
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


ALL ABOUT EVANGELINE

––––––––

Karen Lingefelt


Copyright 2020 by Karen Lingefelt

ISBN:  978-1393955818

Cover Art by Lisa Messegee of The Write Designer



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    In memory of Mumfers, with love and peace.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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London, August 1814
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Evangeline Benedict often wondered what would happen if she was ever formally introduced to the man who ruined her.  It was certain to be an awkward encounter.   

She was about to find out.  As she stood on the edge of the ballroom in the London manse of the Duke of Bradbury, the duke’s brother was headed her way, looking straight into her eyes as if he meant to pin her down with his intense, green-eyed gaze.  Somehow, it worked.  She couldn’t budge.  She could scarcely even breathe.  Indeed, it seemed the only part of her moving was her thundering heart.  No, three parts.  Both of her knees started wobbling.    

Would he offer to make an honest woman of her?  He was handsome, well-built, of good family, and close to her age.  She knew she could do a lot worse.  She could never hope for better.  

But how did he even know who she was?  On their previous encounter, the room had been dimly lit by candles and she’d been wearing an old Venetian Carnival mask belonging to her mother.  Somehow, he must have found out about her and now here he was, ready to do the gentlemanly thing.  

Not that she expected him to do it in this ballroom, surrounded by all of these people.  Surely he’d ask her to join him for a stroll in the duke’s garden.

His brother was with him, no doubt to make the introduction, for Evie was already acquainted with the Duke of Bradbury, who’d paid a visit to her ancestral home in Derbyshire only a few weeks ago.  

“Miss Benedict,” the duke said to her, and she sank into a curtsey, hoping her wobbly knees wouldn’t buckle. “My brother has only now returned to London after a sojourn in the country, and has expressed the desire to make your acquaintance.  May I present Lord Gareth Armstrong.  Gareth, Miss Evangeline Benedict, sister of the bridegroom, the new Earl of Tyndall.” He slapped his brother on the back, then turned to plunge back into the crowd of wedding guests. 

Drat!  Evie’s knees were buckling.  She felt herself slowly sinking to the floor, unable to rise—until Lord Gareth grasped her gloved hand and said, “I beg your pardon, Miss Benedict, but are you feeling faint?”

Evie had never fainted in her life, and she was determined not to do so now.  How could this terrify her more than their previous encounter?  She’d often thought the Venetian mask must have helped—though in the end, all it did was help her get into trouble. 

“Oh, I’m fine,” she said. “I merely lost my balance for a moment.” She forced herself back into a standing position and met his gaze. “I am very pleased to make your acquaintance.”  

She studied his handsome face—mossy green eyes beneath thick, dark brows, an aquiline nose, and the barest hint of a dimple in his chin.  The first time she saw him, she thought he was dark like her brother Ross, but that was because of the soft candlelight.  Here, beneath the blazing brilliance of sparkling crystal chandeliers, his hair was decidedly chestnut in color, a rich deep brown with glints of red.  

His lips, however, did not part in anything resembling a smile.  Instead he looked quite solemn, as if he wasn’t at all charmed to meet her.  Maybe he was concerned because he thought she still might faint.  

But one thing was certain:  He did not look at all as if he recognized her as the young woman he ruined one scandalous night several months ago. 

Evie didn’t know whether to be relieved, or disappointed.  Then again, maybe he wouldn’t betray any recognition in the middle of a crowded ballroom.  He had yet to suggest they meander out to the garden for some fresh air. 

She forced a smile, thinking it might induce him to smile back. “So you’ve just arrived from the country?  I’m afraid you missed the wedding.”

“I didn’t even know there was to be a wedding until I arrived only moments ago, hence my informal attire,” he said ruefully, glancing down at his bottle green coat, buff breeches, and tall black boots. “At first I thought my brother might have married in my absence, but no—he’s only hosting your brother’s nuptials.”

She nodded. “Our own Mayfair residence is quite snug by comparison.  We don’t even have a ballroom.  But His Grace said you desired to make my acquaintance.  May I ask what prompted you to make such a request, when you’re barely in the door?”

He still didn’t smile. “Truth be told, Miss Benedict, I did no such thing.”

She thought her heart would drop at those words.  Her smile certainly did, drooping into a frown to match his own.

He went on, “My brother merely believed we should become acquainted with one another, since he tells me we are soon to be related.  That’s when I found out this wasn’t his wedding, after all.”

Now her mouth dropped open.  His remained sealed in a frown. “Related how, my lord?”

His brows arched in apparent surprise. “You don’t know?”

Evie could only think of one way she and Lord Gareth Armstrong could soon be related to one another—as husband and wife.  Yet bewilderment mingled with panic within her.  

For while Lord Gareth might not recognize or remember Evie, somehow, his brother the duke knew everything about them, and intended to remedy matters by arranging a marriage.

He broke into her frantic musings. “Then you don’t know yet?  Oh, I hope I haven’t spoiled the surprise—if one could call it that.”

“I would hardly call it a surprise, my lord,” she quavered in reply, “for I’ve known ever since our first meeting that this might happen.” 

He nodded, and almost smiled.  Almost.  His lips curved upward just slightly. “That’s only natural, Miss Benedict.”

Yes, only natural that after learning Evie was the one he inadvertently ruined, Lord Gareth would be compelled to offer marriage to her.  Once upon a time, she would have preferred to marry for love, as her brother Ross had just done—but at the age of five and twenty, she thought she’d be content to marry anyone, just once—unlike her mother, who’d been married too many times to count already. 

She only wished he wasn’t so blasted cold and formal about it, though she could scarcely blame him.  In all likelihood, he had no wish to marry under such circumstances, either.  

Even as that wretched thought flitted through her head, Evie glimpsed her mother over Lord Gareth’s shoulder, headed this way.  Why, oh why couldn’t her mother have worn a different, not to mention less distinctive necklace to her son’s wedding?  Evie feared if Lord Gareth saw her mother, he’d think she was the one he ruined at Madame Delphine’s. 

Then he’d offer marriage to her mother, and Evie would have a new stepfather—this time, young enough to be her own brother. 

Oh, never mind that.  Just the right age to be Evie’s own husband. 

Her heart sank, and now she did feel faint. “Forgive me, my lord, but I think I need some air.  It’s dreadfully warm and close in here.”

“So it is.  Perhaps you’d like to take a turn in the garden?”

Her sinking heart bobbed back into place.  Once out in the garden, he was certain to make a formal offer of marriage.  

He might even gift Evie with a smile.

She gently took his proffered arm and they wended their way through the crowded ballroom, losing her mother in the crush of guests as they reached the glass doors leading to the garden.  A refreshing breeze rippled across Evie’s face as they passed through the doors, and she closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath of cool, clean air scented with various flowers.  

“Of course, you probably don’t wish to linger too long out here,” Lord Gareth remarked. 

Evie snapped her eyes open, sweeping her gaze over the pretty little floral paradise stretched out before her, islands of red and blue and yellow in a sea of velvety green.  Many other wedding guests mingled among the flowerbeds, but it still wasn’t as crowded as the ballroom.  A flagstone path cut through the center of it all, from the steps to the tall hedge at the far end, where Evie glimpsed a pergola draped in late-blooming pink roses.  

“Why would I not?” she asked, puzzled. 

“I should think you wouldn’t want to miss the bride and groom’s departure.”

“Of course not.  He is my brother, after all, and I love them both dearly.  I’ve always wished for a sister.” 

“Splendid.  So have I.  Then everything will work out nicely.”

That was an odd thing for him to say, but perhaps he meant that once he and Evie were married, her brother’s wife would naturally become Gareth’s sister as well as Evie’s.  

He added, “What I really meant is that maybe you hope to catch the bride’s bouquet when she tosses it.  Wouldn’t that mean you’re the next to marry?”

“So they say.  And I have yet to catch one.”

They continued sauntering down the path toward the pergola. “I do believe you’re in luck today, Miss Benedict.  I only wonder what took my brother so long.”

Evie furrowed her brow. “So long to do what, my lord?”

He halted halfway down the path.  So did she.  He turned to face her, his hands behind his back. “You’ve been betrothed to him since infancy, have you not?”

Something was horribly wrong here.  In addition to her creased brow, now Evie’s mouth dropped open. 

Lord Gareth, meanwhile, shifted from one foot to the other.  And he still hadn’t smiled. “I do beg your pardon again, Miss Benedict.  I suppose that was a clumsy thing to say.”

“’Tis a baffling thing to say.  My lord, if I’ve been betrothed to the Duke of Bradbury since infancy, then this is the first I’ve heard about it.  And if it’s true, then you may be sure I would also like to know what took His Grace so long to come up to scratch.”

Maybe if the duke had married Evie when she came of age—or even one year ago—she never would have blundered into a compromising situation with the man who now stood before her in an apparent state of shock to match her own, right down to the dropped jaw. 

But with this stunning revelation came the equally disconcerting knowledge that Lord Gareth Armstrong had not brought Evie out here to offer marriage—because he had no idea that he’d even ruined her.  

Only...had Evie truly been ruined?  No one knew of her daring escapade that night, save for the woman who dragged her into it—her Cousin Gerald’s wife, Lady Flora Benedict—who was presently rusticating in the country following the mysterious, untimely death of her sister.  Could Flora betray Evie without betraying herself?  Would she?

Evie had no idea.  She only knew she could not marry the Duke of Bradbury after his own brother had compromised her, albeit unwittingly. 

Maybe no one else knew about it, but Evie did, and she didn’t know how she could spend the rest of her life facing her husband’s brother without recalling the wickedly sinful events of that night.  If not for her clandestine encounter with Lord Gareth Armstrong, Evie might have been over the moon to learn she was going to marry a duke.  

And she might have been just as thrilled that the duke was Bradbury, if not for her mother always flirting with him as if she schemed to make him her fourth husband.  Or was it fifth?  Evie had lost count by now. 

“I do apologize, Miss Benedict.  Clearly there’s been a dreadful misunderstanding.  I’ve always been aware that our late father arranged a betrothal for my older brother many years ago, to a young lady who would be about your age.”

Hardly a young lady, Evie thought grimly. “So you assumed, when he told you we were soon to be related, that I was that yo—that lady.”

Lord Gareth looked thoroughly dismayed. “Well, this is suddenly awkward.”

Evie wondered if it was possible to have an encounter with Lord Gareth that wasn’t awkward.  What would happen if they met a third time?

“I’m sorry, Miss Benedict.  It’s just that my brother recently visited your ancestral home in Derbyshire...”

“So he did, but not for the purpose of courting me.  He came to break some sad news to my cousin, Lady Flora, but she’d already departed for London.” 

Lord Gareth nodded as if he knew about that. “And he told me that after journeying all that way, he thought to stay a few days to better make his acquaintance with a certain lady.”

“If the Duke of Bradbury better made his acquaintance with any lady in Derbyshire, than that lady was my own mother.” Evie tried and failed to suppress a grimace. 

Lord Gareth’s face finally split into a smile.  A wide one.  And just when Evie didn’t think there was anything to smile about. 

But that wasn’t the worst of it.  The insufferable man burst into chuckles.

Ire flared within her. “Pray, what do you find so amusing, my lord?”

He could barely stop laughing long enough to answer her. “Are you suggesting, Miss Benedict, that my brother went to Derbyshire to pay court to...your mother?”

“Yes.  I am,” she responded in all seriousness, but it only prompted another spate of laughter from him. 

She clenched her fists as she turned to storm back to the house without ever reaching that pergola, where she’d foolishly thought Lord Gareth might propose marriage to her.  

Alas, he never would.  Because he had no idea that he’d met her before—and duly ruined her.  She realized now that even if she dared to remind him of that encounter, and inform him that she’d been the mysterious woman behind her mother’s old Venetian mask, he’d laugh at that, too.  He’d think she was mad.  He’d likely assume that she heard the story from Lady Flora, and sought to insert herself into it so as to trap him into marriage. 

“Miss Benedict, wait!  Where are you going?” He wasn’t laughing so hard now that he was calling her, but his voice still cracked with mirth. 

She whirled around to glare at him. “You don’t believe me.”

“Not at all,” he said, now somewhat sober as he caught up to her. “No, Miss Benedict, it’s not that I don’t believe you.  I suspect you may have misinterpreted events.”

“In what way?  I was there.  You were not.”

“But surely you weren’t privy to every conversation my brother had with yours, or even your mother.”

“No, I wasn’t,” she reluctantly conceded. “But he did go strolling with my mother about the grounds while he was there.  He certainly never went strolling with me. Yet you believe he’s going to marry me.”

“Did they wander off into areas where no one would see them?” 

“No, I saw them all the while.” Evie had made jolly certain of that.  She’d furtively observed them from a distance, fearing all the while that Bradbury might kiss her mother.  Or even that her mother might kiss Bradbury.  Her mother was a walking, talking scandal, the main reason Evie despaired of ever marrying herself.  The ton assumed she was just as scandalous as her mother.  

Considering the night she first encountered Lord Gareth Armstrong, she had to admit their assumptions were probably justified.

“And did they do anything besides walk and talk?” he asked. 

She shook her head, feeling foolish and miserable and wishing she could start afresh with him, as if they’d never met before today.  

But they already had, a quarter of an hour ago in the ballroom.  And Evie had bungled this meeting as badly as she’d mangled the first—even if she wasn’t to blame.

“Don’t you see, Miss Benedict?  While he was there, my brother spoke to your brother about marrying you.  He went strolling with your mother to discuss the matter with her, and maybe learn more about you.”

This was too much. “But does it not occur to you, my lord, that if the duke wished to learn more about his bride, he would go strolling with her, and not her mother?  Not to mention that neither my mother nor my brother has said a single word to me about my marrying anyone, let alone the Duke of Bradbury.” 

“Of course not.  They’ve been occupied since then with your brother’s marriage,” Lord Gareth replied, as if this should have been obvious even to a lackwit. “But now that he’s married, that clears the decks, so to speak, for your own nuptials.”

“He and Tabitha are leaving within the hour for Brighton.”

“So they are.  Then it will be your turn—provided, of course, that you catch that bouquet.” His quick grin galled her.  These were not circumstances under which she hoped to see his teeth, even if they were a complete set, fairly straight and gleaming white.  

“He’d leave without saying a word about my marriage he seems to have arranged without even consulting me?”

“Only he didn’t arrange it, Miss Benedict.  Apparently, my father arranged it with your father when you and Bradbury were children.”

“He couldn’t have.  Your father?  Not with my father.” Not unless the arrangement was part of a gambling debt Evie’s father owed to Lord Gareth’s. “My father was the younger brother of the previous Earl of Tyndall, and—”

“Then mayhap the previous Earl of Tyndall arranged it with the previous Duke of Bradbury.  But even if the current earl leaves for Brighton without informing you of your pending betrothal, be assured your mother will.  I must say, I’m rather surprised she hasn’t told you already.  Nothing excites a mother more, I’ve heard, then the prospect of her daughter marrying a duke.”

“That still doesn’t make sense,” Evie countered. “The previous Earl of Tyndall had a daughter of his own, whom he betrothed to—to—oh, I can’t remember now, except she ended up eloping with someone else meant for a cousin on her mother’s side, who in turn married someone else entirely.”

“Maybe my brother was her original betrothed,” Lord Gareth surmised. “And when she eloped with this other lord, you became next in line to marry my brother.”

Evie stood frozen in disbelief.  Could it possibly be true?  Over the years, she’d had almost no contact with her cousin, Lady Lydia Benedict, who was betrothed at birth to one lordling, only to elope with another.  Lydia’s mother, Evie’s Aunt Cordelia, had only recently taken up residence in the dower cottage at their ancestral home, where she planned to spend the rest of her life trying to live down the shame of it all, or so she claimed.  

Evie to marry the Duke of Bradbury!  It couldn’t be true.  Why, it was too good to be true.

And even if it was, it couldn’t happen.  Not after what transpired between her and his brother who stood before her now, delightfully oblivious to the impediment.  

Of all the rotten luck! 

“Ladies and gentlemen!” called the butler from the doorway. “The bride and groom are about to depart, and the new Countess of Tyndall will be tossing her bouquet to all maidens.” 

Once again, Lord Gareth offered his arm to Evie. “Shall we?  You surely don’t wish to miss it, Miss Benedict.”

As she allowed him to escort her back inside, she told herself it was only a silly superstition.  If by some remote chance she happened to catch the bouquet, it didn’t necessarily mean that marriage to the Duke of Bradbury was inevitable.  Besides, she’d never caught a bouquet in her life.  Her mother, already married several times, stood a better chance—and was even more likely to marry a duke than Evie.  

Spinsters crowded into the cavernous front hall as Evie’s new sister-in-law, Tabitha, stood high on the curving staircase next to Ross, holding up her bouquet and scanning the shrieking flock below as if searching for one particular person.  

That person, Evie knew, was herself.  Tabitha had told her she would try to aim the bouquet at Evie.  But that was before Evie learned she was to marry the one man in the world that only she knew she could never marry. 

Feminine arms galore shot up, hands waving, fingers fluttering.  Evie pushed through the crowd till she could no longer move, standing directly beneath the enormous crystal chandelier suspended over the center of the front hall.  Younger chits glowered at her, as if a spinster of five and twenty had no business doing whatever was necessary, however desperate and superstitious it might be, to land a husband.  As if she presented an insurmountable obstacle to their limited dreams.

Men never had to deal with this sort of nonsense.  They could always do as they pleased. 

Her eyes met Tabitha’s.  Tabitha smiled and tossed the bouquet toward Evie, who barely managed to get even one hand into the air as the chits jostled her.

Not that it mattered, for the bouquet landed somewhere in the chandelier over Evie’s head.  Most of the girls screamed and scurried back in one massive, circular crush, as if they feared the whole thing—the chandelier, not the bouquet—was about to crash down on them. 

Instead, the bouquet slipped through the curved arms and dangling prisms and spun down in flames to the floor at Evie’s feet. 

Before she could even react, Lord Gareth rushed over and stomped out the burning bouquet. 

She couldn’t help thinking there was something strangely fitting and portentous about this. 

But what, if anything, could it portend?

She sighed in plaintive resignation. “I suppose I should be grateful that my mother didn’t catch it.”
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Chapter Two
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And here Lord Gareth Armstrong thought that with the end of England’s war with France, he was finally done putting out fires.

Exposing traitors.  Spiriting agents of the Crown from one safe house to another.  Decoding messages that meant the difference between life and death for thousands of British soldiers.  

This, however, was the first actual fire he literally extinguished.  A good thing he was wearing boots, since his brother hadn’t given him the chance to go upstairs and change into more proper attire after his long, wearisome journey from the country—not that he would have come back downstairs if he could avoid doing so.  For he was more than tired from the journey.  He was still sick at heart from the events in Wiltshire, where he’d hoped to tie up the loose ends of a case involving a traitor on her way to Bristol to board a ship for the Continent. 

A traitor he loved, or so he once thought.  Only the knowledge that she betrayed King and Country—and yes, Gareth, too—had cushioned the shock of her death at the hands of old Lord Kingsley, who died of old age, and maybe distress at the treachery under his own roof, only moments later.

The new Lady Tyndall’s bridal bouquet was now a blackened, smoldering pile of ash.  He glanced up to see her still perched in the same place on the staircase, her face a picture of dismay.  Her new husband gently wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Lord Gareth saves the day—and innocent lives—again,” he declared. “Let us be on our way.”

They continued down the staircase amid cheers, while Gareth glanced around in search of Miss Benedict.  She’d vanished, undoubtedly in mortification.  Perhaps she ran outside to see her brother off—and maybe even ask him what he knew about her betrothal.  As bride and groom sallied out the front door, Gareth took a step in their direction with the idea of seeking out Miss Benedict and—

And then what?  Reassure her that the duke would still marry her?  But surely that was his brother’s place.  Not to mention she didn’t seem too thrilled about becoming the next Duchess of Bradbury.  If anything, she seemed...well, as if she didn’t believe it.  But that was only because she apparently had no knowledge of it until a few moments ago.  Gareth would never have mentioned it to her otherwise.

He could always ask if she was all right.  She might have been badly burned if he hadn’t been standing right there.  Surely that was a legitimate reason to hunt her down?  He was her brother-to-be concerned about his sister-to-be.  Nothing wrong with that, surely?  And since Gareth didn’t see his brother, anyway—not that he looked all that hard, but then again, he shouldn’t have had to, since Bradbury was one of the tallest men in London—he promptly decided he’d best go in his brother’s place and ask Miss Benedict if she was all right. 

He had to admit she intrigued him, perhaps because she thought they’d met before. “I would hardly call it a surprise, my lord, for I’ve known ever since our first meeting that this might happen,” she’d told him.  Initially, he assumed she referred to the first time she met his brother—until she reacted to his equally wrong assumption that she already knew of her betrothal to Bradbury with—what else?  Surprise!

These were the sort of assumptions that in wartime could get a man killed.  In peacetime, it could get him married. 

Gareth’s line of work during the war required him to remember names and faces, and neither her name nor her face was at all familiar to him.  Nor did she strike him as someone who might have had the opportunity or even the inclination to entangle herself in traitorous activities. Even though she had to be somewhere in her mid-twenties—decidedly on the shelf, if not for her imminent betrothal—she still impressed Gareth as a sheltered innocent, not too unlike the younger chits who’d jostled her in hopes of catching the new Lady Tyndall’s ill-fated bouquet.

He reached the front door in time to see Lord Tyndall standing up in the open carriage, tossing gold guineas every which way, while his sister stood on the far side of the carriage, chatting earnestly with her new sister-in-law until Tyndall sat down and the carriage rolled away amid cheers and showers of rose petals.  

Everyone finally turned to file back into the manse while Gareth, like a fish swimming upstream—even if he was going down the steps—fought his way through the clamor to where Miss Benedict still stood, almost in the middle of Park Lane.  She gazed back at him, raven curls peeping out from her flowered and shirred bonnet of pale green that matched her pelisse, a fetching frame for an oval face with a narrow chin and broad brow over her coffee brown eyes. 

“I’m glad to see you’re all right, Miss Benedict,” he said. “You could have been badly burned by that bouquet.”

“Thank you for coming to the rescue, my lord.  You’re the only gentleman here in boots.” She peered up at him, studying him intently. “Are you absolutely certain we’ve never met before?  I fancy we have.”

“Maybe we have.  But where and when do you think that was?  I’m quite certain I would have remembered you.”

She scoffed. “And what makes you say that?”

He pondered that a moment before replying, “Let’s just say I pride myself on never forgetting a name or a face.  And I would vow I’ve never seen your face until today.  Or, for that matter, heard your name.  Mind you, my brother introduced us barely half an hour ago.  Perhaps you saw me at Almack’s last season or the season before?” Or even the season before that, considering her age, though he knew better than to go that far. “Maybe we stood across from each other in one of the assembly rooms?”

She gazed at him for a long moment, as if contemplating that possibility, only to say, “I’ve never been to Almack’s, my lord.”

“Well, I know I haven’t seen you at White’s or Brooks’ or Boodles, for the obvious reasons,” he said. “I doubt I’ve seen you at a house party, for surely we would have been introduced to each other on such an occasion.  And I don’t believe I’ve ever encountered you while riding across the street through Hyde Park.  Do you ever attend the theater or the opera?”

She took the time to consider that, too, as if she couldn’t remember whether she’d ever attended the theater or opera.  She finally said, “Occasionally.  Maybe once or twice every season.” 

He favored her with a warm smile. “There you go.  You must have seen me in Drury Lane or Covent Garden.” During the war, those had been ideal places for clandestine meetings with people who gave him valuable information from France.

She did not smile back.  Indeed, he couldn’t help feeling she looked a trifle vexed at his own smile, which he did not offer to just anyone. “How could I have seen you and picked you out and remembered you in such venues, my lord?  Especially if you’re sitting in one box up high and I’m in another on a lower level.  I might have to lean far out and risk falling into the pit just to catch any glimpse of you.”

He suppressed a sigh. “You do have a point, Miss Benedict, though perhaps it was during an intermission.  Very well, I suppose when all else fails, there’s always Vauxhall Gardens.”

He inwardly smiled at the thought that he’d had even more clandestine meetings at the famous pleasure gardens across the Thames—and not all of them related to his work.

Why was she shaking her head and looking at him as if he were the biggest fool in London?

And why did he feel as if he were the biggest fool in London?  Possibly in all of England?

“You’ve never been to Vauxhall Gardens?” he asked. 

“Never.  Yet I’d dearly love to go sometime.”

“Perhaps my brother will take you there once the betrothal is official.”

She whirled around to fly back up the steps, muttering something that sounded like Ugh!

He swiftly followed her. “Miss Benedict!  May I ask why you are so averse to the idea of marrying him?  I must say, I find your reaction to the entire notion to be quite perplexing.”

She paused on the threshold to glower at him. “Because you think every spinster dreams of marrying a duke?  Only the title-seeking, fortune-hunting ones do, I suppose.”

“Well, aren’t they all?”

“They most certainly are not,” she said crisply. “It might interest you to know that not every feminine heart leads to a duke, or even an earl.  Sometimes, the heart leads us in directions we never dreamed of.”

“And you’ve never dreamed of marrying a duke?”

“Not for a moment, my lord.”  

“I take it you didn’t have the chance to ask your brother what he knew before he departed?”

“I wouldn’t trouble him with something like that when he’s about to leave on his wedding trip,” she replied. “It’s hardly a conversation we can have in front of a hundred people while he’s boarding a carriage with his bride.  I trust it can wait till he and Tabitha return from Brighton.  Surely the duke doesn’t intend to marry me before then?”

“I should think not,” Gareth conceded. 

A woman’s voice interrupted them. “Oh, there you are, Evie!  I was wondering what happened to you.” 

“Mother.” The single word came out of Miss Benedict in a whispered gasp, as if she feared a scolding or worse for speaking to a strange gentleman—or at least one who hadn’t been introduced to her mother first. 

Gareth shifted his gaze to an older version of Miss Benedict, with the same raven hair and brown eyes, but more flamboyantly dressed in tiers of pink ruffles and flounces from throat to—and then his eye caught the necklace.  He didn’t recognize the woman wearing it, but he recognized that necklace at once and knew exactly where he’d seen it before.  

And touched it before, studying its facets as his fingers felt the pounding of her heart beneath it.

No.  It wasn’t possible.

Was it? 

This was Miss Benedict’s mother?

Oh, worse than that. 

This was the masked Cyprian he’d dallied with at Madame Delphine’s that unforgettable night three months ago?

One didn’t see a necklace like this every day—a chain of diamonds shaped like tiny flowers, with a gold-rimmed butterfly pendant made entirely of diamonds that constantly captured the light in its many facets as it nestled against her lacy bodice.  If not for the diamonds, the butterfly might have been lost in all the froth and frills.      

There couldn’t be another necklace like this in all of England, let alone here in London, where he’d last seen it drawing his gaze to her cleavage like a magnet for the eyes—as if he wouldn’t notice her bosom without it.  So this had to be the same woman.  Only he didn’t recall that she was this—this—

Well, it had been darker in that chamber than it was on the front steps of this house.  She’d seemed so much younger in soft candlelight.  Older women—old enough to be Miss Benedict’s mother—usually did.

All this time, she was prattling to her daughter as if he wasn’t even there.  Maybe she recognized him, and for that reason alone had no wish to make eye contact with him.  The feeling was quite mutual. 

“A pity what happened to Tabitha’s bouquet.  You might have caught it otherwise.”

“Mother, you know I’ve never caught a bouquet in my life.  If someone else didn’t catch it, then of course it had to fall into the chandelier and catch fire.”

“And here is the gentleman who saved us all from disaster.” The mother finally cast him a glance, but he discerned not a flicker of recognition on her face.  He surmised that for such a woman, that ability was part of her profession, such as it was. 

That ability was certainly an important part of his—such as it also was, now that the war was over.  Still, he couldn’t resist asking, “Have we not met before?”

“Oh no,” Miss Benedict muttered as she swayed, in grave peril of falling backward down the steps.  With his hand he gently cupped her elbow to steady her.  

“I don’t believe we have.” The older woman’s reply wasn’t that surprising.  He couldn’t expect her to mention their first meeting in front of her daughter. “I should have allowed my daughter to introduce us.  Evie?” 

But instead of making the proper introductions, Miss Benedict gaped at Gareth, dark eyes wide as if in dismay, and asked, “Pray, whatever makes you think you’ve met my mother before?”

“I never said that,” he replied quickly, as guilt washed over him. “I only asked—”

“Maybe not in those very words,” she retorted. “But the sentiment behind them—”

“No sentiment, I assure you, Miss Benedict,” he said brusquely. 

“Yet you don’t believe you’ve ever seen me before?”

“On further thought, maybe you saw me at a ball somewhere in Mayfair.  There seems to be one every night during the season.” When she didn’t answer, but only inexplicably glowered at him, he added, “Don’t tell me you haven’t been to any balls in Mayfair?”  

“Then I won’t.  Because I haven’t.”

“Rest assured I’ve never met this gentleman before, Evie,” her mother said. “Won’t you please introduce us?”

Fire flashed in Miss Benedict’s eyes as she stiffened all over, pressing her lips together as if no amount of torture would ever induce her to reveal his name.

On the other hand, it was quite possible she’d forgotten it already, since she’d only heard it once, and it went against propriety for her to use it in conversation with him. 

He sketched a bow. “Lord Gareth Armstrong, at—” He cut himself off before he could add your service.  

No need to remind her that he’d already been at her service, so to speak. 

She curtsied. “And I am Lady Milner, mother of the bridegroom.  Then you must be Bradbury’s younger brother?”

“Indeed, my lady.” Now he remembered who she really was.  The dowager Lady Milner was once an infamous courtesan—or so the rumors went, implying that she abandoned the profession upon her first marriage.  

But based on what Gareth had seen a few months ago, she must have taken it up again.

Now his brother was about to marry her daughter.  Well, her mother’s past was hardly Miss Benedict’s fault.  Still, it might explain why she’d never been to Almack’s, or any Mayfair balls.  Gareth’s brother had a penchant for otherwise unsuitable women.  With any luck, marriage to the duke would wash away the sins of the mother.  

Only why would her mother return to her old way of life, and at her age?  The late Lord Milner had been a wealthy baron with no direct heirs.  And Lady Milner’s son, the new Earl of Tyndall, had inherited a great deal of wealth and property along with his title. 

Gareth didn’t particularly want to leave Miss Benedict’s company, but he definitely didn’t want to spend another moment in the presence of her mother.  Queasiness knotted his stomach at the realization that he’d been intimate with Miss Benedict’s mother.  

Her voice drifted to him as if from far away, at the end of a long tunnel lined with sheep’s wool: “Are you all right, my lord?  Perhaps you inhaled too much smoke when you bravely stamped out that fire.”

“You remind him of someone, Mother,” said Miss Benedict, her voice just as far away, though she still stood next to him. “That’s why he asked if the two of you had met before.”

“But we haven’t—”

“No, but I daresay something has triggered a memory he’d rather forget.  Some lost love, perhaps?  Or someone whose heart he broke, and now he feels guilty about it?”

Gareth wasn’t aware he’d broken any hearts that night.  But he certainly felt guilty about a memory he’d rather forget.  His own heart had been smashed that night, but not by Lady Milner.  

“Please excuse me, ladies,” he heard himself say. “You’re right, Lady Milner, that I’m suddenly not feeling at all the thing—and maybe you’re right that it’s the smoke.”

She reached for his sleeve, and he instantly recoiled, hating himself for it all in the same moment. “Oh, dear.  I’ll fetch the duke.” The wooly tunnel vanished, and with it, Lady Milner.

Then Miss Benedict touched his sleeve in the very same spot, yet he did not so much as flinch.  Well, of course not.  He’d never seen one of her breasts before.  

“Are you all right, Lord Gareth?” she asked softly. “You don’t look as if you’ve seen a ghost.  Instead, you look as if you’ve just seen a pit teeming with Lucifer’s minions.”

“Demons,” he rasped. 

“My mother is known to be quite wicked,” she added. “But I never realized she was that wicked.”

Poor Miss Benedict had no idea. 

“Shall we go back inside, my lord?  Perhaps some lemonade...?”

No, what Gareth needed at this moment was a very strong brandy. 

An anxious-looking Lady Milner reappeared with his brother, who asked, “Whatever is the matter, Gareth?”

“I...can’t say.” He truly couldn’t.  He pressed a hand to his chest as if that would calm his hammering heart.  

It didn’t.

“Shall we summon a surgeon?”

“I don’t think that would help.”

“What brought this on?” His brother turned to Lady Milner. “You didn’t tell him, did you?  Remember when I said he’d probably have a heart attack when he found out?”

“I told him nothing, Dane.” 

Dane?  Lady Milner was addressing Gareth’s brother, Demetrius Aubrey Norbert Elton Armstrong, His Grace the Duke of Bradbury, by a name only his most intimate intimates used?  As if—as if—

“Found out what?” Gareth dropped his hand to signify his heart was perfectly fine.  

That, and pressing his hand against it wasn’t doing a damn bit of good.

“Since they’re both here together, we may as well tell them now, Dane,” Lady Milner said ruefully. 

Dane?

“Tell us what?” Miss Benedict demanded. “And what does it have to do with me and Lord Gareth being...together?” She pressed her hand against her bosom. 

“Don’t bother, Miss Benedict,” said Gareth. “It doesn’t work.”

Dane glanced over his shoulder, as if to check that no one was hovering nearby, eavesdropping, then turned back and said, “Lady Milner and I are betrothed.”
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Chapter Three
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Evangeline didn’t know whether to be relieved that she wasn’t going to marry the Duke of Bradbury, after all, or...upset that she wasn’t going to marry the Duke of Bradbury, after all.  

One thing she did know:  She was greatly upset that her mother was marrying for the fourth time or maybe fifth, while Evie had yet to marry even once.  

This wasn’t fair.  It wasn’t fair at all. 

Through the crimson blur descending over her eyes, she glimpsed her mother smiling and flicking her fan as if the matter under discussion was no more significant than yet another tea party. “We knew you’d both be surprised...”

Surprised did not even begin to describe the emotion churning madly inside of Evie.

“...and maybe even a little vexed...”

“Little compared to what?” Evie hated that she sounded so—well, vexed. “Russia?”

“Now, Evie, don’t think I don’t know why you’re so distressed,” her mother said. “You had the chance to marry, but you refused.  You said you weren’t that desperate.”

Well, that was then.  This was now.

“Not desperate enough to marry a man old enough to be my grandfather.  Besides, Lord Gareth here was under the misapprehension that I was to marry His Grace.” 

“A mistake for which I must apologize to both you and my brother, Miss Benedict,” he finally said, turning to said brother. “When you told me that she and I were soon to be related, Dane, naturally I assumed you meant that she was to be your bride.”

Evie likewise turned to said brother. “He said, Your Grace, that our betrothal must have been arranged many years ago, by your father and my—my—” She glanced at her mother, who very leisurely fanned herself. “Was it my uncle or my grandfather?  It must have been my grandfather.  It couldn’t have been Papa.”

“No, my dear, I’m afraid there was never a betrothal arranged by anyone for you and His Grace.  Not that I’m aware.  Now, you will recall that your uncle, the previous Earl of Tyndall, did arrange a marriage for you when you came of age, but...”

“Miss Benedict, why do you think I introduced you to my brother?” queried the duke. “Not only because you’re soon to be related, but your mother and I thought...well...” And he cast a questioning look at Lord Gareth. 

“You thought to match me with your brother here?  May I ask why?” Was it really possible the duke had some knowledge of Evie’s scandalous encounter with Lord Gareth several months ago?  Had Lady Flora told him?  

“Why not?” countered the duke.

“Weddings such as today’s are great occasions for more matches to be made,” Mother said blithely. 

Evie slowly turned her head to survey Lord Gareth.  He gazed back at her with not a flicker of recognition in his green eyes.  Her earlier fears were true.  Thanks to the diamond butterfly necklace her mother chose to wear for Ross and Tabitha’s wedding, the poor man evidently thought he’d been with Evie’s own mother the night of that masquerade!  

Evie wouldn’t stand a chance with him, unless she brazenly confessed all to him—assuming he’d even believe her.  Just as he surely objected to his brother marrying a woman he’d already—scarlet heat flamed in Evie’s face at the thought—well, just as surely as that, he’d almost certainly have a problem marrying that woman’s daughter. 

No matter which way you cut it, or sliced it, or chopped it, or even whipped it up into a fine purée—this whole situation threatened to make for some exceedingly awkward family gatherings. 

Right on cue, a middle-aged matron swept out the front door, almost placing herself between the duke and Evie’s mother.  Evie recognized her at once as Lady Nellis, one of the most notorious gossips in London.  How much had the old harridan heard?

“Did I hear something about another match being made in the wake of today’s wedding?” she asked, directing her gaze at Evie, who wasn’t surprised that Lady Nellis all but ignored Lady Milner. “Miss Benedict, I thought I saw you out in the garden earlier with Lord Gareth here.  And you might have caught that bouquet had it not landed in the chandelier and caught fire before he extinguished it.  Do we hear more wedding bells?”

“No, Lady Nellis, I’m afraid you don’t.  You’ve heard all for today.” 

“Oh, what a pity.  I was just saying to Lady—”

“Please excuse me, Mother, Your Grace, my lord.  And Lady Nellis,” Evie cut her off. “I must walk in the park to clear my head.” Luckily, Hyde Park was just across the street.  

As she dashed down the steps and headed for the curb, she thought she heard Bradbury say, “Well, Gareth, I guess she still isn’t that desperate.  And you’re of an age with her.” 

Fuming, Evie waited for several carriages to pass before she could safely cross Park Lane.  When the way was clear, she made a run for it, heedless of her mother calling her name.  

Why?  What could her mother want now?  She’d said all that needed to be said.  Maybe if Lord Gareth called to her, she might have paused in the middle of Park Lane to turn around and see what he wanted, even if it meant—“Miss Benedict!” he called out to her. 

She spun around to face him as he stepped off the curb. 

“Miss Benedict, do allow me to—watch out!”

At that same moment, she heard the thunder of horses’ hooves approaching.  She looked one way, then the other.  Of course, it was the other way from which the carriage was bearing down on her.  The coachman yelled a warning and she promptly darted to the opposite side of the street and the entrance to Hyde Park.  

What did Lord Gareth want her to allow him to do?  Certainly not escort her across the street—he waited a few moments too late for that.  Maybe he wanted her to allow him to warn her about the carriage that nearly flattened her just now.  She might allow him to offer marriage to her.  If not, she’d even allow him to bring her a cup of hemlock.  And she’d not only allow, but would strongly encourage him to push Lady Nellis in front of the next carriage that came speeding by. 

But it was too much to hope he wanted her to allow him to walk with her in the park.  Would he go to that much trouble to follow her—risk his own neck dodging carriages rumbling both ways on Park Lane?  

“Miss Benedict?”

Apparently, the answer was yes. 

She stopped and turned to face Lord Gareth Armstrong, who looked out of breath after dodging carriages in a mad dash across the wide lane. 

“Do allow me to escort you,” he said. “You mustn’t walk in the park alone.”

“So many things I mustn’t do without a chaperone or even a respectable gentleman to accompany me.  I suppose now that my brother is off on his wedding trip, and your brother is about to marry my mother, you’re taking it upon yourself to play the role of my protector?”

He looked thoroughly startled by that. “I beg your pardon?”

“I do believe you heard me, my lord.  You’re here to be my protec—”

“Miss Benedict, I don’t think you’re aware of what that word means.”

Evie pursed her lips to suppress a smile.  She was, in fact, fully aware of what the word meant.  Nonetheless, “Pray, what does it mean, my lord?  Did you not come after me to protect me from footpads in the park?”

“Yes,” he said, though she sensed an unspoken but immediately following it.

“But what?  Does that not make you my protector, then?  And if you’re not my protector, then who is?” 

She remembered the night they met with such crystal clarity, that even now she could almost hear the question he’d asked her, in a hot murmur that still set her insides shivering. 

Who is your protector?  he’d asked. 

Of course she didn’t have one, and she’d assumed that he was only checking to see that she hadn’t already been spoken for by someone else.

You are, she’d replied. 

Only if you don’t have one already. 

You don’t see him here, do you?  I only see the two of us.  

Yet when she spoke a variation of the words now, he gave no indication that he recalled their earlier conversation.  He only looked harried, undoubtedly by recent events. 

“Very well, so I’m here to protect you from footpads and—and—”

“Exactly.  You’re my protector while here in the park.”

“—and maybe prevent you from drowning yourself in the Serpentine,” he added quickly, as if he were keen to change the subject from that of protectors. 

“Then we won’t walk that way,” she replied. “Only what makes you think that would happen, my lord?  I do consider myself quite capable of strolling along the Serpentine without falling in.  Or are you suggesting I would deliberately throw myself into the water in a fit of despair that my mother stole the gentleman who should have been my betrothed?” It wouldn’t be the first time—that is, the first time her mother stole a betrothed.
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