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            Chapter 1

         
         A prestigious girls’ finishing school in White Plains, New York, was the last place on earth Jonathan Deverill would ever
            have expected to find himself.
         

         
         Granted, he’d been living on the American continent for nigh on ten years, but most of that time had been spent on the Western
            frontier, among people who had little to do with genteel society.
         

         
         The office of Forsyte Academy’s headmistress was a plain room of distempered gray walls and Shaker furnishings, and though
            it was far less ostentatious than the upper middle-class British household in which he’d been raised, the watercolors on the
            walls and the milk-glass vases filled with purple lilacs told him he was in the room of a lady. Given the man he’d become
            and the life he’d been living, this was the sort of room he seldom had cause to visit.
         

         
         “So, Mr. Deverill,” Mrs. Forsyte’s brisk voice broke into his observations, “you have arrived at last.”

         
         Her tone implied that by not arriving sooner, he had somehow failed to live up to expectations. Ah, well. It wouldn’t be the
            first time.
         

         
         “My apologies for the delay, ma’am,” he said politely.

         
         With her steel-gray hair and firm mouth, the headmistress was an indomitable-looking woman, but she inclined her head in gracious
            acceptance of his apology. “I assume you wish to see Miss McGann at once?”
         

         
         “I do, yes.”

         
         Despite her rebuke about his less-than-prompt arrival, she seemed in no hurry to comply with his reason for coming. Setting
            aside the card he’d given her, she sat down behind her desk and gestured for him to take the chair opposite. “I have broken
            the news to her of her father’s death. It was no surprise to me, of course, for I have known about his illness ever since
            he went into that sanitorium in Colorado eighteen months ago, but Mr. McGann insisted that his daughter not be informed. An
            understandable position, I suppose. Consumption is a terrible disease.”
         

         
         “Yes.” A curt reply, but he did not want to talk about or even think about those final days in Denver, when he’d stood by
            helpless and watched his best friend die.
         

         
         “And you are now Miss McGann’s legal guardian.” She looked him over, a disapproving frown drawing her brows together. “You’re
            younger than I expected.”
         

         
         It was clear she thought him unable to look after a child, and who could blame her? He and Billy McGann had spent their time
            and made their money in the rough-and-tumble of America’s mining trade. Of all the people he could think of to look after
            a little girl, he seemed the most inappropriate choice possible.
         

         
         “You must understand, Mr. Deverill, that I have, in a sense, fulfilled the role you now intend to take on. Her father tasked
            me with that responsibility when he placed the girl here.”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         The headmistress’s shrewd blue eyes narrowed, making him appreciate why she and her school had such an excellent reputation.
            Those eyes, he’d guess, didn’t miss much. “I have done my best to ensure that she is safeguarded from rogues, rapscallions,
            and confidence men.”
         

         
         Despite the tragic circumstances that had brought him here, Jonathan’s mouth twitched a little. “I understand.”

         
         “Mr. McGann was a very rich man, and news of his death has now appeared in the newspapers. How can I trust you are who you
            say you are? Anyone can print a card.”
         

         
         “Quite so.” He reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out the sheaf of papers that had been among Billy’s
            things, an exact facsimile of the will his friend had drafted eighteen months ago with the New York legal firm of Jessop,
            Gainsborough, and Smythe. “Would this satisfy you?”
         

         
         Mrs. Forsyte took the document from his outstretched hand and proceeded to read every word. “This verifies who you are and
            confirms what Mr. Jessop told me,” she said as she handed the will back to him, “but I confess, I’m no less astonished.”
         

         
         She was not the only one. Until a month ago, Jonathan hadn’t even known his friend and partner of seven years had a daughter,
            much less that the other man’s will put him in charge of the child. “No more astonished than I, madam,” he said with feeling.
         

         
         “Forgive me for being blunt, but a young, unmarried man in this role seems most unsuitable. And,” she added before he could
            heartily concur with her opinion, “I would not have thought the girl in need of a guardian to take charge of her. Not at this point.”
         

         
         Her emphasis on the word indicated that she might fear Billy had thought Forsyte Academy hadn’t been taking proper care of
            his daughter and that Jonathan was here to remove her. He hastened to reassure the headmistress.
         

         
         “I’ve no doubt that Mr. McGann had full faith in you and your school, as do I. Indeed,” he said as he refolded the will and
            returned it to his jacket pocket, “my visit today is little more than a formality—”
         

         
         “A formality?” she cut in, her gray eyebrows lifting in surprise.

         
         “I am on my way to London for a brief visit with my sisters, then I am traveling on to Johannesburg. Mr. McGann had business
            interests in South Africa that I must see to. I expect to be there for some time.”
         

         
         “I see.” She fell silent, considering this information. “You do not intend to take the girl with you, I trust?”

         
         He shook his head. “I am a stranger to her. Uprooting her, removing her from the only home she has ever known on the strength
            of one meeting would be traumatic, even cruel. And what would I do with her? She cannot accompany me to the mining towns of
            South Africa.”
         

         
         “Certainly not,” the headmistress agreed, her voice prim.

         
         “Therefore, I think it would be best for her to remain here for the time being. If that is acceptable?”

         
         The question seemed to amuse Mrs. Forsyte, for her stiff, pursed lips relaxed into a hint of a smile. “I fear it might not
            be acceptable to Miss McGann. Be that as it may,” she went on before he could point out that her pupil, being a child, didn’t
            have much say in the matter, “your duty to her is more than a mere formality, Mr. Deverill.”
         

         
         “I only meant that my purpose today is to meet her and assure myself that she is settled and happy. For the present, I cannot
            see that much else is required of me.”
         

         
         “No? By the terms of the will, she has inherited a considerable fortune, a fortune you are to oversee.” He could have pointed
            out that his own monetary worth was equal to that of his late partner, and he had little reason and no desire to embezzle
            the child’s inheritance, but he suspected such assurances wouldn’t impress Mrs. Forsyte.
         

         
         “As you have read,” he said instead, “the money is in trust. No one can touch the capital, not even me. And though I am to
            manage her investments as I did her father’s, there is little I can do without Mr. Jessop’s approval, for he is also a trustee.
            Miss McGann’s fortune will continue to be protected.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t thinking of the money itself, but of its effect upon her.”

         
         “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

         
         Mrs. Forsyte leaned forward, folding her hands atop her desk. “I have been a headmistress for many years, Mr. Deverill. Some
            of the girls who come here are accustomed to money and what it means because they are raised with it. Others are not so aware.
            Miss McGann is in the latter category. She is not what I would call naïve; nonetheless, her father wished her shielded as
            much as possible from the temptations and evils of this world, and I have attempted to accommodate his wishes to the best
            of my ability. She’s known for some time that she is set to be a very rich woman one day, but her life here has not, I fear,
            prepared her for the reality of being an heiress.”
         

         
         “As her guardian, I’m not sure I’m prepared for that reality either, madam. But I shall do my best.”

         
         “You will have the assistance of your sisters, I presume?”

         
         Jonathan didn’t see how his sisters came into it at this juncture, nor was he sure how great a role they would eventually
            play, but he saw no point in saying so. “You know of my sisters?”
         

         
         “Mr. Jessop has informed me. Your eldest sister is a duchess, I believe, and your second sister a viscountess?”

         
         “Yes, and I assure you that I will be discussing the girl’s future with both my sisters while I am in England. Now, may I
            see her?”
         

         
         Seeming satisfied at last, she stood up, bringing him to his feet as well. “If you will wait here,” she said as she circled
            her desk and started for the door, “I will send Miss McGann to you.”
         

         
         She departed, leaving him alone, and Jonathan walked to the window. It was a fine May morning, and as he stared out over the
            manicured grounds, watching girls in pinafores strolling with their teachers, he could understand why Billy had selected this
            place to house and care for his daughter. Given its secluded location, high stone walls, and no-nonsense headmistress, it
            was as much like a convent as it was a school, and a far more appropriate situation for a motherless young girl than anything
            her father could have provided for her.
         

         
         What Jonathan could not understand was why Billy had chosen him to be the girl’s guardian.

         
         In their seven years as friends and partners, they’d done plenty of drinking, gambling, skirt-chasing, and hard, hard living.
            Neither of them had ever expressed the desire to settle down.
         

         
         Billy, obviously, had tried domestic life and failed at it. For his own part, Jonathan had abandoned any notions of settling
            down the day he’d left England, and during the past decade, the three years he’d spent mining silver was the longest he’d
            stayed in one place.
         

         
         On the other hand, the two men had trusted each other like brothers. They’d had no choice, really. When a pair of men stumbled
            on the biggest deposit of silver ore since the Comstock Lode, protecting it from claim jumpers and ruthless mining conglomerates
            had required mutual and absolute trust.
         

         
         Then, too, there was the money to be considered. They’d pulled millions of dollars of silver ore out of that mine in Idaho,
            and since Billy had no money sense, Jonathan had been the one to invest their profits. He’d done a pretty fair job of it,
            so the decision to put him in charge of the girl’s trust fund made sense, he supposed.
         

         
         And Jonathan knew his background and upbringing had played a significant part. Billy had said as much, expressing the hope
            his daughter could one day benefit from Jonathan’s connections in British society. But how valuable were those connections?
            He’d been away ten years, for heaven’s sake. And it wasn’t as if he ever intended to live in that world again.
         

         
         He stared down at the girls and their teachers below, and he could only be grateful he didn’t have to take charge of the child
            straightaway. She’d be in school here for several more years, giving him plenty of time to plan, make arrangements—
         

         
         “Mr. Deverill?”

         
         Jonathan turned from the window, but instead of the pigtailed schoolgirl he’d expected to find, he saw a woman of about twenty
            standing in the doorway, a woman of such remarkable beauty that he sucked in a startled breath.
         

         
         Her skin had the luminescent quality of pearls, but its texture looked as soft as silk. Her hair, piled in a mass of curls
            atop her head, was a bright, glorious red that flamed like fire in the sunlit room. Her eyes were large and dark and surrounded
            by thick brown lashes, and her generous mouth was wide, lush, and rose-pink. In the ascetic severity of the headmistress’s
            office, she seemed vibrantly alive.
         

         
         The severe black coat and skirt she wore were in keeping with her surroundings, though they did her beauty little justice,
            and when he spied the monogram on her lapel, he realized she must be a teacher here.
         

         
         She had no pupil in tow, however, and when he looked past her, he saw no child peeking shyly at him from behind her skirts
            or waiting in the corridor beyond.
         

         
         “Mr. Deverill?”

         
         Her voice returned his gaze to her face and his attention to the matter at hand. “I am Jonathan Deverill,” he answered, frowning
            in puzzlement. “But I think there has been some mistake. I have come to see Miss Marjorie McGann.”
         

         
         “So you have,” she agreed, laughing. “And here I am.”

         
         He blinked, taken aback. Her words could have only one meaning, and yet, they made no sense. But as he noted again the rich
            red of her hair and the deep brown of her eyes, her resemblance to Billy suddenly hit him like a punch in the gut.
         

         
         On his deathbed, Billy had told Jonathan of Marjorie’s existence for the first time, begging his partner to protect and look
            after his little girl. But as Jonathan’s gaze traveled down over the generous curves of her figure, he appreciated in chagrin
            that Marjorie McGann was not, in any way, shape, or form, a little girl.
         

         
         “Hell,” he muttered, his genteel, ladylike surroundings forgotten, his tongue lapsing into the crude language of the Western
            mining towns and saloons he’d left behind. “God damn and holy hell.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         He wasn’t at all what she’d imagined. With little information to go on, Marjorie had toyed over the years with two images
            of her father’s British partner—one a silver-haired gentleman in tweeds and brogues, with pale eyes, a horsey face, and a
            weak chin, the other a burly mountain man with grizzled hair and a graying beard who’d cast aside all traces of his heritage,
            wore flannel shirts and Levi’s pants, and cursed like the miner he’d become.
         

         
         This man was neither of those. Or perhaps, he was a bit of both?

         
         He did curse like a miner, as his oaths of a moment ago had made clear, though his British accent made the words seem more
            elegant than profane to Marjorie’s American ears. He was a big man, quite tall, with wide shoulders and a powerful chest suited
            to a man of the mountains, but he was lean rather than burly, with a tapering torso, narrow hips, and long legs. He wore neither
            flannel and denim nor tweeds and brogues, but instead an impeccably-cut, rather worn suit of charcoal-gray wool. His hair
            was neither fair nor dark, but halfway between, like tobacco—thick, short strands of dark brown shot with gold, and without
            a touch of gray.
         

         
         Her gaze moved to his face, a younger one than she’d expected, but not the least bit horsey. Instead, his countenance was
            surprisingly handsome, with chiseled planes, an aquiline nose, tanned skin, and tawny hazel eyes. Clean-shaven, his face displayed
            a strong, stubborn jaw and a chin that was anything but weak.
         

         
         That, she reflected, studying him, might be a problem.

         
         “You’re Billy’s daughter? You are?”

         
         Marjorie blinked, startled by the disbelief in his voice. “Yes, of course. What?” she added as he gave a laugh, for she didn’t
            see what he found amusing.
         

         
         “You’re not—” He broke off and shook his head, rubbing four fingers over his forehead as if confounded. “You’re not quite
            what I was expecting.”
         

         
         “I could say the same,” she countered with feeling.

         
         “I’m sure,” he said, lifting his head, any trace of humor vanishing. “Since I’m the last person your father ought to have
            chosen to take care of you.”
         

         
         Until she’d met him, Marjorie would have disagreed, for the fact that her guardian came from British society fit remarkably
            well with her own plans. But now that she’d met Mr. Deverill in the flesh, she wondered if he might be right.
         

         
         Having a guardian at all was bad enough, but she’d hoped hers would at least be easy to manage. Sadly, as her gaze roamed
            Mr. Deverill’s strong, lean face and came to rest again on the hard line of his jaw, she feared this man would prove as manageable
            as a recalcitrant mule.
         

         
         “I didn’t realize girls your age were allowed to remain in finishing school,” he said, bringing Marjorie out of these ruminations.

         
         “I’m not a girl,” she corrected with asperity as she came into the room. “I’m a woman.”

         
         “Yes,” he agreed, his voice grim, his blunt brown lashes lowering as he glanced down. “So you are. Unfortunately, no one bothered
            to tell me that.”
         

         
         “Oh, I see,” she murmured, enlightened. “You were expecting braids and pinafores?”

         
         “Something like that. Why are you still in school? Don’t young ladies have to graduate at some point?”

         
         “I did, nearly three years ago. I have been a teacher here since then.”

         
         “A practical course to choose.”

         
         “Very practical,” she agreed, the admission bitter on her tongue. “Though hardly a choice, since I had nowhere else to go.
            My father, you see, did not want me with him.”
         

         
         “I doubt it was a matter of what he wanted, but of what was necessary. The life your father led wasn’t appropriate for a young
            girl.”
         

         
         In his infrequent letters, her father had given her that same excuse, and for over a decade, she’d believed it, sure that
            once she was grown up, things would be different. He’d want her with him then, she’d thought. They would be together again,
            like a real family.
         

         
         Upon her graduation, however, her inquiry about joining him had been met with the same tired excuse couched in a new form.
            No longer was the life he led not appropriate for a young girl—no, it became inappropriate for a young woman, and with that new qualification, Marjorie had finally realized the brutal truth. Her father did not want her, and he never
            would, and all his talk of being together someday had been nothing but a pacifying lie.
         

         
         All her illusions about a life with her parent had come crashing down, and she’d realized she would have to make a life for
            herself without him.
         

         
         She had accepted Mrs. Forsyte’s suggestion to stay on at the school as a teacher, but it hadn’t been long before letters from
            Marjorie’s school friends had provided her with a new, much more exciting alternative, one that could give her the home and
            family she craved and did not involve asking anything of her wayward parent except a dowry.
         

         
         Like herself, many Forsyte graduates were the daughters of New Money millionaires. Shut out of New York society and desperate
            for a place to belong, some of them had gone to England upon graduation, in search of titled husbands and a new life. Inspired
            by their example, thrilled by their descriptions of British society, Marjorie had decided on a new destiny for herself, never
            dreaming that her father’s death and his British partner would provide her with the perfect means to achieve it.
         

         
         “Perhaps you’re right,” she murmured. “But what happens now? Before sending me to you,” she rushed on, “Mrs. Forsyte informed
            me you are going to London?” When he nodded, she felt a surge of relief. “Perfect. Just what I was hoping.”
         

         
         His mouth tipped at one corner in a sardonic curve. “Terribly eager to get rid of your new guardian, I see. Well, I can’t
            say I blame you.”
         

         
         “Get rid of you?” she echoed, bewildered. “Hardly, since I’m coming with you.”

         
         He stared at her as if she was crazy. “That’s not possible.”

         
         “But . . .” She paused, suddenly uneasy. “I don’t understand. When Mr. Jessop said you were coming, I thought it was to take
            me with you to London.”
         

         
         He sighed. “It’s clear we’ve both been laboring under some misapprehensions. I am only in London for a brief visit with my
            sisters, then I must go to South Africa.”
         

         
         “South Africa?” Marjorie couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

         
         “Your trust fund has a great deal of money in South African investments, and there’s talk of war breaking out between the
            British and the Boers before the end of the year. If that happens, those investments could become worthless. I must investigate
            the situation and decide what to do with those investments before that happens.”
         

         
         Marjorie refused to have a perfect plan spoiled by international squabbles. England was just the place for girls like her,
            girls who had heaps of money but no position or place. And she knew he had sisters with aristocratic connections. Mrs. Forsyte
            had told her so. Surely, they could be prevailed upon to help her enter British society. The fact that her guardian himself
            would be on another continent was, to her mind, the icing on the cake.
         

         
         “Well, if you want to go to Africa while I’m in London,” she said, giving him her most charming smile, “I won’t object.”

         
         “As I said, it’s not possible for you to accompany me. You must remain here for the time being.”

         
         “Here?” She sobered at once. “You’re joking. You must be.”

         
         “I’m afraid not. An unmarried man and a young, unmarried woman cannot travel alone together, and since my ship sails tonight,
            I’ve no time to find a suitable chaperone for you. Speaking of time—”
         

         
         He broke off, pulled his watch out of his waistcoat pocket, and flipped it open. “I must go, if I’m to catch my train.”

         
         “You’re leaving?” This could not be happening. “Already?”

         
         “I must,” he answered, his relief at the fact painfully obvious as he tucked his watch back in his pocket. “I have to meet
            with Mr. Jessop about your estate before my ship sails. I’ve brought your father’s belongings to you. He didn’t have much
            in the way of personal effects, but—”
         

         
         “I don’t want his things.” She could hear the sharp edge to her voice as she spoke, and so could he, for he frowned a little.
            Whether he was puzzled by her response or disapproving of it, she didn’t care. “I’ve no use for them.”
         

         
         “Very well, but I will leave them here, in case you change your mind.”

         
         She wouldn’t, but she was too preoccupied with the real problem to argue about trivialities. She’d never considered that his
            purpose in coming could be anything other than to take her away from here, and she was at a loss for what to do next.
         

         
         “I will write, of course,” he went on as she considered her options, “but if there’s anything you need while I’m away, contact
            Mr. Jessop. And don’t worry. We will make proper arrangements for you when I return. It’s been delightful meeting you, Miss
            McGann.”
         

         
         “Wait,” she cried as he bowed and stepped around her to depart. “You can’t just leave me here.”

         
         “I’m afraid I must. But it’s only temporary,” he added over his shoulder as he paused by the coat tree to retrieve his hat.
            “This afternoon, Mr. Jessop and I will discuss what’s to be done for the best, and I will inform you of the details of our
            discussions in my first letter.”
         

         
         “But I already know what’s best for me,” she replied, starting toward him as he donned his hat and turned to face her. “Just
            because you arrived here thinking I was a child, it isn’t necessary for you to treat me like one.”
         

         
         “Forgive me,” he said somberly, then immediately spoiled his apology by qualifying it. “But I didn’t even know of your existence
            until a month ago, and from what your father told me at that point, I assumed you were a schoolgirl. The fact that you are
            instead a woman grown makes things much more complicated. Different arrangements will now have to be made for you, and that
            will take time.”
         

         
         Marjorie didn’t have much experience dealing with the opposite sex, but she had enough experience with the evasions of children
            to recognize when a grown man was doing it. “How lovely to know I’m so important that you could spare me half an hour on your
            way from one side of the globe to the other. Since you intend to just leave me here, I wonder that you bothered to come at
            all. You could have shipped my father’s things and sent me a letter. Wouldn’t that have sufficed?”
         

         
         “It certainly would have been more convenient,” he said dryly, ignoring her sarcasm. “But that would not have been commensurate
            with my responsibilities.”
         

         
         “That’s rich,” she muttered. “You, talking of responsibilities as you walk away from them.”

         
         Her words seemed to hit a nerve, for he stiffened. “It can’t be helped. As I said, I thought you were a child still in school.
            My reason for coming was simply to meet you, make the acquaintance of the headmistress, and reassure myself that you are well
            situated for the time being.”
         

         
         “But I’m not.”

         
         “No? Are you neglected here? Abused? Mistreated?”

         
         Marjorie stared at him helplessly, a sick knot forming in her stomach as she realized there was no answer he’d accept. A guardian
            wouldn’t consider that she lived like a cloistered nun any sort of mistreatment. Quite the opposite.
         

         
         Think, Marjorie, she ordered herself. Think how to make him change his mind and take you with him.
         

         
         “It isn’t a matter of mistreatment,” she said at last. “Mrs. Forsyte has always been very kind. But I’m twenty years old.
            It’s time I left here and made a life of my own, don’t you think?”
         

         
         “Absolutely. As I said, I will discuss the situation with Mr. Jessop, and while I am away, I will consider his advice and
            decide what’s to be done with you.”
         

         
         Marjorie took a deep breath, trying to set aside her disappointment and face what might be an unavoidable delay. “And how
            long will you be gone?”
         

         
         “Eight months, perhaps. It’s hard to say with things in South Africa so unstable—”

         
         “Eight months?” Marjorie interrupted, too appalled by that estimate to be polite. “Eight months?”
         

         
         “I wish I could be more definite, but I can’t, not until I’ve assessed the situation. I will return as quickly as possible,
            I promise you.”
         

         
         To her mind, eight months was anything but a quick return, and given that she’d be spending that time in the staid environs
            where she’d already spent two-thirds of her life, it seemed an eternity. She’d made the best of things here, and she enjoyed
            teaching, but it wasn’t what she wanted for her life.
         

         
         She wanted to do what her school friends had done. She wanted to make her come-out, go to balls and parties, and meet young
            men. She wanted romance, courtship, marriage to a man who loved her, and children of her own. She wanted a home, a family,
            and a place to belong. She wanted . . . damn it all, she wanted to be wanted.
         

         
         Desperate, she tried again. “Why can’t I just go with you to London now? I could make my debut, enjoy the season—oh, why not?”
            she burst out in frustration as he shook his head.
         

         
         “Miss McGann, I appreciate that you want the amusements of good society, and you shall have them, I promise. But such things
            must wait.”
         

         
         “But the London season is starting now. It’s the perfect time to make my come-out, find a husband. I might be like some of
            my friends,” she added, sidetracked for a moment by all the delicious romantic possibilities ahead, “and marry a man with
            a title and estates—”
         

         
         His groan cut her off. “What is it about titles that you Americans find so alluring? They’re meaningless drivel.”

         
         “But they’re not. A titled husband gives a girl like me a position, something I could never have here in New York, no matter
            how much money my father left me.”
         

         
         “Even so, it’s far too soon to be discussing such things. You’re in mourning, hardly the time to be enjoying the London season.
            The mourning period is an interlude of seclusion and grief.”
         

         
         Marjorie could have told him she’d had plenty of seclusion already. She also could have said she had no intention of spending
            any time grieving for a man who’d left her over thirteen years ago and who she hadn’t seen since, a man who had never spared
            much consideration for her anyway. But because her new guardian was already impatient to be gone, she restrained herself.
            The crucial thing was that he not leave her behind.
         

         
         “I can mourn just as well in London as I can here,” she said, trying to sound reasonable and dutiful. “I could stay with your
            sisters. Surely a duchess and a viscountess would be appropriate chaperones.”
         

         
         “Chaperoning a girl, even one in mourning, is a serious responsibility. My sisters must be given the chance to decide freely
            if they want to take it on, especially for a girl they’ve never met, an American girl who knows nothing of British life, an
            heiress wealthy enough to fall prey to fortune hunters. I have not seen my sisters for ten years, Miss McGann, and I have
            no intention of greeting them after all that time by imposing the burden of your care upon them without first obtaining their
            consent and willing cooperation.”
         

         
         She was a burden. Of course she was. Her father’s neglect had told her that long ago, and yet, it stung to hear it said aloud.
            Marjorie looked away, blinking hard, frustration dissolving into despair. “Nothing’s changed,” she said. “I’m still stuck
            in limbo, watching life pass by while I sit here growing old.”
         

         
         “There’s no need to be melodramatic. Eight months isn’t all that long, and the time will pass more quickly for you here at
            Forsyte Academy, where you have a vocation. And it’s not as if you won’t have plenty of time to enjoy life. You’re only twenty.”
         

         
         “I’m nearly twenty-one. A year from now I’ll be on the verge of spinsterhood.”

         
         For some reason, that made him smile. “You’ll have no trouble finding a husband when the time comes. Especially one with a
            title,” he added, his smile taking on a cynical curve. “Believe me, the peers of England will find your fat American dowry
            just as desirable next season as they would this one.”
         

         
         Marjorie had no intention of marrying a man who wanted her just for her money. She wanted love, too, and she saw no reason
            why she couldn’t have both, but her new guardian spoke again before she could clarify that vital point.
         

         
         “Naturally, an heiress such as yourself requires a proper position, and your mourning period gives us the time to create one
            for you. If Mr. Jessop and I decide a London season is appropriate, and provided my sisters are willing to launch you, I will
            arrange for you to make your debut next year. We can discuss these plans in detail when I come back for you.”
         

         
         When I come back . . .
         

         
         Those words harkened to her from the past, the exact same words her father had spoken to her when she was seven years old,
            the last words he’d ever said to her in person.
         

         
         When I come back . . .
         

         
         He never had. And now, he never would.

         
         Pain flared up inside Marjorie, pain and anger, emotions so hot and so fierce that she had to fold her arms tight across her
            ribs to hold them in check.
         

         
         She would not cry, she vowed, not for a man who in thirteen years had barely spared her a thought. And she would not be abandoned
            again, clinging to hopes of a someday that never came.
         

         
         “I’m sure you’re disappointed,” he said in the wake of her silence, the gentleness of his voice like salt in her wounds. “And,
            believe it or not, I know how it feels when all one’s dreams seem to have been snatched away. But I won’t let that happen
            to you. We will see you properly settled, but you must be patient while I determine the best way to make that happen.”
         

         
         Marjorie wasn’t about to let any man, even her guardian, decide what was best for her, especially when said man didn’t seem
            the least bit inclined to solicit her opinions on the subject. Still, she could see that his mind was made up and arguing
            would be pointless, so she heaved a sigh of feigned resignation as she set her brains to work on a new plan. “I suppose you’re
            right. You’d better go, for you don’t want to miss that train.”
         

         
         “Is there anything you need before I depart? Do you have pin money?”

         
         “An allowance? Mr. Jessop sends me ten dollars a month.”

         
         “Is that all?”

         
         She didn’t tell him it was more than enough. She hadn’t spent even a fraction of her allowance in the years she’d been here,
            for what was there to spend it on? “I’m afraid so.”
         

         
         “I’ll arrange a larger allowance for you when I meet with Mr. Jessop. You’ll begin receiving it straightaway.”

         
         Marjorie gazed at him with every appearance of gratitude. “Thank you.”

         
         “Not at all. It’s the least I can do.”

         
         “You will write?” she asked, clasping her hands together, trying to look the part of the forbearing little woman.

         
         “Every month. And if you need to reach me, contact Mr. Jessop. He will know how to find me.”

         
         “You sail tonight, you said? Safe travels, Mr. Deverill,” she added when he nodded. “I hope you’re on one of the White Star
            ships? I’ve heard they are very fine.”
         

         
         “It’s a Cunard ship, actually. The Neptune, I believe. Now, I really must be off.”
         

         
         She held out her hand, expecting him to shake it, but to her surprise, he bowed over it instead, lifting it to his lips, and
            despite that she found her new guardian both uncooperative and obtuse, she also felt an unmistakable thrill when his lips
            brushed her knuckles.
         

         
         A kiss on the hand might be a trivial thing to most young ladies, but it was the first remotely romantic thing that had ever
            happened to her, and it underscored all the reasons why she wasn’t about to wait any longer for her life to begin.
         

         
         “Farewell, Miss McGann,” he said as he let go of her hand. “We shall meet again soon.”

         
         With that, he turned away, stepped into the corridor, and started toward the stairs.

         
         “We certainly will, Mr. Deverill,” she murmured softly, leaning through the doorway, her gaze narrowing on his broad back
            as he walked away. “And far sooner than you think.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “You can understand my shock.”

         
         “Yes, indeed.” Arthur Jessop handed Jonathan a tumbler of whiskey and sank down on the opposite end of the leather sofa in
            his office with his own glass. “It was very wrong of Mr. McGann to appoint you guardian without telling you all the details.
            We did advise him to do so. I thought he had.”
         

         
         “He didn’t,” Jonathan answered, turning to face the other man. “Billy never even mentioned having a daughter until his dying
            moments, and from what he said then, I assumed she was a child. To discover she’s a grown woman—”
         

         
         He broke off, an image of his new ward’s shapely figure and stunning face flashing across his mind, and he took a hefty swallow
            of whiskey. “As I said, it was a shock.”
         

         
         “And her age changes your perception of your responsibilities, does it?”

         
         Jonathan cast him an unhappy look. “Doesn’t it?”

         
         “I suppose it does. And you feel it’s more than you can take on?”

         
         God, yes.
         

         
         He didn’t say those words aloud, however. Tempting as it was to dump this entire mess in the lap of the girl’s other trustee,
            loyalty and obligation to his late friend restrained him. He’d made Billy a promise, and there was no question of breaking
            it. “Billy McGann was like a brother to me,” he said instead. “And I will do whatever I can for his daughter. But . . .”
         

         
         “But . . . ?” Mr. Jessop prompted when Jonathan paused.

         
         “I cannot help questioning how suited I am for this. A child in school is one thing. A woman coming of age is something else.
            Even Mrs. Forsyte expressed doubts about the arrangement.”
         

         
         “Yes, yes,” Jessop said, a reply Jonathan found terribly frustrating. Didn’t the fellow have any useful advice?

         
         “She wanted to come to London,” he said, rather relishing the way the lawyer stiffened. “With me, now, tonight.”

         
         “That would be most precipitate. Not to mention improper. She’s in mourning.”

         
         “She doesn’t seem to care about that. She wants to do the season and find a husband,” Jonathan went on mercilessly, sensing
            the other man’s disapproval. “One with a title, if possible.”
         

         
         “You shall have to look into any suitors with great care, particularly the titled gentlemen she would meet during a London
            season. I don’t wish to offend you, Mr. Deverill, but I’ve found that most of these British lords who marry our American heiresses
            have mercenary motives.”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m not offended, and I agree. I have no illusions about the aristocracy, believe me.”

         
         The lawyer relaxed. “I’m relieved to hear you say that, though I’m a bit surprised. I understood that your late mother was
            the daughter of a viscount?”
         

         
         “She was. She married beneath her, and her family disowned her for it.” As he spoke, he made no attempt to hide his disdain
            for Britain’s snobbish upper classes. “Our family was in newspapers—upstarts, unworthy of notice, particularly after my father’s
            mismanagement bankrupted the company. Society’s view of us only began to change six years ago.”
         

         
         “Due to your silver mine, or your eldest sister’s marriage?”

         
         “Both, I’m sure. Nothing like millions in the bank and a duke in the family to elevate one’s social position. My second sister
            also married into the ton.”
         

         
         “And your sisters like that life, do they?”

         
         “From their letters, it seems they do, though I’ll never understand why. Still, if they’re happy, that’s all that matters.
            They deserve some happiness. Our father, God rest his miserable soul, was a difficult man. And I,” he added with cheer, “seem
            to have been equally difficult, at least in his opinion. When I was eighteen, he tossed me out, disinherited me, and told
            me to make my own way.”
         

         
         “And you did.”

         
         Jonathan shook his head. “Billy was the one who found the mine. I merely helped him work it.”

         
         “You don’t give yourself enough credit. Mr. McGann, though an excellent mining engineer, had no head for business. He was
            wise to let you handle the money. The investments you made provided both of you with a far greater fortune than the mine alone
            would have done.”
         

         
         “I enjoy the challenge of making money, I confess.”

         
         “And spending it?”

         
         “That’s far less interesting.”

         
         Jessop chuckled. “Spoken like a true entrepreneur. So, you’ve no desire to become a man of leisure, buy an estate, marry a
            lady, and become local squire to some English village?”
         

         
         “God, no. I’m not a settling-down sort of chap. I was once . . .” He paused for another gulp of whiskey. “Not anymore.”

         
         His mind flashed back to his youth, and the approving voice of his grandfather, who’d turned a handful of newspapers into
            a vast publishing empire.
         

         
         You’ll take over Deverill Publishing one day, expand our fortunes. You’ll be the one to carry on my dream.

         
         It had been Jonathan’s dream, too, until his grandfather’s death had changed everything.

         
         This company’s mine now, his father’s voice echoed through his head, taunting him even from the grave. If I want your advice on how to run things, boy, I’ll ask you for it.

         
         With an effort, he forced his mind out of the past. “No, Mr. Jessop, even without Billy alongside, I fear I’m destined to
            wander. The proverbial rolling stone.”
         

         
         Jessop smiled. “That’s the image every bachelor has of himself. Until Cupid’s arrow hits him.”

         
         Jonathan thought of his own experience there, of the girl who’d loved him madly when he was the grandson of a wealthy newspaper
            hawker, whose love had died the instant his father had disinherited him. He thought of his parents—his mother cast out by
            her family and friends because of her love for a middle-class rakehell, and his father, whose inherent weaknesses had become
            so obvious in the wake of her death. No, any illusions Jonathan may have had—about love, marriage, or anything else—were long
            gone.
         

         
         “No worries,” he assured the lawyer, tapping his chest with his palm. “I’ve got armor plating.”

         
         He noted the other man’s knowing smile in some amusement, but before the married Mr. Jessop could say something about how
            all men are broken to the yoke in the end, Jonathan changed the subject, for they didn’t have much time. “About Billy’s investments,”
            he said, gesturing to the documents on the table beside them, “I have concerns about the South African ones. This business
            with the Boers is getting sticky.”
         

         
         “Yes, you’re wise to investigate now, before things get worse. Those investments are still lucrative, but if things become
            unstable, the value of the shares will plummet rapidly.”
         

         
         “I’ll cable you as soon as possible what needs to be done. And there are some mining conglomerates forming in East Africa
            that I’d like to investigate. What is your opinion regarding Billy’s other investments?”
         

         
         “As I said, you’ve done well with them. I think they will continue to provide a good return. Have you made any plans for the
            girl?”
         

         
         “My plan,” Jonathan countered dryly, “was that she would remain in school for about half a dozen more years.”

         
         “And now?”

         
         “She’ll have to stay where she is until I can return from Africa to fetch her. By then, I’ll have made new arrangements for
            her. She’ll be all right at Forsyte Academy in the meantime, I trust? Looked after, chaperoned, all that?”
         

         
         “Oh, yes. Mrs. Forsyte is an excellent woman and most capable chaperone. How does the girl feel about remaining behind? I
            imagine she was disappointed at not being able to accompany you to London?”
         

         
         “She was, but I explained that it’s the only thing to do.”

         
         “And she took it well?”

         
         “Well enough.” As he spoke, Jonathan felt a sudden uneasiness—doubt or guilt, he couldn’t be sure. “It can’t be very amusing
            for her there. Look in on her often while I’m away, see how she’s getting on. Bring her down to the city to stay, take her
            to dinner, or the opera once she’s in half-mourning.”
         

         
         “My wife and I have done such things in the past. We would be happy to continue.”

         
         “And double her pin money. Those things may take the sting out of waiting until I return.”

         
         “But what will you do with her then?”

         
         He considered. “She has no family at all?”

         
         “Her mother is from South Africa and has some relations there—very distant ones, I’m afraid. Her father was an orphan, so
            she has no connections here.”
         

         
         “Which means the Knickerbockers won’t accept her, all her millions notwithstanding. Given that, the girl herself may have
            already determined the best plan for her future.”
         

         
         “Possibly. But would Mr. McGann approve?”

         
         “I know he would,” Jonathan said with a sigh. “Shortly before his death, when he told me he’d made me guardian to the girl,
            he admitted part of the reason was my connections. The girl will need ladies to chaperone her, and I know he hoped my sisters
            could do that.”
         

         
         He didn’t add that he wasn’t sure his sisters would agree, not after he’d let them down six years ago. “I have no right to
            commit my sisters to this until I’ve discussed it with them. But an heiress worth millions can’t be shut away from good society
            forever, and marriage to a peer would give her a position.”
         

         
         “True, but there are risks. Her money remains in trust only until she marries, or she turns thirty, whichever comes first.
            Word of her father’s death and rumors of her enormous inheritance have already made the New York papers. We must do our best
            to protect the girl from fortune hunters.”
         

         
         “Of course.” Jonathan met the lawyer’s shrewd gaze with a hard one of his own. “But I trust your firm is capable of drafting
            an ironclad marriage settlement, should the need arise?”
         

         
         Mr. Jessop smiled. “We can tie up the money tight as a drum.”

         
         Satisfied, Jonathan glanced at the clock on the wall and set aside his glass. “If that’s all, I shall be on my way.”

         
         “Before you go, there is one more thing we need to decide. What are we to do with her jewels?”

         
         Jonathan paused, frowning in puzzlement. “The Rose of Shoshone, you mean? I thought her father had Charles Tiffany cut and
            set it. Isn’t it in the Tiffany vault?”
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” the lawyer hastened to assure him. “There’s a substantial quantity of uncut stones in the vault as well. Being
            a mining engineer, Mr. McGann acquired many gemstones over the years.”
         

         
         “Yes, I know. Silver made him wealthy, but gemstones were his passion. That’s why he went to South Africa—Idaho, too, for
            that matter. But to address your question, why do we need to do anything with the stones?”
         

         
         “Your plan is to remain in Africa for the next eight months?”

         
         “About that, yes. What of it?”

         
         “The girl is supposed to receive the jewels when she turns twenty-one, and her birthday is August thirteenth. At that point,
            the gems cease to be part of the trust, and we are obligated to hand them over to her.”
         

         
         Jonathan considered. “Does she know about the gems?” he asked after a moment. “Does anyone?”

         
         “Not to my knowledge. But once the will passes through probate, its exact terms will become public knowledge, and the existence
            of a necklace containing a flawless, thirty-two carat pink sapphire is the sort of sensational news the papers will jump on.”
         

         
         “Can’t we leave the jewels where they are until I return?”

         
         The lawyer frowned, seeming affronted. “As executor, I have a legal obligation to fulfill the will’s exact terms. And even
            if the law did not require it, my ethics would.”
         

         
         Jonathan was tempted to offer a witticism about the mention of lawyers and ethics in the same sentence, but he doubted Mr.
            Jessop would appreciate the joke. “Still, why would she want them? Mourning doesn’t allow her to wear jewels until April.”
         

         
         “Not publicly, no, but do you think she’ll be content to leave a priceless necklace of pink sapphires and white diamonds in
            a vault untouched and unworn until next April?”
         

         
         “Probably not,” he conceded with a sigh. “She’ll want it close by, I suppose, so she can try it on and show it off to her
            friends.”
         

         
         “Exactly. We can protect her inheritance far more easily than we can her jewels. They are insured, of course, but it would
            be a shame if they were stolen.”
         

         
         “I take it,” Jonathan said, studying the lawyer’s urbane countenance, “you have a suggestion to make?”

         
         “Her jewels remain part of the trust until August thirteenth, and we can safeguard them however we wish. If they were moved
            to London now, perhaps placed in your brother-in-law’s ducal vault . . .”
         

         
         He paused again, and Jonathan gave an unamused laugh. “So, in addition to deciding how to manage the life of a beautiful young
            heiress, I now have to cart a half a million dollars’ worth of her jewels across the Atlantic on a moment’s notice?”
         

         
         “You could have a Pinkerton man do it for you.”

         
         He could, but he’d never been the trusting sort, and since he and Billy had held off dozens of claim jumpers and the henchmen
            of four mining conglomerates to maintain control of their mine, he doubted any Pinkerton man could safeguard the girl’s jewels
            any better than he could himself.
         

         
         “Tiffany’s will allow me to remove the jewels if I present the trust documents and my power of attorney, I assume?” he asked.

         
         “Of course.”

         
         Satisfied, Jonathan gathered the documents from the table and stood up, bringing the other man to his feet as well. “Well,
            if I’m going to Tiffany’s before my ship sails, I really must be on my way.”
         

         
         “You’ll cable me the moment the gems are safely stored in London? And you’ll confirm whatever arrangements you’ll be making
            for the girl?”
         

         
         “I will. And I shall see you this winter when I return for her.” He held out his hand. “Until then, I leave Miss McGann in
            your safekeeping.”
         

         
         “Mrs. Forsyte and I will continue to keep close watch over her, as we have always done,” the lawyer assured him as they shook
            hands.
         

         
         “It isn’t just the British fortune hunters we need to worry about,” Jonathan reminded as they walked together toward the door
            of Mr. Jessop’s office.
         

         
         “Mrs. Forsyte is perfectly capable of dealing with anything of that kind. Men won’t get anywhere near her. And I doubt the unsavory ones will want to, given that I shall make sure her guardian’s
            determination to have an ironclad prenuptial agreement is made known to the press immediately.” Mr. Jessop smiled. “I assure
            you, no scoundrel will scrape up an acquaintance and elope with her to Niagara while you are away.”
         

         
          

         The Neptune was a new steamship, the very best the Cunard line could offer, with every amenity a man of wealth could expect. His stateroom
            was a parlor suite with windows giving onto the promenade, crisp, clean sheets, and a mattress and pillows of the softest
            down. But the best thing about it was the private bath, and as Jonathan eased back in the tub filled with steaming water,
            he couldn’t help a groan of appreciation. A hot bath was a luxury that his life the past ten years had given him little opportunity
            to enjoy.
         

         
         He did it now, though, savoring the piping hot water and castile soap provided by Cunard. After rinsing off, he stood up and
            started to reach for one of the thick Turkish towels that hung from hooks in the wall, but then he changed his mind.
         

         
         Miss McGann’s jewels were safely stowed in the Neptune’s vault, and the coming week stretched before him with nothing more crucial to do than explore the ship, shoot clay pigeons
            off the stern, read books, and sip vintage port in the smoking room. Right now, he was in a luxurious bathtub and the water
            was still hot. Why waste it?
         

         
         He once again sank back down. His muscles, tense from days aboard crowded train cars, slowly relaxed, his eyes closed, and
            his mind drifted into oblivion.
         

         
         Something roused him, and he woke with a jump, reflexively reaching for his Colt, realizing only after his hand emerged from
            the water that he didn’t need it. He wasn’t in a frigid mountain stream where some claim jumper might take a potshot at him,
            or in a chipped iron tub above a saloon where some drunken miner might fire a bullet through the ceiling. He was in a luxurious
            bathroom on a steamship bound for home.
         

         
         Home.

         
         It seemed an alien concept to him now, for when he’d left England a decade ago, he’d also left behind the shattered pieces
            of his dreams, his heart, and his future. Since then, the closest thing he’d had to a home was one of the two shacks he and
            Billy had built in northern Idaho’s Silver Valley, crude affairs of pine timber and tar paper that had sheltered them while
            they’d pulled silver ore out of their mine at a frantic pace.
         

         
         The shacks were gone now, sold along with most of their shares in the mine when Billy had developed that cough two and a half
            years ago, a hacking, phlegm-laced cough that just wouldn’t go away. His suspicions awakened, Jonathan had wanted his friend
            to see a doctor, but Billy had shrugged off that suggestion, not confirming Jonathan’s fears about his illness until nearly
            a year later, when he’d started coughing up blood.
         

         
         At that point, Jonathan had dragged his friend to one of Colorado’s famous sanitoriums for treatment, but there was little
            the doctors could do. Consumption was always fatal.
         

         
         Jonathan leaned forward in the bathtub, plunking his elbows on his bent knees and resting his head in his hands, the pain
            of Billy’s death squeezing his chest like a vise.
         

         
         He closed his eyes, but strangely, it wasn’t an image of his friend, emaciated and dying, that came into his mind. Instead,
            he saw the girl, with her flaming hair and dark eyes. A month ago, promising to take care of Billy’s daughter had seemed an
            easy promise to make. Only now, after discovering she was a full-grown woman with a stunning face and the body of a goddess,
            was he able to truly appreciate the enormity of his responsibility.
         

         
         A knock sounded on the door of his stateroom, interrupting his contemplations. It was the same sound, he realized, that had
            woken him a few moments ago. He heard the turn of a key and the opening of a door, and then a cheerful voice calling his name.
         

         
         “Tea, Mr. Deverill,” a young man called through the open doorways of his suite. “As you ordered. And I’ve laid out the sandwiches
            and cakes.”
         

         
         Jonathan jerked upright. “Thank you,” he called back. “Tip’s there,” he added, remembering the change he’d tossed on the table
            earlier when he’d emptied his pockets.
         

         
         “Thank you, sir.” The waiter’s grateful voice told him the amount of change must have been generous. There was another rattle of tea things,
            the sound of the change being scraped off the table, and then the waiter’s voice came again. “Can I do anything more for you,
            Mr. Deverill?”
         

         
         “No.” He rose, stepped out of the bath, and pulled a towel from the hook nearby. “I’ll ring if I need anything.”

         
         “Yes, sir. Thank you again.”

         
         Jonathan heard the outer door close and the key turn as he dried off. Tossing aside the towel, he walked to the washstand,
            opened his shaving kit, and turned on the hot water tap.
         

         
         He’d already lathered his brush by the time he remembered the tea. Deciding he’d better drink it before it got cold, he set
            down his shaving brush and turned off the tap, then donned his dressing robe and left the bath.
         

         
         Tying the sash of his robe, he pushed the door wide with his shoulder, but at the sight that met his eyes, he came to an immediate
            halt in the doorway. “What the devil?” he muttered.
         

         
         Sitting on the petit point sofa of his stateroom, eating crumpets and drinking tea, her bright hair gleaming in the light
            of the lamp beside her, was Marjorie McGann.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Had Jonathan possessed any doubts that making him the guardian of his best friend’s daughter was an awful idea, the fact that
            Miss McGann was sitting in his stateroom aboard a ship crossing the Atlantic instead of securely tucked away at Forsyte Academy
            would have shredded them.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” he demanded. Glancing past her toward the windows that opened onto the promenade deck, he was relieved
            to see that at least she hadn’t drawn back the curtains. But then, he remembered they were far out of New York Harbor, with
            no way to take her back, and his relief vanished again. “I left you in White Plains.”
         

         
         “Fortunately for me, I know how to ride a bicycle, purchase a train ticket, and hail a taxi. And since you provided me with
            the name of the ship on which you had booked passage . . .” She paused to pop the last bite of crumpet into her mouth and
            reach for a sandwich, then she leaned back against the sofa and smiled, looking far too pleased with herself. “Here I am.”
         

         
         “How did you get into my room?”

         
         “I came in with the waiter.” She gave him an apologetic look as she ate a bite of sandwich. “I fear he thinks we’re both terribly
            depraved.”
         

         
         “Good God,” he muttered, rubbing his hands over his face as he worked to make sense of the situation. “Does Mrs. Forsyte know
            you’ve gone?”
         

         
         “I imagine she does by now. I left her a note, explaining that I’d departed with you.”

         
         “And what am I supposed to do with you, in heaven’s name?”

         
         “What you should have done in the first place.” She took another bite of sandwich as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
            “Be my guardian, as my father wanted.”
         

         
         “That’s what I thought I was doing,” he countered, his shock giving way to frustration. “I ensured that you were properly
            looked after, as any guardian would.”
         

         
         Her sound of disdain told him what she thought of that. “You and I have very different notions of what a guardian’s duties
            entail, Mr. Deverill. Mine, as I already told you, includes taking me to London, giving me a season, and helping me find a
            husband.”
         

         
         “And as I told you, you can’t have a season—not yet. It would be quite inappropriate so soon after your father’s death. As
            for the rest, I may be your guardian, but I’m damned if I’ll be your matchmaker.”
         

         
         “Fine.” She ate the last bite of her sandwich and brushed the crumbs from her fingers onto the tray before she spoke again.
            “I’ll find my future husband without your help.”
         

         
         “It shouldn’t be difficult,” he shot back. “You’ll probably be saddled with half a dozen candidates before we even disembark.
            The moment word gets out that the daughter of the late silver baron William McGann is on board, you
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