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			Prologue

			London, 1889

			[image: WeddingRings.tif]Only something extraordinary would bring a gentleman to London in late summer. The heat was often unbearable, the air was always foul, and with the season over, the company was usually nonexistent. For the Earl of Featherstone, however, the news that his oldest friend, the Duke of Margrave, was home from Africa was extraordinary enough to make even London in August worthwhile.

			Jack was happy to travel from his flat in Paris to his club in London for a reunion with Margrave and their three closest friends. He didn’t know that jaunt across the Channel would lead him on a quest for justice that would destroy a villain, turn his life upside down, and hurl a beautiful woman into his arms. If he’d known all that, he wouldn’t have been late.

			As it was, by the time he entered the private dining room at White’s, his friends had already arrived. “Sorry I’m late, gentlemen,” he said as he closed the door behind him and glanced at the other four men seated around the table.

			Lord Somerton was the first to speak. “Forgive us if we’re not surprised,” Denys said as he turned in his chair to look at Jack over one shoulder. “You’re always late.”

			Jack waved that aside, for he had an ironclad excuse. “Cut my line a bit of slack, would you?” he said, giving Denys a none-­too-­gentle slap on the back and nodding to James, the Earl of Hayward, as he circled the table toward the guest of honor. “I had to come all the way from Paris, after all. I just got off the train from Dover twenty minutes ago.”

			The Duke of Margrave rose to greet him, and Jack sized up the appearance of his oldest friend in a quick glance. Stuart didn’t look too bad, all things considered. “Mauled by a lion were you?” he asked, and stuck out his hand. “You’ll do anything for a lark.”

			“Damn straight.” The duke grinned as they shook hands. “Want a drink?”

			“Of course. You don’t think I came here for you, do you?” Accepting the whisky Stuart poured for him, Jack pulled out the empty chair beside his friend.

			“So, gentlemen,” he said, nodding to the other men at the table as he took his chair, “now that we’ve all welcomed the lion slayer home, what shall we do tonight? Dinner first, I assume? Then cards? Possibly a bit of slumming in the East End pubs? Or shall we find the prettiest dancing girls of London’s music halls and cart them off the stage?”

			The Marquess of Trubridge was the first to answer. “None of those for me,” Nicholas said with a shake of his head. I’m a happily married man now.”

			No one expressed surprise that slumming in the East End and carting off dancing girls weren’t Nick’s cup of tea these days. His next statement, however, was a surprise and made the perfect excuse for a toast. “With,” Nick added as he reached for his glass and raised it, “a baby on the way.”

			Congratulations were offered at once, and a toast was drunk to the marquess’s first progeny. “Nick may be out of it,” Jack said, as the bottle was passed and glasses refilled, “but what about the rest of you?”

			He looked first at the man beside him. Stuart, after all, was just back from the wilds. He was sure to be up for a bit of carousing.

			But like Nick, Stuart also shook his head in refusal. “My wife and I have reconciled.”

			Surprised silence greeted this bit of news, for Stuart and Edie had been estranged for years, almost since their wedding day. In the end, it was left to Jack to ask the obvious question. “And are you happy about it?”

			“I am, actually, yes. And I’m happy to be home.”

			“Well, all right, then.” It was Jack’s turn to raise his glass. “Here’s to the hunter, home from the hill.”

			That toast once again emptied the glasses, and as the bottle went round to refill them, Jack tried again. “Still, what are the rest of us supposed to do? Happily married fellows are such tedious company.” He glanced at James and Denys. “Don’t tell me either of you have become ensnared?”

			“Not I,” Denys replied at once. “Still quite the carefree bachelor.”

			“As am I,” James added.

			Jack was glad that at least some of his friends could still be counted upon. “Well, that relieves my mind. Later, we shall leave these two—­” He paused, gesturing to Stuart and Nicholas. “And go off for a bit of fun, shall we?”

			“You three can invade the brothels, taverns, and gaming clubs of London all you please some other time, but not tonight,” Stuart said, putting an end to any notions of revelry. “I didn’t bring all of you here so you could carouse about town. Besides, London in August is deadly dull, so you shan’t be missing much.”

			“So why are we here?” Jack turned to the man beside him. “Other than to see your scars, hear all about the mauling, and be suitably impressed by how you fought off the lions?”

			Stuart shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

			“Stuff,” Jack said in disbelief. “It’s the perfect chance to brag, and you don’t want to talk about it? Why not?” Leaning sideways, he took a peek under the table. “Lions didn’t eat anything important, did they?”

			“Jones is dead.”

			Stuart’s words banished any further teasing, and Jack straightened in his chair, aghast. “Your valet is dead? What happened? Was that the lions, too?”

			“Yes.”

			“Hell.” Jack gave a sigh and raked a hand through his hair. “And here I am being flippant about it. Sorry, Stuart.”

			Murmurs of sympathy were expressed all around, but the duke cut them off. “Let’s talk of something else, shall we? Gentlemen, as wonderful as it is to see all of you, a reunion isn’t why I’ve asked you here. I have something to discuss with you, and I want to do it before the bottle goes around again, for it’s quite a serious business.”

			Stuart reached into a leather case beside his chair and pulled out a sheaf of papers, which he dropped in the center of the table. With his next words, any frivolous notions Jack might have had to enliven London in August went to the wall.

			“I want to ruin a man,” Stuart said, his gaze going around the table, lighting last upon Jack. “I want to humiliate him and destroy him. Thoroughly, completely, and without mercy.”

			Stunned silence followed this uncompromising pronouncement, for Stuart was in no way a vengeful sort of man. But Jack knew he would never ask them to engineer a man’s destruction unless it was both necessary and just, and he gave his answer without hesitation. “Lawd,” he drawled, tilting his chair back on two legs to give the man standing beside him an impudent grin, “this sounds just my sort of lark.”

			Denys gave a cough. “It goes without saying that the man in question deserves it, but can you tell us why?”

			“The gist, yes,” Stuart replied, “but not the details. And I assure you, it is a matter of honor. And justice.”

			“The courts can’t touch him, I assume?” James asked.

			“No. He’s American,” Stuart added, as his gaze again went around the table, again stopping with Jack. “A Knickerbocker, with a very rich, very powerful father.”

			Under Stuart’s thoughtful gaze, Jack received the distinct impression that more would be asked of him in this quest than of the other men present, but either way, it didn’t really matter. Stuart was his best friend in the world. And though it was clear whatever the other man had in mind would be a challenge, Stuart knew quite well that nothing spurred Jack on more than a challenge. “Pfft,” he said, making short shrift of wealthy American fathers and their power.

			With that sound, Stuart’s shoulders relaxed, and he leaned forward to rest his palms on the table. “Gentlemen, I would do this alone, but I can’t. I need your help.” He paused and cast another glance around the table. “We are all Eton men.”

			They all knew what that meant, but it was Nicholas who put words to the steel-­strong bonds of honor, duty, and friendship they’d forged as boys at school. “There’s no more to be said. What do you want us to do?”

			Stuart’s plan was vague, for as he explained, he was waiting for more information from New York, but it seemed to involve stock shares, venture capital, and allowing the villain’s own greed and avarice to be the cause of his destruction.

			“Hoisting a bastard by his own petard,” Jack murmured. “I was right. A lark of epic proportions. And who is this man?”

			“His name . . .” Stuart paused and swallowed, as if answering even such a simple question was difficult for him. “His name is Frederick Van Hausen.”

			The loathing in those words was plain, but though the name seemed familiar to Jack, he couldn’t place it. Nick did it for him.

			“Van Hausen? Isn’t that the American who ruined your wife’s reputation before you met her?”

			“Yes.” Stuart’s answer was a clipped, guttural sound.

			“But . . .” Nick paused, looking bewildered, but whatever he saw in Stuart’s face stifled any questions he might want to ask. He shook his head. “Never mind.”

			James wasn’t so tactful. “You want to ruin him for making Edie damaged goods before you married her? But why should you care now?”

			“That’s not why I want his head,” Stuart said at once. “I know him to be guilty of at least one horrific crime that cannot ever be brought home to him. I cannot reveal the details of that crime, for I am honor-­bound to secrecy, but it may not be the only one he’s committed. And there will probably be more in the future if he is not stopped.”

			“We may discover the details of these crimes for ourselves,” Denys pointed out.

			Stuart conceded that possibility with a nod. “You may, and if you do, you will fully comprehend the reasons for my reticence on the matter, and will appreciate the need for discretion as much as I do.” He must have perceived the bewildered glances that went around the table, for he asked, “Does my refusal to give details influence your decision to help me, gentlemen?”

			“Of course not,” Jack said, giving James a pointed glance. “We trust you implicitly. Whatever your reason, there’s no doubt it’s a good one.”

			“Forgive my curiosity,” James said at once. “If we do learn the truth for ourselves, you may be assured of our discretion.”

			“Thank you.” Stuart took another swallow of whisky. “Van Hausen is a New York investment banker. He’s also heavily in debt, and there are rumors that he’s not above dipping into the venture capital of his investors to pay private debts though he’s always managed to repay the funds in time to avoid prosecution. If the four of you form a joint venture with his firm, he just might find the temptation to spend your capital elsewhere irresistible. If that happens, he’ll have committed embezzlement, and if we can catch him at it, he could be indicted for the crime.”

			“Do you have a particular investment in mind to lure him?” Denys asked.

			“I’m thinking gold mines in Africa, gentlemen. If you gained the location of these mines from me, then we were to have a very public falling-­out, you could form the company with Van Hausen in New York as a way to get revenge on me. Van Hausen would swallow that sort of line.” Stuart paused, tapping his fingers thoughtfully against the side of the glass in his hand. “Given his history with my wife, I suspect getting one up on me would be something he’d enjoy immensely.”

			“Such a thing would take time to arrange,” Nick said.

			“Yes. One of you will have to spend a great deal of time in New York, building a relationship with this man, becoming his friend, earning his trust. I’d do it myself, but, of course, Van Hausen would never trust me in a thousand years.”

			He looked again at Jack, and in their exchange of glances, understanding passed between them, understanding based on a lifetime of friendship, understanding that confirmed Jack’s earlier guess about what would be asked specifically of him.

			He took his cue without being asked. “This sounds like the perfect task for a Featherstone,” he said jokingly, making light of his family’s checkered history as deceivers and fortune-­hunting scoundrels.

			Despite the fact that Stuart seemed to have had him in mind for the primary role all along, his friend also seemed inclined to warn him of what he’d be getting into. “It’ll be a long business, Jack. It could take a year, perhaps longer.”

			“All the more reason for me to be the one to take it on, then.” Jack brought the legs of his chair to the floor with a decisive thud. “I’m the only one here with no family ties and no responsibilities.”

			“It won’t be easy. You’ll be spearheading a man’s destruction when I can’t give you the reason why.”

			Jack looked into the face of his best friend, a face he’d known since they were both four years old. “I don’t need the reason. Your word is always good enough for me.”

			“Feigning friendship, gaining his trust, all the while knowing you’re helping to destroy him . . . it’ll be hell.”

			“Hell doesn’t worry me, Stuart. Why should it?” He raised his glass and grinned. “Hell never worries the devil.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1

			Newport, Rhode Island, 1890

			[image: WeddingRings.tif]Ever since the Prince of Wales paid a visit to the United States back in 1860, the female half of New York society had been enamored of the British aristocracy. As American millionaires grumbled about the typical British gentleman’s seemingly idle lifestyle and anathema for hard work, their wives devised matchmaking schemes and their daughters dreamed of being countesses and duchesses.

			By the time the Earl of Featherstone arrived on their shores in the autumn of 1889, the transatlantic marriage was a commonplace thing, and though the earl insisted to all of New York society that the purpose of his visit was business, women both inside and outside the Knickerbocker set waved that pesky detail to the side. The earl was a single man with no money, and business was such a vague term.

			But though Jack’s insistence that he was not looking for a wife didn’t stop the ladies from engaging in hopeful speculation, it did reassure the gentlemen of New York that he wasn’t there merely to poach one of their daughters. As a result, Jack soon found that not only were the doors of New York’s drawing rooms opened to him, so were the men’s clubs.

			Within a month of his arrival, he was being invited to every important social event and hearing all the gossip. Within two, he was dining at the Oak Room and playing cards at the House With The Bronze Door. Within three, he and Frederick Van Hausen were discussing investment possibilities at Delmonico’s over Lobster à la Newberg, playing tennis at the New York Tennis Club, and golfing at the newly founded St. Andrews course.

			Befriending Van Hausen while plotting his destruction could have been every bit as hellish for Jack as Stuart had feared, for the American seemed a charming fellow—­witty, intelligent, and easy to like. But the two of them had only been discussing venture capital, stock shares, and African gold mines for a fortnight when Pinkerton agents uncovered a servant girl formerly in the man’s employ named Molly Grigg, whose departure from his household was still cause for gossip among his other servants. Curious, Jack had interviewed the girl himself, a conversation that revealed just what sort of animal lurked beneath Van Hausen’s charming veneer and made clear the secret Stuart had been keeping.

			After the discovery of Molly Grigg, Pinkerton’s men had found more girls just like her, and with each one he interviewed, Jack found hell a more comfortable place to be. That didn’t make his task an easy one, however, for ruining a man, however depraved he might be, wasn’t a thing to be done lightly. It was also a complicated business that required time, patience, and forethought. And to honor Stuart’s wishes, the destruction of Van Hausen required that he fall into a pit of his own making.

			Still, by mid-­August, Van Hausen’s pit was well and truly dug, and all that remained was the fall.

			Knowing what was about to rain down upon the other man after months of work, Jack wished he could feel a sense of satisfaction, but as he studied Van Hausen from the other side of an opulent Newport ballroom, he thought of Molly Grigg and Stuart’s duchess and all the others, and he reminded himself it was too early to declare victory. When Van Hausen was in prison, then, perhaps, he’d allow himself some degree of satisfaction that justice had been served. But until then, no.

			“Do you think he knows?”

			The question caused Jack to take his eyes off their quarry long enough to glance at Viscount Somerton, who stood beside him. “He knows, Denys,” he said, and returned his attention to the man on the other side of the ballroom. Between the dancers who swirled across the floor, Jack noted the restless way Van Hausen paced back and forth and the uneasy glances he gave his surroundings. He thought of their last conversation, of how the other man had come to him only a few hours ago, trying to explain, begging him for help, asking him to intercede with the other investors. He’d taken great pleasure in refusing, but he felt too tense, too on edge to relive that moment of pleasure now. “Believe me, he knows.”

			Van Hausen paused in his pacing and pulled out his pocketwatch, and as if in confirmation of Jack’s conclusion, his hand shook badly as he opened it to check the time.

			“Sorry I’m late,” another voice entered the conversation before Denys could reply, and both men glanced back to find the Earl of Hayward behind them.

			“Pongo!” they greeted him in unison, and at the utterance of his hated childhood nickname, the earl muttered an oath.

			“My name is James, you bastards,” he corrected through clenched teeth. “Not Pongo. James.”

			This reminder did not impress his friends in the least. They both gave unrepentant shrugs and returned their attention to the man across the room.

			“Is he here?” James asked, rising on his toes to look over his friend’s shoulder at the dance floor and the onlookers beyond.

			“He is,” Jack confirmed. “And he’s as jumpy as a cat on hot bricks.” He shrugged his tense shoulders. “He’s not the only one. I feel rather that way myself.”

			“It’s almost over,” James reminded as he moved to stand on his other side. “But I’m surprised he’s here. I didn’t think he’d dare after getting the telegram from Nick.”

			That telegram was the culmination of the plan Stuart had first outlined a year ago, a plan that had gone pretty much as the duke had expected. Under Jack’s careful manipulation, Van Hausen had formed East Africa Mines, accepting the funds of Jack, Denys, James, and several other investors to do so. Also as expected, he’d speculated with those funds elsewhere to recoup his other losses, and was now mired in more debts than he could ever repay. Now, Nick’s telegram was demanding Van Hausen’s presence at a meeting of the investors in East Africa Mines three days hence in New York, and at that meeting, Van Hausen would be required to repay the investors or face indictment for fraud and embezzlement. It was that telegram that had spurred Van Hausen’s visit to Jack earlier that day.

			“I don’t think any of us expected his appearance tonight,” Denys said. “Most of the investors in East Africa Mines are here. Who’d have thought he’d have the courage to face us in light of Nick’s telegram?”

			Jack shook his head. “It’s not courage. He’s trying to brazen things out.”

			“But to what end?” Denys wondered. “Given all the stalling he’s done, and the rumors James and I have been circulating since we arrived in town, everyone here knows he’s drowning. He can’t repay us or anyone else he owes. He’s trapped.”

			Almost as if he’d heard those words, Van Hausen looked up, seeing them across the room. At Jack’s exaggerated bow of greeting, he responded with a defiant scowl.

			“Your friendship appears to be at an end,” Denys commented in some amusement.

			“So it would seem,” Jack agreed, and wished the lifting of that burden had brought relief. But instead, he felt only an increasing uneasiness, a feeling akin to the unnatural calm that often came before a thunderstorm.

			“The man must be thick as a brick to display such hostility toward us,” James said. “Especially you, Jack. He’d be better served trying to placate you, butter you up, or gain your sympathy. At the very least, he ought to be asking you to plead his case with the rest of us.”

			“He already tried all of those,” Jack replied. “He even begged.”

			“Did he?” James gave a low whistle. “When was this?”

			“This afternoon. He cornered me at the Yacht Club after the two of you had already left. He admitted he didn’t have the funds, he asked me for help, and swore on his life he’d pay me back if I’d stake him with everyone else. He reminded me of our friendship during the past year and what good times we’ve had.”

			Denys smiled. “And what was your reply?”

			Jack allowed himself a grim, answering smile. “I gave him the Duke of Margrave’s warmest regards.”

			The other two men laughed, but when Denys noticed he wasn’t laughing with them, his own amusement faded. “What’s wrong, Jack?”

			“I don’t know.” He shrugged his shoulders again, trying to loosen his tense muscles. “I know this moment had to come, and I thought I’d be glad, but I’m not.”

			“That’s understandable. You’ve had to maintain a friendship with the man for months. It can’t have been easy.” Denys gave him a thoughtful look. “Any regrets?”

			“About losing Van Hausen’s friendship?” He made a sound of derision. “Hardly.”

			“Then what is it?”

			Jack frowned, not quite knowing how to put into words the uneasiness he felt. “He knows now that I’ve been toying with him all these months,” he said slowly, thinking it out as he spoke. “He knows East Africa Mines was a trap we set for him at Stuart’s behest, and he knows he fell right into that trap. He knows he’s been played for a fool. In addition, he’s cornered and desperate. I’m rather afraid of what he might do.”

			“Don’t worry,” James said, grinning as he clapped him on the back. “We’ll protect you.”

			“It’s not myself I’m afraid for.”

			With those words, James’s grin faded, and he and Denys both stirred, confirming that his apprehension was not wholly unfounded. None of them had spoken of Molly Grigg, or any of the other women discussed in Pinkerton’s reports, not even among themselves, and neither of his friends knew he’d been to interview those women, but it was clear his friends suspected what he already knew—­that Van Hausen had done far more to the duchess than ruin her reputation.

			“We can’t worry about that,” Denys said after a moment. “He was bound to be pushed over the brink at some point. And even the tiniest frustration could set him off.”

			“I know, but before, I was with him often enough to keep a pretty close watch on his activities. I can’t be absolutely certain, of course, but I don’t think he’s assaulted any other women since I’ve been here. But now—­” Jack stopped and swallowed at the true fear that was eating at his guts.

			“We have Pinkerton men watching him every minute of every day,” James pointed out.

			“Yes, and I even warned him of that this afternoon. But desperate men do desperate things. I’m worried.”

			“Still, what else can you do?” Denys asked. “It’s not as if we can sleep outside his door.”

			“I know, I know.” Jack sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “I’ll just be glad when this is finally over.”

			The other two nodded in agreement, and Jack returned his gaze to the man across the room, and when he saw Van Hausen pause and again pull out his pocket watch and glance at the door, he tensed, suddenly alert. “He keeps looking at his watch. We’re at a ball. Why should he care so much what time it is?”

			“Perhaps he’s just rattled,” Denys suggested. “As you said, he’s cornered, he’s without friends or resources, and he knows it. With luck, before the week is out, he’ll be in jail. Checking his watch is probably just a mindless action borne of frayed nerves.”

			Jack did not reply, for his attention was fixed on the object of their conversation. Van Hausen had shoved his watch back into his waistcoat pocket and was circling the room. For a moment, Jack thought he was actually coming to speak with them, but he passed them by without a glance, making for the doors into the ballroom where he paused to greet a young woman who had just come in.

			“Or,” Jack murmured, watching him capture the girl’s hands in his, “he’s been waiting for someone.”

			The moment he looked at her, Jack could see why.

			Her face, with its symmetrical shape and delicately molded nose and chin, was enough for any man to deem her pretty. Like most American girls, she had fine teeth, straight and white and curved in a dazzling smile. But those features were not what made Jack’s breath catch in his throat.

			God, what eyes, he thought, fully aware that he was staring, unable to look away. What lovely, lovely eyes.

			Deep-­set and fringed by thick brown lashes, they seemed almost too large for her delicate face, but it was their color that made them extraordinary. Even from a dozen feet away, he could discern it—­a deep, vivid blue, the vibrant hue of cornflowers at twilight.

			Her blond hair, piled high atop her head, accentuated her long, graceful neck and slim, straight shoulders. Untouched by the hot tongs so many girls employed, it gleamed beneath the crystal chandeliers, and he wondered suddenly what it would look like loose and falling around her shoulders.

			“I think you’re right, Jack,” Denys said beside him. “He’s been waiting for her.”

			Jack didn’t answer, for his attention was riveted on the girl. A wide expanse of her creamy skin was visible above the neckline of her ball gown, a neckline low enough to raise eyebrows in sedate, stuffy Newport. His gaze slid down, and he noted a slender waist and shapely hips sheathed in blush pink silk, and he could well imagine that beneath those skirts was a pair of absolutely ripping legs.

			But who was she? He lifted his gaze again to her face, a move that was of no help at all in identifying her. Although he’d spent almost a year ingratiating his way into the Knickerbocker set, he’d never seen this woman before. If he had, he’d remember.

			“By Jove,” James murmured, “what a pretty girl.”

			It was clear many men shared that opinion, for a quick glance around told Jack her arrival had not gone unnoticed by the other men in the ballroom. More important, Van Hausen was among her admirers, for he still had her hands firmly clasped in his.

			Jack turned to his companions. “Who the devil is she?”

			Both his friends shook their heads, but it was James who spoke. “You’re the one who’s been living here. Don’t you know?”

			He shot his friend an impatient glance. “Really, Pongo, if I knew that, I wouldn’t have asked you.”

			“No need to be so testy.” James returned his attention to the doorway. “Did you notice her eyes?”

			“I think any man would notice her eyes,” Denys put in with fervent appreciation, his gaze also straying back to the subject of the conversation.

			“Will the two of you stop gaping at her long enough to consider the vital point?” Jack muttered, his concern growing. “We do not know this woman, but it’s clear Van Hausen does.”

			He took another glance over her, and this time, he saw more than her stunning face and luscious shape. He saw affection in the way she smiled at Van Hausen, and the halfheartedness of her attempts to pull her hands away. He saw an expensive ball gown as well as strands of magnificent pink diamonds that looped her slender neck and glinted amid the delicate sprays of heliotrope in her hair. Whoever she was, it was clear she had money, and that was something Van Hausen desperately needed right now.

			Desperate men, he reminded himself, do desperate things.

			Realization came in a flash, and he knew not only that Van Hausen intended to evade the trap they’d set but also just how he intended to do it. Jack swore, a curse loud enough for his friends to hear.

			“Jack?” Denys gave him a searching glance. “Have you recognized her? Do you know who she is?”

			“No,” he answered, still watching the girl. “But I damn well intend to find out.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			[image: WeddingRings.tif]Having been away from home a full year, Linnet Holland expected to find that many things had changed during her absence. She did not, however, expect Frederick Van Hausen to be one of the transformations.

			In appearance, he seemed the same Frederick she’d always known—­blond hair, brown eyes, boyishly handsome face—­but his manner was so different from that of the man she remembered that she almost felt as if she were talking to a different person.

			“Linnet. Dearest, dearest Linnet,” he said for perhaps the fourth time. “It’s so wonderful to see you.”

			“And you.” As agreeable as it was to be so warmly greeted, it also felt a bit awkward, for she was unaccustomed to such effusiveness from Frederick. They had attended some of the same picnics, parties, and balls over the years, but he was a decade older than she, and though she’d been wildly infatuated with him as a young girl, he’d never fueled her adolescent hopes. Indulgent fondness was as close as he’d ever come, and Linnet had long ago given up any romantic notions about him. Never would she have predicted that upon her return from Europe, he would gaze hungrily into her eyes and hold her hands in his.

			“Mrs. Dewey assured me you would attend her ball tonight,” he was saying, as she tried to adjust to this new, less restrained Frederick. “But since you’ve just arrived home, I wasn’t sure you would come.” His gloved fingers tightened around hers. “I’m so glad you did.”

			“Our ship from Liverpool docked yesterday, and we journeyed up from New York on the morning train. We haven’t had a moment to catch our breath.” She glanced around, noting there were other friends waiting to greet her, and she tried without success to pull her hands from his. “Frederick, you must let go of my hands,” she said, laughing. ­“People are staring.”

			“Let them. I don’t mind.”

			Her astonishment must have shown on her face, for he laughed and capitulated. “Oh, have it your way, Linnet, but I’m so glad to see you, and I don’t care who knows it.”

			She frowned, still bewildered. “Frederick, have you been drinking?”

			That elicited another laugh from him. “No, though the sight of you does make me feel a bit tipsy. But—­” He stopped and cocked his head. “Listen to that.”

			“Listen to what? You mean the music?”

			“Of course the music, silly girl. It’s a waltz.” He once again seized her hand. “Dance with me.”

			He started to pull her toward the dance floor, but stopped almost at once. “Oh, but you’ve probably promised this waltz to someone. One of the men clamoring behind me, I’m sure,” he added with a glance over his shoulder. “As beautiful a woman as you’ve become, your dance card is bound to be filled well in advance.”

			“On the contrary.” She lifted her hand to show him the blank card tied to her wrist. “Not a single name. I know it’s a shock,” she added with a deprecating laugh, “but pride impels me to remind you that we did just arrive. My dozens of suitors,” she added lightly, “haven’t had the chance to line up.”

			He didn’t laugh with her. Instead, his eyes were warm and earnest as they stared into hers. “That means I’m the first in line for once.” He gestured to the dance floor. “Shall we?”

			He led her out, and soon they were swirling across the floor to the lilting melody. “How was Europe?” he asked.

			“Wonderful, at the start. The Italian lakes were beautiful in the summertime. Winter was nice, too, since we were in Egypt for much of that. The pyramids are an amazing sight, to be sure. But a year is such a long time to be away, and by the time we did the London season, I was too homesick to appreciate it.”

			“Were you homesick, truly?”

			“Oh, yes. I missed the picnics in Central Park, and the clambakes here at Newport, and all our friends. And sleeping in my own bed and having a real bathroom with hot water. And I missed our muffins.”

			“Muffins?” He laughed. “Linnet, you amaze me.”

			She laughed, too. “They have these things in En-gland they call muffins, but they’re not like ours. I so missed our muffins with the blueberries inside. When I described them to the maître d’hôtel at the Savoy in London, he suggested I have the tea cakes as a substitute. They weren’t at all the same.”

			“I think some of your other friends were over for the London season. Did you see any of them?”

			“I did.” She made a face. “Too many of them, if you want the truth.”

			Frederick gave her a quizzical look. “You just said you’d been missing your friends. Weren’t you happy to see some of them in London if you were homesick?”

			“Of course. But they all behaved so differently there than they do here. They fawned all over the British gentlemen, acting as if those men are so superior to our gentlemen here, which just isn’t true.”

			His hand squeezed hers. “My patriotic Yankee girl.”

			“I am. Laugh at me if you want to.”

			“I’m not laughing. I agree with you. How could I not?” he added, still smiling. “I am an American gentleman myself, and I can’t see that these British fellows are in any way superior to me. Take those three, for example. The ones with Mrs. Dewey.”

			He nodded toward a place near the doorway, and as they waltzed by, she spied the trio of men talking with their hostess. It was only the briefest glimpse, but she was sure she’d never seen them before. “British, are they?” she asked.

			“Oh, yes.” His long upper lip curled a bit with obvious contempt. “And titled, as if that means anything here.”

			Linnet’s mind went back to her second season out, and Lord Conrath, the first man with a title she’d ever met, the only man in her life who’d ever made her heart race and her breath catch. Conrath—­so debonair, so charming, so very broke.

			She stumbled a little, and it took a moment to regain her footing. “Are these men staying in Newport?” she asked once they had resumed the dance.

			“Unfortunately. They are spending the season here at The Tides. Why the Deweys invited them is beyond my comprehension.”

			She groaned. “You mustn’t tell my mother about them. She got it into her head ages ago that I must marry a British lord. No one else will do.”

			It was Frederick’s turn to miss a step. “Sorry about that,” he said as he maneuvered them back into the rhythm of the waltz. “Your happiness ought to come first. Why is she so adamant?”

			“She feels the New Money girls are getting the jump on our set by marrying titled men, and she’s decided beating them at their own game is the way to stop it. She’s obsessed with the idea of making me a countess or duchess or some such.”

			“You mustn’t let her.” The fierceness of his voice surprised her, but she also found it quite gratifying.

			“And reward her for having such snobbish social ambitions?” she replied with a wink. “Never.”

			“Good.” His eyes looked into hers. “I don’t want to see one of them hurt you, Linnet. Not again.”

			Linnet felt a rush of affection, a feeling almost as strong as the crush she’d had on him when she was fourteen. “I’m not pining for Conrath. He was just after my money, and he left me feeling quite jaded about the idea of a transatlantic marriage. And if he hadn’t made me so, London would have.”

			“Was your season there very bad?” he asked with an air of sympathy she warmed to at once.

			“You’ve no idea. Impoverished peers were thick on the ground, all expressing admiration and affection, but the entire time, I couldn’t help wondering how much affection they’d have for me without my dowry.”

			“These British lords expect everything to be handed to them on a silver platter, including an income.”

			He sounded quite bitter all of a sudden, and she couldn’t help wondering what lay behind it. “I don’t remember you feeling so strongly about the British men who come here trolling for heiresses.”

			“Yes, well . . .” He broke off and looked away, seeming uncomfortable. “You’re far too sweet to fall prey to a man who just wants your money. Which is why,” he said, looking at her again and bending his head closer to hers, “you can’t go back to England and marry a title like all your friends are doing.”

			“I don’t intend to, and now that we’re home, I hope Mother will give up the whole idea at last. I don’t want to live in another country. I want to live here. And besides, I could never respect a man who didn’t earn his way.”

			“Yes.” He paused, and a hint of worry crossed his face. “I’ve had to earn mine, that’s for sure.”

			“And done a fine job of it, too,” she assured him. “Your father thinks very highly of your abilities.”

			“Does he?” The question was wistful. “God knows, he’s not an easy man to please.”

			“He adores you. It’s obvious.”

			“Is it?” He must have noticed her concern, for he added, “I know he’s hard on me because I’m the only son, and I’ve got to make good. Unlike the Brits, I don’t think work is something to be ashamed of or that it’s honorable to marry for money.”

			Linnet made a face. “Well, our American girls don’t seem to mind handing the money over. You should have seen the ones in London, flinging themselves at every British peer in sight, practically begging those men to marry them and take their dowries. And the pushy mothers . . .” She paused for a sigh. “Mine was one of the worst, I’m afraid. She kept dropping hints about my enormous dowry and how healthy I am. It was mortifying.”

			“Well, don’t let her get you anywhere near those three,” he advised, glancing at the trio by the doors. “One of them will try to steal you away from me before the evening is over, but I don’t intend to let that happen.”

			She was too surprised to think of a reply, for it just wasn’t like Frederick to be so forward. Quite the opposite, in fact. When he was younger, his reputation had been tainted by an unfortunate incident with a New Money girl who, it was said, had tried to trap him into marriage. Since then, he’d become all the more assiduously proper in his conduct toward the females in his company, including her.

			“Why, Frederick,” she said, laughing a little, “I didn’t know you’d ever even noticed me.”

			“I noticed,” he said. “How could I not? You’re the loveliest girl in our set. But you’re so young, my dear.”

			“Young?” she echoed, choosing to focus on that rather than the compliment. Flattery always made her uncomfortable, for she didn’t quite trust it. “I’m twenty-­one now, I’ll have you know. According to my mother, I’m on the brink of spinsterhood.”

			“Yes, little Linnet’s all grown-­up,” he teased. “Not the schoolgirl who used to moon over me. You did,” he added before she could protest. “But you’ve got your revenge, for I’m the one who’s mooning over you nowadays.”

			Her astonishment must have shown on her face, for he went on, “I know my feelings seem sudden to you, but that’s because you’ve been away. What I feel has been deepening every day of your absence. The past year has opened my eyes, Linnet, and my heart.”

			She had long ago accepted Frederick as a family friend and nothing more, and to know that she had come to mean more to him was such a welcome surprise after the artificial courtship she’d been subjected to in London that she couldn’t think what to say.

			He smiled. “The picnics and clambakes weren’t the same without you, and I missed you so. I vowed that when you came back, I would tell you how I felt at once, before I could lose my nerve. I love you. I didn’t realize how much until you went away.” His hand tightened around hers, and his fingers pressed the small of her back, bringing her closer. “Now, hearing how set your mother is on marrying you to one of those British fellows, I know I must speak boldly.”

			“Frederick,” she admonished with a glance around, “you mustn’t be so forward.”

			“I couldn’t endure it if you went away again. I want you with me, now and always. Of course you want a marriage based on love, and you couldn’t love me, not yet, not as I’ve come to love you. Still, I—­” He broke off with an aggravated sigh. “Damn, the waltz is ending, and there’s so much more I want to say, but that would require privacy, and we’ve no chance to be alone tonight. Unless—­”

			He paused again and glanced around. “Meet me,” he said, with a sudden, fervent urgency. “Half an hour from now, in the Chinese pagoda. You know where it is?”

			“The pagoda? Of course, but Frederick, I can’t—­”

			“I swear to you, Linnet, my intentions are honorable, in case you doubt it. I want to ask you a question, one I’ve been practicing in preparation for your return, one your mother would not approve, given her plans.” He looked into her eyes, his own gaze unwavering. “I think you can guess what that question is.”

			His hand slid away from her waist, and a stunned Linnet came to her senses, realizing the waltz had come to an end. She allowed him to lead her back to her place, where he kissed her hand, silently mouthed the words, “Half an hour,” and turned to greet her parents with a naturalness no man ought to display after asking for a clandestine meeting.

			She couldn’t go, of course. Even as that thought passed through her mind, Linnet glanced at the watch ring on her right hand and noted the time. It was almost half past eleven.

			Rendezvous at midnight. It sounded so romantic, she thought as she turned to other friends who were waiting to greet her, like something out of a novel. But she couldn’t meet a man, even one she’d known all her life, alone at night, for it could put her reputation in jeopardy. And yet, his purpose was honorable, his feelings clear, his question obvious. She wavered. If she did go, what would her answer to his question be?

			Marry Frederick? She’d never considered the possibility, not for years, but she considered it now as she smiled and nodded and renewed acquaintance with friends. She’d been infatuated with him as a girl, but that didn’t really count for much now. Besides, every girl she knew had been infatuated with Frederick at one time or another. And why not?

			He was handsome, charming, a true sportsman. He owned racehorses that ran at Saratoga and yachts that he sailed with expert skill. He was a successful investment banker, and he came from one of New York’s oldest, finest families.

			Marry Frederick?

			She tried to envision it, and when she did, an agreeable future stretched before her—­a modest but comfortable brownstone west of the park to start, and a small cottage here. As Frederick became even more successful, they might move to a larger home closer to their parents on Madison Avenue. Like many other ­couples they knew, they would winter in New York, take a brief trip to Paris in the spring, then come here for the summer. She would have all the picnics and clambakes and Newport summers she could want with a man she knew and understood, a man who came from the same world she did and wanted the same things she did, a man who cared for her, not her money, a man of whom she was genuinely fond.

			Fond.

			She grimaced a bit at the word, remembering several of the men in London who had described their feelings for her in such a way. Her affection for Frederick went deeper than that, of course, for she’d known him all her life. And was romantic passion any better a guarantee of happiness than the affection she felt for Frederick? She thought of Conrath, and she decided it was not.

			“Linnet?” Her mother’s voice, low but urgent, called to her, and she came out of her reverie with a start. She glanced around and realized the object of her thoughts had disappeared.

			“What happened to Frederick?” she asked, as her mother bustled over to her side. “He was talking to you a moment ago.”

			“Frederick?” Helen Holland’s round face creased into a bewildered frown, showing that although that particular man might be dominating Linnet’s thoughts, her parent’s mind was on something else altogether. “He’s wandered off somewhere,” she added, waving a hand toward the French doors onto the terrace. “Never mind Frederick. We’ve something much more important to discuss.” She pulled her daughter slightly away from the group of her friends. “Linnet, there are three British peers here tonight.”

			Linnet groaned. “Oh, Mother, not again.”

			Helen, of course, ignored this admonishment. “To think, after doing London with no success, you have another chance. Look over there.” When Linnet didn’t move, Helen gave an impatient sigh, put an arm around her shoulders, and turned her toward the three men Frederick had already pointed out to her, and she could only thank heaven that at this moment none of them were looking in her direction. “Don’t stare, of course,” her mother murmured in her ear, “but aren’t they handsome?”

			“For goodness’ sake!” Without bothering to consider the question, Linnet shrugged to dislodge her mother’s arm from around her shoulders, then turned to face her. “I don’t want to marry a British lord. How many times must I say it?”

			Helen’s face creased again, this time with disapproval. “That is a most unladylike tone,” she said with injured dignity. “The gentlemen are standing a dozen feet away at most, and if they heard you speaking to me this way, they might decide you would not suit as a peeress and dismiss you from consideration.”

			“If so, then I hope they would also believe I mean what I say and set their sights elsewhere.”

			“And if they do, where will you be?” Helen lifted a hand to indicate the assemblage around them. “You want to marry one of our own, but you’ve known these men all your life, and love hasn’t bloomed for you with any of them. Will it ever? You’re twenty-­one, Linnet, and time is going by. Most of your friends are already married. Another year, maybe two, and you’ll be an old maid. Is that what you want?”

			Linnet lowered her head, pressing one gloved hand to her forehead. She’d hoped that in coming home, this topic would be laid to rest, at least for a while, but now she realized her mother’s relentless campaign to marry her off would never stop, not until she’d walked down the aisle and said her vows.

			“Now, about these three gentlemen,” Helen resumed, mistaking Linnet’s silence for acquiescence, “they are staying here at The Tides, so Mrs. Dewey was able to tell me all about them. The blond one is quite good-­looking, don’t you think?”

			Linnet didn’t bother to lift her head. Her mother didn’t notice.

			“He’s the Earl of Hayward,” Helen chirped on, “son of the Marquess of Wetherford. Still, I’m not sure he’ll do for you.”

			Linnet didn’t ask why, but, of course, she didn’t have to.

			“He’s shorter than you, and it’s never good for a man to be shorter than his wife. A pity, for he has the highest rank. Still,” Helen added, her voice brightening, “the other two are taller, and every bit as good-­looking. The brown-­haired one is Viscount Somerton, the only son of Earl Conyers, but the black-­haired one seems the most promising prospect. He’s been in New York for some time, and Mrs. Dewey thinks he’s here to find a wife.”

			“They always are,” Linnet murmured without bothering to glance at the object of this discussion. “You needn’t act as if it’s such a revelation.”

			“Yes, but he asked Mrs. Dewey about you while you were dancing and seemed very interested. He is the Earl of Featherstone, and—­”

			Linnet lifted her head, frowning as the name stirred to life long-­forgotten gossip. “Wasn’t Featherstone the peer who married Belinda Hamilton of Cleveland? I thought he died.”

			“That was Charles Featherstone, and yes, he died. This is his brother, John—­or Jack, as his friends call him. He inherited the title when his brother passed away.”

			Belinda Hamilton’s marriage to the previous Earl of Featherstone was a lesson to any American girl with a sense of self-­preservation, and might provide Linnet with the perfect way to yet again counter her mother’s insistence she marry a peer.

			Her attention captured at last, Linnet turned her head, following her mother’s gaze, lighting at once on the man in the center of the group, a man now staring back at her, a man whose hair was as black as a raven’s wing and whose heart, she could only conclude, was equally so.

			Everything about him spoke of a rakehell. His body, tall and powerfully built, seemed designed for wild sport and reckless pursuits. His hair, thick and unruly, lacked the discipline of pomade, hinting at a similarly undisciplined character. His face was handsome enough, she supposed, but its lean planes and sharp, chiseled features gave the impression to Linnet’s mind of a predatory hawk. His eyes, black and impenetrable, looked back at her without blinking—­the hawk assessing possible prey.

			Linnet, however, was no naïve, hapless little mouse to be plucked up for her fat dowry. Faced with such an unscrupulous stare, she lifted one eyebrow in response. Perfected during her days at finishing school, it was a pointed indication to a rude man that he was being rude, and its usual result was to send the man in question scurrying off in abashed dismay.

			Not this man. Instead of looking away, he looked down, and those bold eyes roved with unnerving thoroughness over her person, from head to toe and back, pausing for far too long at the neckline of her gown, reminding her how low it was cut.

			For no reason at all, she blushed, heat spreading outward from where his gaze lingered at her breasts to all the other parts of her body—­down her legs and along her arms, up her neck and into her face. Her toes curled in her satin slippers, and without thinking, she lifted one gloved hand to her chest to shield herself from his ill-­mannered observation.

			His thick black lashes lifted. As his eyes met hers again, their corners creased with amusement, and one corner of his mouth curved up in a faint smile.

			Furious, Linnet tore her gaze away, and as she did, she caught sight of a footman carrying a tray filled with glasses. Feeling in desperate need of a drink, she plucked one of the glasses from his tray as he passed, and ignoring her mother’s disapproving stare, she downed half the cream sherry it contained in one swallow. She felt ready to address the point at issue.

			“It’s obvious the present Earl of Featherstone is no improvement over the previous one. Charles Featherstone married Belinda Hamilton for her money and everyone knows it. If the gossip is to be believed, he treated her badly after their marriage and made her miserable.”

			“Well, of course Belinda Hamilton was miserable in her marriage,” Helen agreed without batting an eye. “She was very New Money, dear, and completely unprepared to be the wife of an earl.”

			“And yet, Belinda Hamilton married again two years ago,” Linnet couldn’t resist pointing out. “She wed the Marquess of Trubridge. If I recall all the lessons of the British peerage you’ve stuffed into my head, Trubridge is the only son of the Duke of Landsdowne, so she’ll be a duchess one day.”

			“Her first marriage prepared her for her second, and that is preparation you don’t need. You could step into the role of peeress without a qualm. I’ve seen to that.”

			“Yes, ever since Conrath, it’s been nothing but
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