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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Please note book 5 in my Beau Monde Bachelors: Scandals and Rogues series was previously titled One Rogue Too Many 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, 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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LADY GABBY GETS THE EARL

          

        

      

    

    
      When Lady Gabrielle’s secret betrothal to Anthony, Earl of Ellis, is jeopardized by his sudden disappearance, she is left to fend off an ever-persistent suitor. Just as her resolve begins to falter, Anthony returns to London, determined to claim his bride—only to find he must now fight for the woman he thought was already his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Late October 1811

      

      “What are you drawing, bug?”

      Gabby’s hand stilled. She turned toward Anthony with a wide smile, placing her sketchbook and charcoal beside her on the garden bench. “That is Lady Bug to you, my lord.”

      She was unsure when his nickname for her began to sound like a term of endearment rather than an insult, as it was surely intended at the start.

      He grabbed her sketchbook and plopped beside her on the stone bench. “Your nose is red. Why are you sitting outside?”

      “My muse does not care about my comfort, Lord Ellis. Inspiration strikes when it strikes.” She made a show of pulling her pelisse tighter around her, but she barely noticed the chill seeping through her skirts now. Ever since he had returned to Northumberland, her face flushed and blood ran hotter whenever he was near. It was embarrassing and thrilling at the same time.

      “I could speak with your muse on your behalf.”

      A giddy laugh bubbled in her chest. “Would you be willing to do that for me?”

      “Of course.” He playfully bumped their shoulders together. “I would not be much of a friend otherwise.”

      Friendship is not how she would describe their past association, but change had been in the air the last few weeks.

      He lifted her drawing to scrutinize it. Lovely blond brows formed a V over his glorious blue eyes.

      Gabby sighed, melting inside. Anthony was no longer a boy but a handsome prince—perfect. She had been reveling in his perfection since he started posing for her. A real artist would paint his portrait to hang in Ellis Hall someday, but she had captured his truest self in her sketches. Unguarded and touched by sadness. Her favorite sketch rested between the pages of her journal, hidden beneath her mattress. Her heart swelled with heaviness and longing whenever she looked at it.

      At age thirteen, the adults around her would believe she was too young to understand the sensations he stirred within her. They would be wrong. She loved Anthony Keaton, the Earl of Ellis, and she had been blindsided.

      His gaze landed on her.

      She blinked, looking away as a burst of heat consumed her.

      He cleared his throat and created distance between them on the bench. Her stomach took a dive, but she held on to the memory of him grasping her hand when they stood side by side at his mother’s grave site. His stoic expression had ripped Gabby apart when she felt tremors coursing through him. Trying his best to be brave, but allowing her to know the truth. He’d squeezed her hand while the men shoveled dirt onto his mother’s grave and continued to hold tight until their small group of mourners reached Ellis Hall.

      He was reluctant to leave her now, too. She sensed it deep within her bones. Otherwise, he wouldn't have sought her out before her father’s travel coach carried him and her brother back to school.

      He tapped her drawing. “Where do you see a lady dancing? Is it in your imagination?”

      “Not completely. It’s there.” She nodded toward the massive oak standing sentry at the edge of the garden.

      “The tree is dancing?”

      She giggled. “Not the tree, silly. Look at the lines of the bark.” She hopped up from the bench to point out the figure on the trunk. It was as plain as the pleasing nose on his face. “Here is the curve of her arm and her side. See how her hip is rounded here and the length of her leg.”

      Anthony set the sketchbook aside and moved closer. He dragged his finger over the grooves in the tree.“How did you see it?” Awe was present in his tone.

      “I see it. I cannot explain how.”

      “You are amazing.” He glanced at her, his blue eyes alight with something that instigated a flutter of wings in her stomach. His admiration was becoming an uncomfortable fit.

      She shrugged. “How do you not see it?”

      “I do now.” He grinned and patted her shoulder, his touch burning through her clothing. “I wonder how many extraordinary things I miss when you are not around to point them out.”

      “If you are like my brother, all of them.” Clasping her hands behind her back, she swayed, debating on whether to give him the gift she had found earlier in the summer. Perhaps it would seem childish, or maybe it would be extraordinary.

      “Wait here.” She dashed for the house, stopping at the glass doors to turn toward him. “Promise not to leave before I return.”

      “I promise, but hurry. The trunks are being loaded onto the carriage.”

      Gabby ran up the staircase, grateful not to cross paths with anyone who would scold her for her unladylike behavior.

      In her chambers, she retrieved her simple treasure from the jewel box before rushing back to the garden. Anthony was waiting, his cheeks pink from the cold air.

      Her fingers tightened around her gift, the edges digging into her palm.

      His smile seemed sad, unsettling. She hesitated, doubting her decision to reveal her feelings for him.

      “I am sorry about your mother,” she said. “You mustn’t ever think you are alone now.”

      “I am alone, Lady Bug. I’m an orphan, and my brother is gone.”

      She shook her head. “We are your family, too. You have us.”

      Anthony had spent more time at their home than his neighboring estate for as long as she could remember.

      “I am fond of your family, Gabby, but that does not make them mine.”

      She came forward on a rush of emotion and grasped his hand. “We are yours. I am.” She shoved the heart- shaped stone into his hand.

      He uncurled his fingers. A shadow darkened his face, and he frowned. “Gabby, I⁠—”

      Her brother flung the outside door open. Drew sauntered into the gardens, either oblivious to the fact he was interrupting or uncaring. Like Anthony, he was dressed in travel attire. “Ellis, why are you out here? It is time.”

      Anthony trapped the stone in his fist. “I wanted a breath of fresh air, and I stumbled across the bug sketching.”

      Gabby shrank back. She had been the target of her brother and Anthony’s taunts too often when they were younger to lower her guard.

      Drew gestured toward Anthony’s hand. “What are you holding?”

      “Nothing. Let’s go.” His derision drove a spike into her chest. Breathing hurt.

      Her brother was not distracted and grabbed Anthony’s hand. “Come on. Give it over. You are holding on like you found gold.”

      “I am not.” He stopped resisting and opened his fist.

      “A rock?” Drew laughed. “Why do you have a rock?”

      “I found it.” Anthony’s gaze lingered on her, his expression grim. “I told you it was nothing.”

      He walked to the edge of the garden and flung it so far Gabby couldn’t see where it landed.

      Her throat burned with unshed tears; she blinked to hold them back.

      “Are you crying, princess?” Her brother gathered her in an awkward hug. A soft sob escaped, and she buried her face into her brother’s shoulder. “I will be back again before you know it. Come now, dry your tears.”

      She accepted her brother’s handkerchief to blot her cheeks.

      Anthony shoved his hands into his pockets, studying the ground. “I will wait with the coach. Farewell, my lady.”

      He walked away without looking back, trampling her trust and any budding love she had developed for him.
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        From the betting books at The Corinthian Club

      

        

      
        Corby wagers £10 Baron Thorne will pluck England’s Orchid from the marriage mart before the end of next week. Ledbery accepts the bet, convinced it will happen much sooner.

      

      

      Early May 1819

      When Anthony Keaton, Earl of Ellis, strode into the private gentlemen’s club at ten o’clock, he was a man with a mission.

      The porter met him at the entrance. “Good evening, Lord Ellis.”

      “Good is an understatement, Freddie. It is a splendid evening.” Or it would be as soon as he located the Duke of Foxhaven.

      Freddie, an employee of the club for as long as Anthony could remember, sported his usual stony grimace. Anthony suspected his face would crumble if he attempted a smile. “You’ve not come ‘round in a while, sir.”

      “I’ve been away on business, but it is good to know I’ve been missed.”

      Freddie’s eyebrow twitched. “Lord Thorne noticed your absence, milord. No one else would accept his challenges, so he stopped coming by as often.”

      “I am certain that is no hardship for anyone, Freddie.” Least of all, Anthony. His last encounter with his friendly rival many months past had left him hugging the chamber pot for the better part of a day, thanks to a wicked bottle of gin and Anthony’s lack of ability to back down from a challenge.

      Laughter echoed off the domed ceiling as he entered the great room of the club. Groups of gentlemen sat at tables lining the burgundy papered walls; each table was playing a different game of cards, and none of the players were Foxhaven.

      Mr. Smyth greeted him first. “Look at the rubbish the wind blew in.”

      Anthony made a show of looking behind him before shrugging. “I see nothing. Perhaps you need spectacles, old man.”

      Mr. Smyth, two years Anthony’s junior, laughed along with his opponents and tossed a card on the table.

      As he strolled further into the room, a group at an adjacent table waved for him to join them.

      “Weatherby is leaving after this round,” Lord Kippenberg said. “Will you fill his vacancy?"

      “Another time, my lord. I am looking for the Duke of Foxhaven. Have you seen him?”

      “Did you call at Talliah House?” Mr. Weatherby asked, his focus on his newly dealt hand cards. Two deep creases formed between his brows. The man was the worst gambler Anthony had ever met.

      “He was not home.” Foxhaven’s town house was Anthony’s first stop upon his return to London. He hadn’t even changed from his travel clothes beforehand. His separation from Gabby had taken its toll. At night, all he could think about was the day she had arrived at his door, distraught and guilt-ridden over her father’s death. She had shocked the hell out of him that day, seeking him out for comfort. She’d not had a civil word for him since he mucked up and embarrassed her over her gift.

      “Can it not wait until tomorrow?” Lord Kippenberg asked.

      “No, I must speak with him tonight.” Once Gabby’s brother, the duke, granted his blessing, their secret betrothal could be made public.

      “His Grace and Lord Andrew rarely make appearances at the club these days.” Mr. Weatherby tossed a card on the polished oak table and groaned when he lost the hand. “They have young wives to escort around Town.”

      With any luck, Anthony would be joining their ranks soon. He’d been pining for a family life for as long as he could recall. He’d not had a family after his father’s and brother’s passings; grief had stolen his mother, too.

      “I recall those early days of marriage,” Lord Kippenberg said with a wink. “Now, my lady wife sends me to the club wherever I am underfoot too often.”

      Anthony chuckled. He noticed the way Lady Kippenberg looked at her husband whenever they were out. The man had no cause for worry.

      “Do you know what event the duke and duchess are attending this evening, milord?” Anthony asked.

      Lord Kippenberg shook his head. “Ask Corby and Ledbery. They keep abreast of everyone else’s affairs.”

      “I would rather not.”

      Corby and Ledbery were young, wealthy, and bored. No better combination for trouble existed. More than one gentleman of Anthony’s acquaintance believed the noble lords fed information to the gossip rags. He didn’t know if it was true, but one thing was certain—when he had a problem, often those two were involved.

      Deciding to try the library, he excused himself from the table with a polite nod, hoping to avoid a run-in with the troublemakers. Unfortunately, his attempt to sidestep them failed when he walked in on Corby and Ledbery hunched over a betting book. Pretending not to see them, he turned on his heel, but he wasn't quick enough.

      “Ellis,” Corby called. “Where have you been?”

      “Away.” He stalked toward the billiards room.

      The book slammed and chairs scraped the wooden floor in the library. He glanced over his shoulder as both men darted into the corridor. “Ellis, hold up. Do you want to get in on this wager?”

      “I am uninterested.”

      They were not dissuaded and followed him into the billiards room. The clack of balls knocking together greeted him.

      Corby plopped the betting book on an empty table. “You must be curious. Don’t you want to know the terms?”

      Ledbery circled the billiards table like a mongrel preparing to attack. Anthony was trapped, although neither were a match for him in a fight. He didn’t have time for this nonsense, but perhaps they could tell him where Foxhaven was this evening if he appeased them.

      “Very well, tell me.”

      “We are taking bets on Lord Thorne’s wedding,” Ledbery said as Corby opened the book on the crimson felt.

      Anthony grinned. He wasn’t a betting man on most occasions, although Thorne—aptly named given he was a pain in Anthony’s side—had a way of goading him into taking the most ridiculous bets. He looked forward to a little friendly goading himself when they crossed paths. “Sebastian Thorne was caught in the parson’s noose, eh? What is the bet? How many steps his bride takes down the aisle before she turns and runs?”

      “Lud.” Ledbery scratched his head. “We did not consider that scenario. It happened to his sister, only it was the groom who escaped in the nick of time.”

      Anthony scoffed. “There is no need to drag his family through the mud. Miss Thorne was misused and did not deserve it.”

      The lord had the decency to blush and mumbled an apology.

      Anthony repeated his question. “What is the bet?”

      The men exchanged matching leers, and Corby slid the book in front of Anthony. “We are betting on how long it will take for Thorne to woo the lovely Lady Gabrielle.”

      “Foxhaven’s sister?” Anthony snatched up the book, glaring at Corby. “You wagered by next week.”

      “I think sooner,” Ledbery piped up. “He is a handsome fellow. All the ladies swoon over him.”

      “Balderdash!” Anthony thumped the table. “Her brothers would never allow the rogue near her.”

      Corby smirked. “Foxhaven allowed him to walk with her at Hyde Park this afternoon, and from my vantage point, they appeared very cozy. In fact…”

      A loud buzzing in Anthony’s head drowned out the rest of the man’s commentary. Gabby was engaged to him. Even if nothing had been formally settled between them, she had given her promise.

      “You are lying, or-or you are mistaken. It was not Lady Gabrielle with Thorne.”

      “I know her when I see her, Ellis. She stands out like an orchid among roses. Thorne is a lucky man.”

      “He is not. She will never have him.”

      Corby’s smile widened. “God’s blood, man. Are you planning to steal her from him?”

      “I understand you like to compete with Thorne,” Ledbery said, “but robbing a man of his future wife is beyond the pale.”

      “Yes, yes it is,” Anthony said.

      “Damnation!” Corby laughed. “For a moment, I thought we had a new wager. Pity.”

      Anthony exhaled and tension drained from his body. Corby and Ledbery were trying to rile him, toying with him for their own entertainment. Sebastian Thorne had no interest in becoming leg-shackled. He’d said so many times over shared pints of beer. “One stroll through Hyde Park is not a courtship.”

      Ledbery crossed his arms and frowned. “True, but the dancing is suspicious.”

      “What dancing?” Anthony asked through gritted teeth.

      “Thorne claimed the supper dance and a waltz at the Finchley ball last night,” Corby said. “I imagine he’ll attempt a repeat at the Chattingtons’ ball tonight.”

      “The hell he will!” Anthony snapped.

      The gentlemen exchanged a glance. Corby smiled slyly as he pulled a pencil from his jacket and began to scribble in the betting book.

      Anthony spotted his name scrawled across the page. “What are you wagering? Stop writing.”

      Corby slid the book to his companion and displayed every tooth in his head. “Welcome back, my lord. London was dull without you.”

      “I’ll take this bet,” Ledbery said, chuckling to himself as he signed his name.

      Devil’s bollocks! He knew he should have avoided these two. Anthony stormed toward the door.

      “Offer our regards to Lord and Lady Chattington,” Corby said.

      “And Lord Thorne,” Ledbery added.

      “Sod off.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      If Lady Gabrielle Foxhaven had learned anything in her one and twenty years on this earth, it was that her heart could not be trusted. Her parents’ happy union had filled her head with romantic nonsense.

      Perfect matches, true love, and destiny were not meant for everyone. If by chance love matches came to the undeserving, she had proven a poor judge of who that person was for her. Twice.

      There would be no third time.

      Gabby’s only destiny involved a smart marriage to a decent fellow so her two younger sisters could finally have their coming out. Liz and Katie had been more than patient waiting their turn, but the delay had become a heavy burden for Gabby to shoulder.

      She suppressed a sigh. Here came her destiny now; his dark gaze locked on her. Gabby’s smile was strained, for no matter how certain she was the handsome Baron Thorne would make a suitable husband, she did not know whether she could accept a proposal if he offered one. Her heart still belonged to Anthony, even if she had given up hope of him returning to marry her.

      “Anthony,” she muttered. His name was a bitter taste upon her tongue.

      Lord Thorne reached her, his grin dazzling. “It is almost time to collect the waltz you promised, my lady.”

      Her brother sidled up to her and crossed his arms. “Not until the next set, Thorne. Move along.”

      Gabby shot Drew a scathing look before smiling at her suitor. “How lovely to see you again, my lord. I cannot recall if I thanked you for the stroll this afternoon.”

      “You did, my lady, but I should be the one expressing gratitude. Your companionship was most pleasant.”

      Drew grumbled under his breath about insincere popinjays; she ignored him. Her brother thought she was cork brained for considering marriage to a rogue, but if she wanted his opinion, she would ask for it. Besides, his own wife had married the biggest scoundrel in England, and they were heels over arse in love.

      Gabby would settle for contentment, security, and speed. Lord Thorne appeared to meet her basic requirements. Most favorably, he was in London courting her while Anthony had abandoned her for some mysterious troubles in Wales. He hadn’t returned by Easter as promised either, which left her to wonder if traveling to Wales was an excuse to end their secret betrothal before her brothers learned about it and forced Anthony to follow through.

      Lord Thorne accepted the hand she offered and placed a kiss on her glove. “You look stunning as always, Lady Gabrielle.”

      “Thank you, my lord. You are dressed very fine this evening as well.”

      A slight commotion at the ballroom entrance caught her attention, drawing her focus away from the baron. A footman was in a scuffle with a new arrival.

      “You are not on the guest list, sir.”

      “An oversight, I am sure.”

      When the intruder shrugged free of the footman's hold and turned, Gabby's gaze locked onto him, her heart tumbling end over end. The dreadful thing always landed her in trouble.

      And trouble’s name? Anthony Ellis.

      His rugged face lit the moment he spotted her, and he headed in her direction. His step faltered, his eyes narrowing on Lord Thorne. The baron was still speaking, but she couldn’t understand a word. Her thoughts had scattered like ants caught in a downpour to moment she saw Anthony.

      With renewed determination, he stalked through the middle of the ballroom floor. Her hands shook and her heart slammed against her ribs. She turned her back to hide the elated smile bursting from her soul.

      Her brother’s rigid stance shifted, and he grinned. “Ellis, I did not expect to see you in the Chattingtons’ ballroom. Where have you been?”

      “Wales,” he said. “I arrived in Town a couple of hours ago.”

      His baritone voice caressed her, leaving gooseflesh in its wake.

      Gabby casually spun to face him, her expression blank. “Good evening, my lord.”

      “My lady.”

      She ran an assessing glance over his attire. He seemed to have dressed in haste, but his rumpled appearance was a welcome sight. His hair was longer and looked blonder than she remembered. He was slimmer, too. Whatever troubles had called him away, he had been neglecting himself.

      Lord Thorne’s lips twitched with the beginning of a smile. “I am surprised you ventured out after a long journey. Did you miss me?”

      “In a word”—Anthony’s cool-as-winter eyes swept over the baron—“no.”

      Lord Thorne arched a brow, his deep brown gaze gleaming with mirth. “The man doth protest too much,” he said to Gabby. “I’ll wager he came as soon as he heard I was in attendance.”

      Anthony crossed his arms. “And I wouldn’t take that bet, because⁠—”

      “Admit it, Ellis, you missed your old rival,” Thorne said. “And I didn’t miss you in the least.”

      It was the oddest exchange she had ever witnessed. She silently appealed to Drew to translate for her.

      Her brother clapped hands on both men’s shoulders with a friendly grin. “Gentlemen, this isn’t the time for one of your ridiculous challenges. A ball is for dancing. Now, stop fanning your tail feathers, Ellis, and sign my sister’s dance card.”

      Gabby’s face flushed as her mind conjured an image of Anthony’s backside from the time she had stumbled upon him swimming one summer. He winked as if he knew the path her thoughts traveled.

      Lord Thorne scowled. “The earl has the manners of a goat, and you are no better, Lord Andrew, with your talk of peacocks.”

      Drew just shrugged, flashing his dimpled grin.

      “Forgive us, Lady Gabrielle,” the baron said with a small bow. “All three of us have been absent from the ballroom long enough to have forgotten how to behave.”

      She took a deep breath to calm her jitteriness. “Apology accepted, my lord, and thank you. I look forward to seeing you again when the next set begins.”

      The muscles at his jaw shifted and his returning smile was tight. Still, he bid her a gracious farewell before leaving to speak with another guest.

      Anthony was watching her, his eyelids hovering at half-mast. When she was younger, she’d thought his eyes gave him a bored air, but she had once overheard a widow refer to them as bedchamber eyes. She hadn’t understood the reference until after their steamy encounter months earlier. An image of his mouth tenderly at her breast set her body afire again.

      She cleared her throat. “Was your journey pleasant, Lord Ellis?”

      “I accomplished my aims.

      “Oh? And what aims would those be?” She knew his daughter was in Wales, and she had expressed concern for the little girl when he announced he was leaving. He had been cagey about the reason, which only fed her curiosity.

      A hardness set in his jaw. “Are you truly looking forward to dancing with that scoundrel?”

      “I told you.” Drew nudged her with his elbow. “You refuse to listen to me, so listen to Ellis.” He turned toward Anthony, likely pleased to have found an ally. “I do not like Thorne sniffing around her skirts.”

      “Neither do I.” Anthony had an edge to his tone. “How long has he been bothering her?”

      They were speaking around her as if she had no say in the matter.

      “I am not bothered.”

      “He danced with her last week,” Drew said, “and sent flowers the next day. Every day since, he has been underfoot. I do not know what he hopes to accomplish, but his intentions are not honorable.”

      Her hands landed on her hips. “You know nothing about the man or his intentions.”

      “But I do,” Anthony said. “I am well acquainted with Sebastian Thorne, and he is not interested in marriage. It shouldn’t be difficult to shoo him away.”

      “Now, see here Anthony⁠—”

      “Splendid.” Drew clapped Anthony on the shoulder. “Welcome back, my friend. Lana and I would be pleased if you joined us for dinner this week.”

      Insufferable oafs! Nothing had changed since they were children. Drew and Anthony would join alliances and tell her what to do. Well, she was no longer a child. “I have something to say.”

      Drew chucked her on the chin. “Later, princess. I’ve finally spotted Lana. You will be in good hands with Ellis while I dance with my wife.”

      Her brother sauntered off without waiting to see if she consented to being left in Anthony’s care. She stared daggers at his back before swinging toward Anthony, daring him to try to run roughshod over her now.

      He offered an enigmatic smile in return. The air crackled with awkwardness as silence dragged on. He had never been one to engage in polite chit chat, but after four months apart, did he have nothing to say? Pressure building inside her; a frustrated growl lodged in her throat.

      “I am waiting for an answer,” he said at last. “Are you eager to dance with Thorne?”

      Her chin lifted. He hadn’t answered her question either. “As Drew said, this is a ball. I am here to dance.”

      “Do you have a spot on your dance card for me, my lady?”

      In her first Season, there wouldn’t have been an unclaimed dance, but she was no longer the most sought-after debutante. There were prettier, younger ladies on the marriage mart now, and they were more willing to play the ridiculous games involved with collecting many suitors.

      She gripped her card, tempted to lie. He owed her answers, but one touch from him and she feared she would forgive and forget with no effort on his part.

      “Please, may I dance with you? I’ve thought of you every day.” His voice caressed her injured pride.

      She sighed and reluctantly passed her card to him. He scribbled his name. She glanced down to see he had claimed the empty slot before Lord Thorne and laughed. “The quadrille?”

      When he was a boy, he had complained endlessly about dance instruction. He had never been good on the ballroom floor. She found out the hard way when her instructor ambushed him and made him practice with her when she began her own lessons.

      A spark of warmth lit his blue eyes. “It will be like old times.”

      “I hope not. You were an abysmal dance partner.”

      He laughed, melting the last of her resistance. She was hopeless when it came to him. “I missed your frankness, Lady Bug.”

      She refused to admit she had missed anything about him.

      When it was time to take position on the dance floor, Anthony offered his hand. His intense study of her made her flush again. “Your brother needn’t fret about me keeping a close watch over you. You have me spellbound.”
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      Conversing with Gabby during the quadrille proved more challenging than Anthony had anticipated. The dance steps whirled by in a blur, their speed catching him off guard. He struggled to avoid stepping on the ladies’ skirts, his concentration consumed by the need to watch his feet. He wasn't built for grace, and never had been. In fact, on the ballroom floor, he felt more like a bull charging across a field than a proper gentleman.

      Gabby twirled with him for half a breath before skipping away to her corner. Speaking to her was impossible amid the rapid pace. Even if he could manage a word or two before the overzealous Miss Godfrey-Beauchamp dragged him away, there was no privacy.

      When he and Gabby finally came together, they sashayed around the circle, following the other couples.

      Thorne stood on the sidelines, his scowl a flash as they flew by him. Anthony’s irritation flared to life again. He didn’t trust Thorne or Gabby’s ability to ward off the baron’s advances. Sebastian Thorne could charm even the dourest matrons, making them blush like schoolgirls. Anthony should know, since he had lost that particular bet. Gabby’s innocence made her an easy target.

      “You should not have strolled through the park with Thorne.”

      She gasped and missed a step. “Were you spying on me?”

      They faced each other and turned a circle. She glowered the whole time. “How long have you been in Town?”

      “As I said, not long.”

      “Long enough to see me in Hyde Park, though.”

      The dance required them to switch partners before he could correct her assumption. Miss Godfrey-Beauchamp snatched his hands and swung around in a wide circle, her head tossed back with a gleeful laugh. He had never seen anyone dance with such abandon. Oddly, he lost some of his own reservations and stiff movements.

      Anthony and Gabby came back together. Behind her lavender eyes, a storm was brewing. He attempted to explain he hadn’t seen her in the park, but she was too quick.

      “Obviously, you have been back long enough to call on my brother.”

      “I did, and His Grace was out.”

      “Luke and Vivian are at the theatre.” She scowled as if he should be aware of their itinerary. “I thought after all our time apart, you would be more eager to make our betrothal official.”

      “I am. Why do you think I am here without an invitation? I had to see you again.”

      “I find that doubtful. You could have written to me.”

      Without her brother’s blessing? Not a chance. Protecting her reputation was one of his highest responsibilities.

      The last strains of the quadrille faded, and he swallowed his response. It wouldn’t do for everyone at the Chattingtons’ party to be privy to their affairs. He escorted Gabby from the floor and led her through the promenade.

      “I will call on you tomorrow and set everything to rights,” he murmured. “I promise.”

      She stopped sharply, and the couple behind them bumped into her. Anthony caught her and stepped out of line, aware of the curious stares they were getting.

      “Is that what this is about?” she asked in a harsh whisper. “Do you feel there is a wrong to make right?”

      He urged her to a quiet corner. “This is not the place or time for this discussion.”

      Her eyes filled with tears.

      “People are looking our way, love.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and passed it to her.

      She dabbed at her eyes before forcing a detached smile for their audience. “Please, tell me the truth and spare me a restless night. What kept you in Wales?”

      Across the room, Corby and Ledbery appeared on the edge of the ballroom floor. Ledbery spotted them and pointed.

      “This is not the place, my lady. Please, trust me. I will tell you as much as I’m able tomorrow.”

      “Once again, you are evading the topic.” Her bottom lip quivered, and he longed to pull her into his embrace. Instead, he covered her hand resting on his forearm and gave it a small, reassuring pat.

      He should have foreseen how his absence would hurt her. Gabby would have needed more reassurance of his feelings while she awaited his return, especially since the loss of her father. Had Anthony not been scouring the countryside of Wales in search of his missing daughter, he could have written to the family at least. Then she would have known he had not forgotten about her.

      He leaned close to whisper into Gabby’s ear, her floral perfume bringing back their last moment alone together. She had possessed him that day in his study, and he had lost all sense of right or wrong. He’d had no claim to her, but he almost took everything she trustingly offered.

      “Everything will be better tomorrow,” he murmured.

      He hesitated to release her, but she jerked away. “You must believe I am a fool.”

      She stormed off, likely unaware of how enticingly her derriere bounced with each angry step.
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      Gabby slipped behind a pillar and sank against it. Her breath came fast and hard; her hands shook. She needed a moment to gather her wits before she danced with Lord Thorne, but the baron was already weaving through the crowd, headed in her direction.

      Thorne’s brown eyes glittered in the candlelight, and a grin that should have her swooning, as it did with every other lady he turned it on, slowed her racing heart. She never felt out of control with Lord Thorne.

      “Here you are, my lady. Hiding from Ellis, I take it?” He held his arm out to her, his smile expanding. “Not that I blame you. The man is a terrible bore.”

      She hesitated before linking arms with him. “I required a moment to catch my breath.”

      He led her to the dance floor for the waltz. His palm against her upper back was soothing and tension flowed from her on a slow exhale. This was what she needed in her life.

      Serenity.

      Control over her feelings; control over her behavior.

      With Thorne, the wild creature lurking inside her never reared its head to make her behave erratically. The baron was good for her, but like it or not, she was forever bound to Anthony.

      A violin began its romantic call, and Lord Thorne swept her backwards. As they circled the ballroom floor, debutantes cast looks of longing their way. Gabby observed him with a detached air. He was strikingly handsome, with high cheekbones, a straight nose, and olive skin. It was one of the advantages of not being of noble birth—unlike many in the ton, he lacked the unfortunate features often associated with aristocracy.

      Baron Thorne's father had been granted a title with a letter’s patent for his service to the King. The Thornes were one generation from being unacceptable in the eyes of the haut ton—not that she cared a whit about his lineage. Her mother was of Italian descent and far from aristocratic, although no one seemed to know much about her family's humble origins.

      Thorne lifted an eyebrow. “I often wonder what you are thinking when those tiny lines appear on your forehead.”

      He might mistake her meaning if she admitted she had been thinking about his family. “Lord Ellis is not a bore,” she said to steer the conversation, “at least not always.”

      Thorne’s muscles twitched beneath her fingertips, but his lighthearted expression remain intact. “I'm sorry I asked what was on your mind.”

      “I wasn’t thinking of him until this moment.” That wasn’t a complete lie. “I feel obligated to defend him since he is an old family friend.”

      The baron’s dark gaze seemed capable of seeing into her mind. “Is that all he is?”

      Her lips parted, and she bit down on her lower lip. She didn’t know what Anthony was to her anymore. His promise to set things to rights fed her fears that he was following a sense of duty rather than his heart.

      Thorne sighed and shook his head. “Do not answer. Simply know this, my lady. I won't step aside and allow him to win your hand without opposition.”

      “This is a competition to you after all.” And she was no a prize to be won. Only she had a say in which gentleman she married.

      “I don't play games with ladies,” he said, drawing her closer. “You and I are meant for each other, Lady Gabrielle.”

      His nearness should have stolen her breath, but merely resulted in her issuing an annoyed huff.  She wiggled to create space between her and Lord Thorne. “I fear we might be incompatible, my lord.”

      His smile was strained as he scanned the crowd, avoiding eye contact with her. “Allow me a chance to convince you otherwise,” he said softly.

      A glimpse of Anthony standing vigil at her brother’s side sent her emotions spinning again. Blast him for abandoning her and placing her in this position. Did he think she wanted to reenter the marriage mart? When the Season arrived without a word from Anthony, she struggled to provide her oldest brother with a valid reason to avoid it. She was still an unspoken-for female relying on her brother’s generosity. It was her duty to make a match.

      Besides, if Anthony had proposed in haste and changed his mind during his absence, she would look like a fool for claiming they were secretly betrothed.

      “Lady Gabrielle,” Thorne whispered
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