in front of him and lean his chin on his crossed hands. He thought of the baptism again, of Thea’s and Gabriel’s faces, alight with love. The love still burned in them. Of course, it had been only months, but Alec had no doubt that the emotion would continue. They would raise Matthew with happiness and care; likely there would be siblings to join the boy. They would grow old together.

He could not help but feel a twinge of envy. He did not begrudge them their joy. Indeed, he felt himself warmed by it, rather like standing beside a roaring fire. The fact that his own life seemed dry and empty by comparison was not their fault. Once, for a brief while, he had hoped that his own future would be as bright, as sweet, as theirs, but of course such hope had died almost as soon as it was born. Now, for just a moment, before he could cut it off and lock it away, Alec felt the sharp ache of his solitary life, a brief, desperate something that yearned for that joy in his own life.

Letting out a small noise of disgust at his maunderings, he pushed himself up from the seat. It was folly to think this way. There was nothing wrong with his life; indeed, many would envy it. He was the Earl of Rawdon, and it was time to stop drifting about like a cork on the ocean. Time to get back to London. To his life.

He walked out of the church without looking back.



Two


Damaris twisted in front of the mirror above the dresser, craning her neck to see the back of her dress, and gave a wistful thought for the full-length cheval glass in her bedroom at home. Madame Gaudet’s assistant had brought the first set of new dresses Damaris had ordered, and Damaris was eager to wear one of them to the theater tonight. She had chosen a silk frock in a pale blue hue, its froth of an overskirt held back with knots of seed pearls. Around the base of her throat, Damaris wore a circlet of creamy pearls to match. She only wished that she could get a complete view of the delicate demi-train that fell from just below her shoulder blades to the ground.

However, though the snug little house her man of business had found for her was fashionably located in a small crescent just off Half Moon Street, its furniture left something to be desired, at least when it came to mirrors. It was clear, Damaris thought with some irritation, that the place had been furnished and leased by men, for the few mirrors scattered about the place reflected only the upper portion of one’s form. With a sigh, she turned toward her maid, raising her eyebrows in question.

“You look beautiful, ma’am,” Edith assured her, reaching out to twitch a fold of the skirt into the perfect place. “Just another pearl pin for your hair, I think.” She reached for a pearl-topped hairpin and slid it into position in a cluster of Damaris’s ink-black curls.

“Is Mr. Portland here?” Damaris asked, picking up her gloves and fan.

“Yes’m, these ten minutes or more. Hawley set him up with a glass of Sherry, and he seems quite content.”

“Good.” Damaris slid on her gloves as she started out the door. She did not like to be overly late—though Mr. Portland would never complain, of course—but sometimes one’s hair simply would not curl as one wished, no matter how expertly Edith twisted and pinned it.

Portland rose to his feet as she entered the small drawing room, setting aside the delicate glass of Sherry and offering a heartfelt smile and a punctiliously correct bow. “Damaris, my dear.”

“Gregory.” She smiled back at the graying gentleman and offered him her hand. It still felt strange to call her father’s friend and banker by his given name, for she had known him since childhood. However, Portland had been her banker—and friend as well—for years now, ever since her father’s death, and he had insisted that she drop the more formal appellation. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

She had, of course, called upon him at the bank when she first arrived in London two weeks ago. Going over various monetary matters, after all, was one of her reasons for visiting London. She had also discussed investments with her man of business and some small legal concerns with her solicitor. While she was in general able to oversee her financial affairs by mail from her home in Chesley, she thought it wise to visit her advisors in person at least once a year. The shopping and evenings at the theater were her reward for executing the more boring duties.

“I am looking forward to this evening,” she told the older man as she settled her gossamer evening wrap about her shoulders. “I have heard that Mrs. Cummings’s return to the theater is quite the event.”

“Indeed.” The banker offered her his arm, and they walked out. “She has been absent now for almost two years, and the company has not been the same without her. There were those who feared she might never return, but I never believed she would stay away. Love is all very well, but…” He shrugged eloquently.

“Yes. It rarely lasts, does it?”

There was, perhaps, something in her tone that made the older man glance at her, a faint frown forming on his brow. “My dear, I did not mean to—”

“Nonsense.” She smiled brightly. “I know you did not. It is very true, of course. Love is not enough.” Her thoughts went to her friend Thea back home in Chesley, now so happily married to Lord Morecombe and an instant mother to his sister’s child. “Well, except for a select few. I told you, did I not, that my friend Miss Bainbridge has made a love match?”

“Yes, indeed. I have met Lord Morecombe, an excellent man.”

He handed her up into his carriage, a glossy black equipage, and they settled back into the plush maroon leather seats, chatting pleasantly as the vehicle rolled through the streets. Damaris had always enjoyed the older man’s company. Having known her all her life, he was aware of her circumstances, which made it easy to talk to him, and he treated her with both affection and respect.

He realized, for instance, that despite her pleasure in the sophisticated delights the city had to offer, Damaris was rather constrained in her opportunities to enjoy them. Her visits to the milliner’s or modiste’s and other stores could, of course, be respectably carried out with the accompaniment of her maid or even alone. However, she could hardly attend such entertainments as the theater or the opera without an escort, and the only people in London she knew were the men who handled her business affairs. Her social life since she had been in the city had, frankly, been less full than it was in the country.

She was grateful, therefore, that Mr. Portland was perceptive and kind enough to offer her his escort to an evening at the theater. If a man who was the closest thing she had to a fond uncle was not the male companion she would have most wished for, Damaris refused to let herself think about the escort she might prefer.

Damaris glanced around as they walked inside the grand theater. She was not, she told herself sternly, looking for anyone in particular. Least of all the Earl of Rawdon. If it had, once or twice, occurred to her that she might run into him in London, she was not naïve enough to believe it was likely. They did not move in the same circles… or even in ones with any possibility of overlapping. Indeed, she had just received a letter from Thea, written only a week ago, which said that Rawdon was at the Priory.

It was unlikely he had even left Chesley yet. And if by chance he had arrived in London, he did not seem the sort to attend the theater tonight simply because everyone was talking about the return of a popular actress to the stage. Rather, she suspected, he was more likely to refuse to come to it simply because it was the popular thing to do.

So when she had been seated and her gaze fell upon a familiar blond head, she nearly gasped, her heart suddenly racing. It was Rawdon; she was certain of it. There was no mistaking that pale shock of hair, a trifle longer and shaggier than most gentlemen wore theirs, or the high, wide cheekbones that gave his lean face such a fierce and distinctive aspect. It was impossible, of course, to see the compelling pale blue of his eyes from this distance, but Damaris remembered it well. Indeed, his icy gaze made him almost impossible to forget.

He was seated at the nearest end of one of the loges, and beside him was a young woman whose light blond, almost silvery hair and patrician face suggested to Damaris that she was related to Lord Rawdon. To her other side was a much older woman of regal bearing—a mother, or even grandmother, perhaps.

Damaris realized that she was staring and hastily turned her gaze away. How awful if Rawdon were to catch her gaping at him like a moonstruck girl! She folded her hands demurely in her lap and turned to talk to Mr. Portland, determinedly refusing to even glance around the theater again. It was a relief when the curtain went up and she was able to focus her gaze on the stage.

All through the first act, she found it difficult to concentrate on the actors, for her mind kept returning to Lord Rawdon, and she had to fight the urge to turn and peer through the darkness at him. She wondered if he had happened to see her, too. If he had, would he approach her during the intermission? Damaris knew that her face and form attracted many men, but she was not sure that Lord Rawdon was one of them. He was a cold, proud man, and it was also clear that his heart—if he had one to give—had been claimed by Gabriel’s sister, Jocelyn.

Still… there had been a flash of something in his eyes once or twice that set her stomach to fluttering. Of course, there was always the possibility that the flutter had been only on her part. In any case, she was not about to seek him out or angle to place herself in his path. She considered not even promenading through the theater lobby during the intermission, but when the act ended and her companion offered her his arm, she took it. It would, after all, appear odd if she insisted on remaining glued to her seat. But Damaris was careful not to look around as she and the banker strolled along. If Lord Rawdon saw her, he would have to seek her out.

Mr. Portland had just started to inquire whether she wished a glass of Champagne when Damaris heard a deep voice say, “Mrs. Howard?”

A frisson of excitement darted through her, and Damaris was glad she was not facing in Rawdon’s direction because she suspected her face revealed that fact. Pulling her features back into their usual composure, she turned around, but she could not hold back a smile when she saw him.

“Lord Rawdon. What a pleasant surprise.”

She had been sure that her memory had exaggerated how tall he was and how squarely his shoulders filled out his jacket, but she could see now, with a little fillip of appreciation, that she had not. He was a large, lean man, and his looks were well suited to his severe black suit and contrasting snowy-white shirt. A signet ring decorated his right hand, accentuating his long fingers and the bony outcroppings of his knuckles. He was not exactly handsome; there was something too gaunt and predatory about the angular structure of his face and the slightly coiled tension in the way he stood. Yet Damaris could not deny that every time she saw the man, a ripple of something raw and tantalizing ran through her.

“The pleasure is mine, I assure you.” The slight movement of his mouth could hardly be called a smile, yet it shifted the planes of his face and lit his pale eyes in a way that was distinctly warmer. His gaze held hers a moment longer than was strictly polite before he shifted and went on. “Pray, allow me to introduce you to my sister, Lady Genevieve Stafford. Genevieve, this is Mrs. Howard. She is a friend of Lady Morecombe. We met in Chesley.”

“Mrs. Howard.” The fair-haired woman on Rawdon’s arm nodded toward Damaris. Her attractive, strong-boned face was as smooth and difficult to read as her brother’s, but Damaris was certain that it was curiosity she read in the other woman’s blue eyes. “I am afraid I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting Lady Morecombe. My brother speaks highly of her.”

Damaris smiled at the thought of Thea. “He is quite right to do so. Lady Morecombe is delightful. I hope you will become acquainted with her soon. Please, allow me to introduce you to Mr. Portland.”

There was another exchange of pleasantries. Damaris was very aware of Rawdon’s gaze on her throughout. She wondered what he was thinking; it was impossible to tell from his face. Finally the polite greetings and comments regarding the weather and the play dwindled down, and a lull fell upon the conversation. Genevieve glanced at her brother, then faintly cleared her throat. Damaris wondered if Rawdon was not paying attention or was simply refusing to take the girl’s hints. Damaris started to say something in order to keep them there a moment longer, but Rawdon spoke first.

“I was recently at the Priory,” he told Damaris. “Lord and Lady Morecombe send their regards.”

“How nice. Thank you. And did you find Master Matthew well?”

His smile was more definite now, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Indeed. Hale and hearty. He is walking.”

“Oh, yes.” Damaris chuckled. “He leads everyone in a merry chase. I find I quite miss him.”

“Have you been in London long?” Rawdon asked.

“No. Only a fortnight. I have taken a house for a month.”

“Indeed? So short a time?” Did he looked disappointed, or was that merely her imagination? “That will be London’s loss.”

“Very prettily said, my lord.” Damaris’s eyes twinkled. She had almost forgotten how invigorated she felt when crossing verbal swords with this man. The challenge of making his controlled face spark with humor or surprise or even irritation was almost irresistible. “Still, one cannot help but think that such finely honed compliments must come from frequent repetition.”

She was rewarded by the faint widening of his eyes in surprise, and his voice lifted with a hint of laughter.

“You imply that I am a flirt, madam?” Beside him, Rawdon’s sister looked startled, but he did not seem to notice her slight involuntary movement as he went on. “I fear you would find yourself alone in that opinion.”

“I would never call you a flirt,” Damaris demurred. “’Twould be most uncivil of me.”

“And are you always civilized?” he retorted. The light in his eyes was unmistakable now.

“Indeed, one must always try to be.” A small, slightly wicked smile curved her lips. “But I fear that I do not always succeed.”

Lady Genevieve was openly staring at Rawdon now. She cleared her throat, then turned to Damaris, offering her a quick, polite smile. “Pray excuse us, Mrs. Howard. Mr. Portland. It was a pleasure to meet you. But I fear we must speak to Mrs. Haverbourne.”

Damaris nodded. “The pleasure was mine.”

Lord Rawdon remained rooted to the spot despite his sister’s discreet tug at his elbow. “I am sorry my grandmother did not get a chance to meet you. She remained in our box.”

“Pray convey my regards to her.”

“I will. Thank you. But perhaps you will come to Genevieve’s party tomorrow evening. I know the countess would enjoy meeting you.”

“I—” Damaris’s gaze went to Genevieve’s frozen expression. She should refuse, she knew. There were a hundred reasons why she should not attend a ton party, not the least of which was Lady Genevieve’s hastily concealed astonishment.

Rawdon turned toward his sister, and Genevieve forced a smile. “Yes, do say you will be there,” she told Damaris, her tone devoid of enthusiasm.

Normally Damaris would not have accepted so tepid an invitation. If Genevieve had any idea of the truth about Damaris’s past, she knew the girl would not have proffered even that. She opened her mouth to refuse, but then she made the mistake of looking at Lord Rawdon.

“Thank you,” Damaris said instead, smiling. “I would love to join you.”

“But who is this girl?” The Countess of Rawdon leaned forward to fix her grandson with the full blast of her faded blue eyes. Her eyes lacked the icy hue that was a hallmark of the Stafford family, though they carried enough authority and hauteur to quell almost anyone. But tonight her grandson seemed immune to their power.

He simply said, “Her name is Mrs. Howard, Grandmother. I believe I mentioned it.”

“Yes, of course, but that does not tell me who she is.”

Genevieve, beside her, was scanning the audience with her opera glasses. She had had to wait until her grandmother’s guest had left their plush box before spilling out the news that Alec had invited a woman to their party the following evening, and now there was little time left before the lights went down for the next act.

“There!” Genevieve exclaimed softly. “She is that stunning black-haired woman in the pale blue gown.” She handed the glasses to her grandmother, gesturing toward the audience below them.

“Genevieve! Really! Don’t point.” Lady Rawdon snatched the glasses from her granddaughter, shooting her a look of cool reproach. “It’s vulgar.”

“Of course, Grandmother. I’m sorry. She is in the second seat from the aisle almost directly below us.”

“Ah, yes. I see.” The countess studied Damaris for a moment, then handed the glasses back to Genevieve. She cast an assessing glance at her grandson, but before she could speak, the house lights went down and the curtain was raised. Lady Rawdon pressed her lips together and turned back to watch the play unfold.

Alec relaxed in his chair and, with his grandmother’s attention focused on the stage, stared down into the audience. It was impossible to see Damaris well now, but Alec could remember quite clearly how Damaris had looked. His memory had not played him false; she was as beautiful as he had recalled. Perhaps even more so. He thought of the creamy white pearls scattered throughout her lustrous black hair, echoing the strand around her neck, drawing the gaze downward to the inviting expanse of alabaster chest… the swell of her breasts above the fashionably low neckline… He shifted in his seat and turned back to the action on the stage.

But his thoughts remained on the woman below, so that he could not have said later what had transpired in the second act. He had no interest in the farce, anyway. He had come only because Genevieve had wanted to do so. It was, apparently, the most important night to see and be seen at the theater. And if he was being honest, he had to admit that the thought had occurred to him that it might be the likeliest time for Mrs. Howard to attend the play as well.

Still, even knowing that there was some possibility that she might be there, a little jolt had shot through him when he scanned the audience and saw her sitting there. He was glad that he had glimpsed her first and had some time to adjust before he engineered running into her in the lobby. Even so, he had felt foolishly stiff and awkward. There was always a look in Damaris Howard’s eyes that made him certain he amused her in some way, an expression which both intrigued and challenged him. It was not an expression he was accustomed to, as it seemed that women were more given to viewing him either nervously or greedily or, often, a combination of the two.

Genevieve’s presence in the conversation had not helped, of course, for he had been well aware that his sister was observing him keenly. It was useless to think he could get anything past Genevieve, who knew him better than anyone. Not, of course, that there was anything he really wished to hide from her… yet he could not help but think, every time he thought about Mrs. Howard, that he really did not want the rest of the world to know how he felt. Indeed, he had the suspicion that he would prefer that even he didn’t know how he felt.

And that was a perfectly idiotic notion. Of course, it was no more idiotic than the vague, eager, twitchy sensations that rose up in him whenever he was around Damaris—as if he were a schoolboy again! He had never been the most socially adept man—and he counted it his good fortune that his reticence was invariably put down to arrogance rather than awkwardness—but it had been years since he had felt as uncomfortable as he did when talking to Mrs. Howard. Yet as soon as he saw her, he had been plotting to run into her between acts.

There was no question of speaking with her again after the second act, something that would be sure to cause talk. But he was not inclined to let his grandmother quiz him more about Damaris, either, so as soon as the curtain dropped again, he was on his feet, offering to bring the ladies back refreshments. By the time he returned, their box was obligingly full of visitors, two of whom were thrilled when he invited them to stay for the third act as well. By no twitch of her expression did his grandmother indicate the slightest surprise at his saddling them with her dead sister’s friend and that woman’s emptyheaded daughter, but Alec saw the sharp glance Genevieve threw him, and he knew that he had only put off the inevitable.

He was prepared, then, for the countess’s fixing him with her ruthless gaze the moment they left the theater and were safely settled in their carriage, away from prying eyes and ears.

“You did not answer my question, Alec. Who is this Mrs. Howard? Why have I never heard of her?”

“I could not say, Grandmother. She is a widow, and I believe she lives a rather retired life.”

Lady Rawdon made a noncommittal noise. “Rather young and attractive, I would say, to have retired from life.”

“Perhaps grief overcame her.”

“She does not appear to be in mourning.”

“Grandmother.” He looked at her evenly. “I do not know the woman well enough to answer your questions.”

“Yet you know her well enough to invite her to our party.” She smiled faintly. “She is quite lovely, of course. But then, no one can accuse you of bad taste.”

“I fail to see what my taste has to do with it.” Rawdon’s cool gaze would have intimidated a lesser creature than the countess. “I merely invited Lady Morecombe’s friend to your ball. She is here for a short visit; I doubt she knows many people in London.”

Lady Rawdon narrowed her gaze. “You expect me to believe that you extended an invitation—the first time you have asked anyone to one of our parties, by the way—simply to be nice to one of Lord Morecombe’s wife’s rustic friends?”

Amusement lit Alec’s eyes. “‘Rustic friends’? I assure you, Mrs. Howard does not have bits of hay clinging to her hair, Grandmother. Most of the people I met in Chesley were quite civilized.”

“Chesley.” The countess dismissed the village with a scornful flick of her hand. “Do not attempt to throw sand in my eyes, Alec. The point is: What do you know about this woman? Where does she come from—and do not say the Cotswolds; I am well aware of where Chesley is. What I want to know is, who are her people?”

“I am sorry, but I did not think to interrogate Lady Morecombe about her friend’s background. All I really know is that she is a widow. I think you will find her speech and manners unexceptionable. You needn’t fear that her presence will be an embarrassment.”

The countess’s gaze flicked across him, sharp as a knife. “Pray do not take that tone with me, Rawdon. I have been fending off the overtures of jumped-up mushrooms for a good many more years than you have been alive.”

“I have no reason to think that Mrs. Howard, or her late husband, were ‘mushrooms,’ Grandmother. She is a friend to the Morecombes, and I believe you will allow that they are of adequate lineage to associate with Staffords. Lady Morecombe was a Bainbridge, a cousin to Lord Fenstone.”

“Fenstone!” The countess lifted her head, sending a long look down her nose at her grandson, clearly registering her disregard for the earl. “Your father’s ancestors were guarding the border long before Richard gave Fenstone to that lot.”

“Yes, yes, I know, and we were throwing our lot in with the Percys against the Nevilles. But I really do not think that the War of the Roses is pertinent to asking Mrs. Howard to Genevieve’s party.”

“Being a friend of a Bainbridge is little recommendation,” Genevieve inserted hotly. “Lord Fenstone is always run off his legs, and we all know what sort of man Ian is.”

Alec started to retort sharply, but a glance at his sister’s pink cheeks and flashing eyes made him soften his response. “I know how you feel about Ian, and I appreciate your loyalty to me. But believe me, Mrs. Howard is in no way connected to him. She had never even met the man before we cast her Twelfth Night party into shambles.”

It had been at Damaris’s masque ball six months earlier that they had all learned the full story of how Ian, once Alec’s friend, had betrayed him, seducing Alec’s fiancée and leading her to break their engagement and flee the country.

“I will not allow anyone to hurt you.” Genevieve’s eyes were as fierce as a she-wolf’s.

He smiled faintly. “Pray do not worry. Whoever Mrs. Howard’s antecedents are, it makes no difference. I am not about to lose my head over her. Certainly not my heart.”



Three


    Damaris took a deep breath as she smoothed the long, elegant white kid gloves up her arms. It was not too late. She could still change her mind and decide not to go to Lady Genevieve’s party.

She had spent the entire day telling herself that she should not go. It was a selfish, foolish thing to do. If her presence there was noticed… if anyone knew who she was or discovered her identity, it would not reflect well on the Staffords, who would never have extended an invitation to her if they had known the truth about her parents. Indeed, it had been clear from Genevieve’s expression that she had had little desire to extend Damaris an invitation even without knowing Damaris’s history.

Why Rawdon had forced the issue was a question that sent a tickle of excitement through her. No matter how much she told herself it was silly to be flattered that he wanted her to come to the party, she could not convince herself to feel otherwise. Yes, other men had been interested in her, sought her company. She had flirted with any number of suitors—and, truth be known, men far more adept at flirting than Lord Rawdon. But that did not matter; those men had not made her stomach quiver and her pulse speed up. They had not made her blood sing through her veins.
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