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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Please note Book 7 in my Beau Monde Bachelors: Scandals and Rogues series was previously titled The Best of Both Rogues and was part of my Rival Rogues series. No significant changes have been made to the plot or characters.

      

        

      
        When I regained the rights to the books in both series, it made sense to combine them, as many of the characters crossover, and the stories take place within the same Regency world. I hope you enjoy this new edition and the rest of the series!

      

        

      
        Samantha 2024
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      Years after scandalously leaving his bride-to-be at the altar, Ben Hillary returns to Mayfair to find Eve is engaged. Determined to win back her trust, he must confront his past, even if the truth drives her further away. Meanwhile, Eve grapples with second thoughts. Should she move forward with a man she is beginning to realize she barely knows, or can she muster the courage to take another risk on the one who broke her heart?
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      April 1816

      

      Eve Thorne had no more tears to shed. Her body felt heavy, sinking into her bed as if it might swallow her. The coverlet beneath her cheek was damp and cool. Subdued afternoon light cast her usually cheerful bedchamber in shadow.

      Her maid’s sympathetic frown and the porcelain plate she held out made Eve's eyes burn, dispelling the notion that she had cried herself dry. The plate was filled with dishes meant for Eve’s wedding breakfast, food that would spoil in a day with no guests to enjoy the feast.

      “Lord Thorne will be cross if I cannot coax you to eat, miss,” Alice said.

      “Has he returned?” Speaking required more effort than Eve thought possible; her voice was raspy, her throat tight.

      Alice shook her graying head. “May I speak freely, miss?”

      “Please,” Eve said on a sigh.

      “You mustn’t allow your brother to find you this way. The baron is in a temper as it is.”

      Sebastian was scouring London for Eve’s runaway groom, determined to defend her honor. Finding her in tears would only make matters worse, but how did one hide the shattered pieces of one’s heart?

      She blinked up at Alice. “I will try.”

      Her lady’s maid answered with an encouraging smile and placed the plate back on its tray. “Splendid, miss. Allow me to help you sit up.”

      Eve leaned forward while Alice fluffed the pillows, watching in a numbing fog as her maid placed the tray across her lap. The sight of red grapes made her vision blur again.

      “Heavens above,” Eve murmured.

      Why did everything have to remind her think of Ben? It was hard to believe it had only been last night when they had teased each other.

      Ben’s smoky blue eyes—the perfect blend of dark blue and gray—had twinkled with mischief as he wrapped her in his arms when Mama allowed them a rare moment alone. It was to be their last farewell, for tonight he should have taken her to his home, their home.

      Once we have spoken our vows, Miss Thorne, I’ll expect many things from you.

      Is that so, Mr. Hillary? Let me hear these expectations, so I might decide if I wish to meet them.

      She had been teasing. In that moment of blind devotion, she would have done anything he asked.

      His amused chuckle had washed over her in warm tingles.

      Do you want the entire list? he’d asked.

      She had nodded, expecting him to recite the usual duties involved with managing a household. Instead, he made her laugh by planting the most delicious vision in her mind to take with her to bed: Ben lounging on a fainting couch like some hedonistic god, wearing nothing but a loincloth and a laurel wreath in his dark brown hair, while Eve fed him grapes.

      Eve had felt so cherished and happy when he stole a kiss and whispered, I love you, Kitten.

      She swiped at the tears leaking from her eyes. What could have happened between nightfall and this morning at the church to change his mind about her? Or had she been too smitten to recognize any reservations in his actions?

      By all accounts, he had arrived at St. George’s Church prepared to marry her. Surely the love she had felt in his touch last night was no lie. Yet her limited imagination couldn't fathom any other explanation for what he had done. Ben had left her at the church, humiliated her in front of her family and friends.

      A soft knock sounded at her door and Alice swept across the room to answer. Eve’s mother paused in the threshold. Her dark gaze flickered over Eve as a small frown formed on her lips.

      “Eve, there is a gentleman here to see you. Mr. Cooper says Mr. Hillary sent him.”

      Eve’s heart skipped. She knew Ben hadn’t abandoned her. Something of the utmost importance must have occurred to make him leave so suddenly.

      More important than your wedding?

      She pushed aside the logic in favor of simply having Ben back.

      “Should I have Milo tell him you are not receiving?” Mama asked.

      “No!” Eve nearly knocked over the tray in her haste, but Alice grabbed it before it tipped. Eve mumbled an apology and scrambled from the bed.

      She stopped at the basin to wash the tears from her cheeks, but she could do nothing about her red eyes and nose. “Did Mr. Cooper indicate how he knows Ben?”

      “He said he met him for the first time at the docks this afternoon.” Mama approached from behind and placed her hands on Eve's shoulders. “His cousin had booked passage on one of Ben’s ships.”

      Why would Ben be at the docks on their wedding day? Eve swallowed against the panic welling up at the back of her throat. There must be a reasonable explanation, and it appeared Mr. Cooper was here to provide it. She couldn’t get ahead of herself.

      Draping the cloth over the side of the basin, she took a deep breath. “I suppose I should hear what the gentleman has to say before drawing conclusions.”

      Mama’s smile reflected in the looking glass seemed more like a grimace. “That sounds wise, dearest.”

      With her mother at her side, Eve made her way to the drawing room where Mr. Cooper was waiting.

      He stood as they entered, a friendly grin on his round face. A quick glance at his sturdy brown trousers, plain jacket, and simply tied cravat revealed he was a gentleman of little means, but a gentleman all the same.

      Mama came forward to perform an introduction. “Mr. Cooper, this is my daughter, Eve. Mr. Cooper is a parish chaplain at St. Saviour’s Church.”

      A chaplain? Eve refrained from rubbing the tightness at her temples. A man of the cloth was often employed to deliver distressing news, but that certainly was not the case today. Still, she couldn't help but ask, “Has something happened to Mr. Hillary? Has he been hurt or become ill?”

      His kind smile remained intact. “No, miss. He was all in one piece when last I spoke with him. Although he did seem a bit pale and shaky, now that I think about it. I'm certain there is no cause for alarm, though.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a long box from an inside pocket. “Mr. Hillary charged me with a task. I promised to deliver this to you straight away. He said this belongs to you.”

      Eve accepted the gaily wrapped box and allowed her mother to guide her to the settee. Her fingers shook as she tore open the gift. The rip of paper seemed to echo in the silence.

      Mama sat down beside her. “Will Mr. Hillary be calling at Thorne Place soon?”

      A slight shifting of Mr. Cooper’s jaw made Eve’s heart race. “I don’t believe that to be the case, my lady.”

      When Mama raised her eyebrows in a gesture of irritation, Mr. Cooper cleared his throat. “What I mean to say is Mr. Hillary departed on his ship, ma’am. He is traveling to Delhi, as is my cousin.”

      Eve fumbled the box, and it fell onto the Turkish carpet. A gold necklace with yellow gems spilled out, winking up at her in the fading sunlight. Her breathing had ceased the moment Mr. Cooper mentioned Ben’s departure, but it returned on a ragged inhale.

      “Allow me, Miss Thorne.” The gentleman bent to retrieve the necklace before holding it out to her.

      She stared at the unusual piece lying in the worn palm of his glove. A small circular gem—perhaps a yellow diamond—sat atop two larger, identical ones, creating a pyramid. The necklace itself was composed of two strands of tiny black pearls, perfect and elegant.

      Her hand shook as she accepted the offering. “Did Mr. Hillary say anything? Was there a message for me?”

      “I'm sorry, miss. I was charged with delivering the package, but Mr. Hillary sent no word other than that the necklace belongs to you.”

      “But I’ve never seen it before, or anything like it.”

      Mr. Cooper shifted his weight to get a closer look at the jewelry. “It is a beautiful piece. I saw similar ones when I toured India. I believe it holds special meaning.”

      Eve’s fingers closed around the necklace as she gazed up at the man with interest. Recognized her curiosity, he continued to explain.

      “I attended a wedding during my stay in Calcutta, and the groom presented the necklace to his bride before securing it around her neck. A fellow wedding guest explained that the necklace is believed to protect the marriage and serves as a symbol of love, trust, and marital happiness.”

      A growl came from her mother, the unladylike sound shocking. “Do you realize the cruelty of your words, sir? My daughter was abandoned at the altar today.”

      The poor man’s jaw dropped, his complexion going pale.

      “How dare you speak to her of marital happiness at a time like this?” Eve’s mother was on her feet, moving toward the bell pull. “Have you no sensitivity?”

      “Mama, Mr. Cooper meant no harm. He couldn't have known.”

      Her mother would accept no defense of the man. “What type of gentleman agrees to perform the devil’s errand without question?”

      “The devil?” Mr. Cooper’s face began to glisten in the afternoon sunlight.

      “Mama, stop.” Eve’s soft reprimand went unnoticed.

      Her mother scowled in Mr. Cooper’s direction as she yanked the bell pull cord. She had never seen her mother in such a state. Eve had always assumed her brother  inherited his temper from their father, but Mama was as unstoppable as Sebastian had been earlier that day.

      When Milo entered the drawing room, Eve’s mother instructed him to escort Mr. Cooper to the door.

      “Forgive me, Miss Thorne.” The clergyman ducked his head and made a hasty retreat from the drawing room before Milo needed to lay a hand on him.

      “Thank you, sir,” Eve called after Mr. Cooper.

      Once the door closed, Mama swung toward her. “Why should you offer your thanks? Of all the nerve, marching in here without an invitation and…”

      Eve blocked out the rest of her mother’s rant as she contemplated the necklace. Why would Ben tell Mr. Cooper the jewelry belonged to her when she had never laid eyes on the piece? A necklace that symbolized love, trust, and happiness?

      Unless…

      Hope flared in her heart. He was coming back for her. She couldn't fathom any explanation for his desertion today, but he must have a solid reason, one she would understand as soon as he returned from dealing with whatever had called him away to India.

      She hugged the necklace to her chest, close to her heart, and prayed for his swift and safe return.
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      July 1819

      

      Benjamin Hillary—Ben to his family and friends, “that damned heartless rogue” to most of Society—tried the back gate leading to the Eldridges’ garden.

      “Locked,” he muttered. Of course it was. He’d had nothing but bad luck since his return from Delhi almost a month earlier.

      “Balderdash.” Crispin Locke, Viscount Margrave, shouldered him aside and grabbed the weathered iron handle. Gas lamps flanking the gate bathed the stone wall in a golden glow. “You have to put some brawn into it. These old gates stick.”

      Ben’s former schoolmate shot him a superior look before yanking with a loud grunt. The eight-foot-high gate didn't budge.

      “Peculiar.” Margrave’s strong brows dropped lower over his eyes as he clapped his hands to clear the orange residue from his riding glove and proceeded to soil both. “Why do you suppose Lord Eldridge had the gate secured?”

      “To keep out unwanted guests?”

      Perhaps the Earl of Wellham had warned Lord Eldridge that Ben might show up tonight. That would explain the small army of footmen at the front door.

      If Wellham would stop turning Ben away when he called on him at home or hiding in his club where Ben was not a member, he would not be reduced to sneaking into social events.

      An invitation might be nice too, but he understood the reason his name was omitted from most guest lists. He had unintentionally destroyed the reputation of an innocent young lady—a lady he still pined for three years after walking away from her. Fortunately, he had been able to set things back to right for Miss Eve Thorne upon his return to Town. She was back in Society now, and Ben was determined to win her back into his arms.

      Eventually.

      She claimed she wanted nothing to do with him, but Ben possessed the letter Mr. Cooper had sent to him in India stating otherwise. Eve and the clergyman had developed a friendship when she began calling on him at St. Saviour’s Church soon after he delivered Ben’s wedding gift. Mr. Cooper’s letter implored Ben to return to England immediately, claiming only Ben’s presence could end her misery.

      Until that time, Ben had believed he was the only one still suffering.

      “You won’t be getting in through the gate.” Margrave swiped a lock of blond hair from his forehead and left a smudge. Ben really should tell his friend, but the idea of Margrave bowing over Lady Eldridge’s hand, all pristine and proper except for an orange smear on his face, made Ben grin.

      “Why do you look so pleased?” Margrave grumbled. “I thought you wanted to get inside.”

      “I do, and I will.”

      Ben’s sister had warned him away from the Eldridge Ball, because Eve would be here. And even though Ben had come for Wellham, she was the reason he wouldn't  allow a locked gate to defeat him. He walked alongside the wall, searching for a way over. A tree branch hung over the stone wall just low enough to the ground that he could reach it with Margrave’s help.

      “Give me a leg up?” Ben said.

      His friend made a stirrup with his hands for Ben’s foot and hoisted him into the air. Ben grabbed the branch, and when Margrave stepped out of harm’s way, he swung his legs to build momentum, hooked one over the branch, and hauled himself up to straddle it.

      “Well done. Wellham is in for a surprise, I think.” Margrave saluted him, as if assisting a friend to scale a wall was nothing out of the ordinary.

      “This appears to be old hat to you, Margrave. What were you up to while I was away?”

      He flashed a jaunty smile at Ben. “Oh, you know. Things and such.”

      That barely qualified as an answer, but Margrave had never been the chatty type. As his friend moved on silent feet and faded into the darkness, Ben worked his way toward the tree trunk. Once he cleared the wall, he dropped to the ground with a teeth-rattling thump. He rolled his neck and shoulders, then brushed off his breeches and coat.

      “I am too old for this nonsense.”

      At thirty, he was hardly in his dotage, but he wasn’t a young buck to be kicking up a lark anymore either. He located and followed a path that wound through the garden and ended at the terrace stairs.

      Several guests had retreated outdoors, taking advantage of the light breeze off the Thames. A lively melody floated through the opened French doors and flashes of color appeared through the bank of windows.

      Ladies dressed in crimson, plum, and emerald skipped around the ballroom floor on the arms of their gentlemen partners. Ben hadn’t danced a quadrille since he left London, but the steps came back to him in an instant.

      A footman stood just inside the doors and, noting Ben’s approach, held out a silver tray. “Champagne, sir?”

      Ben grabbed a glass and adopted a swagger as he entered the Eldridge ballroom. If he behaved as if he belonged there, no one would question him. They never did.
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      “You mustn’t fret,” Eve Thorne’s sister-in-law murmured. “He will be here.”

      “I'm not fretting.”

      Helena’s blue-green gaze dropped to the handkerchief Eve had not realized she was twisting into a tight coil. It was an accurate reflection of what Sir Jonathan Hackberry’s tardiness was doing to her insides.

      Her fiancé had promised to arrive early to Lord and Lady Eldridge’s ball, where their betrothal would be announced within the hour, and he had yet to make an appearance.

      A thread of apprehension wound its way around Eve’s heart and held it captive. What if Jonathan failed to come?

      Giving up on following the conversation between Lady Eldridge and two ladies from the Mayfair Ladies’ Charitable Society, Eve cast another glance over her shoulder.

      “Sir Jonathan will be here,” Helena repeated.

      Eve repaid Helena’s kindness with a halfhearted smile. Her brother’s new bride was more than a sister-in-law to Eve; she was a dear friend. Eve didn't want Helena to know her reassurance did nothing to calm the tempest brewing inside her.

      Everything will be well. There is no cause for worry.

      Eve had learned long ago these were empty platitudes people tossed around when they didn't know what else to say. Helena meant well, though, and Eve loved her for trying to ease her worries.

      Sebastian wore a scowl as he reentered the ballroom. He pulled Eve and Helena aside when he reached them. “Sir Jonathan was not playing cards.”

      Eve had known that it would be a pointless trip. Jonathan was not a gambling man. He was an intellectual, more interested in antiquities than loo, but Sebastian seemed to need something to do, so she had suggested he check the card room.

      Helena looked back and forth between Eve and Sebastian, then forced a bright smile, her dimples showing. “We haven’t searched the refreshment room yet.”

      “An excellent idea. Shall we?” Sebastian held his arm out to his wife, but Eve shook her head.

      “I will wait with Lady Eldridge in case Sir Jonathan arrives and cannot find me.”

      “Are you certain?” Her brother drew Helena closer as if their short separation while he visited the card room had been days instead of a half hour. Helena tipped her head and gazed up at him with spots of pink glowing on her cheeks.

      Eve smiled at the newlyweds. She appreciated their attempts to include her, but it was obvious they would rather be alone.

      “I'm certain, go.” She shooed them away. “Sir Jonathan will be here any moment.”

      She said a silent prayer that he wouldn't  make her out to be a liar. Being abandoned by a second husband-to-be would be too mortifying to bear.

      This time when she scanned the crowd, her heartbeat skipped when she thought she saw Ben.

      She almost wilted to the floor when she realized it wasn’t him. Lady Eldridge swore Eve’s former betrothed would not step one foot into Eldridge Mansion, although he had been showing up at the assemblies since his return to London, with or without an invitation.

      The earl had taken extra precautions tonight and hired additional men to guard the doors at his wife’s request. Nevertheless, Eve had learned never to underestimate Ben’s ability to get in wherever he wasn’t wanted.

      And she didn't want him here tonight. She had waited far too long for Ben to come back to her. In three years, he hadn’t sent a single word of explanation, and now that he had returned, she no longer cared what he had to say.

      Liar.

      Eve huffed in response to the inner whisper at the back of her mind. Well, she didn’t want to care. That must count for something.

      Lady Eldridge and her guests moved on from discussing their latest charity efforts and began gossiping together. Having been the topic of wagging tongues too often, Eve had no desire to join them. She wandered a few steps away before checking to see if the countess noticed. She didn't.

      The sea of familiar faces around Eve began to blur as she resumed the lookout for Jonathan. Perhaps he was lost again. He may be perfectly capable of traveling to Egypt without incident, but he couldn't navigate a town house to save his life. He often took wrong turns on his way to the men’s retiring room and wound up in the host’s library. Sebastian once found him outside Lord and Lady Sethwick’s family rooms.

      Eve was not at liberty to search their hosts’ house, but a quick circle of the ballroom might be wise. With Lady Eldridge occupied, Eve slipped into the crowd. She wouldn't go far, and she would be back before Sebastian and Helena returned, hopefully with Jonathan at her side.

      She weaved her way toward the perimeter of the room where there was no traffic and stopped to get her bearings. If she headed toward the bank of French doors at the back of the ballroom and looped around, she could make quick work of her search.

      She squinted at the guests crowded into the ballroom dancing a quadrille, even though she knew Jonathan wouldn't  be on the dance floor either. He preferred to observe from the sidelines.

      Oh, how she missed dancing with a skilled partner. She sighed.

      Heavens. She hadn’t meant to sound so wistful.

      Jonathan was a good man, a fine gentleman who accepted her just as she was, scandalous past and all. She cared a great deal for him, too. A life without dancing was a small price to pay for his amiable companionship.

      With a decisive nod, she turned toward the French doors and squeaked. Benjamin Hillary, the rat, was headed her way. She froze, not knowing which way to go but certain she didn't want to talk to him. He hadn’t tried to speak with her since that night at Lady Chattington’s ball three weeks earlier, and she preferred it that way.

      Or she should.

      She hated that she was a tad bit disappointed he had been keeping his distance.

      Ben had not spotted her yet. His gaze was fixed on the dance floor. Whipping her head around, she searched for a place to go.

      The alcove. No, the plant!

      She had no time for debate. Without another thought, she dashed for a deserted corner of the ballroom and squeezed behind the potted palms and ferns.

      Saints above, what if she missed her betrothal announcement because she was hiding in a corner?

      Or worse, what if the evening ended with her brother challenging Ben to another duel? She couldn't hope to intervene a second time to save Ben’s life.

      Blast the rogue! He was going to ruin her wedding again.
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      Ben made a slow circle of the brightly lit ballroom, stopping occasionally to study the couples as they whirled past, their cheeks pink from exertion.

      After several moments, he was satisfied that Lord Wellham wasn’t among the dancers, not that Ben was surprised. If his memory served, the earl favored gambling over gamboling.

      Reaching a secluded corner near a dark alcove, he paused to check once more for his quarry before heading for the card room.

      “What are you doing here?” a voice hissed. “You’re not on the guest list.”

      “Pardon?” Ben spun toward the speaker and froze. “How do you know?” he whispered back to the mass of green palm fronds.

      “Because I helped make the list.” The plant’s fronds parted, and Eve Thorne’s stern glare greeted him.

      What the devil was she doing?

      Her frown deepened when he simply stared, at a loss for words. “Do you have a death wish, Mr. Hillary?”

      The corners of his mouth twitched. “Let me guess, you’ve been attacked by a man-eating plant. Are you in need of rescue, Kitten?”

      She grumbled and the fronds snapped back into place. Ben checked the surrounding area to ensure they hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention, then peered around the massive greenery.

      Eve was wedged against the wall, her yellow chiffon skirts crushed against the large pot. Her chest rose and fell in rapid movements, drawing his attention to the modest swell of her breasts peeking above her lacy neckline. A rosy glow infused her ivory skin, making the sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks almost unnoticeable.

      God, he had missed her—pouty lips, soulful brown eyes, cheeky spirit. He had been smitten from the moment he’d  spied her at the theater during the little Season, and years on a distant continent had done nothing to diminish his admiration.

      “What are you doing back there, Miss Thorne, and shouldn’t you have a chaperone?”

      She crossed her arms as if erecting a wall between them. “I'm trying to save your skin, Benjamin James Arran Hillary.”

      Damnation. He had almost forgotten he was burdened with so many names, and that she had a habit of invoking every one when she was perturbed.

      His smile widened. Despite her pretense of indifference, she was clearly worried about him.

      “Am I to conclude your skulking about means you still care?”

      “I care about Lady Eldridge. I don’t want her ball ruined by you and Sebastian coming to fisticuffs. You must leave before he sees you and demands another meeting on the field.”

      Ben was unconcerned about crossing paths with Eve’s brother. His need to defend her reputation after Ben jilted her was satisfied three weeks ago. Thorne wouldn't issue a second challenge given it had been the most well-attended and embarrassing duel ever.

      Ben suspected neither of them wished to be reminded of how foolish Eve had made them look. Instead of dueling with pistols or swords, they had agreed to let her choose the weapon.

      She had chosen gloves.

      The men at the Corinthian Club hadn’t stopped talking about the duel for days, with Ben receiving the brunt of the teasing. He didn’t regret following his youngest brother’s advice and letting Thorne win. Ben could endure being a laughingstock as long as Eve was vindicated.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you have any idea how ridiculous it looked for two men to engage in a slapping match?”

      “Since no one died, I believe I made an excellent choice.”

      “I suppose.”

      He grudgingly admitted her clever thinking had resolved the conflict without bloodshed—or much, anyway. Ben had walked away with a cut on his cheek and a nasty bruise, thanks to her brother finding a loophole in the rules she had laid out.

      “Just because I saved you last time does not mean I'm capable of protecting you tonight,” Eve said. “Please leave before Sebastian realizes you’re here. How did you get past the footmen?”

      Ben scanned the crowd, disinterested in discussing his undignified entrance into Eldridge Mansion or her brother. “I don’t see Thorne, which means it’s unlikely he sees me.”

      Eve’s mouth puckered in disapproval. “Sebastian escorted his wife to the refreshment room. They will return any moment.”

      Ah, yes. Her brother had taken a wife recently, a young widow from Scotland. “I expected matrimony to tame the beast.”

      “Don’t speak of matrimony and beasts in the same sentence.” She wrinkled her adorable turned-up nose. “It reminds me to keep my distance, lest I strangle you. Accidentally, of course.”

      He chuckled under his breath. “Completely by accident, I’m sure. Although I imagine you would employ a hefty dose of cheerfulness in the process, wouldn’t you, Miss Thorne?”

      A touch of mirth slipped past her stony facade, making her eyes shine. “Mama always said happy is she who performs a good deed.”

      “Why, Miss Thorne!” he said with mock surprise.

      A laugh escaped her—no dainty fairy’s titter, but a hearty sound that made him fall in love with her all over again.

      “You never could stay cross for long, Eve. I always admired that about you.”

      “I'm still cross with you, Mr. Hillary.” And yet she was also still smiling. This was the Eve he remembered: joyful, witty, and capable of chasing away any darkness lurking about.

      “I see I’ve managed to improve my standing already,” he said. “I believe when we last spoke you called me a loathsome, fork-tongued serpent of Hades.”

      The pronounced arch of her brow said she stood by her opinion, even if her fury had faded to mere irritation.

      He missed this—bantering with her. No one had ever challenged him like Eve. He extended his hand, longing to touch her.

      “Will you please come out from behind the plants before someone notices me talking to them and thinks I’ve formed an attachment?”

      Her smile faded. “Ben, you cannot stay. I'm sorry.”

      She had no cause to feel sorry, but he did. Ben had been living with regret every day since he left. He owed her an apology, although words could never atone for his actions.

      “Stand up with me, Eve. Grant me one dance, and I won’t ask you again.”

      At least not until the next set. He had no intention of walking away from her again, but a gentleman never fully revealed his plan to win back a young lady’s heart.

      She licked her lips, hesitated, then shook her head. “It wouldn't be right.”

      Why? Because it would displease her brother? Thorne could go to hell. Ben had things to say to Eve, and he was determined to say them one way or another. He dropped his hand to his side.

      “Very well. If you won’t come out, I’ll join you.”

      She gasped as he made a move to wedge himself into the crowded space. “Wait!”

      He halted, smiling indulgently. “Yes, Miss Thorne?”

      The beginning of a waltz drifted across the ballroom, a merry composition he didn’t recognize after his time away.

      Eve loved the waltz. When he had courted her, he always waited close to the entrance in order to sign her dance card first. The thought of another man holding her close, her beautiful eyes sparkling as some eager buck led her around the floor, had been unbearable. It still was. Ben wanted to be the only man to ever hold her.

      He offered his most charming smile. “It is a waltz.”

      He drew out the last word, trying to tempt her. Interest flashed across her pretty face, but she didn't budge from her hiding spot.

      “Come on, Kitten. We were always perfectly matched for this dance.”

      Her dark lashes fluttered like the wings of a moth drawn to a flame. She looked toward the ceiling as if searching for an escape, but eventually, her gaze settled on him. “If I dance with you, will you leave?”

      He fought back a victorious smile. “I will.” After he found Wellham and had a word with the earl.

      Eve’s eyes narrowed at him. “One dance, Mr. Hillary, then you must leave. I will not be charmed into allowing another, and you cannot work your way back into my good graces. I would advise against trying. Please, give me your word.”

      He would not make a promise he couldn't keep, not again. “The dance will be over before you negotiate the terms. I suppose I must join you after all.”

      Shrugging his shoulders, he moved to squeeze into the corner with her.

      “No!” She held up her hand. “I'm coming. Make sure no one is watching.”

      Ben glanced around the room. No one was paying attention, but it was a dark corner. And rather dull—or it would be if Eve hadn’t chosen to surprise him.

      “No one is looking,” he said.

      “One more thing.” Her cheeks turned scarlet as she slipped from her hiding place. “Please don’t call me Kitten. I'm not that girl anymore.”

      He nodded in understanding, her expression sobering. Three years had changed him, and the scandal he’d created seemed to have changed her as well. Eve appeared stronger. More capable of making him toe the line.

      He held out his arm. She hesitated to touch him. Once the decision was made, she gripped his arm and attempted to drag him toward the dance floor.

      “You’re an eager one, Miss Thorne. Did you miss my partnership on the dance floor?”

      He caught a glimpse of her dismayed frown before she ducked her head and urged him toward the middle of the floor. He followed, dodging couples as they went. Once they reached the thick of the crowd, he took her in his arms to lead her around the floor. A shocking scarlet blush had invaded her cheeks, and her gaze darted around as if looking for someone. The meaning of her odd behavior dawned on him, and a bitter taste coated his tongue.

      “You don’t want to be seen with me, do you, Miss Thorne?”

      He expected a retort, a denial, or a frank affirmation, not the quivering of her chin as her shimmering brown gaze lifted toward him.

      “Oh, Ben. Why didn’t you just stay away?”
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      Eve silently cursed the break of her voice. She no longer wanted to have butterflies in her stomach when Ben was near, or for her heart to drum a rapid staccato.

      She didn’t wish to sigh with pleasure as they glided around the ballroom floor, moving together as if they were one, or to cling to him as the gentle pressure of his hand on her back made her bones feel as if they were dissolving.

      Ben’s eyes darkened to a stormy blue as she held his gaze through the turn. She forced herself to look away, her gaze landing on his chest as a reminder that no heart resided beneath his charcoal gray waistcoat—the one that molded to his lean muscles and fit him like a second skin.

      Lud! Why must he look like heaven dished up with a silver spoon tonight? She swallowed another sigh. Desire was a voracious creature that couldn't be trusted. The true measure of a man was the kindness of his soul, and she was certain Ben’s was a dried up well.

      His fingers tightened on her back as if he sensed she was teetering on the edge of running away. “I owe you an apology, Evie. Not a day has passed that I haven’t regretted walking away from you.”

      She snapped from her trance; the fire that had been smoldering inside her sparked to life. “Walked, Mr. Hillary? I heard you dashed. Your brother sported a black eye after coming between you and the door.”

      “I know, and I hate myself for it.” His Adam’s apple bobbed and a flush invaded his face, disappearing into his hairline.

      Her eyes widened. Ben hadn’t blushed a day in his life. She was certain of it. Forever the flirtatious rogue, he turned ladies into blithering idiots. He had never been vulnerable with her, but now…

      Her heart lurched at the thought he, too, might be capable of being hurt.

      His thumb skimmed her shoulder blade, causing tingles to travel through her body. “I understand if I botched my chances at earning your forgiveness,” he said, “but you still deserve an apology. It is too long overdue.”

      No one in her right mind would allow a few spoken words to soften her heart, and yet her resentment began to melt like a Gunter’s ice on a warm day.

      She had always been too forgiving, ever since she was a little girl. When Father had yelled at her for being too noisy, a simple pat on her head later soothed her injured feelings. Or when Sebastian was a boy and charmed Cook into giving him a treat meant for Eve, forgiveness came as soon as her brother offered to play a game with her.

      She had always considered her compassionate nature to be a virtue. Now it felt like a liability. She didn't want to forgive Ben. Holding a grudge was the only protection she had to keep from falling under his spell. The rogue would never turn her into a blushing, blithering idiot again.

      A rush of heat flooded her body as she recalled diving behind the palms when she had spotted him circling the ballroom. That might have been a touch idiotic, but she had panicked, which she supposed made her blithering as well.

      Very well. Beginning now, she would no longer allow him to affect her.

      She inclined her head, striving for a dignified mien. “I will take your apology into consideration, Mr. Hillary.”

      “I suppose your consideration is all I can ask, Miss Thorne. Perhaps in the near future, you might consider starting over as—”

      The music ended and Eve dropped her hands to her sides, steeling herself against him. “The dance is over. You promised to leave.”

      His mouth hung halfway open, the rest of his sentence lost. Recovering from her abrupt dismissal, he offered a strained smile and held out his arm. “Of course, Miss Thorne.”

      “Thank you, but I don’t require an escort.” She surged into the crowd before she changed her mind. Ben was her past. Jonathan was her future. There was no such thing as starting over.

      Hurrying with her head down, she made her way back toward Lady Eldridge. She had no idea how to explain her absence, or if an explanation would be required. If someone spotted her waltzing with Ben and told her brother already, however, she was in for a row.

      She understood Sebastian only wanted to protect her, but her brother would never understand her position. No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn't hate Ben.

      A lady backed into her path and Eve bumped into her. “Pardon me,” she mumbled, tried to sidestep the woman, and stomped on a gentleman’s toes.

      A surprised grunt reached her ears. “Sorry.”

      She tried to forge on, ducking her head more to hide her embarrassment, but two firm hands grabbed her shoulders. She gasped.

      “Here you are, darling.”

      The voice filled her with relief, and she nearly collapsed in Jonathan’s arms. Looking up into her fiancé’s warm turquoise gaze, she smiled. “You’ve arrived.”

      His cockeyed grin was aimed back at her. “Of course I have. Where else would I be except by your side this evening? Forgive me for being late. I—uh—I ran into an unexpected delay.”

      Eve’s assessing gaze took in his untamed brown curls and rumpled cravat. Her heart lost some of its lightness. Jonathan had a tendency to become absorbed in his studies at times, but surely he wouldn't forget about their betrothal ball. “Did you lose track of time at the museum?”

      His smile faded. “No, darling. I swear to you. There was an incident along the way this evening, but all is well and I am here.”

      “What kind of incident?”

      “I’d rather not worry you,” he said, two lines appearing between his brows. When she didn't shift her curious gaze or offer to let the matter drop, he sighed. “A pickpocket tried to take my watch in Covent Garden.”

      “A pickpocket?” The shock of his answer made her lightheaded. When she swayed slightly, he took her by the arm to steady her.

      “He was just a boy. I gave chase, but he was too quick. There really is no cause to worry.”

      She frowned. “Why were you on foot after dark? It may have been only a boy this time, but you cannot expect to be so fortunate next time.”

      “I know; it was foolish. I promise never to repeat my mistake. Forgive me for being late?” His sheepish expression lent him a boyish air, and she didn't have the heart to scold him further.

      “You are forgiven. And thank God you were not hurt.” She linked arms with him. “Now let’s find my family. Lord Eldridge will make our announcement soon.”

      Throwing one more anxious look over her shoulder, she prayed Ben was already leaving Eldridge House. Her stomach ached at the thought of him finding out about her betrothal as if he were a casual acquaintance rather than the man she had loved and mourned for so long.

      She should have told him about Jonathan when they danced. Even though she had every right to make a happy life for herself, she couldn't shake the sense she was betraying Ben by keeping her impending marriage a secret.
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