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      The first time Evangeline was widowed, it was a relief.

      She hadn’t wanted to marry Viscount Cunningham; she hadn’t even known him. He had been her father’s choice—and very nearly her father’s age—in a vain attempt to rein in Evangeline’s “wild and ungovernable” nature, as Sir Robert Bennet had disapprovingly termed it. Her transgressions had ranged from sneaking a ride on her horse in her brother’s old breeches to allowing a barrister’s son to kiss her, rather passionately. Her mother had wept from the shame of it. Evangeline had also cried, and promised to reform, but to no avail. She’d been barely seventeen years old, and had met Cunningham exactly twice, when her father marched her down the aisle of the church to become his viscountess.

      The best thing that could be said of their marriage was that it was blessedly short. They were horribly mismatched. Evangeline, young and outgoing, liked dancing, masquerade balls, and theater, the more outrageous the better. Cunningham preferred fishing at his Scottish estate, drowsing by the fire over a good book, and maligning the French with his cronies at his club. Within a year, neither wanted anything to do with the other.

      One evening, four years after they wed, Cunningham went to bed early after dinner, complaining of indigestion. He never woke. A fatal attack of bilious dyspepsia, the doctor informed her the next morning.

      Evangeline hadn’t been there. Always cross when unwell, Cunningham had told her to leave him be, and she had been at a masquerade, drinking champagne with other gentlemen and a woman she suspected was a courtesan. It had been marvelous.

      “And now you’ll have to wear black,” said her friend Fanny, Lady Woodville. Fanny was a dozen years older, and a widow with a substantial fortune. She had no children and her late husband’s title had gone to a distant cousin, who had no interest in her; she was as free and independent as a woman could be. She was dashing and opinionated and Evangeline admired her greatly.

      “Of course I will.” She plucked listlessly at the black crepe they were attaching to bonnets. Cunningham would have wanted a decent mourning, and Evangeline felt remorseful enough not to deny him that.

      “What a pity you look marvelous in black,” remarked Fanny.

      Evangeline pursed her lips to keep from smiling. “You shouldn’t say that to a widow.”

      “I imagine a host of gentlemen will say it soon enough.” Fanny leaned toward her and lowered her voice. “It’s not as though you killed him.”

      “Of course not!” Evangeline hissed back, glancing fearfully at the closed door. “But neither am I . . .”

      “Sorry he’s dead?” supplied her friend when she hesitated.

      “Heartbroken.” Evangeline gave her a guilty look. “I feel as though the prison cell has been unlocked.”

      Fanny smiled in understanding. “It has been, my dear. And a world of consolation awaits.”

      The second time Evangeline was widowed was more upsetting.

      She observed a proper mourning for Cunningham but then decided she was due a little freedom . . . and pleasure. The Earl of Courtenay—Court, he begged her to call him—was tall and fit, handsome and charming. He was only thirty-one, which seemed vital and young after Cunningham, and he pursued her with a very flattering abandon.

      She never meant to marry Court. It was only an affair, to savor the sort of pleasures she had heard of, but never experienced with Cunningham. Court was ardent, romantic, and terribly good in bed, and she was careful to be discreet.

      But not discreet enough. When her father called on her unexpectedly one day and discovered the two of them in a highly compromising position, he threatened to call out Court. Once again, over her furious protests, Evangeline was unwillingly married to a man she didn’t love.

      It was even worse than the first time. Court lost interest in her almost as soon as the ink was dry in the parish register. It turned out his favorite sport was chasing young widows and married ladies, and he didn’t mean to give it up. Nothing Evangeline did deterred him: not pleading, not seductive attire, not the sight of her flirting with other men. By the end of the third year, Evangeline had realized it was hopeless, and had resigned herself to another empty marriage.

      It came to an end the night Viscount Ambrose returned home early and discovered Court in bed with his young bride. Ambrose shot him—not in a duel, which would have been shameful enough but was widely accepted as the proper way to settle the issue between gentlemen—but right there in the bedchamber, while Lady Ambrose shrieked in the background. Then he’d had his servants dump Court, bleeding and naked, on the front steps of their house. Court had died, wrapped in a tablecloth, on his own dining table.

      The scandal had been immense.

      “This time you’re truly free, don’t you see?” was Fanny’s consoling advice after the funeral.

      Evangeline’s father had died the previous year. After forcing Court to marry her, he’d never lifted a finger to prevent her husband from making a mockery of their marriage. Men were allowed all the wickedness, while women bore all the shame.

      “Yes, free,” she said bitterly. “Free to be called the Black Widow in every drawing room in London. Two husbands dead before their times! Young or old, no man is safe!”

      Fanny waved that away. “Rubbish. You’re still young and beautiful. You’ve got a handsome fortune. Enjoy it all.”

      Perhaps, Evangeline reflected, that was the only thing she could do. Scandal couldn’t hurt her, not now. She’d grown a tough shell over the years, as people whispered that she was a foolish, flighty young bride, then a wanton widow just waiting to cause a scandal, and finally a scorned, shrewish wife who’d trapped an earl into marriage only to drive him into another woman’s arms. If everyone already thought her wicked and immoral, she hardly had a reputation to protect.

      And that meant . . . freedom. She could do whatever she wanted now—and not do anything she didn’t want to do—such as marry again.

      Evangeline vowed to herself that she would never make that mistake again.

      No man was worth it.
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      She was going to be late.

      It was her own fault, of course. She hadn’t really wanted to come. While not exactly shunned, she was hardly a darling of society, and it was a bit of a mystery to her why she’d been invited to the Allens’ benefit ball.

      “Because Henry Allen made a wager at White’s that he can raise more money from his benefit ball than Lady Cartwright can from hers,” was Fanny’s explanation.

      “He must have wagered very dear, if he’s willing to go to such lengths to win,” Evangeline retorted.

      “He always has done,” observed Fanny. “No head for gambling, that one. Still,” she went on, “you might as well go. It’s for a good cause, after all, and I shall be there.” When Evangeline still hesitated, she added, “And it will give Beatrice Allen the start of her life, to see you walk through her door again.”

      “The invitation was in her handwriting,” said Evangeline sourly.

      Once upon a time, she had considered Lady Allen a friend. After Court’s ignominious death, though, Beatrice had ceased responding to her letters. Evangeline had always suspected that was as much Lord Allen’s doing as Beatrice’s own wish, but it still stung. Allen had been one of Court’s closest friends, and Evangeline knew he had been well aware of her husband’s predilections. She suspected Allen shared them, and had probably recoiled from the scandal as a threat to his own affairs.

      Beatrice, perhaps, had dropped her friendship to avoid having to consider her own husband’s tastes.

      Fanny smiled in victory. “Then she must truly want you to come, my dear.”

      So Evangeline gave in—or rather, fell for Fanny’s manipulations yet again. And now she would be even later than could be called fashionable, as the carriage crawled in fits and starts along the street toward the well-lit house with footmen on the steps. Twice she nearly told the coachman to turn around and take her home, or on to Fanny’s house, where she regularly spent the night to avoid the long drive to Chelsea. But still she dithered, until the last side street had been crossed and there was no alternative but to stop in front of the Allens’, screw up her courage, and go inside.

      “Lady Allen,” she cried warmly, clasping fingertips with the hostess. “How delightful to see you again.”

      Beatrice Allen faltered a moment before she assumed a smile that was both simpering and stiff. “And you, Lady Courtenay.”

      “I was so delighted to receive your invitation,” she went on, unable to resist a little vengeance. “Such a worthy cause! How very noble of you and Lord Allen to take it up. Those poor, dear children deserve every bit of your support.” Beatrice’s eyes flashed murder. “And ours, of course—we fortunate members of society who can afford to provide for them,” Evangeline added lightly.

      Lately, Lord Allen had decided he was a philanthropist and patron of sundry impressive causes. He’d named this event a “benefit ball,” with the noble (somewhat ostentatiously so) goal of raising funds for the Foundling Hospital. Allen had probably contributed a few bastard children himself to such homes, and Evangeline had to admit the irony was partly what had persuaded her to come.

      “Yes,” said Beatrice Allen, her face and her tone wooden. “Of course. We are so pleased you accepted.”

      You hoped I wouldn’t have the nerve, thought Evangeline as she tipped her head graciously.

      Well. Enough of that ancient history, water so far under the bridge that it had reached the ocean.

      Evangeline knew she’d been invited for her wealth, not for her company. Tonight, she decided she would not care. Defiantly she smiled and nodded at a passing matron who was goggling at her. There would be dancing, a singer, and several prominent guests of honor making short speeches about their work, and then an appeal for funds. She’d come to enjoy herself, no matter why she’d been invited.

      “At last!” Fanny reached for her hands and pressed them as Evangeline joined her. “Thank God you’ve come. I thought I might perish of boredom.”

      She smiled at her friend. “You are never bored.”

      Fanny rolled her eyes. “Beatrice wanted that opera singer—do you know the one I mean? The Italian woman?” She waved one hand impatiently at Evangeline’s blank look. “Quite scandalous, I believe. Allen refused to have her. He’s such a tedious fellow.” She lifted a glass of champagne from a passing tray and raised it in salute.

      “So there’s not to be a singer?” Evangeline also took a glass. She adored champagne. It was one of the few unadulterated pleasures of these events.

      “No, only musicians. Lord Allen invited several speakers.” Her expression said everything about that. “It will be a miracle if I survive the evening without dozing off.”

      “Hush,” said Evangeline with a laugh. “We mustn’t slight the speakers before they even begin.”

      “You’re far more patient than I,” murmured the other woman. “Although one of the honored guests is rather handsome. When he speaks, I shall be very attentive.”

      “Oh?” Evangeline flicked open her fan. “Which one?”

      “An explorer. He’s to speak of his journeys in Africa tonight. Or the Arctic. I’m not sure, and it doesn’t matter.”

      Now that would interest Evangeline. She looked around in real hope. “How fascinating. Who is he?”

      “His name is Campion,” said Fanny. “Swiss, and extremely handsome, did I mention it?”

      “Twice, as a matter of fact,” Evangeline replied.

      Fanny grinned. “Let us beg an introduction.”

      Evangeline laughed and agreed.

      Arm in arm, they made their way through the crowd. Fanny had embraced her reputation as an eccentric, knowing the vast Woodville fortune made her a highly favored eccentric. Tonight she wore peacock feathers in her turban and a gown of spangled green silk that blazed brightly in the candlelight. Evangeline aspired to be so dashing.

      Lord Allen appeared in front of them. “Lady Woodville! How do you do?”

      “Very well, sir, although I was anticipating the soprano, and I hear you refused to have her.” She turned away from his suddenly pinched face to scan the room. “Where are our guests of honor?”

      “Mr. Cambridge, the geologist, is with Lady Allen,” said their host, recovering his poise. “And Lord Michael Layne, the famed astronomer, is just by the windows there.”

      “I’ve no interest in geology or astronomy,” she told him bluntly, even as he raised one hand as if to lead her to meet either man. “Where is the explorer?”

      “Ah, Richard Campion!” Lord Allen rocked on his heels, looking pleased with himself. “The king has just bestowed a knighthood upon him.”

      Fanny raised her brows. “Excellent! Allow me to present Lady Courtenay to Sir Richard, then. She’s been longing to make his acquaintance—quite fascinated with the Nile, don’t you know.”

      Discomfort flitted over Allen’s face as he was finally forced to speak to Evangeline. “Lady Courtenay. How good of you to come.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She smiled, ignoring his strained expression. “I hope we shall do a great deal of good tonight for the children’s home.”

      “What? Oh yes, yes.” He cleared his throat. “I see Campion now, Lady Woodville. If you’ll pardon me, I shall bring him to make your acquaintance.” He gave a quick bow and shot off through the crowd.

      “Do you think he’ll come near us again tonight?” asked Evangeline in amusement.

      Fanny snorted. “He wants two hundred pounds from me tonight. He’d better come near, and bring that explorer with him, if he intends to collect it.”

      “I know you’ll give it anyway, for the children’s sake,” said Evangeline.

      Her friend gazed at her in affront. “Of course I will. But there’s no reason I can’t make Allen work for it, is there? It was his decision to throw a party instead of simply asking for subscriptions.” She went back to studying the room. “Besides, he’s too young for me, but I do believe you will like him.”

      “Lord Allen?” Evangeline shuddered. “Never.”

      “No, the explorer!” Fanny tapped her arm with her fan. “Mark my words, he’s a fine one.”

      “I’ve no need of a man, thank you.” This was an old conversation between them.

      “Need! Who said anything about need?” Fanny scoffed. “I speak of wanting a man.”

      “It sounds to me as though you want him for yourself.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous! I’m far too old for him.” Fanny’s keen gaze swept up and down Evangeline. “But you’re not.”

      Fanny was only twelve years older than Evangeline, but sometimes she took an excessive delight in imagining various romances and love affairs for her. “I feel twenty years older just hearing you say that,” she said tartly.

      “At least you don’t look it. Here he comes.” Fanny arranged her face into a welcoming expression as Lord Allen approached, a tall, sandy-haired man barely visible behind him. Evangeline finished her champagne and glanced around for a servant or table where she could dispose of the glass. It was advisable to consume more wine, rather than less, before speaking with members of the ton, but it was always so awkward navigating introductions and conversation while holding a glass. A footman whisked up beside her and she gave him the glass with a grateful look.

      “Lady Woodville, Lady Courtenay, allow me to present to you Sir Richard Campion,” Lord Allen was saying.

      Evangeline was smiling, her hand already extended, when she looked into Campion’s face.

      Oh Lord, she thought with a sinking heart.

      “My lady.” Campion gazed back at her with crystal blue eyes. Tall, lanky, handsome as sin, and Evangeline felt the heat of his smile deep in her bones.

      “Sir.” She ducked her flushed face as she curtsied.

      “He has come to regale us with stories of his adventures into the dark heart of Africa.” Lord Allen pushed out his chest proudly. “I expect you’ve seen all manner of beasts and savages, eh, Campion?”

      “Yes.” He flashed a distracted smile at his host before his gaze veered back to Evangeline, like a compass needle seeking north.

      Still scrambling for composure, Evangeline put up her chin. “Savages! Of what sort?”

      Campion seemed startled. “Oh—some of the tribes treat each other quite brutally, ma’am. They are fierce warriors.”

      Evangeline thought she’d take some of the dragons of the ton over any warrior, any day, for fierceness. God above knew they’d shredded her to pieces.

      “Savages,” drawled Fanny, sounding disappointed. “How novel. Do explorers ever encounter anything else? Are there no civilized, gentle, or even kind peoples in the greater world?”

      “I daresay not,” Evangeline cut in as Lord Allen’s face turned a shade of puce. “Do the Africans cut off their peoples’ heads with guillotines, as the French do? Or make public spectacles of hanging them, as the English prefer?” She tipped her head to one side and tapped one finger to her lips as both men stared at her in dumbfounded silence. “It would take some doing to surpass the brutality of our own land, I imagine.”

      Lord Allen seemed to be choking. “Yes, well, that is a very harsh view, Lady Courtenay. I beg your pardon, my ladies, but I must introduce Sir Richard to our other guests.” He forced a laugh. “He’s much in demand, you know!”

      “Of course we know,” said Fanny tartly. “That’s why you invited him—to lure in the rest of us.”

      Evangeline was fighting hard not to laugh at the men’s expressions, Lord Allen offended, Campion thoroughly nonplussed. She smiled at them. “That is quite true! And see how splendidly it has succeeded. Go forth and encourage people to donate generously, Sir Richard, for the children’s home.”

      “I—” His disconcerted gaze jumped to Fanny, then back to Evangeline. “Naturally I will, madam.” His words were faintly clipped with an accent she hadn’t noticed before.

      Because you could barely hear him over your own racketing pulse, ninny.

      “Right, right!” Lord Allen shuffled sideways, as if he would break into a run at any moment. “This way, Campion.” And he all but dragged the explorer away.

      Fanny watched them go. “The man was tongue-tied—almost an idiot. It seems unlikely his speech will be exciting.” She turned to Evangeline. “Hopefully he recovers his wits when he’s not staring at you.”

      She snapped open her fan and tried to chase the blush from her face. She could still feel her blood throbbing recklessly. “I’ve been rendering people speechless for years. Why should he be any different?” She gave a tiny huff. “Allen likely put a flea in his ear about wicked women. He must have thought he’d encountered one in the wild tonight.”

      Fanny snorted. “If so, I think he’d like to make a closer study of the species. I may be old, my dear, but I am not blind.”

      “You are not old,” Evangeline returned, “merely a busybody.”

      Her friend laughed. “That’s a privilege of age. I never felt at liberty to speak my mind until I reached the age of forty.”

      “And then it all came spilling out without subtlety or discretion.” She pointed her fan at her friend. “Do not start plotting to throw me together with Richard Campion.”

      “Plotting.” Fanny snorted again. “As if I need to! He’ll do that himself, mark my words.”

      Evangeline said nothing. The last man who had looked at her with such open interest, and elicited such a response in her, had been Court. Fortunately for her, this time she knew better than to fall for it.

      The speakers surpassed Fanny’s dour predictions. Mr. Cambridge, the geologist, spoke with enthusiasm and energy about his studies. Lord Michael meandered a bit, talking rather a lot about the ancient Greeks and their study of the heavens, but Sir Richard lived up even to Fanny’s hopes, portraying himself as a modern Gulliver, visiting foreign lands where he was both humbled and honored, and speaking with a genuine reverence for all he’d seen.

      “I never knew ordinary rocks could be so enervating,” said Fanny as the crowd applauded at the end. “But that Campion fellow was worth every farthing, even before he dances with you.”

      Evangeline choked on a sip of champagne. “Fanny.”

      “Don’t scold me,” murmured Fanny, her gaze fixed over Evangeline’s left shoulder. “I’m only giving you warning.”

      Evangeline turned around and came face to face with the explorer, just as Fanny had said.

      “Lady Courtenay.” He bowed. “I hope you remember me.”

      “Of course.” She smiled brightly—too brightly, probably. “It’s not even been two hours since we met.”

      “Indeed?” He smiled back. Her heart took an unwanted leap at the sight. His eyes crinkled and an endearing little dimple appeared in one cheek. He was, as Fanny had said, very handsome. Devastatingly so, to be honest. “It seemed much longer to me.”

      “That must be a sad judgment on the company present.”

      “Not at all.” His smile dimmed a degree, but his eyes never wavered from her. “It is entirely due to you.”

      The nerve he had. She found it both alarming and exhilarating. “How so?”

      “I could not stop thinking of what you said earlier. You were the only person to encourage me to solicit donations for the children. I entreated everyone with whom I spoke to make a generous donation to the cause—a foundling home, is it not?”

      “Well done, sir,” she said in mild surprise. “The children deserve it.”

      “Thank you for reminding me of them,” he went on. “It added greatly to my satisfaction with the evening to think of the unfortunate children who may be helped as a result of my speech. I confess that I do not always attend closely to the deeper purpose behind these evenings.”

      Not many people did. There were some genuine patrons of charitable causes, but Evangeline would have guessed that most of the guests tonight had come for the entertainment. They would donate fifty pounds for the benefit of the children, and then spend several times that at the wine merchant or the modiste.

      “May I beg the pleasure of your hand in the next dance?” asked Sir Richard.

      Evangeline looked at his extended hand, in its pristine glove. Fanny, the traitor, had managed to melt into the crowd and leave her alone with the man. “I don’t think that would be wise, sir.”

      “No?” He lowered his voice. “Are you a dangerous creature?”

      “Why, yes!” She pursed her lips in irritation, even though she’d meant to smile and laugh it off. “I am. I thought Lord Allen would have warned you.”

      “I have scaled Mont Blanc and sailed around the Cape of Good Hope.” His dimple reappeared. “I am not afraid of a beautiful woman.”

      She hesitated. Merciful God, he was attractive. He met her gaze so directly. His eyes were such a startling blue because his face was tanned. His hair was not blond, but brown, bleached by the sun. At his collar, where it curled, she could see the darker color. Most London gentlemen were as pale as the ladies.

      This man was not a Londoner, though. He had climbed mountains and sailed oceans and ventured deep into uncharted territories.

      If Fanny were right about him . . .

      Perhaps she might not mind being studied more closely for one evening.

      “Once,” she said, placing her hand in his.

      “Only once?” He led her to join the formation of couples. Evangeline caught the startled glances of the fellow guests and dancers.

      “We are not acquainted, sir.”

      The smile he gave in reply was nothing short of wicked. “We shall become so, while dancing.”

      She sighed and tried to look unmoved by his flirting even as it made her heart speed up. It had been a long time since a man flirted with her like this.

      With some effort she concentrated on the dance. It was a long country dance, where all the couples took their turns going up and down the set, which gave her plenty of opportunity to see the shocked expressions around her. Evangeline had stopped caring what the matrons of society thought of her, but it still irked her that they couldn’t even allow her this one, eminently ordinary and respectable, dance without openly displaying their horror. She told herself it must be envy, because Sir Richard was without doubt the most gorgeously virile man in the entire room.

      Perhaps the entire country.

      “What brought you to England?” she asked when the dance brought them together for a few moments.

      “My sister,” he replied. “She married an Englishman and begged me to visit her here. She wished me to meet my young nephews.”

      “How very devoted.”

      He grinned. “She encourages me to attend events like this. It is her hope that I will become attached to English society and not wish to leave.”

      “Don’t you wish to leave?” She smiled as she said it. “Of course you do. An explorer won’t discover much of interest in England.”

      He gave her a searing look. “I would not say that.”

      The dance sent them separate ways. Evangeline caught Fanny smiling smugly at her, and it took real effort to keep from glaring back at her friend. She went through the motions of the dance, newly aware of the curdling glances sent her way by every other woman in the set. That wasn’t right. She hadn’t done anything remotely scandalous tonight.

      When she was back by her partner’s side, she tried to talk of mundane things. “Your presentation was well-received,” she told him.

      “Was it?” He smiled faintly. “It seems my travels are the most interesting thing about me.” He lifted one shoulder in an almost Gallic shrug.

      I doubt very much that’s true. Evangeline’s pace slowed as her interest grew. “You must know they are fascinating, especially to the British who have felt penned in by wars these last several years.”

      “Then they should go where the wars are not. Do you find my travels fascinating?”

      “Yes,” she said before she could remember to be more sophisticated and disinterested. “Very.”

      He touched her arm, even though the dance didn't require it, and she felt it like the hot burn of a candle flame, passing too near her skin. “I would be very pleased to tell you more about them.”

      She should be wary. He was wildness and temptation and sin, his fingertips barely brushing the skin above her glove and setting off the most ferocious want she’d felt in years, which unsettled her. She was a woman of two-and-forty now, not a headstrong girl seeking adventure or a young widow yearning for passion. She saw Campion’s flirting for what it was, recognized the desire in his focused gaze, and that should have protected her against all of it.

      It did not.

      She had been tarred by scandal before, sometimes for things she had done, but largely for things she had not done; she had tossed her head and declared she didn’t care, but the gossip and stares had left their mark. Tonight, it felt as though the part of her that had been weighed down by all that had finally reached the breaking point.

      “Indeed,” she murmured, letting her fingers slide through his as she released his hand. “I believe I would like that.”

      The dance was ending; they made their bow and curtsy and Sir Richard offered his arm to escort her from the floor. “May I call on you?” he rasped, ducking his head slightly until his lips almost brushed her ear. Evangeline shivered; he wasn’t much taller than she, just enough that if she turned her head and raised her chin, her lips would meet his.

      She could barely think; her skin prickled and her breath seemed to sear her throat dry. “Yes,” she said. “Good evening, sir.” She slipped free to hurry to Fanny’s side, reaching for her fan.

      Fanny glanced at her, then looked closer. “My dear, are you ill?”

      “Yes.” Evangeline seized a glass off a passing footman’s tray and gulped down the champagne, hoping it would cool the fever sizzling inside her. “I feel a fit of madness coming on.”

      Keenly Fanny peered past her. “Heavens above,” she said, sounding pleased. “He has aroused your interest.”

      Aroused was a terrible word to use now. Evangeline gave her friend a dark look.

      Fanny turned fully toward her and took her hand. “My dear, you have spent your whole adult life as a resentful wife or an unhappy widow,” she said quietly. “You are not dead. You deserve to enjoy yourself.”

      Evangeline hesitated. “But I made such a mistake with⁠—”

      “This is a different man.”

      “And it ended so very badly with⁠—”

      “Break it off with Campion before he can break it off with you,” replied Fanny, who knew all her history with men, as well as all her fears and worries. “The man is leaving England within the week,” she added gently. “He won’t be here to cause a scene or become a nuisance. Really, he is quite perfect for your needs.”

      She was having a hard time arguing with that. “I don’t dare,” she whispered.

      Fanny, the old busybody, understood again. “Take him to my house. Your usual room is always kept ready for you.” She released Evangeline with a final squeeze. “And Brumley will throw the man out, forcibly if necessary, if he causes any trouble.”

      Evangeline’s mouth was dry. Could she really do this? Without thinking, she glanced toward the man in question, and found his vivid blue gaze fixed on her.

      Fanny waved one hand. “You may thank me later.” And she strolled away without a backward glance.

      Evangeline felt as if every candle in the room was shining on her, highlighting the sinful desire warming her blood. Taking a strange man home to bed him, with no thought of anything else! Other women had done it, but she’d never been this brazen herself. She had always let the men pursue her; even Court had had to woo her for a month before she gave in to his seduction.

      Sir Richard hadn’t even tried to seduce her. She felt his desire like the heat of a red-hot stove, but all he’d actually asked was to call on her . . .

      Strangely, that calmed her. He hadn’t pushed her—nor would he. This time, she would be in charge. This time she would set the rules, and this time she would not get burned by the affair. She was a widow; she was her own mistress; and she hadn’t had a lover in over a year. She wanted Richard Campion with an intensity that both unsettled her and thrilled her—and he was leaving London, virtually on the morrow. From his speech, she knew his journeys lasted for years at a time, plenty of time for him to forget one wicked widow in London. There was no risk of consequences.

      She turned on her heel and looked his way. He hadn’t moved since she left him, and as if he’d heard a summons, he came straight to her, winding efficiently through the crowd.

      “Perhaps,” she said to him, “you would care to pay your call on me tonight.” Her heart thudded as she gazed at him. “Perhaps . . . now.”

      His breath caught. His throat worked. “Now,” he repeated.

      Feeling like a different—wilder, reckless, lust-crazed—person, Evangeline nodded. “My carriage is outside. Will you come?”

      Color rose in his face. “Now?” he asked again in a guttural tone fraught with meaning.

      She nodded, meeting his eyes squarely.

      “Yes,” he said. “I will.”
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      Evangeline, familiar with the Allen house, slipped out the servants’ entrance and made her way to her carriage. She had nearly ten minutes to ponder the madness of what she was doing, feel a sense that she should stop it, and finally revolve back to her initial plan before Campion tapped at the window where she had hung a handkerchief to alert him.

      The footman had barely closed the door on them before Sir Richard had her hand in his, his fingers dancing up her wrist as he unbuttoned the glove. He peeled it off as she seized the lapel of his coat and pulled him toward her.

      “This is madness,” he whispered as his bare hand wrapped around her neck, turning her face up to his.

      “A most delicious madness,” she agreed, before his lips were on hers, his arm around her waist, pulling her across the carriage into his lap as if she were the merest slip of a girl. Evangeline felt delirious as he pushed up her skirts.

      “Where are we going?” he asked. She was straddling him on the narrow seat, her arms around his neck, his hand on her bottom, his mouth on her breast.

      “A friend’s home,” she said breathlessly. “There’s plenty of time to make your escape . . .”

      “Escape?” He raised his head. Even in the dim light of the single lamp, she could see the blue of his eyes. He pushed one hand up her thigh, his palm hot. “I have no wish to escape any moment you will grant me.”

      His accent had grown stronger, his words tighter clipped. With her skirts up around her thighs, Evangeline could feel how aroused he was—nearly as much as she was, she realized with a shudder.

      “In that case,” she whispered, winding his sandy hair around her fingers until she could tug his head back. “You will be mine until morning.” She bent her head and sucked at the skin of his neck, gratified by the tremor that went through him.

      When the carriage reached Fanny’s home, she recovered herself in time to step down from the carriage calmly, grateful for the darkness that hid her flush. She was a frequent guest at Fanny’s home, staying over so often she had a regular room. Brumley, the Woodville butler, barely blinked when he opened the door and beheld them.

      “Good evening, Brumley,” she said, holding her head high.

      “Good evening, my lady,” he replied, taking her wrap, then Sir Richard’s coat and hat. The explorer appeared a bit wary now, waiting for her. “May I bring you anything?”

      Evangeline smoothed her hands down her skirt. Goodness, what should she do? She had no idea how seductions were managed. She had always been the one pursued, never the pursuer. “Brandy, if you please.”

      The butler bowed and she headed for Fanny’s elegant drawing room. Brumley was taking this all very much in stride, and she wondered how many times Fanny had lent friends her home for secret assignations.

      Sir Richard followed, closing the door behind him, but when Evangeline faced him she could see that his mind, at least, had cooled and resumed some sensibility.

      “Where—?” he began, but she stopped him, pressing her fingers to his lips.

      “This is my friend’s home,” she said. “I am a frequent guest. There is nothing amiss.”

      He eyed her, his pulse throbbing rapidly but his gaze alert. “No? You have done this often?”

      She gave a nervous little laugh. “No, never.” She fingered the lower button of his waistcoat. “But I want it tonight. I want you tonight.”

      He blinked a few times. “My lady . . .”

      “My name is Evangeline,” she whispered, sliding the button loose and letting her fingers graze his stomach—flat, firm, the muscle leaping at her touch.

      “Evangeline,” he breathed, his hands brushing her shoulders, only to jerk away as the door opened.

      “Brandy, my lady,” said Brumley blandly, setting down his tray without meeting anyone’s eyes. “Will there be anything else?”

      “Thank you, no,” she managed to say. “Good night, Brumley.”

      “Good night, madam,” he replied, backing out of the room and closing the door.

      For a moment the silence seemed deafening, then Sir Richard strode to the table and poured two healthy measures. “Santé,” he said, handing her one.

      Evangeline raised the glass and bolted down the brandy in one go. Warm and rich, it melted away the faint hesitation that had crept in, and steadied her nerves. She was a mature, adult woman, an independent widow. Fanny was right; she deserved some pleasures.

      She faced her companion. Lord above, he was gorgeous, his sun-bleached hair falling to his collar, his body tall and lean and hard, his blue gaze fixed on her. “Am I too forward?”

      He paused. “No.”

      She put down her glass and laid her hand on his waistcoat. “I brought you here to make love to you.”

      His chest expanded under her palm. “Why not to your own house?”

      She gave him a slight smile, tipping her head to one side. “It’s too far away.”

      “Gott in Himmel,” he breathed, and cupped her face, pulling her to him, and she kissed him with the sort of reckless daring she hadn’t felt in years—decades.

      His mouth was hot, demanding—overwhelming. For all her singed reputation, Evangeline hadn’t been quite as wicked as many people thought. It took only a few minutes for her to feel swept away and out of control. His hands were in her hair now, sending the dark locks loose down her back. She forced his jacket open and shuddered at the flex of his muscles under his linen shirt. He ran his hands down her back and pressed her to him and she moaned at the feel of his body against hers, hard and ready.

      “Not here,” he rasped, his lips on her ear. “Where⁠—?”

      Feeling drunk, she nodded. She grabbed a lamp and took his hand and led him, hurrying through the hall and up the stairs and into the room she usually stayed in when she visited Fanny. Thankfully they met no other servants, and she dragged him inside and closed the door. There was no fire, but it was a warm evening and she felt no chill at all as she set the lamp on the desk and stripped off her remaining glove.

      Sir Richard turned her around, pushing her up against the door, holding her there with his own body. Evangeline’s bones seemed to wilt as she felt him surrounding her.

      He coiled her half-undone hair around one hand and tugged, but as soon as she turned her head his hold eased. He brushed his lips against the nape of her neck, and exhaled a long, hungry sigh that sent tremors through her. She tried to turn but he stopped her; his hand replaced his mouth, his palm on her nape and his fingers around her throat. Evangeline went still, her heart banging so hard inside her chest she was incapable of moving.

      Holding her there, he leisurely began working on the buttons at the back of her bodice. It was a fairly small bodice, but he took his time. As he opened each button he stroked her skin, sometimes stooping to lick her, all of which made her vibrate with anticipation.

      “Pull it down,” he whispered as he tugged loose the ties.

      Clumsily she worked the dress down her arms, letting the dark red silk drift to the floor.

      “Again,” he ordered, untying the petticoat.

      She did, feeling the cool air on the backs of her bare legs. Her chemise was short, barely to the top of her thighs. She gasped and went up onto her toes as his hands slid down and cupped her bottom, squeezing firmly.

      “Get on the bed,” he growled, stepping back.

      She took a steadying breath. This was what she wanted . . . almost exactly. She straightened from her pose—splayed against the door, arms and legs soft—and stepped out of the puddle of her garments. Self-consciously she tugged her chemise down, over her round hips and plump thighs. It had been a while since a man saw her naked . . .

      If he doesn’t like what he sees, better to learn it now, she told herself. She put back her shoulders and turned to face him, chin up and hands clenched at her sides.

      He was staring at her with smoldering eyes. His gaze moved down, lingering on her breasts, then down. Then back up, and down once more. The concentrated lust on his face was undeniable, and her confidence—and her own desire—roared back.

      Deliberately she plucked the remaining pins from her hair, shaking her head to let the dark locks fall. If she had one vanity, it was her hair, beautifully thick with just enough curl to be fashionable and still richly dark, despite a few gray hairs. The fierce, focused look on his face was ample reward.

      Feeling unspeakably desirable and marginally more in control, she strolled to the bed, letting her hips roll, feeling the heat of his attention. She lay back on the mattress, propping herself up on her elbows and watching him.

      “Now you take off your clothes,” she said. And she set the heels of her ivory satin slippers on the edge of the bed and let her legs fall open.

      Sir Richard prowled toward her, peeling off his jacket as he came. With maddening deliberation he undid the buttons of his waistcoat and stripped it off. It took him an eternity to undo his cuffs and unknot his cravat.

      “Faster,” she demanded in a whisper.

      He raised one brow. “You might help.”

      Her chin came up. She slid to the edge of the bed and reached for the buttons on his breeches. As she unfastened them and shoved the fabric down, he pulled the shirt over his head and stood before her, bare-chested, eyes glowing with lust, breeches clinging to his hips. She met his gaze directly, boldly, almost challengingly, as she cupped his ballocks in both hands and lowered her head, looking away only as she closed her lips around the head of his erection.

      His chest expanded with a sharp hiss, and his fingers tangled in her hair. He was pulsing with heat in her mouth, and she ran her tongue along the crest. With a muffled curse, he shoved her backward, sending her sprawling on the bed.

      He leaned over her, and she lifted one foot to his chest to stay him. “Everything off,” she said softly.

      He flipped off her shoe and ran his hand reverently down her calf, still in her white silk stocking. She gave a little push, even though his touch had sent a white-hot jolt of lust through her.

      This time he obeyed with some speed. His clothing would be in a terrible state; his breeches were inside out, she was sure she’d heard ripping when he pulled off one stocking, and everything was crumpled on the floor. Then he stood there for her inspection, arms raised. “Like so, madam?”

      Evangeline almost moaned with desire. Good Lord, he was a handsome man, and perfectly made, save for an inch-wide scar that ran just above his hip. He was lean but solid, his shoulders just the right width. His skin was as sun-bronzed as his hair, all the way down his lean hips. She pictured him swimming naked off some tropical shore. “Yes,” she whispered. “Like that.”

      She caught a flash of feral smile, and then he was above her, his hands on her, then his mouth, then his weight. It made her gasp, to have a man like this again, and then he made her gasp, with his leisurely, relentless exploration of her body and how to make it sing.

      He brought her to climax twice before he hooked her leg over his arm and slid inside her to take his own pleasure, riding her with hard, long thrusts that scrambled what was left of her brain. When he finally growled in his own release, her face was wet with tears from her unprecedented third ecstasy. Not even Court, who’d been a skillful and passionate lover—before their wedding, at least—had played her this well.

      “Merciful God in heaven,” she gasped faintly.

      He turned his head to press his lips to the inside of her knee where it curled around his neck. Evangeline hadn’t even known her body could still bend the ways he’d made it do. She hoped she could walk in the morning. “Ja, God is very good to us, is he not?” He uncoiled her from around him and held her close, full length, and kissed her. “You are spectacular.”

      She laughed. “I must say the same to you!” On impulse she kissed him back, much harder. “Never have I benefited so much from one of Lord Allen’s parties!”

      “Nor I.” He grinned lazily. “Who cares for a journey through Moscow when there are such wonders to be found in London?”

      “I daresay you won’t think of it once you are besieged by the daughters of Russian Cossacks,” she replied in amusement.

      He snorted softly. His hand was around her breast, just cupping it lovingly while his thumb stroked her nipple, and Evangeline thought she could become addicted to that simple pleasure alone. “I have no longer any desire to go to them. Not when you are here.”

      She laughed. “Nonsense,” she said with a contented sigh. “You spoke so eagerly of it! I am astonished you haven’t already left.”

      “No.” He kissed her shoulder, his mouth lingering. “I never want to leave this bed, let alone London. I am your conquest.”

      A small chill went through her. She only wanted one night of pleasure from him—and oh my, had she ever got it. It had never occurred to her that he might want more.

      Of course, a man said many things he didn’t mean when he was naked and still slick with sweat from making love. In the morning, they would both pretend he’d never said them.

      “Nonsense.” She adopted a brisk tone. “I don’t need any flowery seduction. This is enough.” She gave a small laugh. “More than I expected, even! Of course you will go on your expedition, just as I will go on with my own life.” She twisted in his arms to press a kiss to his jaw. “And this night shall be a treasured memory for me,” she whispered with a smile, tracing the edge of his jaw with one fingertip. “As I hope it will be for you.”

      He looked at her for a long moment. “This night only?”

      She put her hand on his cheek. “Darling,” she said in surprise. “Of course.”

      The thin line between his brows deepened into a frown. “No. I do not understand. Why?”

      She blinked. “Why? Why not? What else can you possibly want?”

      “This.” His hand moved down her side to caress her hip. “You. Again and again. Do you not want me?”

      “Well, I won’t deny that,” she admitted, unconsciously pressing into his hand. “But this is really all it can be, don’t you see?”

      “No, I don’t see.” He sat up, looking more puzzled than angry. “Have you no interest in me other than lovemaking? You listened most attentively to my presentation and invited me to call. Was it a pretense?”

      “No, of course not,” she protested, blushing a little. “I find your adventures fascinating.” She paused. “I find you fascinating. But it’s tempting fate to spoil this . . . this one beautiful thing we shared.”

      He stared at the lamp for a minute, the light gilding his sharply cut features with gold. Then he glanced at her, his expression easing. “I see. You do not trust me. That is understandable. You do not know me.” He rolled back over her, brushing the hair from her face tenderly. “I will prove myself to you,” he murmured. “I will be your friend as well as your lover. You will see.”

      “Oh my,” she burst out a little uncomfortably even as her stomach leapt at the feel of him atop her again. “That’s not what I was trying to say . . .”

      “No, no.” He smiled. “I will call on you. I will bring my journals and tell you about my journeys down the Nile, through Tripoli, into the Alps, and about Switzerland, my home. I will show you my sketches and tell my stories. I will sip all the tea and eat all the dry biscuits, and we will talk for hours.”

      “Oh my,” she said in surprise. “Have you really been all those places?”

      He smiled. “Yes. Since I was ten years old, I have been driven to explore—first the area around my home, then farther and farther away. It is a thrill beyond compare to see the glorious variety of people and creatures around the world.”

      “I can only imagine.” That was true. Cunningham had dragged her away to Scotland, but not to Edinburgh or even Glasgow; he’d taken her to his old and drafty fishing lodge. Court had never stirred from London. But she’d read about such places in books and magazines—stories likely written by people like him, she realized—and they sounded amazing.

      He had been running one finger along her collarbone, and now he pressed a kiss to her jaw. “I will listen to you as well. You intrigue me. I want to learn everything about you.”

      Court had said such rubbish, when he wanted to get under her skirts. It was a little unnerving that Sir Richard said it after he’d achieved that, but no less reliable.

      “Goodness,” she said with a forced laugh, still striving to brush off the whole thing. “Of course you don’t.”

      “I do,” he said calmly. “I know you are a widow, with no husband to make jealous. I know you are beautiful and sensuous, and also independent and clever and good-hearted.”

      “I—what?” She was disconcerted by his words.

      He nodded. “Allen told me you are a widow. Naturally I asked him, because I was fascinated by you the moment we met. The rest, I saw for myself.”

      Good Lord. Allen would have told him she was scandalous and evil, a wanton widow with a large fortune, courtesy of two prematurely dead husbands. Suddenly Evangeline wondered if Allen had encouraged Sir Richard to seduce her, with an eye on getting her to financially support his travels. She wouldn’t put it past that man.

      Again she made herself laugh. “Don’t be silly. I’m much too old to fascinate you! How old can you even be?”

      “Two and thirty,” he said, jarringly. He was ten years her junior. An entire decade. She’d been married before he was out of short pants.

      She didn’t want to hear more. She didn’t want to argue, or talk at all. With a sudden motion, she pushed him over and sat atop him, straddling his hips. “I must take advantage of such rash, impetuous youth.”

      “I—I accept,” he gasped as she took him firmly in hand. He was already swelling again, growing hard and ready.

      This was all she wanted from him, she told herself as she moved above him, reveling in the touch of his hands on her skin, in the concentrated desire in his face, in the exquisite pleasure he wrung from her body. This time she made love to him until he could barely speak, holding down his arms and staving off her own climax until he was thrashing beneath her, begging to touch her in a jangle of English and German. When she relented, he returned the torture until she gasped in release.

      He pulled her into his embrace and mumbled something against her shoulder as he fell asleep. Evangeline gave in to temptation and rested against him for a while, savoring his close embrace, his body warm against hers and his hair soft against her cheek.

      But when she heard a distant clock strike three in the morning, and his breathing was slow and deep, she slipped out of bed and left, determined to end things her way.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/howtogetawaywithscandal_standard.jpg
JSA TODAY
/ BESTSELLING AUTHOR






